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Introduction



THE WORK OF HAPPINESS BEGINS ON THE INSIDE


All parents want their children to be happy and want to give their children the best. How we define giving and the best and even happiness itself informs our parenting approaches and ultimately makes a big difference in our children’s well-being and fulfillment in life. When we give our children the opportunity to see how they can get things for themselves—working hard, persevering, taking risks, overcoming disappointment and adversity, then we bring out the best in them. The ultimate contentment comes from having the ability to act, to see that one can manage oneself, hold one’s own. But what if your child’s thinking doesn’t allow for contentment? What if the very ideas—default and automatic—racing through your child’s mind don’t grant a fighting chance to see what is possible, what is accurate, what is good—and, in fact, it is fighting with those very thoughts that leave kids feeling defeated every day? Welcome to the world of kids with negative thinking.


OPENING UP THE VAULT


For nearly three decades, I have been listening closely to the sounds of anxious children—their worries a constant barrage of questions, fraught with what-ifs, like a frantic opening and closing of doors on their future: “What if this happens?” “What if that happens?” “What if that goes wrong? What if I mess up?” “What if I fail?” Always a question, always about the worst-case scenario. But as the years went on, I started to hear a different story—from children plagued by negative thoughts. In contrast to the frantic flurry of possible disasters to avert, children with negative thinking had no questions and all the answers, and none of them sounded good: “There’s no point.” “I give up.” “It’s always like this.” “Nothing ever works for me.” “Everything’s ruined.” Or simply, “No.”


Instead of the clamor of what-ifs, I heard the silence of finality sealing shut a thick vault, all the treasures locked inside, as these kids not only expected the worst but accepted the worst. Parents would stand around that vault, trying to gain access. “But you’re good at so many things; this is no big deal,” they’d plead. But guarded by the insidious partners of hopelessness and impossibility, these kids remained, shut down, unreachable, convinced there was no use in trying to make it different. Accepting the worst leads to no satisfaction; on the contrary, it leads to sadness, even “pre-sadness,” as one teen called it. When kids repeatedly predict that things are going to go badly, they begin to get sad in advance, anticipating the defeat before they even start, borrowing ahead on the disappointment just like anxious kids borrow ahead on worry. The possibility that things could turn out well is irrelevant; they’ve already decided, it’s pointless.


When I say to these parents, “Your child has depressive thinking,” they quickly counter, and rightly so, “But he’s not depressed.” I explain how their child is demonstrating what Dr. Aaron Beck, the father of cognitive therapy, called in the 1970s the depressive triad: negative views of the self, the world, and the future. Dr. Beck codified this triad as a three-part punch: I struck out at baseball; I hate myself (one blow); baseball is stupid (the next); I stink at everything (and down they fall)1. An hour later, this child may have moved on and is asking with a cheerful smile, “What’s for dinner?” as if nothing has happened. Meanwhile, the parents, completely wrung out from a lifesaving mission to wrestle their child out of the hole he had seemingly dug himself into, are mystified. They scratch their head and sigh, but they don’t feel completely relieved because they have a hunch that they won’t be in the clear for long: The depressive triad will be waiting around the corner for the next disappointment, and kaboom—another attack of the negative brain will knock their child down again. So, although these children are not depressed per se, it is clear that with all these repetitions of the pattern of everyday ordinary events leading to damning conclusions about the youngsters’ abilities and prospects—damned by their own lightning fast (mis)interpretations, they are depressives-in-training and they are not happy about it. Part of their misery is that the solution seems out of reach—they are convinced they can’t be happy or successful because they believe that big changes have to happen on the outside: better grades, nicer clothes, more money, more friends, better hair, better toys… and today… more likes on Instagram!


The truth about happiness is this: It always begins with the work you do on the inside. It always has. What will determine our happiness, to a great extent, is how we seek out meaningful experiences, help our kids discover what is meaningful for them and, perhaps most important, keep that discovery process going. Kids need the flexible habit of mind to accurately narrate the challenges and disappointments they face and to learn to expect them. To learn to not stop at the global first take, “I’m a failure!” and come back to that inner conversation with a much more accurate and focused assessment of the damages. If we want kids to develop this flexibility, they have to know to look for it. They need to hear consistently that there are different ways to narrate a situation. Then they won’t stop at the first version, as we know that with negative thinking on board, the first is always the worst!


As kids learn to pivot their inner assessment from seeing things as difficult rather than devastating, as uncomfortable rather than unacceptable, they can get back on track more quickly. Equipped with flexible expectations and accurate explanations for when things don’t go as expected, kids can acquire the emotional agility to successfully navigate their path in life.


We have to help them by reinforcing flexible expectations and accurate explanations. Stay clear from teaching that leading charmed straight-A, all varsity, picture-perfect social media lives makes kids happy. That picture doesn’t exist in real life! Happiness comes from having a sustainable understanding of how life works: Moments of struggle are not wrong, they are not mistakes that shouldn’t be happening, and having the “I can’t, I won’t, it’s not fair, everyone else is better, nothing’s good” thoughts are not wrong, either; they are part of life. I tell the kids I see that these thoughts and experiences are not personal—they’re not a Johnny or Julie issue, they’re a human being issue. Everyone hears those thoughts and has those feelings; it’s just that for kids plagued with negative thinking, these thoughts and feelings don’t just have the first word, as may happen for any of us, but they have the last as well. By deciding the meaning of events for kids, negative thinking is running the show inside your child’s mind.


Parents of kids with negative thinking know that roiling feeling—alternating between concern and disbelief—watching kids crumble, shut down, or melt down in the face of even small disappointments or hints of criticism. We ask ourselves how something so seemingly small could become so big and, more important, how we can stop this from ruining our children’s lives. If we could look behind the scenes in the brain, we would see that the mind is laying down tracks, neural shortcuts jumping from point A to point Z. When something goes wrong for these children, it feels permanently and unchangeably wrong, it impacts everything, and they usually see it as all their fault: Nothing bad can be temporary or occasional or specific and manageable. In the 1980s, Dr. Martin Seligman of the University of Pennsylvania identified this pattern of understanding experience as a pessimistic explanatory style: negative events are explained as permanent (not temporary), pervasive (relating not just to that specific domain, but spilling over into everything), and personal (their failure), what we will refer to as the 3 P’s. He found that children don’t outgrow this style but actually grow into it, using it to explain an ever-widening circle of events and aspects of their life. Eventually with all these rehearsals and practices of the 3 P’s, this thinking habit becomes automatic, seemingly impenetrable, and so convincing to children that it is the gateway to true depression.


Over time, this high-speed brain connection becomes so efficient—like any habit—that even if a child doesn’t want to think that way and doesn’t believe these ideas in his heart, he is still convinced of them, just because they are the answer that got there first over and over again. The alternative ways of looking at circumstances, which these children could use to go on a much more inviting, realistic, and promising track, remain hidden; the children are either too discouraged to look for these transfer stations or don’t even know they are an option. Feeling intensely bad from what their thoughts are telling them and not seeing a way of being able to impact that bad feeling only compounds children’s feelings of helplessness and hopelessness. Seligman and his colleagues found two things: (a) You can protect vulnerable children from developing depression by teaching them the skills to look for that other track; and (b) the protection this training provides holds even years after the training is finished; children who learned these skills had half the rate of depression of the children who hadn’t learned the skills.2


While it’s more challenging for those kids to change their relationship with those thoughts because the thoughts are coming at them fast and furious all day long, they can develop an inner translator so that those automatic negative thoughts are not the interpreters of their world and their place in it. Instead, they can learn to pause, recognize the patterns, and recognize the sound of those absolutes, the “I’ll never, you always, I can’t, I quit!” mode the brain has slipped into and get the system back on an accurate track—having the flexibility to do so is how our kids can have contentment in life.


Most important, in happy lives, things do go wrong—sometimes big, sometimes small—and we know that. The key to a sustainably successful life is how you frame the problem from the get-go. Is the hurdle in front of you a problem, or a challenge? An opportunity to grow? When things go “wrong,” kids can get caught up in the idea that it shouldn’t have happened, that things shouldn’t go wrong. It feels like an injustice to them, if not an emergency. You can help teach them that it isn’t either. It’s okay to be sad. It’s okay to lose. It’s okay to be disappointed. Help them to change the conversation in their head and with you to know that it isn’t a wrong moment, it’s a hard moment. Rather than blaming themselves—I’m so stupid!—keep it impersonal: that’s so frustrating! Keep the significance of that event small and don’t rewrite their future and past based on the tough moment they’re in. It’s really the conversation about these feelings that matters most in promoting your child’s resilience and satisfaction. If this sounds hard to believe and somewhere deep down you think your child is using this to try to get attention, your child isn’t grateful enough, or something like that, those things may be true, too, but that’s not the reason your child is acting that way. You have the opportunity to teach your child how things work, to expose and change the conversation in your child’s mind, which in turn changes the conversation your child is having with you. You can teach this resilience, but only if you practice it, too: Changing the apparent or immediate meaning of struggle, failure, disappointment and seeing it as one step in a many, many-step process that we—parents and children together—only move forward throughout life.


We need to teach our kids to remember that when they are having the stuck feeling, this is a “thing” to learn to fix, like learning to fix a stuck zipper or untie a knot. When this “thing” happens, they need to learn to summon their inner executive who says, “I feel stuck.” “Is it helping me to think their way?” “Is this true?” “Is it helping me?” “What do I want to think instead?” And in so doing, instill in your child or teen the sense that happiness and well-being don’t happen on their own, and must be actively pursued.


NOSE FOR THE NEGATIVE


Many kids come by happiness naturally, although even for the sunniest kids, it’s still not a given all the time. For others, happiness is entirely contingent on things working out exactly as expected, without a single hitch. As soon as one thing goes off the track, it’s the end of the world as we know it.


What should we be doing for the kids with a nose for the negative, or for any kid for that matter? We could keep trying to make life work for our children, make them feel better, bend over backward, walk on eggshells, and do a daily minesweeping to keep all systems go. As all parents of a child with a negative bent know, there’s always that one more thing that we didn’t think of. The nose for the negative is like a bad allergy to adversity or discontent so a child notices potential obstacles in the most minute detail, sees them as foregone conclusions, and is thrown into a tailspin ahead of time, before anything has actually gone wrong. Trying to “just be positive and hopeful” (or asking kids to be that for themselves) doesn’t work and often backfires. It’s like applying paint to a poorly prepared surface: No matter how excellent the paint, it simply won’t stick. As we’ll see, the opposite of negative thinking isn’t positive thinking: It’s possible thinking, helping your child see the myriad opportunities that await just on the other side of the rapid-fire pessimistic conclusions that her negative thinking supplies. And when your friends and relatives chide you to just be “more firm” and use “tough love” with your child’s “crankiness” or “spoiled” behavior, they are completely missing the point: These kids would love things to be different; they don’t want to think, feel, or act this way; it makes them miserable. They just don’t know what else to do.


Enter: parents. I have seen just how competent and influential parents can be in changing the course of their child’s life once they have a road map through the twists and turns of their child’s negative mind. My hope is that these pages will equip you with the words, pictures, and ideas for this journey, and that they will inspire your creativity and tap into your strengths, not just fixing your child’s life, but teaching the mindset and worldview that change is possible and how to get there.


NEUROPLASTICITY: CREATING NEW TRICKS AND NEW TRACKS


How can we change a pattern that has become so automatic? The brain gets good at whatever it does the most. This is what Jeffrey Schwartz and Sharon Begley describe in their book The Mind and the Brain3 as “the survival of the busiest.” Whichever neural circuits are tapped into most often have more brain resources devoted to them. So, if our kids are running daily laps around the pessimism track, they will become sprinters—effortlessly reaching conclusions that are at once airtight and totally undermining. But by the same token, if we begin to create some new hubs in their explanatory landscape—hubs that say, “Some things are temporary,” or “It’s one thing; it’s not everything,” or “Don’t stop at your first thought; think in twos!”—they will get very good at heading toward those new circuits in their thinking. Over time, they will become able to manage the ups and downs without falling flat, and eventually those new, healthy, realistic thoughts will meet them halfway and may even beat out the negative ones. So: new answers, new tracks, happier kids.


The problem is that parents may feel daunted by learning how to help their child create these new tracks. Their responses to this point—frustratingly ineffectual—have been either to rush in with reassurance or, after reassurance leads nowhere, to get fed up and say, “Enough!,” or “Get a grip!” which leaves them feeling like horrible, insensitive parents. Parents’ uneasiness and uncertainty about how to approach their child is not lost on the child and only rocks an already struggling, unbalanced vessel. On the one hand, parents see their child suffering and want to make it better; on the other hand, talking about what is bothering their child feels like a process that could spiral into a complaining fest on a good day or, worse, a bottomless pit in which the child—holding onto his negativity like a heavy anchor—is not only not ready to let go but is going to take his parents down with him.


PARENTS CAN TEACH THE LESSONS


Parents are always the first responders to their children’s distress. In my own practice, I have repeatedly seen how parents, armed with the right tools, train their scared and anxious children to think differently and learn to recognize and outsmart the worry traps in their mind. Similarly, parents of children and teens who are either negative by nature or otherwise vulnerable to depressive thinking can learn how to recognize and respond powerfully to their children’s slipping into that locked vault and can teach them how to learn the combination, open the vault, and stay in touch with their treasures—even in the face of the occasional, but inevitable, disappointments or failures. Rather than keeping their fingers crossed that their kids won’t get tripped up by the vicissitudes of life, parents and children alike can tackle the tangles head-on, as they set their navigation system to the way out.


To buffer our children from getting stuck in negative thinking, the key is to get specific, and narrow down the overwhelming, global problem to one specific trigger, event, or situation, setting in motion a process to find an accurate interpretation of its significance and meaning. Children don’t know that they are feeling so overwhelmed because they are seeing their situation magnified one hundred times. Even something as familiar as a strand of hair can look unrecognizable (and even creepy or daunting) under a microscope. By learning to adjust the microscope’s controls—realizing that there are controls that they can put their hands on metaphorically—children can eliminate the distortion and shrink the problem back to its actual size and see a different picture, an accurate and therefore more manageable one. So, we teach kids to cultivate the two-track mind: for young children, that means to put down the negative glasses and pick up the “competent glasses”; for teens, this translates to not going with that first pessimistic reaction and taking a second look by asking themselves the “million-dollar question” of what they truly believe the significance of that adverse event to be. Then, after they have looked at different perspectives on the situation, we can help them “mobilize” and choose to be an agent of change on their own behalf. Names like Disaster Man or The Exaggerator help children reduce the tyranny and authority of their negative thoughts to their proper place—and to see them as just one among many possible interpretations of the situation. While it’s campy, teens can benefit from these concepts as well, even if with a smidgen of age-appropriate sarcasm and disdain.


FINDING THEIR WAY THROUGH THE THICKETS OF UNHAPPINESS WITH YOUR HELP


Our Changing World


We live in uncertain times. In the ten years since this book was first published, the general climate of fear, anxiety, and our sense of an insecure future has not shown any signs of letting up and in many ways has intensified. Much has changed for all of us, but perhaps most dramatically in the lives of children. As I write these words, a news alert pops up on my phone announcing that 2018 was the worst year for gun violence; ninety-four tragic school shooting incidents, a nearly 60 percent increase from the previous record in 2006 of fifty-nine. Lockdown and active shooter drills have become a regular part of our children’s daily reality.


There has never been a more urgent time in our history for these lessons. The statistics below indicate the staggering scope of devastation caused by childhood depression:




• Depression costs the United States $210 billion a year in medical expenses and lost productivity. This has increased nearly five-fold in the last ten years.


• At any one time, 10 to 15 percent of children and adolescents have some symptoms of depression; 11 percent may meet for a diagnosis of a major depressive episode.


• At any given time, as many as one in every thirty-three children may have clinical depression. The rate of depression among adolescents may be as high as one in eight.


• Preschoolers are the fastest-growing population for depression; over 1 million are clinically depressed.


• Every 100 minutes, a teen takes his own life.


• Twice as many girls develop depression as do boys.


• Suicide is the second-leading cause of death among young people aged ten to twenty-four.


• Suicide rates are twice as high for black children under age twelve as for white children.


• LGBTQ youth are three times more likely to contemplate suicide than are heterosexual youth.





Beyond the dire statistics and tragedies, it’s perhaps the profound changes in the technology of daily life that pose the most predictable challenges for parents of kids struggling with negative thinking. We just need to survey the blinking lights and power cords around us to see the technological advances we’ve enjoyed in the last few decades, but this has not translated by any means into better mental health for our children; in fact, some suggest that it is those advances—and specifically the rise in smartphone use—that are at the heart of the surge in symptoms of depression (up 33% in the five years between 2010 and 2015) and teen suicide attempts (up 23%), and teens who committed suicide (up 31%).4


It’s especially difficult for parents to think about negative thinking in kids at a time of turmoil when parents themselves are struggling to know what to do with their own doubts, fears, and default overwhelmed state. Many of us may try to cope with our uneasiness by clinging to the belief that if we do everything we can, we can make our children happy. But if it were even possible for your kids to be happy all the time, that in and of itself would be a problem! You’d be working too hard, and your kids won’t learn how to manage temporary unhappiness if they never get in the trenches and practice.


Ten years ago, only the most precocious or fortunate kids held devices in their hands. Now, kids and teens never have a free hand as they are swiping, clicking, posting. Their very understanding or definition of what constitutes life has changed—young kids are constantly angling for more time on their screens, and social media often ends up defining their worth and determining their mood. For teens, their popularity, inclusion, and measure of happiness is calculated by the ticker tape of likes on their Instagram. Parents can feel daunted by this third party in their parenting. Or they can take it on. By helping kids and teens understand how habits form in the brain, we can also teach them how to dismantle that faulty wiring and reconnect the wires differently, more accurately, and ultimately with a much more fulfilling and broader view of life. In short, we can teach children how to create new habits: getting perspective, accepting that things are hard (especially at first, but even after that, too), problem solving, experimenting, and asking for help at the right times make us more effective and even independent.


These lessons are not new but never more needed. What has stayed the same is that parents want to make the world right for their kids. We want our kids to thrive, to grow, to learn how to take care of themselves, to succeed, to have a meaningful life—to be happy. External pressures have always been there in some form, but importantly, as we’ve said, happiness is an “inside job.” We can supply our kids with a loving environment, great education, and social support, but the way they frame their successes and especially their disappointments will determine their mood and their actions.


DON’T IGNORE IT, DON’T AIRLIFT THEM OUT, BECOME AN EXPERT


The very good news is that parents of children who are negative by nature can nurture their kids to learn a better way of thinking. By implementing the strategies in this book, parents will learn, not only how to turn their unwitting depressives-in-training into experts in depression prevention, but also how to enable their children to hold their own—in their mind and in the world. Their children will develop the flexible mind-set that obstacles do not signal “time to quit” but are surmountable and can be approached from many different angles. This is the formula for resilience, resourcefulness, and happiness in life.


We can’t simply ignore negative thoughts because the more we try to ignore something, the more it will come stampeding back. But we also don’t need to stop our thoughts, and we can’t. There isn’t a switch that we can flip. It’s a process. If, rather than ignore, you are prepared to recognize negative thoughts—line yourself up with their true significance (or lack thereof!)—and see them as a universal, knee-jerk reaction to doubt, then they cease to be a personal crystal ball for our future. As I tell kids, if I think there is a bear next to me, I won’t be able to (and shouldn’t be able to!) ignore it. If, however, I realize that it’s a picture of a bear (coming from my imagination and thoughts, not a threat), then it’s easier (with diligent practice) to dismiss it and say to myself—that’s just a thought, an idea, not a fact or a threat. I can let it be, thoughts come and go, there’s nothing I need to do about it.


CATCHING IT WHEN IT’S SMALL: SEEDLINGS OF DEPRESSION


When we moved into our first home, we had to literally see past the enormous, overgrown yew tree that had taken over much of the front yard and entirely blocked the view from the sunporch. It was a monstrosity. It was ugly. It had to come down. When I was showing my late father-in-law, an esteemed man of science, the problem, I said, “And to think it probably just started out as a little seedling.” He chuckled and said patiently, “Yes, dear, everything does.” I imagine that the intention of those who planted what had now become a behemoth bush was to keep it small—a manageable pruned hedge—but clearly things had gotten out of control. We wouldn’t want to scare our kids off by being the “negativity police,” reacting to every sigh, rolling of the eyes, or unpleasant comment, but we do need to be vigilant in catching these seedlings when they are small, before they take over. And to make sure that if our children’s negativity blocks their view, they are able to prune back their thoughts and let the light of reality in.


The purpose of this book is to make you an expert on how negative thinking gets built, so that you can teach your child how to handle disappointment and adversity in the same matter-of-fact way that you would teach lessons like looking both ways before crossing the street. These skills include what to do with the intense feelings negative thinking creates, how to dismantle the logic of faulty wiring, and how to rewire and rebuild a more solid and accurate system of interpreting events. In addition, you will learn how to create a framework to detect and appreciate positive, fulfilling experiences in your child’s daily life. When you have a clear, behind-the-scenes understanding of why your child is behaving in a certain way, you also become a more credible tour guide to your child. If you want him to explore new territory in his thinking and behavior, you need to be very familiar with it yourself.


As you read this book, you will have your ear tuned to such negative buzz words as always, never, no one, and everyone. You will come to know with an engineer’s precision how your child’s faulty conclusions were constructed, and you will have the tools to help your child dismantle them and rebuild more accurate (realistic) perspectives. You will also learn to highlight the positive moments to help your kids methodically reconstruct how they contributed to things going well, so that they can do it again. You will learn a new language and create a communication system with your child to unpack disappointments, unhappiness, or blues and keep interpretations of such adversities accurate and their impact small.


TABLE FOR TWO, PLEASE! TAKING CHARGE OF NEGATIVE THINKING IS A TWO-PERSON JOB


These lessons can be taught. But only if you practice them, too. As you work through this book, you may find yourself using these strategies on yourself, and that’s good! This is what I call the “table for two” of interactional optimism, and it is central to this book. Recognizing the mutuality of our interactions, we can make choices that contribute to the upward spiral of optimistic thinking—for all. If you are not taking charge of your own negative thinking about your child and reining in those “Why is he always like this? Why is he never happy?” thoughts, it will be hard for your child to rein in his. You can’t really make someone change, but you can change yourself. So, on the flip side, don’t be surprised as you work on editing your own thoughts, if you start seeing unexpected possibilities in your own life popping up in the corner of your mind’s eye, or you start hearing your own negative thinking as less than the final word, and more as a cue to do your own fact-checking. You will start to feel lighter, your communication with others will improve, and you will be more authentic when you work on these issues with your child—you are, after all, fellow travelers on the road of life.


If you are deliberate in identifying and modeling these new ideas and strategies, you can lay them out—like stepping-stones. Then, your child will be more likely to choose to take a walk down this path rather than the path of great resistance. Whether you understand these lessons already or they are new to you, the temptation to get upset with your child’s negativity is real and wired in. He’s struggling and it feels like an emergency in your mind. It’s not the stress of now so much, it’s the helplessness and fear you feel overlaying or extrapolating this moment into his whole future; everything moves at lightning speed. You are going to learn to slow down, step back from the moment, and see it as just this moment, not the rest of your child’s life—or yours. In those vital steps, the emergency resolves itself. As you work on your own thinking and behavior, your kids may notice. For example, you may be yelling at your child, “You never clean up your room!” and then catch yourself and say, “Wait, that was too global; what I meant to say is that you rarely clean up your room, or, more specifically: I’d like you to clean up your room, now.” Your kids will feel happy, vindicated, and intrigued—as if watching Halley’s Comet—witnessing that rare and spectacular event of a parent correcting herself, and they’ll also start wondering what this whole “global, specific, temporary thing” is all about.


No matter what your starting point—if your child gets stuck occasionally or regularly, or thinks in metaphors or prefers concrete logic—you will find the tools to work on that inside job of happiness, so grab your highlighter pen and get started.
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PART ONE



Changing Your Child’s Mind
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UNDERSTANDING NEGATIVE THINKING


Wired to Quit (Too Soon)


FROM THE CHILDREN:


There is a mean voice that yells at me in my head, saying I’m stupid and I can’t do things. I want to make that voice go away, but I don’t know how.


FROM THE TEENS:


There has to be something really, really big for me to be happy, but I can get unhappy over nothing at all.


FROM THE PARENTS:


Everything can be fine with Mark and then suddenly everything is terrible—there’s no in between.


Eva is so hard on herself. We don’t care about grades, well not that much, but we could tell her she could get all C’s and she would still push herself. She doesn’t think she is smart.


FROM THE SCIENTISTS:


The revolution in our understanding of the brain’s capacity to change well into adulthood does not end with the fact that the brain can and does change. Equally revolutionary is the discovery of how the brain changes. The actions we take can literally expand or contract different regions of the brain, pour more juice into quiet circuits and damp down activity in the buzzing ones.


—Sharon Begley1


When we first hold our children in our arms as infants, we imagine the life we want for them when they grow up. Will they be a scientist, we ask of the children with intense focus and curiosity; will they be an artist, we wonder of the children who draw beautifully. Will they find meaningful relationships, love, happiness? We all want the best for our children. What we likely don’t think about is how, for those dreams to come true, learning to effectively and adaptively handle disappointments, obstacles, and frustrations needs to be a daily task on the to-do list of all kids. It’s how they learn and grow. Although some children ride out these bumps with decent shock absorbers, for children with a nose for the negative, a low threshold for disappointment, and a keen radar for the bumps, the ride can easily be ruined. They take those bumps hard, fall into those holes deeply, dwell on them, and pull other people down with them. But adding insult to injury, they don’t just fall; they make a whole new theory about themselves and why they fell. There are no coincidences, nothing is insignificant: I’m stupid, I deserve it; see, I told you nothing good ever happens to me. There are no isolated events; one false move changes everything. It’s as if the person who they were—their talents, their smarts, their perspective—two seconds prior to this adverse event fell through a trapdoor beneath them and, in a flash, they lose everything. Their thinking is in powerful absolutes that command authority and suggest that, like it or not, this is just the way things are! And because those thoughts don’t come with an introduction—“The following message is sponsored by your unreliable negative brain”—they believe what they hear, word for word. It is a truth that—while it makes everyone miserable, kids and parents alike—becomes instantly set in stone. Unbeknownst to them and their bewildered parents (and however much they really do want to be happy and help themselves), all their efforts seem to make the problems worse rather than better, deepening the hole of unhappiness.


PART ONE: FROM THE INSIDE OUT


Negative Thinking: When Something So Wrong Feels So True


Negative thinking is notoriously inaccurate, exaggerated, and harsh. Take a moment and think what you said to yourself the last time you made a big mistake. If your very first thoughts were “It’s okay; I can fix this,” go straight to the head of the class. If instead, your initial reaction sounded more like “How stupid of me; what a jerk; this is a disaster; everything is a disaster,” know that you are in good company. These fits of impatience and harsh judgments let most of us blow off steam and continue on our day. We don’t drop everything when we hear them and start taking notes: “I’m a j-e-r-k; say that again, please?” We don’t give them that authority. The negative is fleeting, the logical is lasting.




The Happiness Equation


It is crucial to understand that our lives are much more complex than any research study can ever reflect, so no one factor, or even ten factors, can define or predict what our life path will be. To reinforce this fact, in his book Authentic Happiness, Martin Seligman provides a user-friendly format to capture the idea that we can do much to become the driver on our path in life, even if we have some strikes against us:


H = S + C + V


Our enduring happiness (H) is a function of the combined values of our set point (S; genetics or inborn tendencies), our circumstances (C; whether we are rich or poor, ill or healthy, oppressed or privileged, etc.), and the thoughts and actions that are under our voluntary control (V).2 Sonja Lyubomirsky of the University of California and colleagues Ken Sheldon and David Schkade have conducted extensive research on these factors and quantified the relationship between them as follows: Our happiness is 40 percent under our voluntary control, 10 percent due to our circumstances, and 50 percent due to our set point.3 The optimists reading this will be reassured that we can, with great hope and confidence, protect our children from depression, and enhance their happiness in life. Those who are skeptical that 40 percent can make a difference should imagine what 40 percent control over the weather, the stock market, or our government would be like; 40 percent might start to sound like a very solid figure.





For children and teens with a negative thinking bias, the ratios are reversed. Through no fault of their own, their negative reaction doesn’t become just a temporary stop, a first negative knee-jerk followed by a more reasoned, freed-up reaction; instead, it becomes the default, the first, last, and final word. If someone were actually coming at them—a bully, for example—they might do a “Nope, not today!” But they just don’t know that they have that choice with their own thoughts. When kids hear their string of negative thoughts, self-accusations, and judgments over and over, like a sinister advertising jingle, they begin to believe them. The way out of that spiral is to help kids get distance from the thoughts, expect them, and change their relationship with them. When kids learn to recognize and “tag” thoughts as the negative brain jumping in, they are able to dismiss the thoughts and know that intrusive negative thoughts are nothing for them to trust. Instead of insisting that things have to go right or else they are wrong, kids can incorporate flexibility in their narrative and reinterpret the situation: I would prefer that things happened differently than they did, but I will figure out how to deal with it.


Some kids get stuck in this thinking only occasionally. Other children seem to be permanent residents in the land of what’s wrong, finding relief only in those fleeting moments when everything is just right (although typically, parents can’t relax in those moments because they are waiting for the other shoe to drop, or they know that a total meltdown is just a broken shoelace away). Whatever your child’s situation—whether she is stuck in a negative place or just passing through—you can help safeguard her from these debilitating patterns of thought. Kids can break free from negative thinking when they identify it not as the “truth” but as an automatic first reaction, which they can counter by cultivating a more neutral, accurate, or even hopeful second reaction. Parents, equipped with the right information can be powerful agents of this change in their child’s thinking.


Portraits in Negativity: Who Is the Negative Child?


Just Passing Through: The Occasionally Devastated, Typically Happy Child. In even the happiest of kids, you can see the lights of their spirit and conviction dim, or more aptly, shut off altogether, in the throes of a negative spin. These kids, whether five or fifteen, may have an easy-going temperament, they might even sparkle and dazzle, they may be very resourceful, excited, and engaged in many aspects of their life, but a curve ball of any size throws them for a loop. Instead of landing quickly on their feet, they get disoriented. Perhaps because these kids cope well most of the time, the degree of distress they experience can be especially embarrassing, disconcerting, or uncomfortable. And because a negative mood may feel very foreign to them, they may be more reluctant to learn about how to handle it and just want somebody to make it stop. Parents of the occasionally negative child need to learn that rather than removing the offending circumstance or feeling, they need to help their child see that he can make it through by learning the skills of resilience.


Glass Half Empty: The Negative Magnet. Some kids with a negative bias feel the impact of their mood more consistently, and those around them feel it, too. Adversity doesn’t have to befall these children to make them unhappy; they produce their own constant flow of negative comments about whatever passes by their screen: “That’s for breakfast? Gross!” “I have to drive with Cassie today? I hate Cassie.” “I have to go to Target after school? Why do I always get dragged around on errands?” “Why do I have to eat dinner with the family, it’s so boring.” Life feels like an imposition to them. Their high irritation quotient over the day-to-day details only makes their fuse shorter when more serious challenges arise. The constant barrage of “no” or “bad” ripples the negativity out into the family who feel like they’re walking on eggshells. Working on seeing the daily annoyances more neutrally will give them more of a buffer when something big comes along.


The Anxious-Negative Child. Kids who are plagued by what-ifs throughout their day, who anticipate harm, danger, or failure around every corner, often succumb to negative thinking when, exhausted, they give up on preparing for each imagined disaster and begin to feel hopeless about their ability to manage their life. Their default response to any new situations is “no” because they don’t want to risk being unprepared, or caught off guard. Over time, life gets smaller for these kids as they feel frustrated with their inability to take a risk, and instead shut down opportunities that they see their peers enjoying. These kids need to address the negative thinking first, and then they can successfully tackle the underlying source: their anxious thoughts.


Perfectionist Pressure Cooker. A tyrant in your ear might be kinder than a perfectionist—at least, a tyrant has to sleep from time to time. When everything must be “just so,” it is impossible to have a good day. First graders, convinced that every letter must be just right, refuse to put any marks on the page or erase and rewrite until the paper is torn. Teenagers, bleary-eyed from lack of sleep, unable to turn in anything less than the (unattainable) perfect project, melt down in the face of the impossibility of completing homework each night. Constantly rebounding from all the perceived failures (of both oneself and others) makes it hard to notice the successes because they are so few by comparison. Perfectionists typically become very irritable from trying to absorb all the disappointments and pressures their mind creates for them each day. Lowering the stakes, not the standards is key. Redefining what excellence means, focusing on growth and improvement not perfection, these are the new ideas that kids need to incorporate into their thinking.


Exploders. Anger is one way that kids express their negativity. When your child’s brain is essentially saying, “I’ll give you fifty reasons why this won’t work” (when two pros and two cons would have sufficed), the negativity may come out with a vengeance. Because negativity has been picking on them, as in playing a game of hot potato, they throw the blame on you.


Imploders. Some kids are very invested in keeping their mind-set and problems private from others at school, but they are ready to lose it when the last bell rings and they get in the car. They may demand, “Roll up the windows! Now!” before they burst with everything they are upset about. Their teachers and sometimes even their peers may have no idea that their thoughts are beating up on them. Their negative thinking takes its toll invisibly, creating an internal prison of limits, restrictions, and enough discouragement and disappointment to keep them on the sidelines of their lives.


Most poignantly, whatever scenario parents may find in their home, they often describe their children with a negative mind-set as “unreachable.” Negative thinking creates an absolute airtight seal in the mind, preventing any other possibilities from getting in. Seeing kids trapped by what are self-imposed and illogical limitations, criticisms, and predictions, parents are drawn on instinct to rational engagement—try to pull off those limitations by countering them with facts—“it’s not true that you’re not smart; of course you’re very smart,” their pleas sheeting off the spirit of their shut-down child. When their child is surrounded by an impenetrable certainty that all is not well, parents feel they have no access and therefore can offer no relief. Like people who have been brainwashed, kids in the throes of negative thinking are convinced that what they are hearing in their head or saying to themselves is true, and their parents’ attempts to comfort them or disagree may only bring on more negative propaganda.


As we’ll see, engaging with the content is not the best strategy. At least, not to start. The first step is to connect with your child’s suffering through empathy. Lean in. Let her know you see her—you see her struggling, then she won’t have to try so hard to convince you of her difficulties. You aren’t agreeing that her perceptions are true, you are recognizing that these are her perceptions—these are truly the feedback she is getting from within. You may not even understand the perceptions, but you want to understand. Connecting with your child first, letting her know you are on her side, helps you then externalize the problem in a way that gives your child some breathing room and the possibility for perspective. Then, focusing on “who’s talking” or “who’s narrating the story of what happened” can follow. For young children, you can do this by externalizing the problem and referring to the source of the negative thoughts as Mr. Meany or The Criticizer or get distance by putting the conclusions through the “reality checker”: “I lost this race, therefore I am a bad swimmer, therefore I should quit the team” versus “I am a strong swimmer who lost this race; I did my best time ever; my opponent just did better; quitting the team doesn’t make sense because the team needs me.” For teens, this may mean helping them take a step back from that first assessment and decide whether they want to have their thoughts keep leading them in that direction, saying things like, “Those are some pretty tough thoughts there.” “Those conclusions may make sense, but let’s see, can we test it out a little.…” Parents will do well to remember that table for two, leave your pessimism (why are you always so negative!) at the door, breathe, and help your child get distance from her thoughts the way you’re trying to, too. Remember, too, that simply arguing with your child’s negative conclusions won’t work. Kids will likely feel worse, not better, because you are correcting them and not hearing how bad they are feeling. If parents are open to taking the scenic route—taking the long way through their child’s thought process and inviting them to come help with the fact-checking, then they will likely follow.


PART TWO: CAUSES AND CORRELATES OF NEGATIVE THINKING AND DEPRESSION


We need to be clear from the outset that we have robust methods to reverse the epidemic of depression in our culture and prevent the needless suffering of children and adults. So, while the statistics on depression in the Introduction are reason for grave concern, the research on treating and even preventing depression presents a very different picture—one of great hope and specific actions that can be taken to maintain every child’s firm grip on her or his right to a fully functioning life.


The Overprotective Brain: Evolution at Work?


Is it possible that negative thoughts and even depression have a protective function, an evolutionary purpose? At first glance, it is hard to envision how shutting down a system, giving up, isolating oneself, and all the other negative behaviors that accompany depression could be adaptive in any possible way. The opposite would seem to be true. But evolutionary psychologists suggest that depression at one time may have, in the words of Dr. Edward Hagen of Humboldt University, functioned as a “labor strike,”4 as if the person is saying “I give up,” so that others will take over when the coping system is overwhelmed and needs time out.


Consider the case of anxiety (a close cousin of depression), which can be too much of a good thing, overprotecting us from danger so that we begin to fear things that we need not. Every anxiety has a “kernel of truth”: A fear of dogs or snakes may be unrealistic in its degree, but not absurd, and our goal is to shrink the feeling of risk back to its appropriate size. Similarly, negative thoughts signal to us that something went wrong, but in supersizing the impact and finality, we think that the engine has fallen out and is beyond repair rather than that something unexpected or even unfortunate happened and perhaps we just need to downshift and reevaluate our direction.


Negative tendencies in the brain, with all the best intentions to protect us from failure, get in our way either by sending the give-up message too soon in an overreaction to a small disappointment, or by prolonging an otherwise appropriate negative reaction far beyond what is reasonable or useful. Helping children understand that these disproportionate reactions are a potential programming error rather than an accurate reflection of the situation will begin to get them off the hot seat and in a better position to do a system reset to a more workable interpretation of for the situation they are in.


Could It Be Cultural?


“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.” Charles Dickens’s words may be the most apt description of the United States and other developed nations that are both the richest economically and the poorest in terms of depression and other mental health conditions. As we juxtapose the highest median income in history with the highest rates of depression, researchers are investigating whether there is a correlation. Could the pressure and expectations that seeking greater and greater material security places on us line the pathway to increased stress, anxiety, and depression? Our competitive culture, powered by capitalism and advertising, leaves us feeling empty and anxious, and we fill that void with things, and more things. If the slogan on a playground-equipment delivery truck is any indication, children have been dragged into the rat race, too: “My child has a bigger imagination than yours.”


We have seen a generation blamed for helicoptering, the hyperbolic parent doing everything for their child on a silver tray, and for kids not knowing how to manage themselves. And yes, those parents exist. They do. But let’s be honest: We all have found ourselves in those moments of getting ahead of ourselves and our kids. The child who is studying the ants on the sidewalk—she’s going to be a scientist! Before you know it, she’s signed up for classes at the Science Museum, outfitted with a microscope and the works. There is nothing wrong with this, and there is much that is right. We delight in our children’s growth. We have these visions for our children and that’s wonderful. Here’s the thing. Kids have different needs and parenting is not one size fits all. We just have to check ourselves that we aren’t inadvertently saying hurry up and get there! because of our own fears about the future. Yet, even that is understandable. It’s what we do with those fears that counts.


When we parents anxiously feel the pressures of economic and other uncertainties, are our children shouldering the fallout? In psychologist Madeline Levine’s Teach Your Children Well: Why Values and Coping Skills Matter More Than Grades, Trophies, and “Fat Envelopes,”5 the follow-up to her groundbreaking The Price of Privilege: How Parental Pressure and Material Advantage Are Creating a Generation of Disconnected and Unhappy Kids,6 Dr. Levine suggests that parents can become part of the solution, rather than the problem, by reevaluating their priorities and learning to manage their own anxieties and pressure-filled lives. Until parents realize that pushing children to the endgame of good grades, college, and jobs as the marker of success isn’t what kids need, the number of kids with significant emotional challenges will continue to grow. The formula for lasting success and happiness doesn’t come from the superficial high of a good grade on a test, it comes from developing the emotional skills over time to take reasonable risks, to rebound from the struggles, to connect with others, to grow. The focus in schools on test grades and perfect attendance doesn’t help. When it comes to academic stress, parents, children, and educators are all in the pressure cooker together. Children feel the crunch earlier and earlier with hours of homework, stress out to the point of throwing up before tests, check their GPAs the way some adults check the stock market, and only take classes in which they are sure to do well to preserve that GPA. All this happens even before the key to the college admissions machine is inserted in the ignition. As much as families and secondary schools may manage the stress of getting children into college, colleges also feel pressured to find classes that are appropriate for the “zoomers,” the students who have already taken advanced college-level classes in high school. Who is being served by all this pressure on our children? When and where do we start to alleviate it? As one secondary school administrator pointed out, in the rigor-equals-success equation “no one wants to be the first to break the cycle.”7


While it may take decades for the system to right itself, the health and well-being of our children is at stake; they can’t wait—and they don’t have to. We can decide what is best for our families, what factors contribute to lasting fulfillment, and we can begin to weave them into our lives today. Glancing ahead to the strategies for sustainable optimism in Chapter 12, you will find ideas for championing growth, but not at the expense of your child’s well-being. This approach is not about lowering our standards or expectations for our children, but about taking a very serious and careful look at what is at stake when we leave children unprepared for the demands and ravages of a flawed educational system.


The Impact of Stressful Events and Everyday Stress


As much as we try to shield our children from stressful events, they are unfortunately an inevitable part of life. In addition to the ordinary pressures of having to do well in school or being overscheduled, children are exposed to such traumatic events as crime, accidents, or the death of a family member, or they live with chronic stressors whether of an individual nature, such as illness, abuse or violence, or the protracted impact born of systemic issues, such as poverty, racism or other debilitating prejudice. Truly, today, the landscape of daily life for all children is rapidly changing. The world they face is not the world that we knew growing up. Along with taking attendance and turning in homework, active shooter and lockdown drills have become part of the reality of daily life for our kids. In addition, many children realistically fear discrimination and bullying for the color of their skin, whom they love, what they wear, or how they pray.


The realities of these times further emphasize the need for resilience skills. In many instances, it isn’t that our children are inventing the possibility of negative events; these do happen. But even and especially when there is a reality component to the risks, there is still much that children and teens can do and must do to stay safe and grounded—both physically and emotionally—in the face of ambient hostility. Beyond a certain point, focusing on risk puts us in a precarious place emotionally. It is more adaptive to focus on safety than on risk. Kids can understandably feel upset about the negative aspects of the environment they live in; this upset may make them feel powerless. The challenge for children and teens (and the parents who support them) is to be smart about safety, but not dwell on it. Instead of focusing on what they can’t control, they can focus their attention and energies on engaging in meaningful activities and connecting with others who share similar values. This ensures that the preponderance of their attention is on things that matter to them rather than getting pulled into negative conversations in their own mind.


A staggering 62 percent of US children will encounter a significant traumatic event in their lifetime.8 Traumatic events can have many different consequences in social-emotional functioning, though less than a quarter of kids will go on to develop a diagnosis, such as posttraumatic stress disorder.9 As tragic as it is that we can’t prevent traumatic events from occurring, given the differences in numbers of exposure versus disorder, fortunately there are other factors that we can cultivate in our kids to buffer the effects of trauma.


As we learned earlier from Dr. Lyubomirsky’s equation (see box, here), external circumstances account for only 10 percent of our overall happiness level. The very hopeful message, the basis of the science of cognitive behavioral therapy, is that although we can’t control the events that happen to us, we can control the story we tell ourselves about those events, and therefore we hold the key to the impact they have on us. It is understandable that the first story we tell ourselves may cast us as the victim. But with time and reflection, we can more accurately and even hopefully revise that story to emphasize how we’ve overcome as opposed to how we’ve been wronged.


Interestingly, just as the Chinese pictograph for crisis is made up of two terms—danger and opportunity—studies have found that many children, contrary to what we might expect, actually find opportunities for growth and strength amid adversity and hardship. Whether enduring open-heart surgery or chemotherapy, living with a chronically ill parent, or experiencing a natural disaster, children’s coping repertoire may be expanded and their resiliency increased by the ordeal of personal challenge.


Adapting to new circumstances, flexibly generating new solutions, staying hopeful by staying in the present, and focusing on what still works rather than on what is now broken are the skills that, even on the best of days, are in short supply for the negatively wired child. In the face of a trauma, any child would be expected to ask, “Why is this happening to me?” Children who pull toward the negative make that very normal question a hub around which this event and others spin, thinking, “Bad things always happen to me,” or blaming themselves for their situation.


Rather than adapting to changes and finding alternative activities, children may get stuck on the loss of what they were once able to do, or what they think should be happening, getting deeper into a hole of impossibilities. Inaccurate explanations weigh such children down and become a pathway to depression. But that pathway can be diverted to a healthier track by accurate thinking, flexible problem solving, and managing negative emotion.


Peer teasing, bullying, sexual harassment, and overt aggression are a group of stressors whose impact are time and again underestimated and dismissed as benign “kids will be kids” behavior. In fact, these experiences are often traumatic, tragically so in too many instances, and are a very strong predictor of cognitive vulnerability to depression.10 Although the strategies throughout this book will be helpful for building peer-stressed children’s assertiveness, studies on bullying suggest that skillful, strategic adult participation is essential in any peer-bullying intervention, so for further reading on this important issue, please see the resource guide at the end of this book.


Even children who are spared the harsher experiences of life are exposed to daily dosages of stress from the pinging of texts, app alerts, overbooked calendars, five a.m. swim practices, or backbreaking schoolbags. Children not only shoulder their own stress but get the fallout from parents’ overbooked lives. Furthermore, they have few of the choices and little to none of the authority of adults: They can’t skip a meeting to eat a meal or catch up on sleep. With more to do and less time to do it in, sleep suffers, nutrition suffers, and the result for many children is emotional overload. A stressed system is more prone to quick assessments (“Everything stinks in my life!”) than to accurate ones (“I’m hungry and I don’t understand my math homework!”).


The cost of this overload has been well documented. As we saw in the Introduction, the level of depressive symptoms and emotional disorders has increased precipitously in recent years. Dr. Jean Twenge, who had reported in a 2000 study11 that the typical schoolchild during the 1980s reported more stress than psychiatric patients did during the 1950s, found in 2017 that depressive symptoms increased a steep 50 percent in teenage girls, and 21 percent in boys in the years between 2012 and 2015.12 Dr. Twenge points to the concomitant rise in social media use as a culprit, and we will address this directly in a later chapter.


The take-home message is that we can’t protect our children from every risk, but we can take the stress temperature of our household and commit ourselves to establishing a sustainable family lifestyle, even when that means making unpopular choices. By setting up an infrastructure—basic expectations for such things as sleep, healthy food, hard work, and play; discussing healthy, reasonable guidelines for social media and technology use—we can create a physical and emotional buffer zone for stressful events, so that our children can manage the additional demand. The exercises throughout the book, in particular in Chapter 12, “Everyday Optimism” (here), will help you create a sustainable, depression-proof life for your child and your family.


The Influence of Family Factors


Parental Depression. One of the early tasks of life is developing a trusting attachment to a parent figure. Within this relationship, a basic sense of safety grows: “I am cherished; my needs are met; I will be taken care of.” The elements of that safety are experienced and registered nonverbally through a process of tracking and mirroring (when a child smiles, you smile; when she looks upset, you look upset, too).13 These empathic data points accumulate and help form an internalized, secure home base from which children begin to venture out—whether it’s to a caregiver’s arms, the playground, or eventually, their first job. To an infant, parents are the world; research has found infancy to be a “sensitive period” for being impacted by parental depression and the development of what are known as internalizing symptoms later in childhood—anxiety, depression—as this period sets up the framework for the infant’s internal emotional regulation system.14 Parents who are depressed, just like parents who have any incapacitating medical problem, become paralyzed and overwhelmed by their own struggles, are depleted emotionally and physically, and tragically, often neglect the needs of their children. In fact, children of depressed parents are two to four times as likely to develop depression than are their peers with parents without depression.15 Fortunately, when parents are treated, improvements are readily seen in their children as well.


Family Conflict and Criticism. In Hand-Me-Down Blues, clinical psychologist Michael Yapko16 points out that the family can play a vital role in both the “nature and nurture of depression.” At different stages of development, different influences may be felt. In infancy, as we have seen, a basic sense of trust and confidence is affected; in younger children, emotional regulation is impacted. In preschool-aged children, low levels of positive emotion (positive mood states, social connection, and engagement), but not high levels of negative emotion, have been associated with depression in mothers.17 As children get older, they are more keen at picking up on family cues and can exercise greater self-control. As a result, they learn to tiptoe between two worlds with very different rules: enjoying themselves away from home and then needing to “leave their smile at the door” because it is understood that “happiness is not spoken here.” Yapko points out that not only are many of the standard exchanges of childhood—good news, a good grade, a joke, a funny anecdote—lost in families that are under depression’s rule, but kids also either begin to devalue these experiences themselves or blame themselves for getting excited about events because, converted to the economy of the household where suffering is the gold standard, these measure up as a deficit.


A negative family environment doesn’t cause depression, but it may interfere with a child’s development of the coping strategies he needs to buffer himself from adverse events. Researchers have identified the following disruptive factors in a negative home environment: a high level of conflict, harsh criticism, weak attachment bonds, and low responsiveness and attunement to children’s emotions.18 It is important to know that when these issues are approached in treatment, family relations improve, children’s internal coping also improves, and adolescent depression may be reduced.19


Parenting Style. Is there a parenting style associated with depression or negativity? Parents who are themselves unhappy, negative, or depressed can create a toxic environment where children absorb and reflect a similar style of perceiving and interacting with the world. For example, a father who is unhappy about his job and who thinks, “It doesn’t matter what you do, the world is unfair, and there’s no point in working hard,” spreads that unhappiness to his child by discouraging or invalidating the child’s enthusiasm about a project or by not paying attention to it. A parent who is a perfectionist responds harshly to her child’s hard-earned B+ because it isn’t an A. In either example, the children may absorb the wrong messages from their parents: “What you do isn’t important,” or “You failed because it wasn’t an A.” Some children naturally buffer those messages, but other children begin to talk to themselves the same way. Over time, these patterns of responding become automatic thinking habits—as effortless as they are destructive. As parents, the more we work on our own negativity and model adaptive responses the more our children will feel free to do the same.


Even parents who are not intentionally critical or negative may foster depression or negativity less obviously. In over fifty years of research, parenting-style researcher Diana Baumrind has identified two key dimensions of parenting behavior. The first, parental responsiveness (empathy, availability, listening, warmth, supportiveness), is associated with the goal of fostering individuality and self-regulation by staying attuned to children’s needs. The second, parental demandingness (discipline, behavioral control, expectations), refers to the “claims parents make on children to become integrated into the family whole, by their maturity demands, supervision, disciplinary efforts and willingness to confront the child who disobeys.”20 Baumrind adds a third factor that can be present in any of the styles: psychological control, the “how” of parenting interventions, or the degree to which we are intrusive with our interventions. Waiting for an apology would be “low” control, while using guilt induction or shaming to get a child to behave would be considered “high” on the dimension of psychological control. One can imagine that if our goal is a self-regulated, responsible child, intrusive actions of psychological control will undermine that goal. And in fact this is the case. The following chart describes the four styles.


CHART 1-1


Responsiveness


Indulgent: High


Authoritarian: Low


Uninvolved: Low


Authoritative: High


Demandingness


Indulgent: Low


Authoritarian: High


Uninvolved: Low


Authoritative: High


Control


Indulgent: Low


Authoritarian: High


Uninvolved: Low


Authoritative: Low


Indulgent/Permissive Parents


Focusing on responsiveness to children’s needs, these parents are lenient, may overly identify with their children’s demands, and as a result do not ask for responsible behavior. Result: These children are more likely to have high self-esteem but poor judgment and are more likely to be involved in problem behaviors and to not persevere in school.


Authoritarian Parents


These parents are high on demands but low on responsiveness. Therefore, rules, which require no explanation, are always more important than what may be going on with the child. Result: Children in these families tend to be obedient and to perform well enough in school, but have a higher risk of depression, poorer social skills, and lower self-esteem because their emotional needs are not met.


Uninvolved Parents


These parents are high in neither demand nor responsiveness, and in general, their children are left to fend for themselves. Result: In contradiction of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s idea of children’s finding their own way, they need help, and children in this category perform poorly in all domains: socially, academically, and emotionally.


Authoritative Parents


This style is consistently identified as most highly associated with socially competent, well-adjusted children who have lower levels of problem behavior or depression and anxiety across all stages of development. Authoritative parents are high on demands and accountability but low on control, and they are not restrictive or intrusive. They take on the complex challenge of being supportive of and attentive to their children while still expecting compliance with rules that are based on logic rather than “because I said so.” Discipline is about learning, rather than punishment. As a result of this modeling, children of authoritative parents are able to find a balance between external demands in their own life for achievement and conformity, while still keeping their individuality and autonomy. Authoritative parenting is the model on which the interventions in this book are based.


Genetics




The most important message our research can make is that experience is as strong or stronger than anything that is inherited.


—STEPHEN SUOMI, PhD, National Institute of Child Health and Human Development21




It has long been thought that depression runs in families. Years of research, across multiple studies, have concluded that if one person in a family is depressed, it is likely that another family member will have depression. In one study, depressed teens were five times as likely as nondepressed teens to have another depressed family member.22 If one identical twin is depressed, the chance is as much as 50 percent that the other twin will be diagnosed as well. With technological advances, researchers have found that rather than a single gene being responsible for depression, the genetic influence is expressed through the interplay of many different genes.


If your family has a history of depression, know that the skills you will learn here will play a crucial role in buffering your child from developing depression.


Biochemical Influence


The notion of depression as a chemical imbalance has become so accepted that even some of my youngest patients, who can barely spell or reach the sink without a stool, are completely comfortable using the phrase “chemical imbalance” to explain why they are depressed. In fact, these young scientists are not entirely wrong, but neither are they entirely right. For instance, the function of some antidepressant medications—for example, the popular selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors, or SSRIs—is to correct an imbalance in the brain by making more serotonin (a chemical messenger) available in the system. But if there are, in fact, lower levels of serotonin in the brain of someone who is depressed (this assumption has not been scientifically proven), these lower levels may be a consequence of depression, rather than a cause. The relationship between behavior and neurotransmitters is reciprocal, a two-way street: Serotonin impacts behavior and mood, but behavior impacts serotonin levels as well. When our mood is low, we may have less serotonin available, but when we make changes in our mood or behavior, they register as changes in brain activity as well. In other words, our biochemistry both reflects how we have learned to respond to situations and may dictate our tendencies to respond in certain ways.


This process of changing brain mapping through changes in behavior is what neurobiologists refer to as neuroplasticity. And it is why we can have confidence that if we engage in cognitive behavioral techniques (our “V,” or voluntary efforts), “depression can be cured,” in the words of Martin Seligman.23


In their book The Mind and the Brain, UCLA psychiatrist Jeffrey Schwartz and medical reporter Sharon Begley24 have documented the powerful impact of neuroplasticity: the dynamic changes in the allocation of brain space and resources in response to whatever activity we do a lot of. The index finger of a blind person who refines his skill with Braille or the thumb of a video game fanatic, by virtue of their practice, have larger regions of the brain dedicated to those body parts than will those who don’t engage in those activities. In the clinical realm, Schwartz found when working with patients with obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) that changes in the prefrontal cortex, the thalamus, and the caudate nucleus were visible on a PET scan after treatment; these patients’ brain looked (and therefore functioned) like those of people without OCD. What is important is that these changes were just as significant in patients who took no medication as in those who did. Changing behavior and mind through behavioral exercises actually changed the brain and, most important, continues to change the quality of life for millions of people who suffer with OCD. Similar results have been found with depression: As mood improves, there is increased activity in the left prefrontal cortex, the part of the brain responsible for positive feelings and problem solving. So, when our children begin exercising their flexibility and resilient responses, their brain is attentive and will create a new map or game plan, allotting more “staff and supplies” for the regions that will best support those activities.


Cognitive Style


Our explanatory style—the way we narrate the circumstances and events of our life—impacts us every day. Is a forgotten book a hiccup or a disaster? It depends on your explanatory style. Research has consistently documented the robust connection between negative thoughts and pessimistic style and the development and maintenance of depression. Although we can imagine that it would be helpful to have an optimistic or resilient style to get through a significant trauma or stressful event such as a move, a parent’s illness, a car accident, or the death of a loved one, those events are fortunately rare in a child’s life. But explanatory style can either buffer or bother a child during the hundreds of small moments and social exchanges in any given day. A child who is negative or in a bad mood or even depressed may baffle you, and you may not understand where the mood comes from, but tracking down the threads of her attributional style makes it clear that she is racking up negative points all day in processing the vicissitudes of life. An event as innocuous as choosing a broken plastic fork in the cafeteria may be the only evidence the child needs to confirm that “nothing good ever happens to me; I always get the worst of everything.” With your help, that same child can learn to set aside that first reaction, choose a new fork, and even get a chuckle because the quality control is not what it used to be. Applying these skills to shield themselves from their own misinterpretations will keep children with a default negative mind-set moving forward on the road of life, rather than getting waylaid in the ditches.


CONCLUSION


There are many pathways into negativity, including cognitive style, stressful events, and genetic vulnerability. But we ultimately have the tools to construct a life outside the box of this way of responding. Now we begin.
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“Every parent who has a pessimistic, negativistic child should read this book!”
—JUDITH S. BECK, PhD, Beck Institute for Cognitive Therapy and Research
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