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Introduction



I have known for many years that I would write this book one day, and the time is simply now.


I had a dream of communicating hope and faith for parents raising teenagers, letting everyone know that time with adolescents can be so much more than just frustration and despair.


My name is Iben Dissing Sandahl, and I am the mother of two wonderful daughters: Ida, 22, and Julie, 19. I am a trained teacher and psychotherapist who grew up in Denmark among the happiest people on earth. I have worked with children and young people all my adult life: in psychiatry, in schools, and as a family counsellor dealing with gang crime and delinquent children. For 15 years, I have been self-employed with my own therapeutic clinic, where I treat children and families locally and internationally. In addition to this, I also have a career abroad, where I convey the Danish philosophy of parenting and participate in projects that aim to promote the well-being of children and young people. I am married to Morten, and we also have an adorable dog named Vega. I had an eye-opening experience early on. It transformed my fear of raising teenagers, with all the worries and challenges, into something I looked at with curiosity and positive expectations. This I want to share with you.


Many Danes feel sceptical about the fact that Denmark has been voted the happiest country in the world by the OECD for more than 40 years. We have a realistic view of what and how reality is among ourselves, so being happiest seems a little over the top. Nevertheless, the OECD has kept voting for Denmark. Other studies suggest that we have a genetic disposition for happiness. The research shows that, the closer a nation is to the genetic make-up of Denmark, the happier that country is. Today Denmark remains in the top two, recently overtaken by Finland. There are, of course, many parameters to be taken into account when a country is categorised as the happiest, but upbringing was never considered. This amazed me, as we all come from a common foundation that forms the framework of our self-understanding, norms and values. What else but childhood and the formative years, the starting point for all of us, can we boast of creating? I can’t think of much else.


In 2015 I co-wrote The Danish Way of Parenting, with Jessica Alexander, about why upbringing is influenced by ingrained values that make confident and capable kids who then turn into happy adults, and the cycle repeats itself. The book – available in 32 languages – points out some special areas, characterised as:




• Play: essential for development and well-being


• Authenticity: fosters trust and an ‘inner compass’


• Reframing: helps kids cope with setbacks and look on the bright side


• Empathy: allows us to act with kindness towards others


• No ultimatums: no power struggles or resentment


• Togetherness (Hygge): a way to celebrate family time, on special occasions and every day





I was sceptical in the beginning. But I found it delightful and highly eye-opening to delve into what lay as the foundation for my childhood, looking at how my parents prioritised free-play, authenticity, and a lot of hygge with an empathetic and positive approach. It seemed natural to me, and for most Danes, and therefore I didn’t find it different or special compared to other places in the world. Of course, I tried to outline the more-or-less obvious differences. I was overwhelmed by the tremendously positive feedback from gracious parents, grandparents and educators all over the world, something that I could have never imagined. Everywhere I came to lecture about the Danish parenting philosophy, for conferences, summits or in educational organisations, I had the privilege to meet people who showed up to hear me. I slowly became convinced that even though Denmark is not a utopia, we must be doing something right. I started to understand the differences, and my process of really embracing what I had conceptualised had begun.


I am at a stage now where I can speak freely from my heart, sharing the stories of my private life as a child, a teenager, an adult, spouse, mother and professional. I share my knowledge with humility and the understanding that I have become an example of Danish parenting values, which I will always carry with respect. My biggest vision is to make the world a better place. I want to bring positivity and love into the lives of all children and let them know that they are loved exactly as they are, and that is achieved through helping adults be more present to the needs of children. This is why I am reaching out to parents, caregivers and institutions, as the entire process embodies my purpose most beautifully that way.


Beliefs


Many parents believe that there’s nothing more they can do once they have a teenager in their household – by then it’s somehow out of their hands and they cannot make an impact on them any more. In general terms, in the media and among adults, and mostly ingrained in our narratives and affirmed in our culture, I think the terminology around teenagers has a negative and judgemental character. Parents who have a challenging relationship with their teens are convinced that bad behaviour is the teen doing something against them personally.


When children are small, they learn norms, rules and values on our terms; what we bring with us of traditions and behaviour, and what we value and enjoy in life. When they become teenagers, they need to find their own identity on their own terms. If teens are to become responsible adults, they need to know which of our rules, norms and values they can adopt as their own. This requires everything to be considered, chewed on and spat out. Needless to say, this does not always look like our idea of good behaviour. So, our teens’ behaviour is not always about doing something against our wishes, but about becoming themselves, exactly who they truly are.


In Danish we use terms to describe our teenager or our neighbour’s teenager such as they are inaccessible, that they only do what they want, that they are becoming more and more independent and ‘frontier seeking’. They are too lazy and unmotivated. They have no respect for authorities, and they drink or smoke too much, and lack control in terms of their lives. I think these are quite rough labels to put on anyone, especially while still growing up and learning about life. Since they are evolving and still very impressionable it is essential for us to begin to find new ways of looking at them and talking about and with them. Words matter and can have a significant influence on what they believe about themselves. We want to help them become strong and resilient young adults. Yet, instead, we point fingers at them and label them negatively. It is neither fair nor reasonable because they are, at least in part, relating and behaving in ways that have been shown them by their parents or guardians at home.


Some suggest that you can sit back, put your feet up, and feel satisfied when becoming a teen parent. At that point, most of the work has been done. To this, I agree and disagree. I fully understand that teenagers detach themselves from us and test rules, values and boundaries – this is only healthy and necessary to become independent. In that case, it is OK for us to relax on the couch. I would never want my girls to be a carbon copy of me. That, in my optics, would be skipping an essential part of their development. It is a vital time for them, and therefore we must let go of the control that causes us to meddle in everything to make ourselves feel somewhat safe, so they can find out who they are themselves. Because that is what this is all about. Our needs often seem more important than theirs.


I disagree about the part that we should leave them to get on with it on their own, as they need our attention, guidance and support continuously; we just have to do it in a new manner. The thing is that teenagers don’t yet know in which direction they are going. They will make mistakes and will experience sorrow and ups and downs, and for all that they will definitely still need us to be around and to be their safe zone.


That is why we can’t just let go. We continue to be important background figures, ready to grab and support them when they are searching and trying to find and become themselves; I wouldn’t say that this is needed more than ever, but at least as much as earlier in their life. It is a misunderstanding, in my opinion, that they do not require our attention as they start to enter adolescence. They need you to be their rock when the ground feels quite shaky, and that is when you will need to show and tell them: ‘I am here for you. You will be fine. Actually, you are learning something.’ They need you to mirror what is important and valuable to you with a calmness that gives them strength and space to take ownership of their own choices and decisions. If you leave them all on their own during these vulnerable years in their life, you risk losing them forever – they need you, and they need to feel closely connected to you. Not dependent on you, but with you around if there is a need for care and support.


My perspective


When I myself became a mother, I was not initially aware of my wish to raise my daughters differently to how I was raised. In so many ways, I had a good childhood, in a happy, healthy and secure environment filled with love and with parents who were present. But there were some bumps from time to time. These were times when I didn’t feel loved. To this day I still remember feeling hurt and inadequate. I have been on an inner journey as far back as I can remember, working on my mental health. I have been dedicated to developing strategies and attending counselling. When I became a mother, motherhood invited me to delve deeper into the path of looking inward to become the best possible mother to my daughters.


It’s one thing to decide that we want to do things differently from our parents; it’s quite another to act on that consciously. One does not necessarily follow the other. Triggers, projections and irritations tend to show up in the most unexpected ways. We blame or shame our kids before we even have time to think about it. Our body recognises something that makes us feel triggered – often some totally unconscious wounds where we may have felt unloved, and suppressed feelings arise. We would be robots if we did not experience this occasionally. I recalled repeatedly how it felt for me when I was a child and a teenager. I saw all the times and small instances where I didn’t feel seen or recognised for who I am. I wanted to be certain that my daughters were not growing up having the same experiences and dealing with the same emotions that I had to deal with, and therefore, I decided to handle many things in a different manner.


I was helped through this process by remembering some good advice given to me by a colleague many years ago: ‘Do not worry! It will be good and exciting. Think about how enriching it will be to see some of the tools that you have put into parenting be unfolded and utilised by your teens as they make them their own. Enjoy the ride.’


My underlying fear about being a mother to teens changed immediately. I put on a new pair of glasses, which has forever changed my approach and ability to see and listen to children and teens. Because – what is there to fear? Not that there will not be any more challenges or challenging times. Of course they will always be there, because that is the gift of life. But if your desire to talk with and spend time with your teenager comes from a balanced and healthy place within you, then there are plenty of reasons to let go of some of your concerns. And the good news is that many of your concerns might actually never arise.



Tween or Teen


The definition of a teenager is straightforward: a teenager is a person between 13 and 19 years old. The description of tweens is a little less clearly defined. To my understanding, there is no official tween definition. Tweens are believed to go through their own changes and transitions, just as teens do. This tween journey begins at slightly varying ages, most often between the ages of 8 and 12 years old. They will increasingly start to develop independence, individuality and maturity, and gradually will behave more like a typical teenager. I think tweens have a lot in common with Peter Pan. He felt plenty of pressure from his surroundings to be an ‘adult’, but deep down was neither comfortable with the idea nor ready for it.


In Denmark, the word ‘pre-teens’ is usually applied a little ironically, to illustrate that our children have started not listening to our directions and are starting to behave more rebelliously. Tweens is not a term used here as such. I have chosen not to distinguish clearly between a teenager, tween, or pre-teenager in this book. My points are aimed at parents who experience general developmental and psychological changes in their children as they move towards adolescence. Personally, I have never focused too much on age. Since many children go into puberty long before the age of 13 today, I would like to reach out to the parents who understand my parenting starting point as a way of living, rather than a point-by-point guidebook.



With this book


What has always driven me, in everything I do, is the gift of having access to new knowledge. I am curious and I love to read and study. I have discovered that this is my inner vision. Every book, course, speech, or project I have touched has made me grow a little more, into a better and more balanced version of me. Of course, I am still a work in progress, but I sense that my journey of becoming whole as a human being is moving forward. Those who have read my books, attended my member page or taken my online course will notice that my personal stories capture this adventure quite well. I simply can’t write about anything that I haven’t experienced. This is exactly why my book about raising happy teenagers is here now. Now my teenagers are growing into becoming beautiful grown-ups. I have been there myself, experienced the challenges and the advantages firsthand, and I am proud and thankful to be able to say that I have an exquisite bond with both of my daughters.


I may use gender-specific terms. This is not an expression of disrespect to anyone. I do not assume that everyone can recognise themselves as a specific gender. So, in general terms I aim to use ‘teen’, ‘child’, or ‘adolescent’. Likewise, it is important to point out that this book is not an expression of therapy or professional family counselling. If you have problems that require treatment, you must seek professional help in the right places. As for this book, I want to share my own life story, but even more important, I want to give you an insight into how Danish parents deal with the many facets of being a parent to teenagers – the Danish way – raising happy, autonomous and confident human beings with character.


The six aspects of Danish parenting from my co-authored first book are re-examined in relation to life with teenagers in this book. In addition, four new ones have been added, which are now relevant to describe in this exciting phase from child to adult. These are:




• Trust – The building block for a happier and more worry-free life


• Formation – How to grow into an educated and insightful human being with sufficient autonomy


• Uniqueness – Learning to love and identify the ‘me’


• Freedom with responsibility – An insight into the Danes’ alcohol culture





I look forward to sharing life with teenagers and the beautiful, laborious and rewarding experiences that light up our life with you.


With love and gratitude,


Iben Dissing Sandahl










CHAPTER 1



Authenticity


THE TRANSITION PHASE
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Teenage years are full of changes that reveal the vulnerable, authentic self. It is a sensitive time when our teens seek peace and inner balance but seldom get there; these goals tend to be unrealistic considering what is happening within them while at the same time facing a diverse world of uncertainty and high expectations. Suppose we focus on what our teenagers tell us through their behaviour and honestly and pragmatically understand what is happening within ourselves too. In that case, we can better support them in this phase, lower our and our teens’ expectations and possibly grow even more as parents and let them truly flourish.




Authenticity is feeling connected to your true self and having the capacity to connect on a deeper level with other people. Authenticity is following the beliefs or values that will make your life blossom.






A new phase


It is common for girls to go into puberty around 10 years old, while for boys it’s around 11 or 12 years old. This can vary and is, among other things, also genetically determined. There is not yet much knowledge about how the body knows it is time. But what is evident is that the first signals come from the brain. The pituitary gland (a small gland the size of a pea that sits behind the eyes) sends hormones via the bloodstream down to the ovaries or testicles and stimulates the sex hormones oestrogen and testosterone – also known as the female and male sex hormones. In girls, it initially causes the breasts and uterus to grow. Likewise the first sign of puberty in boys is seen by their testicles growing. Of course, there are always a few instances of variation. Both boys and girls get pubic hair and sweat odour due to increased testosterone production. Girls get a more feminine fat distribution, where the fat accumulates around the hips. They also gain increased muscle mass due to testosterone, but not to the same extent as boys, whose voices also begin to transition. It is literally here that children’s bodies become adults.


It is also during this period that greater differences emerge. Some grow tall; others remain short. Some get big breasts while others don’t. Some produce a lot of hair growth while others only a little. Some feel comfortable in their bodies; others do not. It is undoubtedly an exposed time that causes uncertainty and induces self-criticism in most teenagers.


There is much that implies that more children are entering puberty earlier than before. Precocious puberty, as it is called, means that some girls begin menstruation as young as the age of eight. Some boys begin puberty as early as around nine years old. There are several theories as to why this happens, pointing to obesity, unhealthy lifestyles, diseases, chemicals in the environment, and the like. Undoubtedly, this is worrisome, as childhood is significantly shortened, thereby reducing the crucial time to prepare for the many challenges that adolescence brings.


Step in and step out


Teenagers are more upfront, requiring more knowledge and dialogue about sexuality, identity and emotions today than when I was a teenager. It has become more common to talk about bodies, feelings and boundaries. That is positive, but I find that insecurities and the most vulnerable thoughts remain an inner dialogue despite a greater openness to many other things. ‘Am I beautiful enough?’ ‘Am I like the others?’ ‘Why is only one breast growing?’ ‘When do I know if I am ready to do “it”?’ ‘How can I live up to what I have seen on porn videos?’


Although anyone can google these and many more questions, there is no guarantee a healthy sorting process will influnce the answers your teenagers are presented with. The internet can often confuse and increase doubt and raise unreasonable expectations that can harm more than help. I remember one of my daughters’ friends, about ten years ago, was searching online for a particular store in the nearby mall. The store traded in teenage clothes and was called Bad Girls. Today, we know that many risqué pictures and videos will appear if you search for ‘Bad Girls’ online. The poor girl got terrified, and the school and parents did a lot to inform everyone about valuable guidelines on the internet as a consequence of this.


The internet is like a buffet where everyone can taste a little of everything without knowing the recipes and ingredients. You only see the perfect bodies, the big muscles, or happy and carefree lives without knowing the depths, the shadows, or the lights that have gone out inside.


There are good and bad things in all this. This is a stage of your teenager’s life where they try to fit in and find themselves. The overwhelming and unfiltered amount of data on the internet that your teen has to deal with can be a little unnerving, however.


Therefore, your role in setting some directions for their choices is crucial, as their compass hasn’t found north, south, east, or west yet. As much as they need to find their own path in life, they also need someone to set up a framework of sound morals and expectations.


I have always been told that I am very transparent in what I believe in and what I do not. Sometimes I may have sounded a little too bombastic or even moralistic. I have indeed stepped on people’s toes unintentionally. Nevertheless, I have always relied on my inner moral compass, and it has guided me through life. I am sure that in addition to my particular personality, my compass is also influenced by my father’s and mother’s stories, their ways of being, and the clarity that they have shown me in how good attitudes and ethics are lived out – as well as the stars that they let sparkle in me.


I have an inner conflict with myself sometimes. I do not want to moralise or point fingers when speaking with my daughters, because I strongly believe that they need to encounter life and get some experiences on their own; me not knowing what path they will choose. So I keep my mouth shut, or just say a little and hope they will feel there is a family code of ethics and values to lean on, while still getting the freedom to form what is meaningful and important to them.


This balance can be a challenge. I am conscious of how easily my emotions are provoked by right and wrong. So much of the calibration of my nervous system rests on feeling like I can predict and know something about what’s coming. I want to take responsibility for the situation. So I have to focus hard on embracing who they are at that specific time – and a deep state of lightness when I do not know comes over me. At once, I feel only love and compassion for how they are trying to master life so openly and authentically. Maybe they won’t use me, and will find answers online or through friends. Or perhaps they find security at home and dare to ask the questions that are hard to ask. It is probably a mix, but I can help them choose by setting a healthy standard at home.



Communicating


I believe in having an honest and nonjudgemental dialogue with my children and that it is possible to support and help them through this sensitive period of their lives. Sometimes I have failed and jumped on them, metaphorically speaking, which hurts to admit, but my intentions have never been bad. I have always tried to meet them with curiosity and with a great deal of acceptance. In particular, aiming to engage in their lives and speak with them with mutual respect about the normality of all the many thoughts and considerations they may carry around. But also being ready to listen when they need to talk. Sometimes it works; other times, it doesn’t.


For many years when Ida had just become a teenager she came to me after she went to bed. She crawled under the blanket and asked all the questions she needed answers to so that she could get peace of mind and fall asleep. They were big questions about faith, God, death, love, jealousy, anger, dreams, budding sexual thoughts, body changes – everything she had picked up from her inner and outer life that mattered to who she was turning out to be. I listened and kept my focus on what caused her thoughts and what feelings she brought into the conversation. Sometimes she needed answers or perspective to understand. Other times, she needed the reassurance that she was absolutely normal and there was no need to be worried.


That time was something special. We connected, unconditionally, and I felt more than grateful for the meaningful thoughts she shared with me. I always hugged and welcomed her even though she should have been asleep at the time, but something bigger was astir and the enormous trust she showed me made my heart melt. The gift was that she got clarification in the safest place she could ever find, and I knew I was making a significant difference for her.


I do not really recall that when I was a teenager there were any formal or constructed conversations with my mother or father to discuss or talk deeply about what happened to my body or mind while becoming a full-blown teenager. They taught me by example and when something came up naturally. I remember that I occasionally went to my father and asked about tangible things like pregnancy, abortion, contraception and puberty in general. He listened and answered my questions soberly and concretely and never indicated that he thought it was strange or that my questions made him laugh inwardly. As an adult, I have often thought about how important it was to me that I was taken seriously and not humiliated or teased for any naive or embarrassing questions I had. I remember those talks because of his kind and caring way of being with me. I wanted to pass on the same kind of space to my own children. My mother had the same approach, and I also shared a great deal of intimacy with her.


Talking about emotions, body and boundaries with someone trustworthy reduces doubt and insecurity and strengthens self-esteem in your teenager in a safe and secure environment. It normalises what needs to be normalised. Since what is ‘normal’ can always be debated, everyone can fit into that box, isn’t that lovely?


If just the thought of these conversations coming up makes you feel uncomfortable, consider them something very natural and necessary for your teen’s development. Like when you patiently help with a maths assignment or listen to their fear of walking in the dark. Your teen will copy your way of coping with this, and if you embrace it authentically in the same way you did when you nurtured them when they cried when they were little – with care, presence and a bit of perspective – you will do fine. Omitting your own experiences and anecdotes can help your teen be more open about what to tell you, when they do not have to imagine you in various awkward situations. Use examples from other people or distant friends, and let your teen know that they have no obligation to tell you about anything they don’t want to. Respecting their boundaries is always a priority; while reflecting on why this isn’t a natural matter for you to talk about – if it isn’t – may give you even more wisdom in your parental role. We all have different stories and values, and finding your own authentic path is valuable and important.


I am happy but also sad


Many of you will inevitably recognise that your teenagers’ moods change and become more volatile. They encounter a whole new world when they experience the wave of emotions that wash over them due to altered hormones in their body. Dangling between the dependency of childhood and the responsibilities of adulthood as they are, these mood swings can be challenging to handle. Mood swings take place for all teens and are an innate part of growing up. It is only one period for teenage boys, while girls can live with mood swings much of their lives due to their menstrual cycles. As teens get older they get a better grip on their capacity to control their emotions. Conflicts simmer down and they generally learn more adaptive ways to deal with their tempers.


The reason for mood swings is to be found in the brain. It undergoes a significant rewiring twice in life, in the first years of life and again during puberty. After your baby is born, myelination (basically a process of nerve insulation) occurs in the posterior areas of the brain that are responsible for sensing and movement. After a year, your baby can start walking and standing. During puberty there is a development of this insulation and a branching of the nerves of the frontal lobes of the brain, which represent your teenager’s cognitive abilities, empathy and consciousness. The brain is simply being rebuilt, and lots of new connections are emerging in these areas that enable your teenager to better put themselves in the place of others. The maturation of the brain does not mean that the teen at puberty just suddenly becomes more empathetic. In fact, it can be extra tricky for them to empathise with others because so much is changing. This emotional development isn’t finished until girls reach around the age of 20, while for boys it is about 22. Young men, in particular, tend to underestimate risks and make some crazy judgements while being utterly fearless. Much of the reason for this is because the brain is simply not fully developed yet.


Dealing with mood swings can be difficult for the teenager – and for you as a parent. Conflicts sometimes arise and they are magnified by mood swings. However, the crucial point is how you handle the situation when your teen suddenly goes from laughing to crying or shouting to silence. Remind yourself of the 90-second chemical process that happens in your teen’s body (after that, any remaining emotional response is simply the teen choosing, usually unconsiously, to stay in that emotional loop). Something happens that may only be sensed unconsciously and chemicals are flushed through their bodies, putting them on high alert. It takes less than 90 seconds for those chemicals to totally flush out of the body. This means that for 90 seconds, your teen can watch the process happening, they can feel it happening, and then they can watch it go away. After that, if they continue to feel fear, anger, frustration, or whatever, you can help your teen look at the thoughts they’re having that are restimulating the brain circuitry that results in them having this physiological response over and over again. Besides that, the best approach for you is to remain calm, composed and patient when interacting with your moody teen. Their nervous system will sync with yours. Listen openly to their feelings and offer solutions or alternative interpretations, if they are open to that.


Your teens’ emotional changes are expressed to a greater or lesser degree, depending on how much space they have to be themselves in the family. Suppose you are close and take an interest in their daily tasks, challenges and victories. In that case, it is easier to decode their condition and support them emotionally. It will inevitably release some stored emotional pressure they may have and thereby minimise some of their mood swings.


I never had many mood swings myself. I have not really experienced my daughters having significant mood swings either. Occasionally one of them left the dining table when discussing issues of the day, went to their room, cried, or felt unfairly treated. My husband and I allowed them to ‘let off steam’ and find some peace before one of us knocked on their door and was invited in. No child, teenager, or adult can talk sensibly when they are emotionally upset. Therefore, when I was the one who reached out to them, I offered to sit a little by their side without talking, if they felt OK with that. If they asked me to leave the room instead, I did. I made myself available but accepted their rejection, knowing they would come to me when they were ready. I never scolded or blamed them for their emotional outbursts. I empathised with them. When they were prepared to talk about what caused their reaction, I asked curiously with open questions. We always found each other again, without any dramatic scenes. I think it helped them to allow their feelings to show when they popped up. It also taught them to self-regulate and regain their emotional state on their own. This is essential, as they will have to deal with emotional outbursts and hurt feelings many times in their lives. As you know, they won’t always have us around!


Spinning thoughts


One observation I have often made in my work with adolescents is that they describe having ‘spinning thoughts’. This is not an unknown phenomenon but rather something many of us have had to deal with at some point in our lives. Teens often assume that unrelenting and racing thoughts are just the way the mind works sometimes. They do not necessarily see a correlation between the way their thoughts are manifesting themselves and the problems they are asking me to help them with. But spinning thoughts are not only symptoms of their problems. They are also a problem in themselves. I see a connection to whatever is challenging my clients and causing stress, sadness, fear, or loneliness. When teens are stressed, negative thoughts and speculations typically flow in a never-ending stream.


Just when my own daughter became a teenager she went through a period where she couldn’t sleep. She struggled with spinning thoughts. No matter which technique I came up with, it only soothed her thoughts for a little while. Usually she would fall asleep but the spinning thoughts came back the next day. She adopted a lot of the things I suggested to her. She tried deep breaths, counting to 100, listening to raindrops or audiobooks. Often I also lay by her side so that the warmth of my body calmed her body. That period of her early teens taught her to take some conscious breaks during the day. In these breaks she would completely relax and sometimes meditate so that her body and mind could calm down.


You see, the mind is fascinating. Thought waves arise and subside all the time. The mind has its own rhythm and is self-conscious, even though we are unaware of many things that happen unconsciously. According to cognitive neuroscientists, we are conscious of only about 5 per cent of our cognitive activity; most decisions, actions, emotions and behaviour depend on the 95 per cent of brain activity that is beyond our conscious awareness. The latest research into the human brain suggests that the average person will typically have more than 6,000 thoughts in a single day, followed by the thousands of associations that follow a thought. This statistic comes from a team of psychology experts at Queen’s University in Ontario, Canada. They developed a previously unknown way to detect when one thought ends and another begins. Of the more than 6,000 thoughts a day, 80 per cent were negative, and 95 per cent were repetitions of precisely the same thoughts as before.


There was another interesting study at Cornell University. First, scientists found that 85 per cent of what you worry about never happens. Second, with the 15 per cent of worries that did happen, 79 per cent of the subjects discovered that either they could handle the difficulty better than expected or that it taught them a lesson worth learning. The study concluded that 79 per cent of your worries are baseless and result from an unfoundedly pessimistic perception. It would seem that the subconscious mind’s default position is to worry. But the science is clear – worrying is a waste of time. These baseless worries are a major source of stress and tension, and a cause of exhaustion, not only for the mind but also for the physical body. ‘I’ve had a lot of worries in my life, most of which never happened’, as Mark Twain put it. Or, as my daughter learnt from the guide on a trip down the Zambeze River at Victoria Falls in Africa: ‘It’s easy, like a Sunday morning.’ His words instilled such a lightness and carefree spirit that it settled deep within her. It was a special and important moment, and she uses his positive approach to life to this day.


Teenagers are struggling to come to terms with not being children any more and not being adults just yet. They are trying to find their own way and their own identity in the process. There are expectations on them from every side and they have great expectations of their own. It’s very hard, if not impossible to live up to so much. And as if that isn’t difficult enough in itself, teenagers are subjected to a kaleidoscopic amount of information and stimuli every day. The advantages of the internet and all its communication platforms are obvious. The downside is that it can result in cognitive overload and further exacerbate whatever troubles them. No wonder teenagers worry. They have a lot on their minds. Your job is to help them however you can, by being close to them, recognising their state of mind, helping them find moments of peace during their day, and seeing if they seem emotionally fragile or stressed. You should not be overly worried as hectic times come and go. But you can teach your teen to take warning signs seriously. Symptoms like headaches, abdominal pain, mood swings, or difficulty concentrating should not be ignored. You should also help them understand spinning thoughts and where they come from. Let them know that their mind and body are theirs to take care of and that it is important to pay attention when a red light starts flashing.
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