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“For there is always light if only we are brave enough to see it. If only we are brave enough to be it.”


—Amanda Gorman, American poet and activist













Introduction



An Unabashed Rallying Cry for Parents Everywhere


In 2014, I stood waiting in an airport security line with my partner en route to our honeymoon in Kauai. A young couple behind us smiled, which I attributed to my visible baby bump.


Before my manual pat down, the man behind us said: “Congratulations! Y’all are about to enter one of the biggest, most awesome clubs in the world—the Parent Club.”


My partner and I looked at each other, then back at them, as I eked out a polite giggle.


“Thank you,” I said, appreciating what I felt was a kind remark, even though I didn’t really know what it meant.


We exchanged a few more pleasantries, but those words about the “Parent Club”—welcoming, yet mysterious—stuck with me like glue.


Crossing that tender threshold from pregnancy to new motherhood, and watching my first baby and then the next one grow from infancy to toddlerhood to school age, the significance of those words held fast. Even as I struggled at times along the way, I felt relieved that I was not alone. I was part of a club, a circle, a crew; a cooperative fellowship, a coalition united in purpose: doing the best for our children.


As I navigated the emotionally textured first years, I found myself hungry for conversation and connection with other parents. A magnetic attraction pulled me toward them, an instant kinship sparking even during the most mundane conversations: Is she sleeping through the night yet? Does she take a pacifier? Watch out, she dropped her lovey!


Gradually, I began to discern a certain twinkle in a parent’s eye that says without any words: I’m a parent, and I’ve been through the “trenches,” and we might have some similar experiences, so you can probably relate to me, and I to you, to some degree.


Parenthood is a humbling, bring-you-to-your-knees type of life transition, and cuts across geography, culture, ethnicity, class, and sexual orientation; it’s honest, binding, and transcendental. And let’s not forget one more vital and unifying thread: parents generally want to do good by their children. The inherent vulnerability in parenthood creates unexpected opportunities for broadening perspectives, forging new connections, and a sense of solidarity.


It’s a good thing that there’s a Parent Club out there, since we as parents have a difficult world-maze to navigate. The environment we are bringing our kids into is not the same one that we were born into. We have to help them—and ourselves—figure out not just how to grow up, but also how to grow up in a world that can be violent, polarized, oppressive, and degraded.


While the initial adjustment to mom life was not particularly easy for me, I was fortunate to go through the transition before the additional worries of COVID-19 arrived. Motherhood, for me, entailed blinders, and my world shrunk in size to the essentials: our kitchen, our bedroom, our bathroom, our baby’s room, and our neighborhood.


My struggles, which felt so insular at the time, despite their universality, consumed me. Would I ever sleep for eight hours straight again? How come establishing a life balance felt so damn unattainable? Would my partner and I see things the same way when it came to parenting?


Then one morning, when my oldest daughter was just shy of two years old, fluttering ash and thick smoke arrived on our doorstep. Overnight, it was no longer safe to take my daughter out for a walk in the stroller, to let her swing at the local playground, or to drink tea on our patio. The climate crisis—which to me at the time seemed always to be assigned to some far-off date in the future by politicians, teachers, or scientists—was here, knocking at our door.


Parenthood, by definition, is laced with all kinds of anxiety. We worry about the developing fetus during pregnancy. We worry about labor progressing smoothly. We worry when our kids are sick. We worry if they’re struggling with school or in their relationships with peers. We worry if they’re not home by curfew. We worry when we’re alone in the empty nest. We worry, we worry, and we worry.


However, the day that wildfires arrived, my eyes opened to a visceral, felt sense of climate change and it ratcheted up my sense of vulnerability as never before. A couple of years passed, followed by the birth of our second daughter. Suddenly, there was something called “wildfire season” that descended each year. Suddenly, there were test evacuation calls coming through in case of a wildfire—not just smoke—coming to our own neighborhood.


When the electric utility company shut off our power for a few days as a precautionary measure, I packed my kids’ lunches and sent them off to school. At night, our family cooked dinner out of a giant ice cooler and crouched around the coffee table in the family room playing card games by candlelight. My eco-anxiety thrummed a low-grade apocalyptic drumbeat. Bum-ba-dum-ba dum ba dum.


As a therapist, I know that this cognitive dissonance—acting and behaving in opposition to your thoughts and feelings—feels robot-like and bizarre. You see red flag warning signs around town, your body bristles in the dry, gusty winds, but you pack unicorn and Hello Kitty lunchboxes and drop off children at school anyway. And repeat. Leaving town to attend a workshop under these circumstances was difficult. But time and space of my own—a parent’s antidote to parenting—was a gift that ultimately led me to greater clarity.


Driving north to Oregon, I passed charred forests and remnants of controlled burns while listening to news about wildfire evacuations in Southern California. My heart sunk as I slowed to take in the acres of trunks blackened by the notorious Camp Fire in 2018, which caused eighty-five deaths and destroyed more than eighteen thousand structures. Smoke-tinged air blew through my windows. Gone was the usual adrenaline thrill I felt from a road trip. That low-grade anxiety remained in the pit of my stomach every mile to my destination.


Then I started recording my thoughts and feelings on tape.


A few days later, on my return trip, I talked aloud and recorded some more. I knew what I was feeling was called “eco-anxiety” and that, while it was raw, it was also a perfectly healthy and rational response to the changing environment outside of my window. And if I was feeling it, I suspected that many other people, especially parents, were feeling it too. This anxiety—this worry and fear about the besieged world our children will grow up in and one day inherit—must be a common experience among millions of members of the Parent Club. As I drove toward a red-violet sunset horizon, in my mind I’d already begun writing my story.


Sitting in my office with clients was a different experience. When nearby wildfires raged, smoky air penetrated the window glaze while an air filter blasted, and uneasiness stirred in the pit of my belly. I didn’t feel safe. My kids were in the back of my mind, and I worried about the possibility of a wildfire sparking in my own community. Yet I was determined to transition smoothly back into work after my second maternity leave, so I compartmentalized my climate anxieties as best I could.


My clients came and went, and hardly anyone mentioned wildfires or climate change. If I’m being honest, I felt both a sense of relief and frustration. Relief in the sense that I felt vulnerable in tackling this daunting subject and wasn’t even sure what to say if my clients brought up the elephant in the room. Frustration in the sense that I knew continued avoidance of climate change was dangerous—potentially even lethal—and signaled that deep psychological defense mechanisms might be at play. My adult clients in particular (not unlike me!) clung to habitual avoidance, denial, and disavowal, nary a one mentioning the ecological crisis unfolding outside the office window, stinking up the room. Who was I to judge?


Early in our careers, therapists learn to skillfully manage our responses to clients. This helps to ensure a safe, calm, and nonjudgmental space. Yet what happens when climate change threats multiply, pose an existential threat, and remain deeply mired in the unconscious? There was certainly no playbook for this in grad school. To ignore or brush aside the climate emergency and fail to invite space for processing climate emotions in sessions could be viewed as colluding with our clients in their defenses.


I found comfort in connecting with a growing number of mental health professionals, climate-aware therapists, who help clients acknowledge and explore the elephant in the room. As psychologist Elizabeth Allured puts it, climate-aware therapists “hold in mind the larger environmental crisis we’re in, allowing it to surface into consciousness.”1 There’s an ethical impetus for therapists to support clients in turning toward difficult truths, in moving past “stuckness” or other defenses that are not serving them. So why would we not do the same with the climate emergency? And when we look at the climate emergency, boy, does that qualify as an existential threat.


As a mom, I knew we needed something else too. We need a parent fight club. This book is a handbook for parents wanting to join this parent fight club, for those parents who no longer want to turn a blind eye to reality but instead show up for their kids in concrete ways. By embracing the reality of climate change and other stressors, we can harness the true potential of the Parent Club to ensure a healthier, safer, greener, and more equitable future for our kids.


In writing this book, I hope to address the looming and often unnamed emotional burden that many parents are carrying alone right now. As a good friend of mine put it: “I walk around with a profound fear lurking inside of me: Are my children f*cked?”


Many of you are grappling with this question in your own way, whether you’re aware of it or not. And other questions mushroom out, like: Is there a climate resilient place we should move to? Should I equip my kids with survival skills for societal collapse? Will my kids live a life of anxiety and fear? Will they have a future that’s worth living?


One parent told me: “The fear that I carry is so huge—I wall it off and hold it in, and then get anxious about smaller things. What I’m actually scared of is what my kid’s life is gonna look like?… I don’t like living like this.”


It’s true that parents have encountered existential threats and crises—and endured the emotional fallout—over the centuries, and that parenting has always been a rigorous, eat you up and spit you out, unpredictable emotional endeavor. Yet at the dawn of the twenty-first century, there are indisputable challenges that are worth examining for their particularities, and we shouldn’t gloss over or minimize them. I’m talking about the confluence of fascist or fascist-leaning governments (and the resurgence of fascism overall); the powerful propaganda and disinformation campaigns easily disseminated over social media; the weakening of democracy in the US by a former jilted president (who won a second term as a convicted felon); the unleashing of AI despite ethical considerations; the proliferation of screens and technologies that distract and distort human lives; the approach to and surpassing of multiple climate tipping points; the global rise of antisemitism and neo-Nazism; a violent and volatile Middle East; and the list goes on.


The more thoughtful reframe here is that parenting has been and always will be a difficult enterprise across history, and each century brings its distinct challenges. Today, many of these challenges are abstract and existential, adding a new layer of complexity and confusion in how to raise kids, one that is quite different from running from a tiger with a baby in your arms in the wild or even sending a child to school where they are bullied. With threats that are covert (social media sites, marketing algorithms), invisible (rising atmospheric carbon dioxide levels), and unpredictable (mass shootings), children are exposed to a multitude of manufactured, adult-induced harms.


These are some of the intense, gripping fears that many parents live with today. I’m about to introduce stuff that you might already know or might make your stomach drop, but hang in there. If we don’t face reality, then we certainly can’t change it. And if we don’t stop to think and learn about reality, then our kids will know more than us and our ignorance will be their burden.


I’m not saying this will be easy or that you won’t encounter potholes or roadblocks along the way. But I do promise that in reading this book you’ll gain insight, reorient to today’s challenging socio-political landscape, sharpen your tools for staying balanced and resilient, craft a parent identity that will keep you on track, and feel comfortable to broach tough topics with your kids. Out of adversity comes strength, and the opportunity to become even more awesome parents. We need our togetherness more than ever right now to contend with the omnipotent forces that be.


Before I go on, I must acknowledge the honest, nagging question that’s on many parents’ minds right now regarding climate change: So, how bad is it? Here are three concrete statistics to help you see more clearly. You can revisit these or update them periodically to help maintain your edge and energy.




	The top ten hottest years ever recorded in Earth’s history have all been after the year 2000. The annual global average temperature is 1.1 degrees Celsius hotter than preindustrial levels and could reach 1.5 degrees Celsius as soon as 2040 or earlier, at which point climate impacts are predicted to severely worsen and be irreversible.


	Several climate tipping points—thresholds that when exceeded can lead to irreversible change—may be crossed this century due to human activity: ice sheet collapse, destabilization of the Amazon rainforest, and compromised ocean circulation are some examples.


	Per the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 6th Assessment Report, around 3.3 to 3.6 billion people already live in contexts that are highly vulnerable and impacted by climate change. The report also says that 50 to 75 percent of the world population can be subjected to periods of “life-threatening climatic conditions” by 2100. Vulnerable groups most at risk include women, children, the elderly, ethnic and religious minorities, Indigenous people, refugees, and low-income and agricultural communities.2






In short, it’s not good. The Parent Club should be worried. But to quote sustainability scientist Dr. Kimberly Nicholas: “It’s warming, it’s us, we’re sure, it’s bad, we can fix it.”3


I want you to feel comfortable and supported as you embark on the journey ahead, so here are some additional notes to prepare you.




	The book is divided into three parts: “Parents,” “Children,” and “Community.” You’ll notice that much time is spent on what is sometimes called “internal work,” or emotional processing, because going inward is ultimately your way to negotiate strength, balance, and calm, as ironically as that may sound. I know that some of you might think, Well, that sounds great, if I had the time. I’m here to say that this isn’t just some extra credit privileged shit but rather that it’s essential for sustained long-term engagement. And it’s work that you’ll come back to over and over again. By the end of the book, I’ll have laid out three paths for you: Will you be a doomer? A hopium addict? Or an anti-doomer? And, more importantly, what will this mean for your kids?


	Regarding language choice and inclusivity: To communicate and delineate particular parental experiences throughout this book, I use gendered terms such as “mother” and “father.” However, it’s important to recognize the limitations of these terms, which do not reflect everybody’s pregnancy or child-rearing experiences, particularly those whom identify as nonbinary or transgender, and who must navigate often exclusive, heteronormative language within the medical and political systems.


	The Parent Club includes any parent, caregiver, guardian, foster parent, involved family, or community member. Although I frequently reference American culture, this book extends to the global village of parents. After all, what we need right now is a global Parent Club coming together in community, in solidarity, and in strength.


	Throughout the book, I encourage checking in with an “accountability partner” or “Climate Buddy,” a person you trust, can lean on for support, commiserate with, and be vulnerable with. When you have a partner, companion, or group, it helps you to stay engaged. When one of you falls off the climate wagon, the other can be there to help. If possible, try to identify someone before you dig in. (And please be mindful of appropriate professional or other boundaries.)


	I use a sprinkling of acronyms throughout, and it’s worth explaining MHW, which stands for “more-than-human world.” This phrase, coined by eco-philosopher David Abrams, refers to an all-encompassing realm of earthly life that includes but goes beyond human culture (so as to embed humans more firmly in the natural world).


	In this book we’ll practice cultural appreciation by identifying traditional sources of knowledge, and by relating to and finding inspiration in practices different from our own. Please be mindful about overstepping or understepping into cultural appropriation. I’ll say more about this in chapter 6.


	
At the end of each chapter, you’ll find an art therapy prompt. Even if you don’t consider yourself an artist or artsy, or doubt that you have the time, I still encourage you to give it a try—it could truly be transformational for you, as it is for many of my clients. Yes, it might feel vulnerable, scary, uncomfortable, or hokey. Try thinking of art-making as a tool for self-exploration, where there’s no actual right or wrong. By giving yourself permission to create, you’ll move past defense mechanisms to tap into your unconscious. What bubbles up inside of you—thoughts, sensations, and emotions—is often as revealing, if not more, than the art that you produce. Sometimes a low-stakes warm-up is helpful, like scribbling on paper with both hands or shaking your sillies out to music.


	I would encourage you to consider setting up a mini art studio. This could be in a corner of your home or office, on a bench or table outside, or in a garden or park—anywhere that you have some degree of peace, quiet, and safety. This might be an easy task or it might be a huge feat, depending on your circumstances. Try gathering various supplies that you may have on hand, repurpose or reuse, or find at local thrift shops, salvage yards, garage sales, or art stores: different size and textured papers, cardboard, scraps of wood, canvas, clay, glue, scissors, scraps of yarn, tissue paper, old magazines. Try to have both wet (e.g., paint) and dry (e.g., markers, oil pastels, colored pencils) media available. For more tips, please visit my website: www.ariellacookshonkoff.com. Do not be scared off by this step; the set up can be as basic as you’d like!


	Sprinkled throughout this book are Parent Pauses and Parent Centering Practices (PCPs)—moments when you’ll move out of left-brain didactic learning to right-brain experiential doing. These reflective exercises are an integral part of this book. These exercises are not to be rushed or ignored, so try to reserve time for them or come back to them later.


	You may be wondering, Can I read this book without participating in the Parent Pause or the art directives? Well, sure, absolutely. However, you’ll miss the chance for deeper emotional transformation, and you’ll bypass some of the avenues for resilience offered in this book. I encourage you to try some of these exercises even if they are not your usual jam.


	I’ll remind you periodically to self-regulate at intervals because this material can feel heavy at times. But please don’t wait for permission—honor your instincts. You can set the intention or mood for a PCP by doing something calming like lighting a candle, wrapping yourself in a blanket, playing music, brewing tea, or moving outside into nature.





Addressing tough real-world issues while staying engaged as a parent, and even reading this book cover to cover, is not particularly convenient. I get it. A million other things are screaming for your attention. To add “do something about the climate emergency” to your already unwieldy list can feel like more pressure than necessary.


But to reiterate: Climate change is not theoretical but a ginormous global in-your-face emergency that requires immediate action. Based on the findings of the IPCC 2021 report, the UN Secretary General issued a “code red for humanity.”4 Following the IPCC 2022 report, the cochair of the working group announced that it’s “now or never.”5 Following the the IPCC’s 2023 report, the UN Secretary declared “the climate time-bomb is ticking.”6 Each year, scientists and experts are screaming for our attention, and trying to find the words to get the message to sink in. In parent terms, this translates into “Dial 911” or “1-2-3… All eyes on me!” We desperately need cooperation, and we need a crisis response.


Beyond our personal crises, there’s no more urgent concern right now than the climate crisis. And I say that with the caveat that the climate crisis is part of the polycrisis—a confluence of overlapping existential stressors—and it’s not pigeonholed to halting carbon emissions in the atmosphere. Addressing the climate emergency is also about rectifying the egregious inequities baked in. We can do this by increasing representation of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) communities on the frontlines of decision-making, by combating environmental racism in our communities, and by making reparations to countries who have contributed the least to global warming but bear the harshest impacts of it. Let’s not forget the countless faces and names of kids, parents, and community members who are caught up in this human-caused mess all around the world, even as we speak in such generalities. Let’s also not forget about those who have perished because of the climate crisis—or will perish in the years to come.


As a cisgendered, white, heterosexual, Jewish American embedded in American consumerism, having the time and space to even think about climate anxiety is a privilege that I own. But more than that, it’s a privilege that I know I must act on.


I’d like to put forth the notion that those of us with some degree of privilege share a responsibility in doing what we can to enact systemic political change. Not every parent is free to exercise their voice, particularly those who are oppressed or marginalized. When we have opportunities to speak up, act, partner with, or amplify marginalized voices we must do so.


Although the change we need to see is systemic and global—not just personal—we start by planting seeds wherever we are: in our homes, schools, and communities. Then, do you know what we do? We go BIG. The rumor out there is that many people are scared of and prefer not to deal with angry parents. So let’s do it. And let it be the fight of our lifetimes, for the sake of other lives and lifetimes.


If that sounds like a rallying cry, it is, but remember, just as we tell our kids: small steps first. My hope is that this book will resonate with an emotional chord inside of you, stirring you awake or into action, and offering you a lifeline of resources and ideas.


Whether you’re a parent, teacher or engineer, an artist or scientist, in IT or HR, sales or in a union, a stay-at-home parent or currently unemployed, and whatever your religious or political affiliation (or lack thereof), there’s not a moment to lose. This book is for you, and the Parent Club is waiting.
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PART 1



Parents













ONE



Parenthood


A Major Life Reboot




“I love my child, but the first year was hell.”


—Parent Club member





In an instant your life changes forever. One day you’re pondering or speculating about what it might be like, and then suddenly it’s day one of parenthood. You can feel that remarkable shift inside of your very bones.


Once baby arrives, there ain’t no stopping the clock; life unfolds around you while you try to sort things out on the fly. You’ll never regain that sleep. You’ll have to find the time to get that house project done during your baby’s naps. You might find yourself “sandwiched” between caregiving for aging parents or ill family members and children at the same time. There’s no restart. Whether you’re taking care of an ill family member, coping with an unexpected layoff, starting a new job, separating from a partner… there you are, with your child to also consider. It’s full on. Welcome to parenthood!


One lesson I received early on: just as you start to understand a particular stage that your kid is in and gain some semblance of equanimity, it will change. The rapid changes that kids go through are awesome to behold, but they can also be stressful and vexing. Once you finally feel like you’re getting your bearings, the ground beneath you shifts. The ancient Greek philosophers didn’t exactly spend time pondering about the good life as a parent. But we can borrow a basic truth from Socrates: “The only thing I know is that I know nothing.” Indeed. What a mantra for life as a parent. We might as well remind ourselves of this every year on our child’s birthday.


Many parents are eager to hightail it through those rocky moments when a child’s behavior eclipses all sense of household normalcy. They are desperate for support, stability, and reassurance. Part of my job as a therapist is reminding them, ever so gently, that this is normal, that this is all in their job description, and will be for a long, long time. Of course, my job is also to reassure them that they can do this, to help them build out their toolkits, perhaps open their minds to seeing things in a fresh way, and resource them to resume effective leadership in their families.


The difficulty here is that our kids aren’t the only ones changing. We are too. And that realization starts during pregnancy and blows up somewhere in that period of post-childbirth adjustment.


An Incomprehensible Milestone


When you begin operating with a plus one in mind, life choices and decisions feel different. Your old value systems, habits, and behaviors start to shake, tremble, even collapse. Your ego gradually starts to make its way to the backseat, relegated by your kiddo’s best interests.


Suddenly, it’s time to assess trade-offs and quality of life. How will I make enough money to support my family? Maybe it’s time to live closer to the grandparents? Do I really want to commute for X hours each week? Should we leave the US and raise our child where school shootings aren’t as common? Should I cancel my social plans because family dinners are important?… The list goes on. (And, of course, these are privileged conversations to have for sure.)


When I was in my twenties, I rode public transit in San Francisco for hours each day. I lived near the beach and had to take several forms of transit to get to my design classes on the opposite side of town. If I wanted to have a social life, I’d commute all over again in the evening. I did this for years: walking and biking were part of my lifestyle, and it was a great way to get to know the city.


As a parent, I’ve had to up my efficiency game. With a crying baby strapped into the backseat, or two squabbling sisters, I have to admit that getting from Point A to Point B in a timely fashion, which increases the chances of prolonged harmony, is a current value. Whereas I used to meander around the city in a dreamily spontaneous way, these days I’m a more streamlined and goal-oriented version of myself.


Other examples of shifting values in parenthood include aspiring to be a good role model, giving up an addiction or bad habit, working toward work-life balance, raising kids in a diverse community, and teaching them how to live an ecologically sustainable lifestyle. Even as we grow into our roles as parents, we might not recognize our moods, behaviors, the words that come out of our mouths, how we show up in relationships, or even what our priorities are. For example, we might never have predicted our future life as a room parent or soccer coach, guessed that we’d adopt a “helicopter” parenting style, that we’d allow certain friendships or hobbies to fizzle out, or that we’d adopt our own parents’ behaviors. Indeed, the parenting enterprise is unpredictable and we are not in total control, no matter what we might tell ourselves.


Another fundamental shift around midlife is a desire to help guide the next generation, to leave a positive imprint on the world. This reckoning with meaning, purpose, and morality is what developmental psychologist Erik Erikson called “generativity.” While there are many ways to make a lasting contribution, having a flesh and bone child is a concrete legacy. You might feel a natural inclination to get involved in some way, such as volunteer at your kid’s school, help them stand up to bullying or racism, or teach them a skill, like fishing or cooking.


Perhaps adjusting to parenthood would be easier if this major life transition got the airtime that it deserves. There are some ways that we do this, and some ways in which it’s sugarcoated or ignored. While there’s a certain commercialization around motherhood with its emphasis on baby showers and gifts, there has been far less exploration of a mom or dad’s emotional experience.


This is unfortunate. Relying on Hollywood movies for answers does not do us any favors. We need honest real-life examples.


The parenthood milestone begs to become more ritualized and acknowledged in American culture—much like a wedding, quinceañera, or bar/bat mitzvah. The resurgence of anthropological terms matrescence (transition into motherhood) and patrescence (transition into fatherhood) certainly aid this conversation. But we need to go further to embed these into cultural relevance. Marking the Parenthood Milestone lists some of the rites of passage or traditions to celebrate the initiation into the Parent Club. What are some ways you might have done this? Some ways you might do this in the future? Some ways you might help others to do this?
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Baby shower: This can include rituals that not only celebrate baby’s arrival, but also to acknowledge the making of a new mother or father. You might try belly painting, stringing a necklace or bracelet with beads from each guest to wear during childbirth, a belly plaster cast, or a memory book for guests to sign.


	
New mother or father’s circle: Each guest offers reflections, insights, hopes, and dreams for a new mom or dad; a form of witnessing and initiating new parent and establishing community.


	
Symbolic rituals: Herbal bath, postpartum ceremony, massage, placenta burial, and tinctures.


	
Blessingway ceremony: A Navajo traditional rite of passage during pregnancy that focuses on spiritual and emotional support.


	
Godh Bharai: A traditional Hindu practice in which expecting moms are adorned with henna on their belly, hands, and feet.


	
Closing the Bones ceremony: A South American post-childbirth ritual that includes massage and body wrapping (or rebozo) to help stabilize the pelvis and hips and support spiritual recovery.


	
Sitting the month (zuo yue zi in Mandarin): A traditional Chinese practice of postpartum recovery in which new mothers stay indoors for a month to heal and bond with baby.


	
Mikveh: A spiritual bathing ritual in the Jewish tradition after childbirth.


	
Babymoon: An intentional bonding trip, retreat, or vacation for expecting parents. While some babymoons are lavish vacations, this can be as simple as carving out an intentional block of time to connect with a partner or friend about hopes and fears.








Indeed, marking this milestone can be a helpful way to slow down and acknowledge your entry into the Parent Club. But it’s also important to acknowledge the harder parts of becoming a parent. Indeed, the transition into parenthood is hardly one-sided bliss and joy; there are plenty of hardships and pain points as well.


What’s Underneath All of the Hearts and Rainbows? Trauma and Grief


If we don’t do our own work to heal ourselves, then we are destined to pass along our own traumas to our kids. This happens all of the time; in the mental health field, we call it intergenerational, or cross-generational, trauma. In fact, severe trauma may even be passed on through genes. Children of Holocaust survivors—and children who were in utero during the time of the World Trade Center attacks—both revealed lower cortisol levels.1 (While lower cortisol might seem like a good thing, because it is a stress hormone, it can lead to negative adrenal health issues.) To get on the same page, let’s define trauma as “a lasting emotional response to a distressing life experience.”


Think about how a mom recovering from a traumatic birth would feel differently than a mom who experienced a self-reported “positive” birth experience. Not only will this affect her postpartum mental health, emotional adjustment as a new mom, identity and possibly confidence as a parent, but it also may impact her physical recovery, her experience with nursing, maternal bonding, and so on. Or, think of a parent who is abandoned by their partner while pregnant or soon after childbirth and will now have to raise the baby alone. Or, consider a mother who endures a difficult or anxious pregnancy after having previously experienced a late miscarriage or stillbirth. There are countless examples of trauma, many of which receive little emotional acknowledgment, let alone time to heal. But to help kids deal with all the trauma in the world today, we must start attending to our own healing as well.


With that in mind, let’s take a sober look at trauma and grief within the experience of parenthood. The term “perinatal” typically denotes the window of time a few weeks before and after childbirth—a particularly vulnerable one for moms-to-be. Postpartum Support International—a nonprofit that promotes mental health awareness related to pregnancy and postpartum—extends this term to encompass all of pregnancy through the first year of a baby’s life, roughly a period of twenty-two months. This is a much-needed redefinition! Not only are the major changes in pregnancy recognized, but the postpartum shifts are as well.


What a lot of new parents miss amid the ooh-ahhing, new baby smells, and sleepless nights is getting in touch with their grief. Even if you don’t think that applies to you, it’s an inherent part of new parenthood. What was gained? What was lost? How were your expectations met or unmet? (In case you haven’t carved out time to reflect on these questions, not to worry, we will do so at the end of this chapter.)


Now there is a grief and then there is Grief, with a capital G. When birth outcomes are not as expected, and we find ourselves blindsided, underprepared, shocked, confused, challenged, or flooded, we will eventually face grief one way or another. As a culture, we are quick to overlook or minimize traumas that may have occurred during pregnancy, childbirth, or postpartum. When baby arrives, they are catapulted onto center stage. Mom is often pushed to the periphery as a supporting actor.


Years ago, a teenage client of mine arrived at our program office with her new baby and was immediately surrounded by a flock of crowing peers and therapists, all clamoring on about how beautiful her baby was. I recall her looking rather shell-shocked, with heavy bags under her eyes, and a polite smile on her face.


Later she told my colleague: “Everyone always asks me about my baby. No one ever asks me how I am doing.”


Of course, grief and trauma are not necessarily meant to be processed in hospital recovery rooms. These matters deserve time and space. Mama’s groups, parent groups, perinatal mood and anxiety groups, individual therapy, body work, retreats, sharing with those you trust, time in nature—are all of these are supportive options.


Capital “G” grief goes hand in hand with capital “T” trauma; wherever there is significant trauma, there is also significant grief to process. But there are plenty of lower case or more subtle examples that also affect parent minds, emotions, and bodies. (See Examples of Birth-Related Trauma/Grief.)




EXAMPLES OF BIRTH-RELATED TRAUMA/GRIEF




	Pre-term birth


	Stillborn birth


	Miscarriage


	Abortion


	Fertility issues


	Infant-parent separation


	NICU stay


	Unexpected maternal medical complications


	Unexpected infant medical interventions or health conditions


	Deviation from a birth plan


	Pain medications administered, unexpected or undesired


	Delayed bonding time with mom or dad, or separation for prolonged period


	Mother who did not feel adequately supported or advocated for during labor and delivery


	Mother who was unable to communicate her birth preferences, or did not feel heard or respected


	Breastfeeding difficulties


	Unwanted baby


	Baby borne out of sexual abuse


	Domestic violence or substance abuse during pregnancy


	Child Protection Services involvement during pregnancy or after birth








Although traumatic birth experiences are common, we often don’t hear those stories because mothers feel afraid to speak up due to shame or judgment, or they simply don’t want to think or talk about it. A client of mine voiced her disappointment in how labor and delivery progressed as she experienced intense pain, fear, and physical shakiness during surgery. She later told me: “But I don’t want to think of my baby’s birth as traumatic.” Our bodies and emotions tell one story, our lips tell another. Ultimately, as trauma expert Gabor Maté reminds us, trauma is in the eye of the beholder.


Aspects of my older daughter’s birth felt traumatic—a nurse coercing me in a semi-drugged state to “just take the epidural” (contrary to my birth plan), having a second epidural administered when the first one failed, and then having an unplanned C-section after extensive labor. And yet it took me a year or two to actually associate that word “trauma” with my birth story. I remember feeling shocked to acknowledge that I’d experienced trauma during childbirth, and similarly disappointed by that label, as my client had been. But for me, it was important to acknowledge what had not felt right about the process. (Incidentally, I hear many stories of unwanted interventions and disappointing birth experiences, many examples of lower case and capital T traumas.)


Miscarriage, often a hushed and silent loss in our culture, occurs in roughly 20 percent of all pregnancies. Women suffer silently, often feeling alone and ashamed: There’s something wrong with me. What if I can’t ever get pregnant? How come it came so easily for her? If women could talk more openly about their own miscarriages and share their stories, it would help to normalize what is actually a common experience.


The false narrative that we tell ourselves is that if we don’t talk about the hard stuff, it will make things easier. I’m here to tell you—both as a therapist and as someone who broke that habit long ago—it’s total BS. We need to get real and talk about the hard stuff, too. That includes motherhood and fatherhood, parenting, the climate emergency, and all that we are facing today: the good, the bad, and the ugly.


We’ll come back to trauma later, but for now let’s remember that it doesn’t dissipate like a puff of smoke once the problem is solved. Trauma lingers deep in the body’s physiology, in the nervous system, in the neural circuitry, in the hormones, in the bloodstream, in the muscles and tissues, and in our cells. When we don’t do the work of adequately healing our traumas, they come to haunt us in different ways—our physical or mental health, our relationships, our behaviors, and, yes, our parenting. Unresolved trauma can barricade us in so that we are unable to tend to others, whether it’s children or the environmental crisis.


What’s incredible is that we have all of the potential in the world to recover from our traumas if we are willing to face our demons, find healthy ways to release them, and be open-minded in the process. That might be through individual therapy, attending a support group, alternative medicine, creative expression, spirituality or religion, wilderness or ecotherapy, or just talking to the right person. Have you heard of post-traumatic growth? It’s a real thing and a testament to our resilience, and it means that not only can we heal in the wake of trauma, but we can even grow from it as it stretches us in new ways. With time and adequate support, many folks find their way through pain and suffering, regain confidence, and experience resilience and greater self-awareness. Post-traumatic growth should give us hope in what’s possible despite adversity. By integrating our pain into the narrative arc of our own lives, cultures, and ancestry—and witnessing pain as part of a collective—we can better heal ourselves for the work ahead. Moreover, as we shift toward understanding trauma as culturally and socially embedded—rather than as discrete individual experiences—we are more likely to enact a systemic makeover.


Straddling the Divide Between Vulnerability and Responsibility


But what about the sticky middle in between the highs and lows of parenthood (aka vulnerability)? Earlier in the chapter, I painted a picture of how tender the process of parenthood can be, stretching our mental health and physical bodies in new ways, and navigating so many unknowns. But once baby arrives, and we are suddenly—plop!—charged with the care of an innocent human life, fresh vulnerability surfaces. As the popular saying goes: “Making the decision to have a child is momentous. It is to decide forever to have your heart go walking around outside your body.”


As I mentioned earlier, we can’t underestimate parenthood as a story of grief and loss. While we gain the obvious—our beloved children, and heart-bursting love and devotion—we lose some of the security, confidence, and defense mechanisms we’ve built up along the way. But this molting is inherent in transformation, as we become like the Phoenix rising up from the ash.


By the time many of us become parents, to some degree we have self-organized and figured some shit out. For example, we have a sense of who we are, what we believe in, which relationships are important to us, our career, our lifestyle, hobbies, our preferred social media platforms, our favorite shows to stream, and so forth. When we become parents, all our life infrastructure—both internal and external—is suddenly challenged: our growing and evolving is happening alongside our own kids. And, yes, sometimes, like them, we regress, two steps forward, one step back.


Sticking with the lower case/upper case theme, some stories of parent vulnerability include a dad feeling helpless and stressed after a layoff and prolonged unemployment; a mom smuggling in unapproved drugs from another country to help stimulate her breast milk production; or a child attacked by a dog with a minor injury. Some stories of parent Vulnerability include parents learning that their four-year-old child has a rare bone marrow disorder; a mom discovering that her ex was emotionally abusive toward her daughters; or a dad losing his wife to cancer while raising two young kids.


The inimitable Brene Brown has led a very important countercultural movement around shame and vulnerability. Through her research, she’s determined that many of us avoid vulnerability at all costs because we associate it with heavy feelings like shame, sadness, and fear. On the flip side, she writes about its virtues: “Vulnerability is the birthplace of love, belonging, joy, courage, empathy, and creativity.… If we want greater clarity in our purpose or deeper or more meaningful spiritual lives, vulnerability is the path.”2 Whatever obstacles and pressures we may face as parents in today’s world, if we can trust in our vulnerability as a source of strength and point of connection with others, then we’ll gain an unexpected navigational tool.








[image: A tea cup and a saucer with steam rising from the cup. A text above reads, "Parent Pause."]







Take a moment to find a comfortable position sitting, standing, or lying down. You might want to have a journal handy. As you consider the two reflection questions, pay attention to any sensations or movements in your body, posture, emotions, memories, and thoughts.


Reflection questions:




	What have been some of your big and small “V” vulnerable parent moments so far in this journey?


	What are some tender aspects of raising your kids in today’s world or that you imagine will be tender in the future?








I work with a lot of teens and parents. Often the eldest child sparks emotional stirrings in a parent when they hit a particular milestone. When parents feel activated, stuck, rigid, or numb in their response to a child, I often ask them what that age was like for them. Not surprisingly, there are feelings and memories there, some of which they might be unconsciously projecting onto their kids. That’s their cue to pause and do some of their own work so they can adjust to a more conscious parenting approach.


During my ten-year-old’s life, various memories have flashed through my mind: slumber parties, crushes, school recess. Sometimes these are welcome, and sometimes they feel jarring. Memories will feel charged if there’s an associated trauma. In an ideal world, parents are doing their own inner work as much as possible to help reduce their reactivity, defensiveness, or projections. Of course, we work with what we’ve got and where we’re at, and come from a place of compassion (or “loving-kindness” in Buddhist-speak). The chances of getting it right every time? About zero percent.


In dominant American culture we’ve been conditioned to ignore our bodily sensations. But that doesn’t mean we don’t experience the magnetic pull of vulnerability in our heart space. In our quest to create a more just and honest world for our kids, it’s time we reorient to vulnerability. Vulnerability is more than a personal North Star—it’s a collective one for the Parent Club. Our pangs of vulnerability, of deep fragility, of intense fears and desires for our children keep whispering to many of us that we must do something, we must act, we must protect our kids, even if we don’t fully grasp just how yet. Paying attention at this time is a critical first step.


And now for the second part of the equation. The one-two boxing jab that is the nature of parenting means that in addition to vulnerability you’ve also got a hot heaping of responsibility. Maybe you stop taking as many risks; you start working extra hours during the holiday season so you can save money for gifts; or your social calendar starts morphing into your kids’ and your social groups start morphing into your kids’ friends’ parents.


Even as our feelings about our new responsibility may go haywire, we must rise to the occasion. We are no longer just living for ourselves; we have dependents, kin, and offspring to love, nurture, and raise to hopefully become content, well-adjusted, and self-actualized little beings. (No pressure!)


How do you reconcile these emotional dialectics of parenthood? Understanding the push-pull of vulnerability and responsibility is critical to being able to have both the strength and the emotional availability to discuss difficult global issues with your children.


The answer, I’m afraid, is the old Facebook favorite: “it’s complicated.” While this waxing and waning vulnerability may feel very uncomfortable at times, it’s a critical part of being a parent—and, as we’ll discuss later, it supercharges parents with fresh ambition and motivation to tackle everything from diaper changing to carbon drawdown.


I’ve heard many parents describe how surreal it feels leaving the hospital with their baby for the first time. There’s a rhetorical question that pops up as a parent clicks their child into a car seat or stroller and prepares to leave a birth site: Hold up! Am I really trusted to leave with this baby alone?! More than one of my clients has done a maternity ward double take, looking back at their nurse or hospital room, baffled and confused that they are entrusted to look after their child without any help. Life is a gamble, but having kids increases the stakes, and we feel that deeply the moment our kids enter our lives.


One day, you are babysitting or playing with somebody else’s kids (key words = somebody else’s), and the next—you are the parent. This new reality can involve ongoing double takes, in which you look at your baby with a mix of shock, surprise, reassurance, joy, and apprehension. You might stare longingly at photographs from your freewheeling days of independence. Emotions will vary. Or you find that you’re all absorbed and you don’t look back until one day.… These double takes go on and on because your kids—surprise, surprise—keep a-growing! In fact, each of their developmental stages elicits a new emotional response from you (whether you know it or not).


To be fair, there are sweet moments when vulnerability and responsibility magically align, and it’s like a huge sigh of relief. For example, when one of our kids is sick with a fever, my husband and I turn into the best versions of ourselves—doting, patient, and collaborative. It feels as though all the minutia is swept into tidy perspective. I know that I want to show up and be there for my child in that very minute, even if it means canceling plans or catching the bug myself. My love is amplified, and I find deep satisfaction in showing up as a responsible adult.
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Shape-Shifting the Dialectic




	Take a moment to find a comfortable position either sitting or standing. You might want to have a journal handy. As you read the prompt that follows, pay attention to any sensations in your body, posture, emotions, memories, and thoughts.


	Think about a time in your life when you felt caught off guard, hurt, exposed, lost, confused, embarrassed, or ashamed. What did you instinctively long to do? Hide? Grow bigger? Hug someone? Withdraw like a turtle into its shell?


	Allow your body to move into a shape or posture to show how you felt in that moment. Feel into the shape and its sensations for as long as you’d like.


	Take a moment to reset afterward.


	Now think of a time when your child was threatened, hurt, bullied, injured, or ill, or you needed to advocate for them in some way. Try to think of a time you really showed up as a parent.


	Allow your body to move into a shape or posture to show how you felt in that moment.


	Feel into the shape and its sensations and hold it for as long as you’d like. Take a moment to reset afterward.


	If it feels okay to you, go ahead and bring your body back and forth, titrating between these two different shapes. How does it feel to move between them? Can you slow down the movement and pay attention to the in between?


	
Try to find a shape that feels comfortable or sustainable between the two. Feel free to experiment. Breathe into this posture, a place where you can sense into both vulnerability and responsibility. Do any emotions, images, memories, or thoughts come up?





Note: If you feel triggered by this exercise in any way, please visit Appendix C: Tools for Managing Anxious or Traumatized Nervous Systems, for ways to help soothe and regulate yourself. Feel free to journal, make art, or share about your experience.





I want to acknowledge the work that you’ve done to this point! Dwelling on trauma, grief, vulnerability, and responsibility at the same time is certainly a tall order. Please take ample time for a break and reset before reading on.


Vulnerable Parents Raising Vulnerable Kids in a Vulnerable More-Than-Human World


It’s a lot to hold all of this vulnerability in our hearts—kids and earthly life. You can keep practicing shape-shifting the dialectic titration (that’s a mouthful!) as you read this section. Finding a sustainable posture that accesses your tenderness while supercharging your ambition is a reset to come back to again and again. The good news is that we can draw strength from the clear pathways and solutions mapped out by scientists, environmental authors, activists, policymakers, and others working at this intersection (more on this later).


As we flex our muscles of vulnerability and responsibility, we are preparing for the journey ahead. It will come as little surprise when I remind you that we’re living through an era of postindustrial planetary collapse. Human-made outputs into the Earth’s system—such as methane from factory farms, transportation pollutants, and oil spills—impacts the web of life in ways that have dire consequences for Gaia (Mother Earth). And Gaia, just to be clear, includes us humans. So, by extension, what is bad for the health of our planet is also bad for us.


Although Earth has self-regulating capacities, it also has its limits. There are sustainability tipping points. When we surpass these, we move into what is called “overshoot,” a state that cannot be undone. Once polar ice caps have melted, we cannot “unmelt” them. There is no wand we can wave to repair the acidification of oceans or the destruction of coral reefs, and there’s no easy fix for resurrecting razed rainforests. While there are certainly things we can do to heal, revitalize, and repair the Earth, planetary collapse is underway.


Scientists have adopted the term anthropocene (meaning “the age of human destruction”) to describe our current reality in which human behaviors are a dominant face in shaping the Earth’s systems. Like Mary Shelley’s Dr. Frankenstein, we’ve created a monster that’s gone rogue and is causing extreme harm and destruction. How can we possibly regain control and mitigate damage now that the human-caused monstrosity of climate change has begun to ravage the globe?


A major study published in The Lancet in 2021 interviewed ten thousand children and young people (ages 16–25) in ten countries (Australia, Brazil, Finland, France, India, Nigeria, Philippines, Portugal, the UK, and the US). Fifty-nine percent of respondents were “very or extremely worried” and 84 percent were at least “moderately worried” about climate change. Seventy-five percent thought “the future is frightening.” Over 45 percent said their feelings about climate change negatively affected their daily life and functioning.3 Closer to home, in 2024, The Lancet published a cross-sectional analysis of over 15,000 young Americans (ages 16–25) spanning all fifty states and Washington DC. Some of the results were strikingly similar: 85 percent endorsed feeling at least moderately worried about climate change impacts; 57.9 percent very or extremely worried; 42.8 percent indicated an impact of climate change on self-reported mental health; and 38.3 percent that their feelings about climate change negatively affect their daily life.4 And in the adult world, according to Yale Program on Climate Change Communication’s “Global Warming’s Six Americas” study, over the past decade, the “alarmed” segment has grown more than any other audience (alarmed, concerned, cautious, disengaged, and/or dismissive), from 15 percent in 2013 to 28 percent in 2023.5


Children are particularly vulnerable to mental health issues related to the climate crisis. A Global Climate Risk Index by Germanwatch charts the extent to which specific countries have been affected by climate change (e.g., extreme weather events, air, water), showing that kids living in the Global South are the most negatively impacted.6 Maternal exposure to pollution and wildfire smoke is associated with adverse birth outcomes, including pre-term birth and low birth weight. Data from Superstorm Sandy revealed that children in utero suffered from higher rates of anxiety than their nonexposed counterparts (53 percent compared to 22 percent).7 A number of studies show children who survived the direct impact of hurricanes are at greater risk of developing sleep issues. When children experience environmental trauma or instability early in their lives, it can cause developmental trauma, PTSD, and other mental health issues.


Neurologically speaking, children’s brains are major construction sites, developing in a bottom-up fashion. Higher cortical regions responsible for things like problem-solving, logic, and reasoning are last to develop. That means that seeing, hearing, or witnessing a disturbing event or news story will have a different effect on a child than an adult because they have not yet developed the neurological capacity for complex cognition, which supports emotional regulation.


In addition, kids haven’t yet developed sophisticated defense mechanisms such as rationalization or compartmentalization to protect themselves from pain and suffering. While a kid’s more open and less jaded attitude toward life is surely a strength, it also leaves them more vulnerable. Psychological distress often manifests somatically for kiddos, such as stomach aches, headaches, vomiting, insomnia, nightmares, lethargy, low appetite, or emotional eating.


Because kids watch and imitate other kids, one child’s distress or concern can spread like wildfire to friends and peers. Suicide, self-harm, and violence can lead to copycat behaviors. With this in mind, you can imagine how dread can spread quickly throughout school communities, whether climate gloom or anxiety about school shootings. Raw emotions are amplified across group chats and social media platforms, increasing the risk of distress.


Author-educator Richard Louv warned us in his bestseller The Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder that disconnection from nature harms children’s mental health. He coined the term “nature-deficit disorder” to describe the human costs of alienation from nature: diminished use of the senses, attention difficulties, and higher rates of physical and emotional illnesses. He also pointed out the relationship between the absence or inaccessibility of city parks and higher rates of crime and depression. Anecdotally, many of us can recall experiencing a profound moment in the MHW—perhaps in a forest or observing an animal up close—that filled us with awe or thrilled or moved us.


Plenty of other cultures, particularly Indigenous cultures, live in right relation, or peaceful coexistence with the natural world. American naturalist E.O. Wilson coined the term “biophilia” in the 1980s to describe an innate affinity for nature and life shared by all of humanity. Ecofeminists have long drawn the connection between the oppression of women and subordination of nature, understanding how patriarchal structures exploit and undermine these two spheres through capitalism, colonialism, and extractive economies. For those cultures that have disconnected, it’s catching up with us with a vengeance. As environmental destructions mount, rippling across our global communities, more of this disconnect is experienced, exposed, and forced upon vulnerable and Indigenous communities.


This human-environment disconnect has severe equity dimensions. Industrial pollution and waste facilities churn out unhealthy air, water, and soil in predominantly low-income and BIPOC communities that are written off as disposable, creating what are now called “sacrifice zones.” Companies profit at the expense of human health and human lives. Environmental racism has serious cultural ramifications: huge segments of our population grow up in fear of the MHW, are more exposed to adverse health risks associated with environmental destruction (e.g., asthma, cancer), experience higher rates of depression that come from living in blighted landscapes with a lack of greenery, or are more likely to experience climate impacts more intensely. In America, stress compounds in structurally inequitable ways, making it very difficult to break out of the cycle. We must address these equity gaps in our policies, debates, and solutions.


According to a 2020 analysis by Conservation Science Partners, 76 percent of nonwhite, low-income individuals live in “nature-deprived” areas.8 Green spaces—which include parks, hiking trails, community gardens, and cemeteries—are harder to come by in low-income areas. In addition to being beneficial for mental health, these natural areas act as cooling agents and sources of respite during heat waves. They can also mitigate short-lived climate pollutants. Children lose in these situations, particularly those in nonwhite, low-income families. And they are experiencing stark mental health consequences as a result.


In addition, large-scale climate catastrophes can lead to a cascade of negative effects in local communities such as increases in violence, abuse, substance abuse, suicidality, PTSD, and economic hardship. As climate impacts intensify, our connection to the natural world is threatened, human health worsens, and mental health problems multiply in a positive feedback loop of our own devising. According to a substantial body of research, hot temperatures negatively affect mental health, leading to increased aggression and irritability, deterioration in mood, and increased suicide rates. Expect to see more mental health fallout as a result of these temperature shifts.


All of this is a lot to worry about for the Parent Club. We must do better, and we can do better. Please take a moment for a break, some fresh air, and a reset.


The Parent Identity Spiral


Okay, reward time! When you’re ready, look at the illustration that follows. It’s an overview of the work that you’ll be undertaking to shore up your identity, resilience, and strengths as an engaged parent doing their best to show up for your kids.






[image: A whimsical spiral structure illustration titled "The Parent Identity Spiral," that flows downward representing various stages and concepts that contribute to forming a parent identity. The top of the spiral labeled "Emerging Parent Identity," with illustrations of a child, and a couple with their child in hand seated on a chair. Beside this are illustrations of a grenade, storm clouds, lightning, rain and a tornado. The spiral descends through several key stages: Home Base, illustrated as a small house; Resourcing, shown with a parents and children; Emotional Metabolizing, shown with a tissue box that has an eye; Identity Sculpting, illustrated with blooming flowers; and Intergenerational Allyship, represented by a human pyramid. The bottom of the spiral features two connecting hands labeled "PCP”, “Social Support.” This is surrounded by a star named “Hope,” painting accessories named “Inspiration,” a swan in a pond, a few farm animals and people doing yoga all named "Parent Club." At the base of the spiral, there are several elements including a person playing with a ball and bouncing on a trampoline, labeled "Resilience Trampoline," safety goggles labeled "Adaptive Safety Zone," a castle-like structure labeled "Parent Joy Bounce House." A flower bracket labeled "E-Piphany" and "Aha!" begins at Emerging Parent Identity stage and ends at Identity Sculpting stage.]







This illustration of the Parent Identity Spiral is, I admit, a lot to take in. But that’s because it’s a synthesis—and visual summary—of all of the inner and outer work that you’re doing in this book. (Yes, this might very well be the page to dog-ear and return to if you feel lost at any point.) Note: A spiral was intentionally chosen since identity formation is neither linear nor one-size-fits-all.




	
Emerging Parent Identity illustrates how parents are born—and start growing—alongside their kid’s arrival. Raising kids can be viewed as a symbiotic process that encompasses new values, an evolving sense of identity, lifestyle changes, relationships changes, and work-life rebalancing, among other shifts.


	
Establishing a Secure Home Base is the next phase of the spiral. In many cultures, parenthood involves nesting and creating a comfortable, safe home environment that corresponds with a vision or ideal of what a home should be. Of course, homes are embedded in what resources are available, your extent of privilege or marginalization, discrimination, or oppression. The notion of home is broader than just a place, and extends into emotional temperature, family dynamics, traditions, ability to adapt, and so on.


	
Resourcing is your ongoing capacity to take care of yourself, lean on community supports, and ensuring that everyone in your family is resourced. It’s a thread woven into the spiral, and reinforced by the trampoline below if all else fails. When you’re feeling anchored and your cup is full, communicating with kids about tough real-world stuff will be easier.


	
Emotional Metabolizing is your ongoing deeper reckoning with your emotions. By going deep into your emotions, it will be easier to hold space for your kids to process their emotions. It’s a part of the spiral that you will inevitably return to again and again as emotions come and go.


	
Identity Sculpting is the work that you and your family undergo as you seek a deeper integration between values, emotions, and actions, and start to imagine this in concrete ways.


	
E-piphany or Aha! Moment is an awakening spark that may light up at any time along the parent journey and wake you up out of autopilot.


	
Intergenerational Allyship is represented by a human pyramid in which different generations stand on each other’s shoulders, holding each other up. The wisdom of older adults offers a strong foundation for parents (notably sandwiched) to work and support children from. Children have energy, freedom, fresh ideas, and rise up with promise. What a beautiful sight if we can get this right!


	
Social Support forms a strong anchoring foundation, a place for you to access support, resource yourself, revitalize, and find joy and inspiration (i.e., the Parent Joy Bounce House, Resilience Trampoline, and Adaptive Safety Zone). I’ve provided several examples of what you might include here, but you’ll develop your own personal concept of this throughout the book.





This Parent Identity Spiral is meant to offer you structure and guidance within a notoriously nebulous space. Structure, limits, and boundaries are all key aspects of parenting for kids and grown-ups alike that help to create a calming predictability, a sense of governance, if you will. Hopefully, this visual will be just that for you while also allowing plenty of room for personal interpretation.






[image: A sketch labeled "Creative Exercise" depicting art supplies, including a notepad, a paint palette, a paintbrush, and a pencil.]







WHO AM I? PARENT COLLAGE


Materials:




	Paper, cardboard, or poster board of any size; you can also recycle by cutting up cereal boxes or boxes


	Magazines or pre-cut images, old calendars, photographs


	Scissors


	Glue stick, glue, Modge Podge, or tape


	Markers or pen





Setup:




	Divide the large paper (or cardboard or poster board) in two.


	Cut out images and glue them down when you are ready.





Prompt:


Arrange images on one side of the page that show what your life was like before kids. On the other side, arrange images that show what your life is like now as a parent.


Process:


As you create, notice without judgment, any feelings, thoughts, and sensations arising in your body.


Product:


When you’re done, tape your work up on the wall and look it over with childlike curiosity, not judgment. Spend some time reflecting on themes, similarities, and differences, and consider a title for the work. Journal if you’d like to. Consider sharing your creative process and product with others.


Reflection Questions




	What was your life like before you became a parent?


	Who are you now as a parent?


	How have you changed or stayed the same in becoming a parent?


	What has this journey been like for you? Any ups, downs, or plateaus?


	What feelings have you experienced along the way? (e.g., Hopes? Fears? Sadness? Peacefulness? Doubts? Guilt? Excitement? Joy?)


	What or who are your sources of strength and support on this journey?
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