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Foreword


by Dr. Gwen Wurm


As a pediatrician, I am privileged to be a trusted voice in many families’ lives—sometimes in unexpected ways. I am not sure when it happened, but in recent years, questions about breast-feeding began to morph into questions about what type or brand of breast pump. No longer was a car seat that passed safety standards good enough, but was the extra cushioning in “Brand Expensive” really better for a baby’s delicate head? And mashing your own banana with a fork for baby’s first food turned into the $150 Babycook Pro. As amusing as this is, I sense the struggles in parents’ voices as they ask these questions. As children get older, it gets worse—my son’s tennis coach said that Jeremy needed the $160 Babolat racket, and of course he couldn’t possibly wear the sneakers he wears to school on the court. With all the money spent on lessons—and the driving to get him there—was it really the time to cut corners? Of course the medical bills from me wanting to kill him when he dragged the racket on the ground and jumped into puddles wearing the “special” sneakers were not figured into that equation.


Stop the craziness. This is the message of Brett Graff’s Not Buying It. There is no requirement that in order to have healthy, happy, successful children, we have to spend our hard-earned dollars on the “right” stroller, educational toy, or private school. Study after study shows that it is not money that buys our children’s success, but parents being parents. Being there to read to our children, encourage them on the playground, and stand and cheer at the school play. But all too often our fear gets in the way, and we spend money—money that we often don’t have—on things that we have been told are “important.”


Do not think that being a developmental pediatrician makes one immune to these messages. I remember going back and forth for weeks between buying the $40 big-box store bike for my four-year-old or the $200 Trek. Didn’t I want my child to love bike riding? Didn’t I want her to become athletic and develop a lifelong sport? And what about one day biking through Harvard Square? I decided to show her pictures of both. She wanted the purple one, and I was $160 the better. The bike had a great run for two years until she outgrew it and then it performed well for another two years for my niece. As for my daughter, she still loves to bike, and her bike is still purple. And according to Brett, that money is now worth close to $500, which might pay for the Thanksgiving vacation airfare from college (assuming she doesn’t use it to go to Cancún with friends).


In Not Buying It, Brett proves that all the stuff we’re buying does not come with guarantees and also can wind up putting our kids at a disadvantage. She shows us that not spending money is the way to go. Economic stability is its own reward; protecting our kids from debt is one of the best gifts we can give. But as a doctor, parent, and child advocate, I find that Not Buying It offers more than advice on saving money—it offers freedom from the fear that marketers, friends, schools, and even other parents are instilling in our vulnerable brains. This book has the empowering information we can use to make our own smart choices. Brett gives us the tools to analyze the claims that bombard us from the media, teachers, and other parents. She takes on the companies, the advertisers, the “experts” who tell us what to do to ensure our children’s success. She challenges their assumptions and provides hard data to say that we are being misled, and that there could be lifelong consequences. Because not only do we get scared by the advertising that tells us that our child’s future is at stake, but our children get scared too.


It is both heartbreaking and infuriating to see preschoolers spending long hours in the car, being driven to $200 math classes where they’ll do worksheets instead of playing happily, counting flower petals, in their own backyards. Or walking into the exam room to find a patient of any age—but especially the babies—hypnotized by an $800 electronic device instead of singing with mom. Families in our practice routinely move to other counties for a bigger home that’s far away from the father’s job. I hope the kids are happier having their own rooms. But I bet they would trade it for having Dad read a bedtime story.


It starts prenatally—remember the fad of headphones placed on pregnant women’s bellies in the hope that playing classical music to fetuses would lead to math geniuses? For every pound of baby, the typical family buys at least one hundred pounds of stuff. And we research, debate, and fret about each purchase. Companies pummel us with ads about what it takes to make our babies college-ready: Provide them with foreign language phonemes and teach them sign language, or else they will be behind before they ever learn to walk. Don’t cheap out on the $30 video that may start their superstar on the way to Stanford. The message of Not Buying It is that little if any of this is true. It is time for us to go back to following our hearts and not parenting by credit card.


So what do we really want for our children? I believe that all of us want our children to be happy, healthy, self-supporting (yes, that is important) adults who can form loving lifelong relationships. Parents who listen, laugh, allow kids to fall, and are there to put on the bandages can help make that happen. It takes time and energy and lots of love—and you can’t buy it on an installment plan for $19.95 a month. By writing Not Buying It, Brett gives us permission to get off the roller coaster and to relax and enjoy our children. There is no better way to spend a Sunday afternoon.


Raising children is an adventure—and we can’t buy our way out of this one.









Introduction


Spending money to keep up with our friends is so pre-recession. Everyone knows emergency funds are the new extravagance. But when it comes to raising kids, we’re still overspending big time, hemorrhaging money by mistaking luxuries for necessities and doling out more dollars than we save. And why? Because we’re afraid that cheaping out means our kids will fall behind in school, sports, or social activities. And in a high-pressure parenting climate, there is no room for error; academic admissions are competitive and—down the road—jobs are scarce. We’re terrified our kids won’t get into college and will even later wind up homeless. Or worse, wind up living in our homes.


Like any severe panic, this anxiety disrupts logic, and we experience a flight-or-fight reaction. Flight, we’ve learned, is impossible—who would check the homework?—and so we’re left to fight. Ammunition is expensive and includes high-performance sneakers, toddler learning programs and teen music lessons, private schools, allegedly organic everything, designer clothes. Where aren’t we putting our money? In the very financial foundations that really can launch kids into greatness. There are two unfortunate consequences. First, we’re going broke. And second, we’re messing up our kids in almost every possible way. Admit it, you do this or you see this but probably both: parents spending money on kid-improvements such as singing lessons, private schools, and fancy lacrosse sticks not because they’re rich but because they’re scared. Or competitive. Or vulnerable. In any case, they’re simply unaware that these things are unnecessary in reaching the supposed goal of raising children who achieve their fullest potential.


I, for one, want my money back. For all the stupid things I bought for my daughter because I was afraid not buying them would mean she wouldn’t be as smart, as athletic, as healthy as she could be. In my defense, I didn’t want her to have any disadvantages. If I could get my money back for just three simple things, it would be these: a heavy, smooth-ride stroller with huge wheels that I never used ($600); a bunch of educational toys, some of which were eventually recalled ($500); and the homeopathic medicine that didn’t make her feel better ($1,200). And I could take that $2,300 and put it into a stock fund earning 7 percent. (Warren Buffett says we should expect that’s the long-term return, even though rates have been higher.)1 Today, some thirteen years later, that money would be worth $5,542. So I consider myself down by that very amount.


Yes, after these unfortunate purchases, I started professionally researching the relationship between behavior and economics and learned that economists are wrong: They assume humans are rational shoppers. This assumption is particularly flawed when those humans happen to be parents. All of us, on the other hand, are economists in a job that requires making decisions about how to best allocate time and money. We are all, I say, Home Economists. And we work at it every day.


And right now, we’re working under hysterical conditions. Take my friend—we’ll call her “Beth”—who spent $300 having her son’s tennis racket restrung at home in Florida and then overnighted to his sleep-away camp in Maine. Beth’s behavior was in response to an undesirable outcome that is imaginable. But only because Beth imagined it.


Initially responding to her son’s tennis racket complaints over the phone with the concern of a parent who is well-trained at changing the subject—Did he have a girlfriend? Did he like the camp food?—Beth began listening when the kid mentioned an upcoming tournament. Beth then thought about his winning, and how perhaps it would help him enjoy his summer more, making that high-priced camp tuition worth every penny. That would be nice, she thought. It would justify camp, not to mention his weekly tennis lessons. Winning—as she thought more about it—could give him new confidence, attract girls, change the summer and maybe, just maybe, his life. Wow. This tournament could be really great. But wait. Those damn strings. They could make him lose. Would the opposite happen? Would he be sad? What would be the lasting effects? Would he eventually lose friends and later—give or take a few decades—career opportunities?


Well, if you can buy your child confidence and career opportunities for $300, a new tennis racket suddenly seems an essential purchase, like schoolbooks or a winter jacket.


But this logic is false. For starters, statistics prove that in every professional sport where both players have sponsorships providing unlimited equipment, someone typically loses.


And this line of reasoning isn’t limited to Beth or her son or even sports in general. We’re all scared our child’s missteps will be our fault because we didn’t buy the new equipment, tuitions, voice lessons, learning toys, private school, organic sleepwear, private acupuncturists, brand-name sneakers. But here’s the thing: If we can avoid even half of the biggest fear-induced expenses—from toys to schools to lessons to the house we feel are the tickets to American happiness—we can save ourselves not only sometimes $1 million but also an enormous amount of emotional aggravation.


Today, parents are spending 100 percent more money on our children since the 1970s, according to a report from University of Pennsylvania.2 The richest among us have simply ramped up the dollar amounts. The poorest are maintaining the same levels but using a bigger portion of income. For example, while the lowest-earning domiciles used to spend 4.48 percent of their incomes on their kids, they’re now spending 13.79 percent.


We all feel pressure. It’s an arms race. We have to calm down. Because whether we have piles of money or very little, the notion of letting fear rule our spending decisions is completely messing everything up, most notably our kids. Because this spending can very possibly result in the opposite of what we intend, causing emotional scars and irreparably cracking the financial foundations that really can launch these little guys into greatness.


Never has any organization in the history of this country asked its job applicants to please list on a resume the toys or learning programs used during their toddler years. Organizations do frequently, however, ask for the names of the colleges or graduate schools attended.


Stop it.


I know what you’re thinking: The Mandarin Chinese toy will eventually contribute to college acceptances and scholarships. But there is no link. Only a predictable lag between the introduction of a new learning toy and the proof it sets back your child’s intellect. Yes: Sets. It. Back. There’s also a short time interval between you purchasing the product and you donating it to Goodwill. Time flies when you’re wasting money.


In this book, I’ll show you how to end the fear-induced overspending and instead practice effective money-saving parenting habits. For example, the most productive learning activities for your baby are free. The opposite, however, is true for your eighteen-year-old. College is practically guaranteed to improve the life of your child and happens to be very expensive. If you want your kid to go, you must on the way home from the baby’s birth learn to ignore the educational toys and start funding a Section 529 plan. Unlike giving your money to a store and never seeing it again, in college savings plans you can watch it grow. That’s good because it takes a long time to save up some $400,000, which is the projected cost of a four-year public, out-of-state college education for the fall of 2033.3


Money is critical for raising kids, that’s for sure. But rather than make emotionally charged purchases that destroy us financially, we have to direct our dollars toward building Rock-Solid Foundations. We need concrete blocks of financial security to support our families. They consist of college funds and emergency accounts, insurance policies, reasonable home purchases, and reliable medical care.


If money’s so critical, am I saying parenting is easier if you’re rich?


Of course it is!


But you’re not guaranteed to raise better children. There is no correlation between the amount of money spent on a child and the quality of person she becomes. In fact, making fear-based purchases can physically or emotionally mess up rich kids and upper-middle class kids as quickly as it can middle-class and poor kids. And in 2012, there were over 265,000 toy-related visits to hospital emergency rooms, according to the Federal Trade Commission.4 We can thank something called a Nap Nanny for five infant deaths and a fancy video monitor for one strangulation. Narcissistic personalities—which ultimately can cause depression—are becoming more common among our kids, to the tune of some 30 percent.5 And the coaches and private music teachers for which we pay big money play a huge role, with their lavish (and high-priced) praise.


You can certainly buy a huge, gated mansion with a bedroom for each child, but a Danish study proves that kids who walk or bike to school—sometimes from city apartments—concentrate better for over four hours after arriving. Sibling bedroom-sharing, meanwhile, has been linked to feelings of security. You can spend a lifetime on organic, well, everything, if you like, but some products labeled organic have been found to contain dangerous chemicals that can truly harm your child. Which reminds me: Be careful about natural remedies, fancy private schools, and overly groomed neighborhoods reeking of affluence. I’ll show you how their promises are sometimes empty and their costs—when you count missed opportunities—can be much higher than the visible price tag.


Then there’s plain, old materialism. None of us considers ourselves to be overly concerned with possessions. But even passed on inadvertently—materialism is usually taught to kids by parents—a person’s race for sneakers or brand names in effect causes insecurity, a poor sense of self, and general unhappiness.


Forget it.


Good news for every income level: The most effective ways to groom our kids for greatness, happiness, and success are usually low-cost or free. They’re usually what you think of in moments of calm—when you’re not terrified of having the only preschooler not fluent in French or worrying that the dye used to color your bed sheets is causing cancer or that your high schooler won’t become a college athlete or will turn into a social outcast for not wearing the sneaker du jour.


The parenting methods that truly achieve what many of us are trying to buy are the most wholesome, most logical, and most effective ways to raise kids. You see, God or the universe or evolution—take your pick—provided human beings with built-in mechanisms to make our babies smarter and our kids more secure. What makes an athletic star or a pianist? Practice. What makes kids happy? Positive life experiences. Parents can turn practically any activity into a teachable moment that imparts math, vocabulary, and reading skills while you’re supermarket shopping, cuddling, crafting, cooking, and putting kids to bed.


Natural and effective parenting involves hard work but also putting your babies, toddlers, kids, and teens first. In fact, this book will spell out the research proving that the time-tested techniques that truly do advance children cannot be replaced with money-purchased surrogates that can instead be complete failures.


I know we’ve all made many of these mistakes, but I for one am determined not to repeat them. My kids aren’t grown; they still have a chance! Unless yours are adults, they do, too. This book will benefit your babies, toddlers, elementary schoolers, junior high schoolers, and high schoolers. All kids are clearly destined for greatness. They are! Your child really is amazing. Let’s keep that kid on the right track. Let’s save in the right ways, spend when necessary, and ensure that this kid gets the truly effective support he or she needs.


You’ll see that effective parenting isn’t necessarily store-bought. I am here to show you the evidence proving we can’t buy for our kids with the intention of solving our problems, because their expensive outcomes are not guaranteed to be great. We should instead focus on the scenarios that really can buckle a family: Losing our jobs and not having emergency funds to support us as we get back on our feet. The head of household dying without life insurance or becoming injured and unable to work but not having disability insurance. Your kid getting into Harvard University and having to tell her she can’t go because you can’t afford the tuition—or, just as bad, paying for it but having nothing left over for retirement. You’re scared now, but stop—because I’ll show you how to make sure none of this happens.


In this book, you’ll learn to save—possibly $1 million, or even more—after you see that fear-based spending contributes to materialism, stress, insecurity, and possibly very poor health. And you’ll be introduced to the free or low-cost alternative that’s more reliable, more wholesome, and more effective for promoting the very kind of achievement other parents are busy trying to buy for their children. Then, I’ll show you how to use the money left over to build a Rock-Solid Financial Foundation that will continue to expand and make you richer over time, and also really and truly catapult your kid into greatness. I’ll show you how to fund a college savings plan so your child can choose the school she wants (not the one offering the most financial aid). I’ll show you that an emergency fund can ensure your athlete or actor will pursue his hobby under any financial circumstances. You’ll also learn to choose the right public or private school and save for retirement—because otherwise, you’re just a big, fat financial burden on the very people you’re so busy grooming for greatness.


I’m not saying that private violin lessons or a pair of designer sneakers will screw up your kid. You may still, after reading, buy expensive sneakers and private coaches and fancy schools and costly strollers. But you’ll do it because you want to. Not because you have to. You won’t feel the fear of not buying those things.









CHAPTER ONE


Starting Out


choose COLLEGE SAVINGS OVER COMMERCIAL SPENDING
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Save Estimated $6,428.19




 






The Stuff You’ll Skip
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Stroller: $650.00


Bottle warmer: $39.99


Wipes warmer: $29.00


Infant sleeper set: $129.00


Video baby monitor: $239.99


Stroller fan: $19.99


Play yard netting: $8.99


Stroller seat cover: $59.99


Diaper stacker: $24.99


Infant swing: $159.99


Infant bouncer: $249.99


Air purifier: $169.99


Stationary entertainer: $99.99


Classical baby art DVD: $6.99


Baby TV Musical Instruments DVD: $5.99


Classical Baby Dance DVD: $6.99
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Total Cash Outlay: $1,901.87


Total Invested Savings after 18 Years: $6,428.19









The editors of a popular baby website have compiled for their large community of moms-to-be a list of the best strollers around. One such model reminded the editorial panel of a transformer, and the group collectively gushed about how you can even charge your cell phone with this bad boy. This stroller, like nearly all the editors’ picks—including one you can carry on your back (which makes one wonder why you wouldn’t just carry your baby)—costs more than $800.


This may sound old-fashioned, but I think it’s perfectly fine to charge your cell phone at home.


Keep in mind, those baby website editors—and also their readers who are presumably weeks away from having babies—have every reason to be excited. Becoming a parent is the most thrilling and transforming of all life’s events. Not to mention the one that involves the most responsibility. We’re going to be in charge of tiny, defenseless human beings. And we know it’s our job to protect, nurture, and safeguard our children the best we can. We’re ready to do anything and we’re prepared to buy anything. Just tell us what we need.


That’s the attitude that makes a profit-seeking industry salivate: customers who are emotional, inexperienced, terrified, and deeply committed to the cause for which they’re shopping. All together, in the United States we bought about $5.8 billion worth of baby stuff online1 in 2013 and about $11.9 billion in stores2 that same year, according to research from IBISWorld. We fill our carts with infant merchandise we truly believe is critical for the child’s survival. Never mind that the human race has survived some two hundred thousand years without cell phone–charging strollers.


Not only will our kids endure, but also we can in some cases do a better job of parenting if we calm down long enough to stop adding things to our carts. Yes, we’ll need to buy for our babies—items such as cribs, car seats, clothes, and of course strollers. But while considering our choices, we have to remember that we don’t need every single product on the market. What’s more, the most expensive versions with the fanciest features are not—under any circumstances—safer. They’re not more educational. They won’t make our infants happier.


No matter what we buy, all of it is guaranteed in a matter of two years (maybe three) to evolve into garbage, as your child grows. If you spend too much money on what will soon be a Salvation Army donation—even if you can well afford it today—you likely are taking from your child other things that can really improve her life later on.


Nursery Ready


CRIBS


You must buy a crib, and if there’s a purchase we promise is for short-term use, it’s a bed that by design creates a barrier between the bathroom and your future toilet-trained toddler. This is not an item you will have forever. For now, the one and only feature your infant crib must have is a manufacture date of June 28, 2011, or later. Do not buy your crib at a thrift store; do not accept a hand-me-down. Current safety standards apply only to cribs made after that date. Before that day, the Consumer Product Safety Commission announced forty-six recalls of more than eleven million cribs because they had the potential to strangle or suffocate children.


That’s exactly the kind of statistic that can cause a new parent to panic and buy the most expensive crib available—for safety’s sake. Thing is, spending more money on a crib does not buy you a safer crib. Some very high-priced brands have rushed to return money to customers because they turned out to have dangerous entrapment and suffocation hazards. In October 2010, for example, Ethan Allan recalled its drop-side cribs selling for between $550 and $900 after the company learned the drop side could detach, thanks to malfunctioning hardware.3 One baby became entrapped and two fell out. In July 2010, Pottery Barn recalled its $600 drop-side crib after thirty-six reported problems.4 There were also recalls of lower-priced models. The general problem here was a new drop-side feature that made it easy to reach infants but was discovered to be dangerous. While new federal standards ban drop sides—while demanding slats be stronger, mattresses more supportive, and hardware more durable (find the standards at www.cpsc.gov)—one thing is still true: More money doesn’t buy you a safer crib. First, these strict standards apply to every crib for sale in America. That means the $895 Vanessa sold by baby-store-to-the-stars, Bellini, and the $159 Graco sold by website-to-the-unshowered, Amazon.com, have been subject to the same inspection process.


And second, when you look at recent product deficiencies—even after the government called for stricter standards—it was two high-end and two mid-priced lines that were found to trap and suffocate babies. In August of 2014 a Franklin & Ben Mason model—retailing for $700 in stylish colors such as “weathered grey” and “rustic brown”—was recalled for the potential to trap babies.5 And that same year, the slats and spindles (the very reason you buy a crib, it’s worth mentioning) of the $800 Oeuf Sparrow cribs were detaching.6 Parents who chose the most reasonably priced cribs fared better in more ways than one.


BABY MONITORS


To protect against the dangers posed at bedtime you’re likely ready to invest in a baby monitor, big time. The temptation is to choose a model high tech enough to notify you when—if this is even available—your baby drifts throughout the sleep cycles. We’re talking about the kind of equipment employed by spies and secret service agents. If safety’s at stake, who cares what it costs?


Video monitors—some costing $350—make it possible to watch real-time footage of your baby, even sending the action to your smartphone. Others have cameras that can pan to show the rest of the room. They all typically allow two-way communication, so you can even talk to your baby from wherever you happen to be.


But what if the real price is compromised security for your entire family? Because if your camera is hacked—and let’s be very clear, your camera can be hacked—there will be some unwelcome company in your baby’s room. Adam and Heather Schreck told Fox News they were sleeping in their home when they heard a man yelling, “Wake up baby, wake up,” at their ten-month old daughter.7 Heather picked up her cell phone to check the wireless video monitor in the baby’s room and saw the camera was panning, seemingly by itself. Adam raced in and, when he entered, the camera rotated from the baby and aimed itself at him, and he became the target of the hacker’s obscenities.


Even before this story and others like it hit the news, Jeff Weinsier of Miami ABC affiliate WPLG reported on air that he set up a generic video baby monitor receiver in his news vehicle and drove around local neighborhoods.8 The receiver picked up footage of babies in house after house, crib after crib, and monitor after monitor. Passing by some homes he saw sleeping babies, driving by other homes he saw empty cribs. Turns out, watching other people’s babies is even easier than taking candy from them.


If you’re using a monitor that wirelessly uses the Internet to send video to your phone or mobile device, then you may at some point access a public Internet connection, say, at a coffee shop or an airport, explains Michael Peros, chief technical officer for Bugged.com. It then takes only simple equipment—in some cases a download—for a hacker to nudge himself between the router and your phone, where he intercepts all the information being sent to you—without you even knowing. Not only will the hacker see everything you see—your baby, for starters and also, say, your emails about when you’ll be away from your baby—but he has access to all the information stored on your device, including your calendar. Putting it all together: He knows what your kid looks like and when you will be on a business trip.


Even monitors that access password-protected wireless Internet connections are not safe, says Peros. Our passwords are easily cracked in seconds by a simple download, usually because they’re pretty short. “The internet was created for sharing information,” says Peros. “Anyone who says ‘it’s secure’ is lying.”


There are video monitors that don’t use the Internet; those are the ones that Miami reporter Weinsier was able to access from his truck. How? Because all baby monitors operate on the same frequency, says Peros. The Federal Communications System demands it; otherwise the monitors would bleed into the frequencies used by burglar alarms or cell phones. And monitors are open and ready to connect. Weinsier demonstrated this frequency phenomenon to the mothers he invited outside after discovering he could see their kids. Most of them vowed to shut their own monitors off for good, wondering out loud how many times they’d been watched themselves. These women were mostly worried about walking around half dressed or breast-feeding, which if you ask me, says a lot about their fine parenting, strong marital relationships, and overall sanity. (I for one shiver at the thought of a stranger listening to my uncensored dialogue.)


We also shouldn’t bother skipping the wireless in favor of cords. Summer Infant had to recall two models of baby monitors with electrical cords after two kids strangled themselves.9 One was a ten-month girl from Washington, DC, whose camera had been placed on the top of the crib rail. And another was a six-month old boy from Conway, South Carolina, whose monitor had been placed on the changing table attached to the crib. Also, a twenty-month-old boy from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, was freed in time, but was found in his crib with the camera cord wrapped around his neck.


Another option for nightly baby espionage is a monitor that records your baby’s movements. But again, those darn cords. The ones attached to the Angelcare Movement and Sound Monitor strangled two babies who pulled the cords from under their mattresses and into their cribs.10


The good news is that the traditional baby monitors—the audio kind made by companies including Graco, Safety 1st, Summer Infant, and Angelcare—are still for sale in stores, starting at about $13.99. Monitors are typically handy at night, when we’re sleeping and wouldn’t otherwise hear our baby’s cries, nature’s alerts to the fact that the child needs something. Maybe it’s a changing, maybe a feeding, perhaps a little conversation—babies are fanciful with their late-night requests. But it’s the noise—the audio—that would notify you. Not the video.


Would a streaming video of the kid help you sleep better? News flash: New parents are not afforded the luxury of sleep. But even so, the answer is no, probably not. A video offers some convenience in that you can look up at the monitor while eating peanut butter in the kitchen instead of getting up and walking into your kid’s room. But even if your journey to that crib happens to be particularly arduous, it’s also likely productive. Who is the better cop: the one in the security office with her feet up, glancing occasionally at a monitor? Or the one checking things out in person, shining a flashlight and peeking around? Wouldn’t that cop be more likely to notice something awry? Perhaps the crib sheets are too loose or someone left the window open?


BATH SEATS


One Step Ahead tells you on every page of its website that the company is “helping you raise happy, healthy kids.” And yes, that’s true in that the company designs and manufactures products that can—if used properly—be very helpful. That’s what the slogan means. But, their engineers are not in your home, lending a hand at bath time. And the products do not operate on their own. And in June 2013, the company’s Chelsea & Scott bath seats were recalled for failing to meet safety standards.11 In fact, from late 2012 to 2013, over thirteen models of bath seats—including those by Dream on Me12 and Thermobaby13—were found to tip over.


Let’s be clear: Bath seats themselves will not harm our children. On the contrary, bath seats allow us to wash the kids with two hands. But a super high-end bath seat with thick suction cups, plush cushions, and play toys may give an adult the kind of false sense of security that lets her rush to shut off the oven or check a text. More than 471 babies less than twenty-four months old died in bathtubs between 2006 and 2010, according to a report from the Consumer Product Safety Commission.14 Another 191 kids were injured. The most common reason, says the report, is that the children were left alone while caregivers figured for just one moment they could tend to other activities. A strong and expensive bath seat would not have saved them. An on-site adult, on the other hand, would have.


You know better than that, you’re thinking. You’d never leave your baby unattended. But is anyone else going to bathe your child? Grandparents? Aunts? Babysitters? Are you 100-percent-super-triple-quadruple sure?


Today bath seat standards are stricter. They’re supposed to tip less easily. But the Number One change is in the size of the label—it’s bigger—warning you to watch your kid. We can spend as much money as we like, but (1) we need a human adult in that room at all times, (2) we’ll still toss it in five months—shorter than your pregnancy—and (3) like cribs, all bath seats must adhere to the same federal safety standards.


Car Seats


If you want to protect your child from death, then car seats are totally the way to go. When it comes to automobile accidents, car seats reduce the risk of death to infants by 71 percent, says the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, and reduce the risk of death to toddlers by 54 percent.15


Heather Darby, child passenger and safety coordinator at the Minnesota Department of Public Safety, says to consider two things without fail. First, she recommends buying the best-fitting seat for our children—height and weight limits for each model are listed on the box. And second, we absolutely have to choose the seat we find easiest to install.16


The most expensive car seat won’t provide more safety, though it may cause confusion that could be dangerous, says Darby. See, regardless of whether a car seat costs $50 or $500, all makes and models are required by federal law to follow the same strict safety standards. Though more cash might get you thicker padding that could come in handy on day-long drives, these models may also have additional seat belt glides or seat belt locks that make installation more difficult. There’s one detail to which you must attend before your car seat can perform its life-saving mission: making certain it’s properly installed in the car. You wouldn’t pull a television from a box, stick it on a table and expect it to work—no matter how much you paid. Same thing with your car seat.


Yet still, the CDC found over 72 percent of car seats were misused in a way that could be expected to increase a child’s risk of injury during a crash.17 There are many degrees of ineptitude here, so we’ll start at the very beginning: Simply tossing it in the car without any proper and secure attachments or—it’s hard to believe we’re going here—neglecting to strap in the child is equivalent to not having a seat at all.


But even minor missteps can be deadly. If the seat belt isn’t locked or the lock isn’t secure, the car seat will swing wildly in a crash. If we route the seat belt through the wrong tracks, which can happen if, say, the car seat is convertible from rear- to front-facing and maintains distinct routes for each installation, the car seat will not work to its maximum potential.


If your car was built before 1996, then you will need some extra features, most notably a contraption called a “lock off.” This sets the seat belt into lock mode, so in the event of a crash, the car seat doesn’t jar in any direction. Cars constructed after that year are required to have seat belts that lock automatically, which is perhaps something you—like me—already learned when yours for no apparent reason constricted around your neck. The way it’s supposed to work, however, is that after pulled out to its longest capability and then released at the desired length, the belt should lock back into place. If your car was built after 1996, you might want to implement this latch system, which locks the belt in place.


Here’s the good news: Personalized help installing your car seat is completely free. You can ensure that any seat is tightly secured by going to almost any hospital, fire station, or police station. What’s more, Safekids.org hosts more than eight thousand safety inspection events across the country. Their technicians take a four-day course and are trained in car seat installation.


There are also some tips from officials to consider. Keep your child in a rear-facing seat until age two, says American Academy of Pediatrics.18 Your child should not shift more than one inch side to side or out from the seat. The harness material around the baby should be snug. If you can pinch it, it’s too loose. The retainer clip should be at the child’s armpit level, not higher or lower. It also helps to follow state laws about seats, which is not only safe but also cost-effective, as there are fines.
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The Laws of Car Seat Safety


The decision to reverse a rear-facing seat or switch to a booster is one governed by state law. The Governors Highway Safety Association (www.ghsa.org) lists the restraint required by ages and weights on its Child Passenger Safety Laws page: www.ghsa.org/html/stateinfo/laws/childsafety_laws.html.


[image: ]


Feeding Frenzy


I would as a personal opinion say that money for infant formula is well spent, but economists and researchers and doctors—essentially the entire free world—point to the benefits of breast-feeding. The National Resources Defense Council even has a handout, reminding us all that mother’s milk strengthens a baby’s immune system, reduces ear infections, and protects against allergies, dental cavities, and cancer.19


There are also some pretty significant economic benefits, according to the NRDC. Formula costs $800 a year. And what’s more, over the long term, one group of formula-fed infants had $68,000 in health care costs over a six-month period compared to an equal number of nursing babies, which had only $4,000 of similar expenses. Formula feeding also requires buying a collection of products—bottles, bottle cleaners, bottle warmers, and nipples, many of which you’ll never use—which is not a fact from the NRDC but a fact nonetheless (trust me). And it’s only fair to mention that breast-feeders with jobs will need those things too, plus a pump.


Breast-feeding wins by a mile (we get it, we get it), but if we do decide to perform the unthinkable—introducing to our babies’ systems the manufactured nutrients in infant formula—we’ll have to pick a brand to serve. You can seek out prices in stores if you happen to feel compelled to comparison shop. But these companies don’t give you that kind of time. They’re waiting for you at the hospital with samples, hoping to get you at the start of this journey and stick with you until the toddler end.


The good news is that formula produced in this country is going to be a fine blend of milk solids and chlorides and other essentials. The better news? If you wanted to switch to a less expensive brand, that would be very well too. The Food and Drug Administration carefully regulates infant formula, setting minimum amounts of twenty-nine nutrients and maximum amounts for nine of those nutrients. Although manufacturers might vary in their formula recipes, says the Mayo Clinic on its website,20 the FDA requires that all formulas contain the recommended amount—and no more than the maximum amount—of nutrients that infants need.


Raise Them Better for Less


In the unlikely event the theme of the past few pages wasn’t as noticeable as a baby food stain on a new silk shirt: All baby products are required to adhere to the same federal standards regardless of the price stamped on the package. That means selecting the least expensive products—even when doing so for exactly that reason—will not put your child’s sleep patterns or automobile safety at risk. It does not make you less of a parent. It does not mean you don’t care. It means you may not own the occasional unnecessary bells and whistles. It means you will have more money for more important things. (I have a whole book of them here.)


Thing is, even if those features seem attractive—perhaps even critical—in the store, they could make you miserable at home. Researchers from Washington University in St. Louis found that shoppers who chose more expensive, complicated products were more likely to later have buyer’s remorse.21 After a series of four experiments, they learned buyers were overwhelmed with all those features. When it comes time to install them, they really just wished the product would perform the basic function they bought it to do in the first place.


The true gauge of parent wealth might be not the crib the kid owns but the number of words she’s taught. Betty Hart and Todd Risley in 1992 visited homes of families across socioeconomic backgrounds to examine the conversations between parents and children.22 They found that wealthier parents spoke more frequently and more positively to their children. As a result babies on welfare heard about 616 words per hour, while those from working-class families heard around 1,251 words per hour, and those from professional families heard roughly 2,153 words per hour. By the time the kids were three years old, there was a thirty-million-word gap between the kids whose parents were professionals and those on welfare. After follow-up investigations when the kids reached third grade—ages nine and ten—the researchers discovered those who heard more words as babies had made greater academic advances in critical areas such as vocabulary, language development, and reading comprehension. They quickly concluded that the kids who start behind will stay behind.


Parents can do a lot for free. Speaking to our babies is a good start. But we can also accelerate the vocab-building process by including the baby’s name in those sentences, says Heather Bortfeld, a developmental psychology professor at University of Connecticut.23 Babies recognize their own names at about 4.5 months and can then start to use them as anchors that will put other words into context, says Bortfeld. Think about it this way: When you hear people speaking a language you don’t understand—Ukrainian, perhaps—it sounds like a stream of sounds that doesn’t seem to break into words, she explains. But if you happened to recognize one single word, say, weekend, then you can start to figure out the meaning of surrounding words.


It works the same way with babies who don’t understand most of the language but can hone in on their names and words such as Mommy. In a series of experiments, Bortfeld found that six-month-old babies could recognize new vocabulary words that had been anchored to their own names, but not new ones anchored to another name, even though they had heard the two vocabulary words equally as often. They also listened longer to conversations that contained their names, proving they could more fluently process those words (and are as egotistical as we are).


The wonderful news is not only is it in your interest to skip apps and screens and toys, but also you have someone new to listen to all your brilliant remarks in the event your spouse is tiring of them. To teach your child new words, simply speak to her. And you don’t have to be there all day. If you’re dashing off to work, explain to the kid over your quiet breakfast of eggs and juice—hahaha, just kidding—scream to your child over your shoulder (while racing to locate a clean shirt) some of the activities she’ll be doing that day. Tell him what you’ll be having for dinner. Good news: Without the ability to speak back, the kid can’t complain if you change the menu. (Just don’t be surprised if he one day excitedly exclaims, “filet mignon” at the sight of a Chinese takeout container.)


When we get tired of speaking to our babies, we should just ignore them, a practice that also turns out to be highly educational. That’s because infants as young as four months of age who play solo with an adult nearby will learn to think creatively and problem-solve, says the American Academy of Pediatrics.24 Presumably, your home has a floor, which means you’re already equipped for this activity. Floors offer bountiful opportunities for exploration, making them superior to restrictive playpens, high chairs, or walkers, says Dr. Gwen Wurm, an assistant professor at University of Miami Miller School of Medicine, who is board-certified in developmental, behavioral, and general pediatrics. While the kid is down there on the floor, toss him a Tupperware container—it’s a little-known fact, but Tupperware products are highly celebrated in the medical community—and perhaps a wooden spoon. You have then provided your child with tools proven to build cognitive development. These items will help build physical and mental strength, says Dr. Wurm. First, by playing with safe objects and interacting with their natural environments, babies are learning cause and effect. They find out that holding something the wrong way will cause it to fall. They understand that lifting something heavy is often impossible and that putting something in your mouth means you’ll have something in your mouth. All groundbreaking discoveries. You can’t possibly move on to Mandarin Chinese or advanced calculus without having made these first. Learning starts here, people.


Floor play is also good exercise. Think about it: If you’ve spent your entire life lying down on your back, guzzling milk, then trying to push up from your chest or pick up a spoon becomes quite a workout, says Dr. Wurm. Infants must learn to do this in order to crawl. And they must crawl to strengthen their legs for walking. Just remember to prepare the area. You want to remove all potential choking hazards, including large objects with small, removable parts. Also, remember, sharp edges are bad. And you have to be able to see the kid. But you can resist the urge to disinfect or sanitize this space, says Dr. Wurm. Early exposure to the environment’s microbes can help prevent allergies and autoimmune diseases later. “Dirt is good for babies,” says Dr. Wurm.


Even cheaper than dirt—yet critical for our babies—is the favorable emotional bond called healthy attachment, says Dr. Wurm. There are no products sold in stores that promote healthy attachment, which is a beneficial psychological connection between a baby and his caretaker. This early feeling of security will continue to influence a child’s social, emotional, and intellectual development throughout childhood.


Healthy attachment describes a baby’s positive connection with her caretaker that develops because she knows that adult will attend to her needs. It’s most important for us to respond between birth and six months. So if the baby cries, hold her. If the baby is hungry, feed her. If the baby has furiously pooped, wait until your fellow airline passengers are safely on the other side of a bathroom door. And then change her. The kid in turn develops true inner security, which leads to more independence and healthier relationships, says Dr. Wurm. All this holding and attention makes the kid believe the world is a safe place. She’s then more likely to explore new situations, leading to greater cognitive and tacit development. Higher self esteem also helps build lasting and more trusting friendships. Because secure people are comfortable sharing their thoughts and feelings.


Don’t worry if you’re both working in jobs outside of your homes. Nannies, grandparents, and day care professionals are excellent at holding and feeding babies, says Dr. Wurm. And as parents, this is what we should be looking for when evaluating our caretakers. If a baby under a year old is happy to see her caretaker but shortly afterward goes back to the business at hand—finger-sucking, rattle-shaking, block-building, whatever’s happening that moment—then that person is probably pretty good at attending to her needs. On the other hand, constant crying and clinging and the inability to separate all signal that something is wrong.


“We spend so much time as parents focusing on all the things a baby needs,” says Dr. Wurm. “But all they really need is a loving adult in their lives who’s meeting their needs in a very basic way.” Oh, and they also need a stroller. The question is whether this stroller must charge your cell phone and become the designer item that establishes your high-ranking status among the new peer group called Other Mothers and Fathers.


My personal experiences: Most of the moms I knew—including me—had expensive models. While they were of varying brands, they did in a matter of weeks all become giant obstacles around which we had to navigate and squeeze past in garages and tight hallways. We used only our light umbrella strollers. They were nine pounds, a breeze to put in the trunk, and at around $39 were bargains we didn’t mind buying. You can skip the entire $1,000 step!


In the meantime, choose a stroller with four wheels, a sun shade, and perhaps a cup holder—you may want to grab coffee or wine for this one—because walking your baby for even several minutes in both morning and evening is more than just lovely. It’s an activity that supports your baby’s circadian rhythm, says Dr. Wurm. That’s the system that releases cortisol in the morning—the hormone keeping us alert and stimulated—and melatonin at night, which helps us sleep. The baby’s brain will register the natural light as brightening or turning to dusk and will respond by releasing the appropriate hormone.


It’s true, some of our babies will live through Miami summers or Maine winters. But aside from blizzards, hurricanes, or any other weather condition associated with flying debris, extreme climate shouldn’t stop your stroller walks, says Dr. Wurm. Babies dressed appropriately—hats and blankets or gauze and linen—can be outside like anyone else.


The rewards come in several forms. Sleep cycles are important not only because you could use a full night’s rest, but also because development is bountiful during these hours, seeing as the brain and the body finally have some time to themselves.
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Not Buying It Ever


We’re all for saving money, but never buy baby supplies, toys, books, trinkets, or—let’s simply expand the category—anything for your baby—from a secondhand or thrift store. The prices might be tempting, but the product standards are subpar.
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