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Praise for Liking the Child You Love


“Dr. Bernstein has written a wonderful book, helping parents learn new ways of thinking and behaving in order to solve the problems they have with their children. His strategies are practical and concrete and very useful. I highly recommend this book to parents (and professionals who work with parents). It’s very empowering to learn that “the key to a good relationship with your child rests more with you than your child.”

—JUDITH S. BECK, PhD, Director, Beck Institute for Cognitive Therapy
and Research, Clinical Associate Professor of Psychology in Psychiatry,
University of Pennsylvania


 


“With understanding and kindness, Dr. Jeff helps parents acknowledge what we are all ashamed to admit: that sometimes our children drive us crazy, and we don’t like them very much. Through his own experience as a parent and a licensed psychologist, Dr. Jeff skillfully guides parents to discover how toxic thoughts actually support our children’s frustrating behavior! If you want to improve and deepen your relationship with your children, this book is a must-read!”

—JEANNE ELIUM AND DON ELIUM, authors of Raising a Son and Raising a Daughter



 


“Jeffrey Bernstein has given us easy to absorb, insightful tips that will change the way we think about what our kids do, and why they do it. This book will not only make parenting more gratifying; it will help make life more gratifying.”

—MYRNA B. SHURE, PHD, author of Raising a Thinking Child



 


“The threshold between experiencing parental “love” and parental “like” can be a blurry one indeed, but both processes are essential to engage in if families are to develop in healthy and creative ways. In Liking the Child You Love, Dr. Jeffrey Bernstein gently but skillfully guides parents through the many emotional challenges of childrearing. Combining illuminating case examples with wise and practical strategies, Liking the Child You Love will be of inestimable value to mothers and fathers alike at every stage of family development.”

—DR. BRAD SACHS, author of The Good Enough Child and
 The Good Enough Teen



 


“I wholeheartedly recommend Dr. Jeff’s book because his premise—that although we love our kids—sometimes it can be much harder to like them—is very important. It’s often easier to love our children than to actually like them. The author helps parents keep their cool when their children are at their most challenging and paves the way for increased parental empathy.”

—NANCY SAMALIN, MS, author of Loving Your Child is Not Enough and
 Love and Anger: The Parental Dilemma



 


“No parent wants to be put over the edge by their child’s negative behavior, and with Jeffrey Bernstein’s Liking the Child You Love, you won’t have to be. Bernstein provides parents with a creative and accessible roadmap out of the toxic reactions to their children’s negative behavior, reactions which only trigger more undesirable behavior. Now parents can stop blaming themselves and their kids when  things start to spiral, and instead know exactly what to do and say to be the loving and effective parents they want to be.”

—TAMAR E. CHANSKY, PHD, author of Freeing Your Child from Negative 
Thinking and Freeing Your Child from Anxiety



 


“Dr. Bernstein addresses a huge missing piece of the parenting puzzle: How you feel about your kids is determined to a large extent by how you think—and a parent’s thoughts can be pretty screwy sometimes! This book provides an excellent corrective for parents’ emotional upsets and a straightforward path toward a happier family.”

—THOMAS W. PHELAN, PHD, author of 1-2-3 Magic: Effective Discipline 
for Children 2-12



 


“Bravo, Dr. Jeff, for helping parents admit that they don’t always like their children. I highly recommend this book for all those parents who want to run away from home or hide in the bathroom until their child outgrows a difficult stage. This book has the cure for Parent Frustration Syndrome. It will help you identify and avoid self-sabotaging thoughts and behaviors that compromise your relationship with the child you deeply love.”

—KAREN DEERWESTER, author of The Entitlement-Free Child



 


“Dr. Jeff recounts the joys and trials he has experienced with his own children. And this openness adds both credence and clarity to his enjoyable and thought ful book. This is a delightful, check-yourself-out-while-you-learn experience that I recommend to all parents who might occasionally say to themselves, ‘I’m not sure I like this child I love!’”

—FOSTER CLINE, MD, Founder and author of Parenting with 
Love and Logic



 


“Say ‘Goodbye’ to being at your wit’s end with your child’s behavior and feeling guilty about how you react. Liking the Child You Love helps you understand your  frustrations and walks you through the emotional struggles of raising children. Say “Hello” to a stronger connection to your child now, not long after he’s grown and out of the house.”

—SUSAN NEWMAN, PHD, author of Little Things Long Remembered: 
Making Your Children Feel Special Every Day



 


“As a writer of literature for children and adolescents, I spend a great deal of time trying to get into their heads and hearts. I have had great success with the children I have interviewed over the years. It’s my own brood that has had me stumped.

If truth be known, I couldn’t put this book down. Within the first hour, I was taking notes. Liking the child you love is harder than one would think and often hard to admit. But I can’t believe there is a parent anywhere who hasn’t met this dichotomy firsthand. This is an enormously helpful book and easily digestible for those of us whose plates are already too full. I highly recommend this read to all parents and those who want to like the children they love.”

—AUDREY PENN, author of The Kissing Hand
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Alissa, Sam, and Gabby you are amazing children and wonderful teachers. Loving all three of you has been effortless. And through it all, being your dad continues to be the biggest joy and highest honor of my life.






Author’s Note


This book is intended to be educational in nature and is not intended as a substitute for professional help. Please bear in mind that the formal diagnosis and treatment of any mental health conditions, including any mentioned in this book, should be made by a qualified health care professional. Although I share many examples from my psychology practice in this book, all names and identifying information have been changed to protect client confidentiality.

The strategies I suggest are aimed at parents of all ages of children, through eighteen and even beyond. However, I use the term  child to simplify the text rather than using terms such as toddler,  teenager, or young adult. Please also note that, where possible, I alternate he and she between chapters to reflect my intention to balance gender representation.






Introduction

How Can I Be a Good Parent and Have These Bad Thoughts?

Nothing impacts your child more than the way you, his parent, perceive him. As parents, we strive to like the child we love. What I mean by like is feeling positive about our children’s thoughts, reactions, attitudes, and values. As parents, we “light up” about how wonderful it feels to like the way our child is behaving. It is when we don’t like our child’s attitude and behavior, however, that we lose that warm, fuzzy feeling and things don’t feel so comfortable. Even though most parents really do love their children, they find it quite disturbing when they catch themselves thinking not-so-nice thoughts toward their kids.

Parenting can be highly challenging. I recall one day some years ago when my kids were giving me a hard time about cleaning their rooms. My immediate feeling was that by not doing what I asked—actually, what I demanded—they were being disrespectful. I was getting frustrated, to say the least. So in stepping back from the situation and believing I was “Father knows best” and also a well-adjusted psychologist, I called on my best coping skills—yep, I called up my mother and whined.

Having written books on parenting, you might think I’d easily be able to handle my own kids, right? Well, not that day. And, quite honestly, I have had my share of those days, just like you. As much  as I love my kids, I have still struggled with angry thoughts about them that seem to come out of nowhere. Let’s just say that being a parent has been, and continues to be, the most challenging job I have ever had. It is a true labor of love.

What were those thoughts whipping around in my mind that I shared with my mother? Perhaps you can relate:

“They don’t appreciate anything I do for them.”

“They are so spoiled.”

“They just suck me dry.”

“Fine, I’ll let them be lazy, and someday they’ll learn their lesson.”

“They say they hate me, and, well, I’m not so crazy about them either.”

I have a few other gems I could share, but you get the idea. That day my mother listened, listened some more, and helped me calm down. After reflecting on my mom’s ever-supportive voice of reason, I had a tremendous “Aha!” experience: Although most of us know when we are upset, we don’t consciously focus on how much our own thoughts play a role in our emotional upheaval. Most parents overlook how much their thoughts about their children impact how they feel toward and react to them, for better or worse.


Okay, you may be saying, “Hey, Dr. Jeff, no kidding! And, as a psychologist, when did you finally figure this out?” My response is that sometimes the most obvious and simple truths are the most elusive. That day it really hit me just how powerful and influential those thoughts can be. I could now clearly see how I was wreaking havoc on my own ability to accurately understand my children’s needs.

Having worked with more than two thousand parents and children as clients and workshop participants in twenty years, I have personally seen over and over again parents mired in toxic thinking. Given the pace of modern life and all the stresses we face, this problem can only be getting worse. As I thought more about it, I realized how widespread and insidious it is.

Dana, for example, an exasperated mother in my practice, one day exemplified the frustration of so many parents I see. “Dr. Jeff, I feel so guilty saying this, but I just feel many days that I don’t like my impossible, bratty eleven-year-old daughter anymore. I don’t understand why it has gotten to this point.” Dana’s eyes filled with tears.

Another client of mine, Julian, father of three teenagers and a newborn, reflected Dana’s concerns in a more humorous way. He said, “Jeff, now I know why some animals eat their young.”

As parents, we want our children to feel loved, understood, accepted, and appreciated. To make this happen, we give to our children emotionally, spiritually, physically, materially, and in any other realm we can think of. Yet many parents find themselves steaming with frustration when they give all they can to their children. This is because it’s so easy to think ourselves into misery when hammered with challenging, difficult, and even defiant behaviors from our kids. These thoughts are common and normal. But getting a handle on parental toxic thinking can actually improve your children’s defiant behavior and give you a happier family relationship.


If you’re reading this book, I assume you too feel like one of these parents, at least from time to time. Maybe you wish you could wave a magical “contentment wand,” and finally your child would be easier to deal with! The reality is that parenting is very challenging.

Here’s the good news—you are not alone. In fact, it may blow your mind how much company you have. Parents everywhere—whether married, remarried, single, widowed, young, or old—right at this moment, are fed up. Go to a supermarket, hang out at an amusement park, or even perk up your ears in a restaurant, and you will see and hear parents having problems in paradise. They are unhappy and disgusted and are tired of or plain worn out from what I term Parent Frustration Syndrome (PFS). I describe PFS more fully in Chapter 1.




Why Is Parenting So Hard?

From the time our kids are little, we parents have to think of the big picture. We choose the best opportunities we can for our kids, and we hope that they will choose the best things for themselves as they get older. Ironically, perhaps the biggest challenge to our success as parents is our anxiety that our children will not be happy and content.

As we raise our children, we also raise the bar for their success over our own. On our deathbeds, we’ll want to know we did right by our children. And most kids know their parents want the best for them. At the same time, when kids make mistakes or encounter disappointments, parents suffer through them too. This fuels the anxiety we have as parents.

It is largely this anxiety that keeps burning toxic thoughts into our brains. When we worry about our children, we tend to think  negatively and dramatically—we naturally assume the worst. This leads to more troubled feelings: more anxiety mixed with anger, sadness, resignation, and frustration. Some parents silently stew, and others “lose it” by overreacting to their children, and then many feel tremendous guilt. To be sure, not too many kids come into my office feeling good about unspoken tensions or being yelled at.

Parents often vow to “cool it” and be more understanding and patient with their children. Too often, however, they are besieged by toxic thoughts and fall back into the overwhelming forces of PFS. Without the tools to change your tune, you will keep singing the same parenting song.




Parents’ Perceptions Influence Children’s Realities

Parents typically seek me out for help when children have problems such as verbal or physical outbursts, anxiety or depression, legal concerns, drug-related issues, problems with peers and family, and  school difficulties. Often, when I meet with kids and their parents, the emotional tensions are off the chart.

I love working with kids who are struggling because as they learn more effective ways to cope and deal with life, I feel very satisfied. Yet working with kids usually means working with their parents, too—and they are often not very happy when their children are driving them crazy. The longer I practice as a psychologist, the more I see the powerful influence that parents play in shaping their children’s lives. Together, we can guide their children to make healthy changes in the way they cope with the challenges they face.

Despite my experience and attempts to be supportive, I still have to make sure that I proceed with caution when helping parents see their role in their children’s issues. I am not in any way blaming the parents for their children’s problems. At the same time, it is enlightening for parents to learn how their own thinking patterns contribute to the problems they experience with their children. Simply put, how you think about your child impacts how you like your child and how your child likes himself. Your perceptions also influence how your child copes with problems. We all know adults who report the value of having parents who believed in them while growing up.




It Really Is About You

Because the examples in this book are, for the most part, parent-thought centered, it may seem like I am holding parents overly responsible for their children’s behavior. However, when you temporarily put aside what your child is doing and devote yourself to changing your own thoughts and actions, it can have a tremendously positive effect on your child’s behavior.

You will learn in this book that you—much more than your child—are the source of your PFS. It is your thoughts about what your kids do or don’t do that drive you crazy. Once you learn to get control of your thoughts, then you will also get control of your  emotions and reactions. And, most important, you and your child will have a closer, more understanding relationship.

My first book, Why Can’t You Read My Mind? addressed the toxic-thinking problem in intimate relationships. Since that time, I have written two books on parenting, 10 Days to a Less Defiant Child and 10 Days to a Less Distracted Child. I am humbled by and grateful for the letters and e-mails from readers around the world who have praised my books. At the same time, I felt a need now to go boldly where most parenting self-help books do not: into the dark thoughts of anxious, frustrated parents.

Parents thinking toxically about their own kids is a huge, unexamined, and underrecognized problem. Yet it is so important to solve because, left unchecked, it creates negative emotions and behaviors. These negative feelings have an enormous impact on the happiness of your family. This book will help you overcome your negative thoughts so that you can be more clearheaded in parenting your children. I have packed this book with the same strategies that I offer to parents in my practice.

When parents first bring their child to see me, I encourage them to share their child’s positive qualities—right in front of the very child they love so much but may, at the time, like so little. These parents are suffering from major PFS, and the child is hurting from the repercussions. By beginning with the child’s strengths in mind, I am infusing hope and positive energy from day one. I am also showing the parent and child how powerful perceptions can be. Once they feel safe and share their frustrations, parents also learn how underlying toxic thoughts, if not zapped, can swallow up these positive intentions and connections.

Whether your child is occasionally difficult or often defiant, the tools in this book will be highly beneficial for you, your child, and your relationship with him. As you gain control over your toxic thoughts and speak and behave less reactively to your child, he will likely follow your lead and think and act less disruptively, too. As you will see, toxic thoughts are rigid, unfair, and distorted perceptions—for example, “She never applies herself in anything she does.” Although you may feel that the problems rest with your child and you’re not the one who needs to change, please keep an open mind. The more you get free of toxic thoughts and try in earnest to gain from the insights that this book offers, the more your kids will change for the better as well.




My Past Pattern of Overreacting and Misunderstanding

I used to be an overreactive and irritated parent. Getting rid of my toxic thoughts got rid of my PFS—big time. Make no mistake, I still have to work on controlling my thoughts. But once I learned how to do it, I came a long way in a short time. And getting control over my toxic thoughts cleared the way to understanding my children better than I ever could have imagined.

I have worked on understanding myself and my children more than I have worked on anything else in my life. And the more that I understand them, the more joy I get from them and they get from me. The most wonderful gift I have given myself is being more patient, more understanding, and less reactive toward my kids. I have learned how to put things in a healthy perspective. No more do my toxic thoughts so powerfully warp and distort my mind and thwart my ability to connect with and enjoy my kids. I am thrilled at how much more I have learned to appreciate the children whom I love so much.




How to Use This Book

Chapters 1-3 lay the groundwork for understanding what toxic thoughts are and how to become mindful of them. Chapters 4-7 are more strategic and offer tools involving relaxation, mindfulness, and alternative thoughts. You will learn how to counter slower-burning toxic thoughts as well as those that tend to flare up more  rapidly. You’ll learn how to overcome the nine toxic-thought patterns that plague families:1. The “always or never” trap

2. Label gluing

3. Seething sarcasm

4. Smoldering suspicions

5. Detrimental denial

6. Emotional overheating

7. Blame blasting

8. “Should” slamming

9. Dooming conclusions



The remaining chapters provide knowledge and strategies for discipline, using positive reinforcement, and enjoying life as a parent. I encourage you to keep a journal of your thoughts and feelings from this point on. The more that you capture what goes on in your head and employ the strategies provided in this book, the more active and successful you will be in creating positive changes. There are exercises in different chapters and space to write in your thoughts and reflections. You can easily copy these formats in your journal. Anything you respond to in these pages or think up on your own can be included. Feel free to use whatever format for recording thoughts and feelings that works best for you.

I am excited for you to learn how to detoxify your mind. My clients who put these principles in place with their children have told me that all relationships in their lives improve once they are free from the shackles of toxic thinking. They find that they feel better not only toward their children but also toward spouses and intimate partners (for more on this, read Why Can’t You Read My Mind?), co-workers, friends, and extended family. Why? Because people who suffer from toxic thinking often don’t have problems only in their parenting but tend to have problems in their other relationships as well.




Keep the Faith as You Go Forward

I hope that if you have plans for a one-way plane ticket for peeved parents, you won’t board just yet—at least not until you read this book. Please seize this opportunity for joy and connection with your child. With due humility, I have personally helped more than two thousand parents and kids have more harmonious, joyous relationships with this advice and information.

Yes, now you can like the child you love in ways you never imagined. You don’t have to wait until he is twenty-five or even thirty-five to finally enjoy each other and for him to appreciate all your sacrifice and work. Trust me, as you change for the better by getting free of your toxic thoughts, he will have a better attitude, too.

No longer will you fall prey to emotional hijackings where you lose it “all of a sudden.” You will learn what your toxic thoughts are and how to stop them from overtaking you. And, most important, you will learn how to like the child you love much more.





Chapter 1

Why Liking Your Child Is Much Harder than Loving Him

BEING A PARENT can be very emotionally rewarding, but it can also be draining and frustrating. And when your child gets to you, I know how very upsetting it can be. You may even feel like you are at your wit’s end. But hang on—help is on the way in the pages that follow.

Susan, the mother of an eleven-year-old boy, was highly distraught when she came in to see me. Visibly shaken and in the throes of Parent Frustration Syndrome, she said, “Dr. Jeff, it is just one thing after another with Tommy. I’ve had it up to here,” motioning to her throat. She continued, “Today, nonstop, he kept taunting me, and then when I got mad, he called me a ‘crappy mother.’ On top of all this, he always picks on his younger brother.” She then echoed the sentiment of so many parents I listen to: “I do so much for him, and he’s the one treating me like crap. And if I talked that way to my parents, I would have been smacked right across the face. You know what? That’s what I feel like doing. He’s just a spoiled brat who never realizes how good he has it!”

Susan then finished her volley of frustration by serving up the grand slam: “Dr. Jeff, sometimes I can’t stand Tommy, and I feel horrible saying this about my own son. But he gets under my skin and makes me want to pull my hair out! I am so exhausted from  him. I swear, I feel like I don’t even like him anymore. Am I crazy for feeling this way?”

I assured Susan that she was not crazy. I helped her work through her negative thoughts and feelings toward Tommy, and she learned to control her reactions. Most important, as you too will learn, Susan was soon able not to let her dislike for her son’s attitude and behaviors get in the way of understanding what was troubling him. She also discovered how she could choose not to get herself worked up into an emotional frenzy when Tommy was difficult. This breakthrough was very liberating to Susan. The great news is that this book will help you get to this better parenting place as well.

To the best of my knowledge, you will not find the term Parent Frustration Syndrome in any medical or psychology textbook. But it describes a very real problem that millions of mothers and fathers face every day. PFS results when a parent feels emotionally overwhelmed and discouraged about her parenting efforts and her child’s attitude and behaviors. Parents struggling with PFS may feel any one or more of the following:
• moderately to highly frustrated

• resentful of their children’s misbehaviors, their lack of expressed gratitude, and possibly even their struggles

• moderately to significantly sad or even depressed

• pessimistic in their outlook of their children’s lives

• desiring to escape family pressures

• questioning their own value

• a sense of inadequacy in thinking their children’s struggles compare worse to those of extended family and friends

• confused about why their children act in ways that don’t make sense

• less joy

• disheartened and guilty that family life is less gratifying than hoped for






The good news is that I am very confident that PFS can be greatly managed, if not cured, by using in earnest the strategies in this book.

Let’s see how you register on the PFS meter. If you have felt or feel any of the following, then you have PFS, at least to some degree.


How Much Do You Suffer from PFS?

It can be helpful for you to get a handle on how you feel when your child is driving you up the wall. Most frustrated parents can identify with at least a few of the following at one time or another. Feel free to check off those that you can relate to:
You resent how your difficult child has drained you and the rest of the family. _____

You feel desperately overwhelmed trying to keep up with all of life’s demands. _____

You feel nothing is going to help your situation. _____

You can’t understand why your child acts better behaved around other adults than with you. _____

You feel exhausted. _____

You can’t comprehend why your child acts this way, especially since you try so hard to be a good parent. _____

You feel manipulated. _____

You question why you had children in the first place. _____

You feel sad that your marriage has lost its passion. _____

You are easily angered yet feel guilty for being so frustrated. _____

As a single parent, you feel it is impossible to stay sane. _____ You feel like a horrible failure as a parent. _____







This list of PFS-related thoughts is representative but certainly not exhaustive. Parents who get frustrated start to feel much better when they gain control over what is going on in their heads. This is because it is very hard to gain control of your child, your own feelings, or anything else in your life until you first gain control of your thoughts.

In reading this book, you will learn how to detoxify your thoughts and will experience wonderful changes in your relationship with your child. You will no longer feel burned out, and you will avoid fruitless power struggles.

 



One day when writing this chapter, I had to deal with an acute flare-up of my own PFS. My three children were having a blast decorating holiday gingerbread cookies, and of course, my kitchen consequently looked like a condemned living area. Thinking back to years gone by when I used to “lose it” with my kids, I found myself swelling with pride. After all, my kids were having fun, even though they were messing up the kitchen. “No big deal, and besides, what a fantastic dad I am,” I thought.

Just as I scanned the area, noting how we would all eventually clean up the mess, a large bottle of sprinkles was knocked off the counter and spilled all over the floor. Immediately, I felt my blood pressure rise. I then heard myself saying in a strained voice, “How can I love you so much when I feel at the same time like I want to explode?” My son then quipped, “Dad, isn’t that why you are writing that new book about problems liking your kids?”

My son was right. I am writing this book to help parents like you. This book is about setting you free to look at what so many parents feel guilty talking about: your negative thoughts and feelings toward your own children. There—ugh—I said it. Now you can take a deep breath and keep reading.

I know how alone you have been feeling. You wonder, “Why is it that parents don’t really talk about their dark thoughts and frustrations and what they don’t like about their children?” You may even ask, “Is it that their children are not challenging and my child  is?” Let me reassure you that this is definitely not so. Nearly all parents feel this way, and I will help you discover what fuels your emotional struggles with your child. And better yet, I’m going to show you what you can do about it. Just hang with me—you’ll see soon enough.




Parenting Is Hard Work, but It’s a Job You Can’t Quit

Parenting is difficult—that’s for sure. The mere concept of caring for and raising a child in today’s anxiety-laden, competitive world is daunting and overwhelming. Although the following may not hit an all-time high on the profundity scale, I’m going to say it anyway: Once you have kids, there is no longer the option to stop being a parent. Most parents begin the child-rearing journey with expectations of jubilance and boundless joy. The wonderful news is that you certainly do get a lot of that by being a parent. Yet in contrast, you may also be shocked at some of the challenging and even harrowing realities that arise when you face problems and conflicts with your kids. Add to this stress the realities of trying to work, be married, and balance it all, and you end up with PFS. You realize that you love your kids, but it certainly is not always a joyous experience.

Take a look at a humorous bulletin on the following page about a “job description” that a client forwarded to me.


PARENT WANTED POSITION :

Mom, Mommy, Mama, Ma Dad, Daddy, Dada, Pa, Pop

JOB DESCRIPTION:

Long-term team players needed for challenging, permanent work in an often chaotic environment.

Candidates must possess excellent communication and organizational skills and be willing to work variable hours, which will include evenings and weekends and frequent twenty-four-hour shifts on call.

Some overnight travel required; travel expenses not reimbursed.

Extensive courier duties also required.

 



RESPONSIBILITIES:

The rest of your life.

Must be willing to be hated, at least temporarily, until someone needs five dollars.

Must be willing to bite tongue repeatedly.

Also, must possess the physical stamina of a pack mule.

Must screen phone calls, maintain calendars, and coordinate production of multiple homework projects.

Must have ability to plan and organize social gatherings for clients of all ages and mental outlooks.

Must be willing to be indispensable one minute, an embarrassment the next.

Must always hope for the best but be prepared for the worst.

Must assume final, complete accountability for the quality of the end product.

Responsibilities also include floor maintenance and janitorial work throughout the facility.



I find this parent job description to be quite funny. I hope you do, too. The reality is that the more that we, as parents, can call upon such humor, the easier it is to deal with the pressures that do come with the job. And no joke—it is a job!

On a more serious note, humor and other calming forces are often not in parents’ minds when they need them most. Instead, most parents are flooding themselves with negativity. Regretfully, sometimes what is in our heads explodes out of our mouths.




Dealing with Difficult Feelings Is Not Easy

Since you are reading this book, I would guess that you are a parent suffering through some PFS. I am here to tell you that if you feel you don’t like some of your child’s attitudes and behaviors, that is okay. Or if, for example, you “can’t stand” those behaviors, then that is fine too—as long as you deal with these thoughts and feelings. Actually, it is your love for your child that makes it even more maddening when you find yourself flooded with negative feelings. Even if you don’t like your child as a person right now, as long as you do something constructive with these negative feelings, that is perfectly acceptable.

I find it rewarding to help you explore and overcome your parenting struggles. Facing my own challenges and pitfalls as a father and growing from them has been the most satisfying part of my life. I am pleased that you are letting me guide you to a better place.

I know it can be uncomfortable to explore your struggles. Self-awareness can feel threatening and scary because it requires you to move out of your comfort zone. Yes, challenging your negative thoughts and feelings is unfamiliar and unpleasant. Yet I can also say with unswerving conviction that the rewards of better understanding your negative feelings toward your children, and doing something positive about them, are invaluable.

I am here to create the safety that you need to explore the dark side of your parenting mind. I also am here to empower you to  work through your negative feelings. Parents may joke on soccer game sidelines, in supermarkets, at parties, or in other social settings about how they struggle with their children’s behaviors. Yet these amusing “my kid is driving me crazy” anecdotes usually only scratch the surface of what these parents actually struggle with. You know this by just how upset you get with your own children and how overwhelming it can be. I am here to help you understand these emotional struggles. This is very important for your sanity, but also in understanding your child.




Your Mind Is the Culprit

The most exciting thing you will learn in this book is how your own mind creates far more negative feelings toward your children than your kids themselves do. That’s right—it really all begins and ends with what you say to yourself about your kids. In the words of noted author Anaïs Nin, “We don’t see things as they are; we see things as we are.”

As I mentioned earlier, anxiety is prevalent for parents because we are responsible for the safety and well-being of our kids. Our desire for our children to “turn out well” also stimulates worry and angst. Toxic thoughts are formed and fueled when we feel our children are not doing what they need to do or are making poor choices. As you will see, in addition to our anxiety, how we perceive our children and our role as parents can also be a springboard to toxic thinking.

Do you hold negative perceptions and even perhaps prejudices toward your own children? I’m not positive what your answer is, but my sense is that if you really look inward, you’ll say yes. What I am  positive about is that these negative views and related feelings can compromise your parenting efforts and connection with your child.

Think about it: Prejudice is a “prejudgment,” a snap decision about your child before you know (or allow yourself to know) the  realities about him or the circumstances he faces. Growing up, you absorbed some beliefs about how you would raise children. In the process, you wittingly and unwittingly got on board with certain biases or prejudices. Some of our parenting prejudices are hundreds or even thousands of years old.

For example, we have all heard “Spare the rod and spoil the child.” This saying promotes the idea that children will flourish only if punished, physically or otherwise, for any wrongdoing. Parents following this line of thinking tend to be rigid in expectations and highly reactive. Most people in this era challenge the view of physical punishment as a form of discipline. Even so, minus the hitting, the rigid “I am in charge of you” mentality can get in the way of fostering cooperation with your child and backfire.

Another negative view is the aphorism “Children should be seen and not heard.” It suggests that children’s opinions don’t count or are not credible. Although few people have such a denigrating notion of children, this belief, or at least diluted forms of it, persists in common usage.

There is also another negative view of children that one might think is more recent, though it really isn’t: “The younger generation is spoiled and entitled.” The following quote speaks to this view: “The children now love luxury; they have bad manners, contempt for authority; they show disrespect for elders and love chatter in place of exercise. Children are now tyrants, not the servants of their households. They no longer rise when elders enter the room. They contradict their parents, chatter before company, gobble up dainties at the table, cross their legs, and tyrannize their teachers.” Surprise, surprise—these were the words of Socrates from only around two thousand years ago. Talk about all of us parents living in a time warp!

Most parents try to view their children in a more positive light than these broad biases may suggest. Granted, this may be easier for parents before their children learn to speak. At the same time,  these “pearls of wisdom” represent an underlying view that children do not have equal rights to adults. Don’t our children deserve the same right to be understood that we as adults value?

By the way, overly idealistic visions of children and family life can be just as problematic. Some parents hold themselves to unrealistic expectations of perfection. We are inculcated with Hall-mark card-like images of beaming parents at soccer games, school events, graduations, and marriage ceremonies, yet the reality is that family life has ups and downs.

Please don’t think I am a cynic. I am concerned, however, that some parents are not prepared as much for the lows as they are for the highs. Let’s take a closer look at how your views inform how you handle the lows.




Family-of-Origin Experiences Affect Parents, Too

One day, in a shopping center parking lot, I overheard a young father shout at his young daughter, “How many times do I gotta tell you!” I then heard her start to cry. I thought, “I wonder where he learned to speak in such a shaming tone to his daughter? Perhaps he heard that from his own parents.”

I certainly see many parents who speak to their children in negative and shaming ways. I have been guilty of it myself in the past and try to be vigilant to no longer speak in this manner. Even if occasionally they contain hints of truth, these types of phrases are very painful to children. They include:

“Can’t you ever think for yourself?”

“You are lazy.”

“Don’t you ever think about anything?”

“Why can’t you be more like ________ [your sister, brother, cousin, friend]?”

“It’s all your fault.”

“You just don’t appreciate anything.”

“You never listen.”

“See—you always have to learn the hard way.”

I think you probably get the picture. As you will soon see, these toxic words come from toxic thinking. Parents, in many cases, pass on destructive ways of thinking and talking from one generation to another. Children on the receiving end of such verbalizations, however, don’t know why their parents say such things and can feel deeply hurt and resentful.




Each Parent Will Have Personal Child-Rearing Opinions

I am not here to tell you what to believe in or not to believe in. I am hoping, however, that you are willing to become more aware of what is working and not working in your relationship with your child. Any limiting beliefs, biases, and prejudices you may hold are worth exploring. Look at which thoughts get you mired in negative energy regarding your child’s attitudes and behaviors.

One area where strong personal views are common is discipline and punishment, especially among what I call “consequence-ravenous” parents; they are foaming at the mouth and starving to dole out justice for bad behavior. In my previous book 10 Days to a Less Defiant Child, I included a chapter titled “Dependable Discipline,” in which I explained how, for defiant children, consequences can often backfire and fuel further defiant behavior. This is because with defiant children, bypassing their emotional reactivity works better than inflaming it. Please understand that I am not against consequences for kids. I am concerned, however, that when consequences are imposed in a rigid, harsh, and overboard manner, challenging children and teens will likely rebel even more. The more there is a strong, positive connection between parent and child, the fewer consequences will be needed. When consequences are  effective, they are best delivered in a collaborative, not adversarial, manner. I will talk more about discipline and consequences in Chapter 8.

Societal and historical forces, one’s family of origin, and personal views are not the only sources that form and maintain parents’ beliefs about how to raise children. Cultural and generational influences as well as what is conveyed in the media all serve to shape what we think parenting is or is not. As you read, I am asking you to keep an open mind about your own beliefs and how they work for you or against you as you raise your child.




The Stakes Are High

It is obvious that the quality of the parent-child relationship bears a heavy influence on children as they grow into adulthood. Unfortunately, many parents don’t adequately deal with their negative feelings toward their very own children. Parents who cannot cope with their challenging children and teens can act unfairly or lash out at their kids, deepening mutual hurts, creating lingering tensions, and fueling more problematic behaviors in kids, often with tragic results.
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