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Praise for The New Adolescence


“Mixing cutting-edge science with humor and personally earned wisdom, Christine Carter makes a convincing case that we need to step up our parenting with our teens. Fortunately, she also tells us how to do so in The New Adolescence in ways that seem not just possible in our busy lives, but deeply practical and empowering for both parents and adolescents.”


—Daniel J. Siegel, MD, New York Times bestselling author of Brainstorm, Aware, and coauthor of The Power of Showing Up


“Christine Carter truly gets teenagers. The New Adolescence is a sane, informative, and helpful book that I will be gifting over and over. It has already made me a better parent—and a happier one, too.”


—Jessica Lahey, New York Times bestselling author of The Gift of Failure


“Dr. Carter brings her wonderful blend of solid science, practical suggestions, and warm encouragement to the biggest challenge most parents face: raising teenagers these days. The New Adolescence is both deep and accessible, comprehensive and fast-paced, and honoring of adolescents and respectful of parents’ needs for reasonable authority.”


—Rick Hanson, PhD, author of Resilient, Hardwiring Happiness, and Buddha’s Brain


“Christine Carter has spent the last two decades honing the art and studying the science of effective parenting. This hands-on book is the guide every parent of teenagers needs.”


—Susan Stiffelman, MFT, author of Parenting Without Power Struggles and Parenting with Presence (an Eckhart Tolle Edition)


“With solid research, relatable storytelling, and practical strategies and tactics, Christine Carter provides teens, parents, and families with the lifelines they need to create meaning, fulfillment, and the human connection that makes real life worth living. In this confusing and often terrifying brave new world, The New Adolescence comes as welcome and hopeful relief.


—Brigid Schulte, New York Times bestselling author of Overwhelmed and director of The Better Life Lab at New America


“If you’re an American parent looking for helpful best practices in raising a teenager in this age of fractured attention and uncertain promise, you’ll find sound advice in Christine Carter’s The New Adolescence.”


—Arlie Hochschild, author of The Second Shift and The Time Bind


“An essential primer on how to optimally parent teens. Christine Carter tells the raw truth about the current adolescent landscape, but instead of further freaking us out, The New Adolescence gives hope, as well as the road map for how to guide teens in this age of accelerated change. This book is a gift to parents who want to help kids when they’re struggling, and who want to ensure that we’re raising healthy, happy, well-adjusted people.”


—Tina Payne Bryson, New York Times bestselling author of The Whole Brain Child and No Drama Discipline


“Christine Carter’s superpower is that she’s a scientist, coach, and master parent all in one. Her unique gift is taking the research you don’t have time to read and converting it into common sense you can use right away. I had so many underlining moments where I thought, ‘I can’t wait to try that one!’”


—Rachel Simmons, New York Times bestselling author of Odd Girl Out


“When you’re worried about your child’s happiness or anxieties, there’s no better person to turn to than Christine Carter. Her smart and practical advice is always both immediately relevant and immediately accessible, making her an important voice in a changing parenting landscape.”


—KJ Dell’Antonia, author of How to Be a Happier Parent and former lead editor of the New York Times Motherlode blog


“It’s hard to overestimate the importance of this book. In The New Adolescence, Christine Carter is addressing a topic that is vital to us as parents, grandparents, educators, and policy makers. A tsunami of anxiety and depression is surging upon today’s teenagers, and Carter, as always, offers data, interprets the trends and causes, and then offers us constructive strategies to confidently and compassionately raise whole and healthy children.”


—Jennifer Granholm, former governor of Michigan, and Dan Mulhern, leadership expert


“A new parenting classic—The New Adolescence is an illuminating and deeply researched book for anyone hoping to raise teens who know how to find meaning, fulfillment, and lasting joy.”


—Shawn Achor, author of Big Potential, and Michelle Gielan, author of Broadcasting Happiness
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For Macie, Fiona, Tanner, and Amalia—I love you forever and ever no matter what.









Preface


This is a terrifying time to be a parent.


Teens today are suffering from an epidemic of anguish that cannot be ignored. Fewer than half of today’s teens would rate their own mental health as “excellent” or “very good.” Last year, almost one-third of high schoolers felt so sad or hopeless that they stopped doing their usual activities almost every day for two or more weeks in a row. Nearly 20 percent seriously considered suicide.


While we’ve always known that teenagers can be moody, this is not what we are seeing here. Nor are we now newly detecting problems that have been in our society all along. The number of American adolescents who reported having had major depression in the preceding year has increased 52 percent since 2005, with the largest increases coming after 2011. The number of teens who visited emergency rooms for suicidal thoughts and suicide attempts doubled between 2007 and 2015. This isn’t a “phase” that teenagers are going to grow out of. Since 2008, there has been a 71 percent increase in young adults ages eighteen to twenty-five experiencing serious psychological distress.


And yet, as a parent and a sociologist, I ignored the influx of alarming statistics for many years in order to quell my own anxiety . . . until I did the math. I have four teenagers, making it statistically likely that one of my children will be counted in one of those scary statistics. Instead of denying the odds, or continuing to ignore the data, I got to work on a sequel (of sorts) to my first parenting book, Raising Happiness, which was published in 2010.


I am not the same parent now that I was when I wrote Raising Happiness. I’ve remarried and gone from being a single mom to my creative, energetic, and compassionate girls—Molly and Fiona—to being a married mom in a blended family of six. I’ve gained an amazing, loving stepdaughter, Macie, and an affectionate, charming stepson, Tanner. As I write this preface, the kids are fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, and eighteen years old.


Our family is really different now than it was when I wrote Raising Happiness, but I’ve written The New Adolescence in the same spirit: as a handbook for helping our kids thrive in an age of accelerated change. Guided by research from neuroscience, psychology, and sociology, I’ve identified some best practices that are likely to be helpful to a wide range of families.


While I’d like to say that I did this purely for the benefit of the world, the truth is that I also did it for myself and my own family. Things are profoundly different from the way they were only a decade ago, and I realized only recently that I needed to take my own parenting up a notch. Like many authors, I write to figure out what I think and what I know, and I do research to fill in the gaps. I do hope that what I have written here helps you with the teenagers in your life as much as it has helped me with mine.


Take the strategies that work for you, and leave the ones that don’t; there’s no need to saddle yourself with unrealistic expectations that you’ll do it all, and certainly not that you’ll do it all perfectly. Raising teenagers takes courage. Our best bet, as my dear friend Susie Rinehart always says, is to choose “brave over perfect.”


Here’s what this book is not: It isn’t a substitute for therapy or other professional help. It’s not meant to guide you or your kids back from the throes of addiction, depression, or crippling anxiety. If you or someone in your family is really struggling, and especially if you think that they might hurt themselves, please talk to a professional—a licensed medical or mental health provider—right away.


And if your kids are struggling with mental health issues, your family isn’t alone. Have compassion for yourself. What you are going through is hard. I hope that this book will help, and also that you will surround yourself with emotional support.
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A note about who this book is for and how I’m protecting my kids’ privacy: First, when I say “kids” or “teens” in this book, I’m technically talking about adolescents. Many researchers avoid the term “teenager” because it implies that all the action is happening between the ages of thirteen to eighteen. In truth, most girls are at the end of puberty by the age of thirteen. And the hormones that cause puberty—and the behavior we typically think of as teenagery—start changing the brain before they start changing the body.


Because, biologically speaking, a lot of adolescent growth happens between the ages of nine and thirteen (puberty typically lasts two to four years), this book is written for educators, caregivers, and parents of kids potentially as young as nine. Socially and culturally, as well as from a brain standpoint, adolescence lasts much longer than puberty . . . usually until kids (especially boys) are in their mid-twenties or later. So, even though I may refer to kids or teenagers throughout this book, I’m really talking about adolescents: preteens, teenagers, and young adults. I call them kids not because of their age, but because I’m writing from the perspective of a parent, and my kids will always be my kids, no matter how old they are.


Speaking of my kids, I’ve decided to protect their privacy in the following way: When I’m telling a story that is less than flattering, I will not use their names, opting instead for the less elegant but vaguer “my daughter.” I’ll always use female pronouns, so it won’t be clear which of my children I’m talking about, and also so Tanner won’t be singled out. (And if we are friends, and you are talking to my kids, please don’t try to guess who is who!)


Finally, I’m grateful that my children are brave enough to be a part of this book at all. They know that it may open them up to some annoying questions, but they see how their generation is struggling, and they want to be a part of the solution. Their honest (and sometimes unconscious) feedback has made this book immeasurably better. I’m so happy to be on this great family adventure with them, with Molly and Fiona’s dad, Mike, and with my unfailingly positive husband, Mark.


Molly, Tanner, Fiona, and Macie: Thank you for being on this great journey with me. Your courage inspires us all and makes the world a better place for teenagers everywhere.









Introduction


In January, our longtime family friend Sayra was totally fine. She stood in my kitchen beaming and radiant. A soon-to-graduate senior at a nearby college, she often came to our house for dinner. Over the last four years, she’d become a true role model for our kids.


At twenty-one years old, she was really coming into her own. She had just returned home from a semester abroad, and she was standing taller than I’d ever seen her before. Her straight, glossy, dark hair fell around her shoulders, swishing as she told us excitedly about her time away. Sayra was healthy and confident and beautiful. My four teenagers stood around her in rapt attention, a little starstruck.


By February, Sayra was back to her normal college routine, getting straight As, working on her senior thesis. She was starting to worry about what she would do after graduation, which seemed both normal and strange to me, as she’d just landed a plum internship with a prominent newspaper.


The next time we saw her, she hinted that she was struggling a little. She was spending three full days each week at the newspaper’s San Francisco office, in addition to her full load of classes, her thesis, and a part-time job as a Spanish tutor. It was a lot.


The daughter of immigrants, Sayra grew up unconditionally loved and well cared for. Her parents believed she and her brother could do anything, be anything. They made sure Sayra went to great schools and played sports. They are active members of their church. They are the very definition of a tight-knit family.


But in some ways, Sayra misunderstood her parents’ encouragement and support. When they said that she could be anything she wanted to be, Sayra heard that she needed to be great. When they told her she could do anything, Sayra heard that she needed to do everything.


Almost overnight, being great at everything became too much.


By March, Sayra was in a downward spiral of depression and anxiety. She wasn’t sleeping. She’d gotten her first B–, the lowest grade she could remember. She didn’t know how to handle that kind of “failure.” She felt she was falling behind on her thesis (although her professors didn’t agree), and the newspaper was now sometimes asking for three stories a week instead of two (because her work was so good). She didn’t know how to say no. She feared disappointing everyone.


She began to have panic attacks, which are terrifying. (A person having a panic attack often feels like she’s dying.) Some days, she was unable to get out of bed. Five weeks before her magna cum laude college graduation, Sayra was contemplating suicide. Her inner world had gotten so dark and fearful that she struggled to see a reason to live. She began punching the insides of her arms until they were covered in blue bruises—hurting herself on the outside so that she could see and feel the pain that was tormenting her on the inside. Her bright future seemed to be vanishing into thin air.


Fortunately, Sayra’s parents were able to get her into treatment. She started seeing a psychologist at her college several times a week. Her professors helped her make a plan to get back on track academically. The psychologist helped Sayra quit her job and her internship, to give her time to recover. In June, Sayra graduated on time and with honors.


Unfortunately, Sayra’s story is not uncommon. Sayra’s cohort of teenagers and college students (kids born between 1995 and 2012 are often called Generation Z, or Gen Z) is on the brink of the most serious mental health crisis we’ve seen since we started measuring these things. No matter what data we look at, mental illness in teenagers and college students has skyrocketed in a very short period of time, zooming upward after 2011. And as I mentioned in the preface, this isn’t just a wave of mental illness that we’re seeing, according to renowned psychologist and demographer Jean Twenge: “It’s a tsunami.”


I had seen the scary statistics before Sayra got sick. I’d carefully read Twenge’s book, iGen: Why Today’s Super-Connected Kids Are Growing Up Less Rebellious, More Tolerant, Less Happy—and Completely Unprepared for Adulthood—and What That Means for the Rest of Us. But it didn’t totally register for me that this was something that really could happen to one of my kids . . . that it really was happening all around me in families I knew and loved. When Sayra got sick, it suddenly hit me that the tsunami of mental illness that is overwhelming today’s teenagers was not something I could, in good conscience, look away from.


Like me, many parents turn away when they are confronted with super-scary and very depressing information, finding reasons that the data do not apply to their families. Often, we write off adolescent depression and anxiety as normal teenage angst. We consider teenage drug and alcohol abuse normal experimentation, just like the partying we did in high school. Except that we know that this generation is different. Make no mistake: the mental illness and addictions they are suffering from are not normal.


This means that it’s time for us to take action. We need to understand what is happening so that we can course-correct. In the words of Marie Curie: “Nothing in life is to be feared, it is only to be understood. Now is the time to understand more, so that we may fear less.”


The good news is that we do understand why this generation is different and why they are suffering, and this means that we understand what we can do to reverse and prevent the scary trends in mental illness.


Under Pressure


I often hear parents’ laments about how much pressure their kids seem to be under from school—how much homework they get and how stiff the competition is in virtually everything from athletics and academics to leadership and the performing arts. And I also hear from teachers and school administrators about how unreasonable parents are these days, pressuring their kids to achieve, to get into an elite college. More than 60 percent of high school students today say they feel “a lot” of pressure to get good grades; another 27 percent say they feel “some” pressure to do so.


Kids today seem so much busier than previous generations—taking more Advanced Placement (AP) classes, doing more homework, volunteering more, playing more competitive sports, and so on—all as a means to get into a selective, brand-name college. Vicki Abeles, director of the film Race to Nowhere, has been sounding the alarm about academic stress for more than a decade. “In homes and classrooms across America, a silent epidemic is raging,” she writes in her book, Beyond Measure.


It afflicts the eight-year-old lying awake, pulling his hair with worry over tomorrow’s test. The seventeen-year-old straining to keep up in AP chemistry on top of the three other AP classes and two sports and four clubs that she thought she needed on her résumé. And the thirteen-year-old still studying past one a.m., wondering in the back of her bleary mind if this—this never-ending contest for credentials, this exhaustion, this feeling of meaninglessness—is all life is.


Our education culture has clearly been warped by competition. College admissions scandals, where wealthy parents buy their children spots on elite college campuses, make it obvious that our supposedly meritocratic educational system has become dysfunctional as more and more students apply for admission to the same handful of elite universities.


But I don’t think this narrative—that kids are cracking under the pressure to achieve—accurately represents everything that is really happening. If it were, you’d think that once the pressure of gaining acceptance to a college was off (because they were admitted and attending), students would begin to feel a little less overwhelmed. They don’t, though. College students are not doing any better than younger teenagers.


In fact, the American Freshman Survey recently documented the highest levels of unhappiness ever recorded in first-year college students. Every single indicator of a mental health problem measured in the National College Health Assessment has reached an all-time high. More than 63 percent of undergraduate college students felt “overwhelming anxiety” in the last 12 months; 42 percent felt so depressed they could not function. And, like Sayra, 8 percent of college students intentionally injured themselves in the previous year, a 30 percent increase since 2011.


When we step back and look at the data, we can see that all segments of teens, not just college-bound ones, seem to be having a hard time coping. What’s happening to the kids whose parents aren’t pushing them to get into a selective college? What about the teens who aren’t running faster and faster on a hamster wheel of APs and varsity sports? There must be something else at work besides, or in addition to, increasingly competitive college admissions. While it’s true that our education culture has gone insane with competition, and while it’s true that our society is fixated on one narrow definition of success, this is only part of the picture.


For starters, kids today aren’t actually working themselves into the ground relative to past generations. The data show that my generation, Gen X, actually did more homework in the early 1990s than our Gen Z teenagers are doing. And while kids heading to four-year colleges might be obsessed with their college applications, today’s teenagers aren’t piling on more extracurricular activities than in generations past—time spent on student clubs and sports hasn’t changed much over time.


In fact, teenagers today have more free time because they aren’t working for pay as often. In the late 1970s, 78 percent of high school seniors worked for pay during the school year. By the early 2010s, only 56 percent had jobs.


A caveat: It’s not that all segments of society are suffering at the same rates—it’s that spiky increases in depression, anxiety, and suicidality are happening throughout society. It’s true, for example, that teens with lower socioeconomic status suffer from higher rates of depressive symptoms than those with higher socioeconomic status. And girls are suffering much more than boys. One in five girls ages twelve to seventeen report experiencing a major depressive episode in the past year. Almost 40 percent of ninth- to twelfth-grade girls felt so sad or hopeless they stopped doing their usual activities . . . and nearly one-quarter considered suicide. About one-fifth made a plan to kill themselves, and more than 10 percent actually tried to do it.


The Perfect Storm


The pressure to achieve is not the only thing that is causing depression and anxiety in our kids. Teens today are growing up in a perfect storm of social change happening so fast that our schools and our parenting aren’t keeping up.


Think about it: We are living and parenting through one of the greatest transformations in human history. The fourth industrial revolution—the relatively recent technological transformation in virtually every industry, from transportation and pharmaceuticals to communication and agriculture—has fostered parallel social and psychological revolutions. In a single generation, how we all communicate, create, work, and think has fundamentally changed.


But the technological revolution we are living through hasn’t really reshaped the current generation of teenagers as much as it has shaped them to begin with.


Today’s teenagers communicate with social media more than they see their friends in person. They binge-watch TV series alone in their rooms on personal devices instead of watching a sitcom in the family room. Many delay driving; affluent teens use Uber and Lyft. They shop online—clicking on ads that are served specifically to them—instead of hanging out at the mall with their peers.


Humans have endured big changes like this before. In the fifteenth century, for example, the invention of the printing press gave birth to mass communication, which led to social, cultural, political, religious, and artistic advancements affecting the way that people lived, learned, and built their communities. The resulting scientific revolution and the Renaissance paved the way for the Age of Reason and the Enlightenment. All of these things changed human society forever.


Few would argue in favor of reversing the period of growth and development that occurred as human society emerged from the Dark Ages. But let’s not forget that these changes were probably not easy for the people adapting to them, who had to live through the massive institutional, societal, cultural, and religious upheaval as the new information era reshaped the human world. Humans, and human social structures, like families, schools, and businesses, need time to adapt to change, especially big change.


All of this is to say that the epidemic of anxiety and depression we are seeing comes not from the new technologies themselves, but from our lagging adaptations to this massive social change. Everything is changing so quickly that we can’t keep up. We aren’t teaching our kids how to manage their smartphones and social media, for example, in ways that won’t hurt them. Why? Because most of us parents haven’t adapted to all the new technologies ourselves, much less adapted our parenting. Eric “Astro” Teller, CEO of Google’s X research and development lab, explains that when the rate of technological change exceeds our ability to adapt to it, as it now has, we human beings become “dislocated.”


This means that our world is being reshaped faster—way faster—than we have yet been able to reshape our parenting. It’s no surprise that the kids are feeling unmoored.


I am not hoping to slow or reverse technological change—that’s not even possible, even if it were desirable. Nor is this book a social critique. I’m a sociologist, observing what is happening with acceptance and curiosity—if not resignation. And I’m a parent, determined to help my four kids adapt to this new world in ways that protect them. Adaptation isn’t just about new digital technology; it’s about all the ways that our world and our society have changed in just one generation.
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Adapted from Thomas L. Friedman’s Thank You for Being Late (London: Penguin UK, 2016).


For those reasons, this book is not about returning to a more analog world or trying to recreate what was good about our childhoods or our adolescence. This book offers adaptations for how we can integrate new ways of being, feeling, and doing into what we know produces health and happiness in humans—in both individuals and societies.


Parenting 2.0


There is good news here: We do understand, for the most part, what is causing the massive wave of depression, anxiety, and suicidality in our teenagers. And because we understand the causes, the solutions are right in front of us. We can adapt our parenting so that society transforms along with the new technologies—for the better. This book gives you concrete ways to adapt your parenting so that your kids are protected from these terrifying trends.


This book will help you upgrade to Parenting 2.0 in two ways. The New Adolescence offers adaptations to the two massive transformations that are likely happening in your family: the developmental transformation of adolescence and the technological transformation of the age we are living in. This book is your guide both to the new realities of parenting an adolescent and to the new technologies that have turned your tweener, teenager, or college student into a “screenager.”


Once kids enter middle school, how we parent changes. What works for younger children doesn’t work for teenagers. In addition, most of us are charting new ground here, because the ways that we were parented when we were teenagers certainly won’t work for adolescents today.


You’ve probably heard that really skillful parents go from being their children’s managers when they are in elementary school to being their coaches (or consultants) when they enter high school. Part one of this book will show you how and why to influence your teen without micromanaging them—even though you may be surrounded by helicopter parents who have not made this shift.


To that end, chapters one, two, three, and four are science-based pep talks that will make parenting easier for you and life better for them.


In addition to adapting our parenting to our kids’ developmental stage, we need to adapt our parenting to account for all the new technologies that have so dramatically changed our lives—and the lives of our teenagers. Part two will give you the three most important and character-building skills that parents can teach their teens for success and happiness in the digital age: connection, focus, and rest. You’ll learn how and why new technologies like smartphones and social media are contributing to the largest mental health crisis we’ve ever seen—but more important, you’ll learn simple, concrete strategies for protecting your kids’ mental health.


Again, there is good news here, as there is a buy-one, get-one-free special running in part two of this book! As you teach your kids how to cope with their smartphones and social media so that the new technologies don’t undermine their friendships, their ability to manage stress, and their focus, you’ll also likely become happier, more productive, and less stressed-out.


Part three is your handbook for talking to your teen about topics that, if you are like me, you’d rather not talk about: sex, drugs, and money. All of these things have changed dramatically for today’s teenagers, so our parental talking points need to change as well.


For example, we know that we need to talk to our kids about the birds and the bees, but thanks to internet porn, sexting, and social media, it’s a whole new world out there. Want to know how to handle this? Your talking points are in chapter eight. Similarly, drug and alcohol abuse has changed dramatically since we were teens. Chapter nine will give you the skinny on vaping, today’s super-potent marijuana, and binge-drinking trends.


Finally, chapter ten provides tips and talking points on raising teens who are financially responsible in an era of credit cards and high consumer spending. Did you know that 40 percent of Americans today have less than $400 cash in the bank that they could use in an emergency? While we can’t make more money appear in the bank for them, we can help our kids develop a healthy and skillful relationship with their finances, including their spending and saving.


As you read this book, please remember that you don’t have to get it all right. Legions of parents have been getting things wrong for eons, and somehow most of us turn out okay in the end. My great hope is that this book makes parenting your teenagers more joyful and less stressful. I hope it gives you the tools you need to know that you’ve done your best—and that your best is absolutely good enough.









PART ONE


The Foundation









CHAPTER ONE


This Is Going to Be Easier Than You Think


Parenting teens can be hard. And also, it can be much, much easier—and more fun!—than you’ve been led to believe.


Wow. Ugh. That’s amazing!”


This is the usual wide-eyed response when people hear that I have four teenagers. Sometimes people grimace, like the mere thought of it is a bitter pill. They are thinking, I know, that teenagers are hard, which, of course, they can be. Everyone assumes I must be insanely busy, or maybe just a little insane, and that raising four teenagers must be nearly impossible.


These thoughts occur because many teenagers tend to be either terribly disorganized, requiring constant nagging, or tightly wound, perfectionistic, and in need of constant therapy. There’s also all that new neuroscience showing, unfortunately, that the brain regions that help humans make wise choices don’t mature until kids are in their mid-twenties, and that many potentially life-threatening risks become more appealing during adolescence while the normal fear of danger is temporarily suppressed. Knowing these things can make it hard for us parents to relax.


Oh, and there’s also that, at least in the United States, teenagers are more or less expected to be uncommunicative and rude. We parents understand, at least in theory, that developmentally, our teenagers need to differentiate themselves from us. The central tenet of adolescence is a drive for autonomy. This often sucks for us. When the children we’ve loved, sacrificed for, and doted on suddenly make it clear that they think we’re lame through their eye-rolling and phubbing (phone snubbing) and straight-up verbal rejection, it can feel personal. It can hurt.


Yup, teenagers can be hard to parent; however, parenting teenagers is in many ways a hell of a lot easier than raising little kids. Teens can put on their own shoes without crying. They can pack their own bags for school or a trip, make their own lunches, change their own sheets, and bathe themselves. They can take the bus to practice. More than that, they can figure out which bus to take and get themselves on it! Many older teenagers drive themselves and even their siblings, greatly diminishing the time we spend as chauffeurs. So the good news is that the physical labor of taking care of little kids is done. Put your feet up while your adolescents fold their own laundry. Let this be a relief.


Our kids’ adolescence is an opening, an invitation to shift how we spend our parenting time and energy. Almost overnight, we have a little more time to invest in ourselves. It’s not just that they don’t need us to tie their shoes, it’s that they really do need time and space away from us. They need enough space so that when they make mistakes, they can’t blame us for them (because we weren’t involved). Similarly, they need us to back off enough that they can have successes they can definitively call their own.


Within this space we can reclaim the hobbies we gave up when our kids were infants, when we were too tired to do anything not survival related. It’s time we can use to reconnect with our friends and our spouses (or to date if we’re single). We can relaunch our careers; we can find meaning in communities of adults that we choose ourselves, rather than those that are chosen for us, through our kids.


And when we turn our attention back to taking care of ourselves, our teens truly benefit. Studies show that parents who are happy and fulfilled tend to be warmer and more responsive to their children. We know intuitively, of course, that our happiness affects our teens. Our emotions are contagious, and in families, moods can spread like wildfire. We most often think of how this goes when our moody teen is sulking in the kitchen, blaming others for their feelings of disappointment, frustration, or anxiety. But this works the other way, too. When we are happy, we are less likely to get pulled into teenage moodiness, and when they are stressed or in crisis, we are more likely to be helpful to them.


Parenting Competencies


An interesting study demonstrates the importance of our own fulfillment as parents. Researchers compared the effectiveness of ten important parenting practices in terms of their influence on kids’ health, happiness, and school success, as well as the quality of the parent’s relationship with their children. (For example, they examined to what extent participants provided educational opportunities for their kids.) Here are the three parenting competencies that turned out to be most important:


1.Love and affection. Parents support and accept their child, are physically affectionate, and spend quality one-on-one time together.


2.Stress management. Parents take steps to reduce stress for themselves and their child, like practicing relaxation techniques and promoting positive interpretations of difficult events.


3.Relationship skills. Parents maintain a healthy relationship with their spouse, significant other, and/or co-parent, and model effective relationship skills with other people.


Here is what I think is amazing about this list of high-impact parenting practices: All of these things are free, all are possible for parents from all walks of life, and two of the three aren’t even parenting skills, per se.


Most of us already know, from (unpleasant) experience, that when we parents are stressed out and our stress spills over, our kids can suffer, too. Similarly, we know that little is more important for our kids’ well-being than maintaining and improving the relationships we have with our partners and co-parents. So it’s not surprising that research demonstrates that our stress management and our adult relationships are really important for our kids’ happiness and school success.


But when I suggest to the parents of teenagers that there are good reasons for them to spend more time on themselves and their own well-being during this life stage, I’m often met with resistance. “They need us more than ever, especially now that they are applying to college,” parents argue. “I don’t think this is the time to be selfish,” others balk. Actually, I agree totally. Teenagers do need us more than ever, but they need us in a different way. This is definitely not the time to become more selfish and emotionally distant.


Self-Care Is Not Selfish


Fortunately, there is a world of difference between selfish parents and those who take time to practice good stress management and to nurture positive partnerships, romantic or otherwise.


Selfishness is an anxious focus on the self. Selfish people tend to refer back to themselves a lot by using words like I, me, and mine. They pursue extrinsic goals, such as preserving their own youthful beauty and cultivating an image of themselves on social media. They often hunger for more money, power, and approval from others, and they are often willing to pursue these things at the expense of other people or at the expense of their own integrity. Not coincidentally, this sort of self-focus is linked to stress, anxiety, depression, and health problems such as heart disease.


So I’m definitely not recommending selfishness. I’m suggesting self-care and personal growth. I’m suggesting that we parents invest newfound time, even if it’s just the time we used to spend trying to get our kids to brush their teeth, in a renewed pursuit of meaning. It benefits our kids when we find fulfillment in realms outside of our parenting—particularly those realms that reduce our stress and deepen our relationships. This might mean volunteering for a cause you care deeply about, or seeing a best friend more regularly. It might be practicing yoga or learning meditation, if that is something you want to do.


If you’re worried that you are being selfish or neglectful of your kids when you turn your focus back to your own well-being or as you take care of your own needs first, please repeat after me: Stress-management is not selfish, particularly for parents. Self-care is not for the unambitious or pampered. It will not be better for your career if you work to the point of exhaustion, and it won’t be better for your teens if you hover over them, anxiously “helping.” If you are worried about taking this mandate for self-care too far, or you’re concerned that you might be neglecting your children, ask yourself: Are you extending yourself the same standard of basic care that you would your child? Or simply ask your kids: Do they want more time with you? Do they need more attention? Let them be the guide. Consider this your permission slip to take care of yourself again.


You Can’t Fake It


Here’s another reason we need to take care of ourselves more than ever when our kids are teenagers: We cannot lead where we do not go.


Teenagers can sniff hypocrisy a mile away. Developmentally, adolescence brings a new capacity for conceptual thinking and abstract reasoning, and this heightens their ability to think critically. Coupled with increased interest in the world beyond their immediate family, many teenagers develop a good nose for social injustice. They are able to analyze social systems in ways that younger children aren’t able to, and as we all know, most teens will reject anything their analysis finds lacking, especially if it reeks of unfairness or pretense—tradition be damned. Few things are more irritating to a teen than a person or institution that preaches one thing in public but does another behind closed doors.


Learning how unfair and unjust the larger world is can make teens feel powerless, especially if they feel there is nothing they can do about the injustice. But when we, their parents, are hypocritical—when we make a rule for them, like not using phones while driving, and then we do that very thing ourselves—their reactions can become a source of righteous anger for them. Not behaving in the ways that we want our kids to behave gives them a perfect reason to reject our wise advice.


Live It to Give It


It’s also true that teens learn the life skills they need to be happy and healthy by watching their role models, not from listening to us lecture them or by being forced to follow rules they feel are unjust and unfair. Like it or not, they are learning how to operate in the adult world by watching celebrities on Instagram and professional athletes on TV. Their teachers and coaches and ministers and older cousins and aunts and uncles can all be profoundly influential. And, we parents are also their role models. Most parents remain important influences on their teens’ developing identities and behaviors. We just don’t influence them as directly as we did when they were younger.


When I read through my high school journals, I am reminded that I had a lot of problems with my dad when I was a teenager. He was much stricter than my friends’ dads, and he was prone to saying things that infuriated me, like “You don’t know what you don’t know” and “To those whom much is given, much is expected.” At times, I wrote that I hated him. I judged everything he said and did.


The idea that I was ever critical and judgy of my dad is super surprising, to me and certainly to everyone who knows me and my dad now. There is no one in the world I admire more, or with whom I’d rather spend the day. Also, as an adult, I’m just like my father. I keep a nearly pathologically neat desk, just like my dad always did. I’m exceedingly wellness oriented, and my dad is, too. We both value all the same things: contributing to our communities, spending time with family and a wide circle of friends, helping at-risk youth.


Although as a teenager I saw my dad’s many flaws, I don’t think he was ever hypocritical. So, even as I balked when he insisted that the older boys I was dating come in to meet him, and I raged every time he told an offensive joke (think about the “dumb blonde” and ethnic jokes of the 1980s—why did anyone ever think they were okay?), I learned a lot about a life well-lived from my dad. I learned how to feel well-rested (track your sleep and try for a little more than eight hours). I learned how to be happy (keep your brother and best friends close by, and tease them a lot; practice the guitar every night; volunteer regularly, even when you’re busy running a business and raising a family; tend to your marriage). And I learned how to manage stress (meditate and practice yoga; exercise every day). I don’t remember my dad ever talking to me about any of these things, but he practiced them, and I saw that. I learned by osmosis.


As you read about the skills your kids need for lasting joy and success, you have my full permission—and the support of a trove of scientific research—to develop those skills in yourself first. This book is also a short guide to deepening your own relationships, to finding flow and focus in your work, and to managing your own stress.


Their Success Does Not Equal Your Success


Watching our teens develop into their own people can be a particular joy, especially when we release ourselves from the idea that our success can be measured through the success of our children. When we realize that our job as parents is to do our best, given our resources, to help our kids become the best version of themselves (rather than another version of ourselves), it shifts the burden of ownership from us to them. It can be exciting to witness our teenagers discovering their strengths and passions, particularly when we care for ourselves well during the stressful bits.


This is, of course, often easier said than done. As a professional advice giver, I have an opinion (science-based) about everything. When people seek out my coaching to improve their happiness, their productivity at work, or their parenting, I’m thrilled to tell them all the answers.


It hasn’t been easy for Molly or Fiona to be the guinea pigs on whom I test my science-based parenting advice, in part because it is easy for me, and everyone around me, to see them as a “product” of my work. Once, dropping off the girls at sleepaway camp for the first time, I found myself suggesting to a nervous Fiona a particular way to breathe and specific things she might think about to manage her anxiety. In my own anxiety, I was telling her how to breathe and what to think. Jeez.


The irony, of course, is that trying to control our children is frequently futile and usually counterproductive.


That’s the clear conclusion psychologist Wendy Grolnick has reached after over two decades of watching parents talk to their children. Here’s the gist of her research: The children of controlling parents—those who tell their children exactly what to do and when to do it—don’t do as well as kids whose parents are involved and supportive without being bossy. Children of “directive” parents tend to be less creative and resourceful, less persistent when faced with a challenge, and less successful at solving problems. They don’t like school as much, and they don’t achieve as much academically.


Enter my awesome stepchildren. They’ve been in my life for a decade now. I’ve loved and supported them, but at first from a distance—Mark and I didn’t marry until 2013. It isn’t that I haven’t disciplined them, asked them to help out around the house, or offered an unpopular opinion. I’ve taken away devices, made and enforced rules, helped them address thank-you notes—just like I did with Molly and Fiona.


But I’ve not been as bossy with Macie and Tanner as I was with Molly and Fiona—more of a very involved aunt than helicopter mom. I don’t criticize my stepkids, and I make a much bigger effort to hold my tongue when they do something I find irritating. The truth is, it was easier for me to be supportive of Macie and Tanner without being attached to the outcome. Instead of bossing my stepchildren around, I chose my requests carefully and tried to voice them respectfully.


When Macie was in tenth grade and Molly in seventh, I taught them both some new study skills. Subconsciously, I approached the “teaching” of each kid differently. With Molly, I told her what to do, sat next to her while she tried out my suggestions, and corrected her every move. The following day, she tried using the new technique for a little while, but like the kids in Grolnick’s studies, she quickly got frustrated and gave up.


A few days later, when Macie needed help studying for a test, I offered to teach her the same study skills, but I made it clear that I wouldn’t be offended if she declined. I was delighted that she took me up on my offer, but I wasn’t attached to the outcome.


My emotional stance in these two situations was completely different. With Molly, I was an anxious mom, worried about her school performance. With Macie, I was just there, loving the opportunity to teach her something that might be useful. It dawned on me that I was much more respectful of my stepchildren’s autonomy. I could support them without mistakenly thinking that their competence was my competence.


It is totally normal for parents to worry about how their children’s success and failure reflects on them. Psychologists call this tendency ego-involvement. In her wonderful book Pressured Parents, Stressed-Out Kids, Grolnick and her co-author write:


Ego-involvement occurs when our protective and loving hard-wiring collides with the competition in our children’s lives, prompting us to wrap our own self-esteem around our children’s achievement. That gives us our own stake in how well our child performs.


However normal it may be, my ego-involvement wasn’t helping anyone. Noticing how differently I was behaving with my stepchildren was a giant wake-up call. I learned that I needed to be more supportive of Molly and Fiona without being intrusive, to make requests without being so bossy.


After the study skills incident, I resolved to coach my children more like I coach my clients . . . and stepchildren: gently and without ego-attachment. Instead of dictating what I want when I want it (“Put that freaking device down! You should be helping me with dinner!”), I began using the methods outlined in part one of this book.


As I slowly let go of the ego-attachment that was hamstringing me as a parent, I also let go of the idea that I needed to wait to write this book. I had back-burnered this project, planning to return to it when my four teenagers had safely survived their adolescence. I realized that I was delaying because some part of me wanted to be sure my kids turned out okay. I’d built a reputation as a parenting expert, and I did not want a flawed teenage decision (anything my kids didn’t do perfectly, basically) to cause people to call my credibility into question. Talk about ego-identification! I had hitched my career to my children’s success and happiness. Yikes.


My ego-identification—the idea that my children needed to turn out well before I could write this book—was perfectionism rearing its ugly head. And my logic was flawed. We parents do not have total control over how our children “turn out,” as much as we’d like to think we do. Please remember this when your children are struggling or suffering, when they make mistakes, if they do stupid and dangerous things. I often have to think to myself: This is their journey. I am not the boss of them (anymore).


The Three S’s


Teens do, of course, still need time with their parents and families, even as they spend more and more time away from home. In fact, most psychologists believe that teens need the same type of basic attention they have always needed—the kind that promotes a secure attachment. According to UCLA’s Dan Siegel, this means teens need to feel seen, safe, and soothed.


Seen


Teens feel seen when we are warm, affectionate, and supportive of them, even when we disagree with them. Research shows that warmth and support is associated with increased positive adolescent outcomes (like school success) and resilience in the face of difficulty. Parental warmth and support is so powerful that it affects the brain development of younger teens. Compared to those with parents who tended to be more argumentative and angrier with their teens, sixteen-year-olds who had warm and supportive mothers at age twelve showed brain changes related to less sadness and anxiety and increased self-control.


Safe


Helping kids feel safe, and indeed keeping kids safe, takes on a whole new meaning in adolescence. It turns out that risky teenage behavior is influenced by the emotional closeness teenagers feel with their parents. There’s good news here: Even if you don’t feel close to your teen right now, it’s not too late. In one study, parents who grew closer to their teenagers—by practicing showing them respect, helping them talk through problems, and reducing their arguing and yelling—had teens who reduced their risk-taking behaviors.


Soothed


A lot of teens feel unsafe because they are stressed and anxious, and we parents play an enormous role in helping our teens learn how to soothe themselves. When they are babies we do it for them, and gradually, as they mature, they learn to calm their nervous systems down on their own. Family support is an important buffer against teenage stressors. Research shows that both family time and one-on-one time between parents and teens can help kids manage stress and become better at soothing themselves. One study even showed that just being at home when teens are at home, without being actively engaged with them, can help.


[image: ]


The rest of part one is about increasing the closeness your teen feels with you, which will help them feel seen, safe, and soothed. Chapters two and three, in particular, will give you simple, proven coaching tools that aim to increase the likelihood that your teens will feel seen and soothed, and that make it easier for us to be warm, affectionate, and supportive of our teens.


Rest assured, raising teenagers can be a lot easier than we have been led to believe. Teens do need us to be engaged, both physically and emotionally, but they don’t need our direct help as often as they did as little kids. All the tactics I teach in the rest of part one will help you transition from being the directive parent of little kids toward a coaching model that is appropriate for older kids.


This doesn’t mean that we parents of teenagers don’t sometimes lie awake at night, processing their mistakes and emotional turmoil and carefully watching them navigate relationships and school challenges. I don’t mean to suggest that having teenagers is always easy. But when we allow teenagers the space they need to develop their own identities, they move through the separation phase faster. In other words, they are no longer so rude, and they no longer seem to randomly reject even our best ideas. Our relationships with our teens change and become even better—potentially more interesting, possibly more rewarding, and almost certainly a whole lot easier.









CHAPTER TWO


Fortunately, Overparenting Doesn’t Work


If you haven’t already been fired by your teenager from your role as manager of their lives, you’re about to be. Not to worry! Letting them manage their own lives (within limits!) is less work for you and more rewarding for everyone.


When one of our teens, who shall remain nameless, was fifteen, Mark and I got a surprising call from another parent I’ll call Maureen. Our teen had decided to go to a concert with Maureen’s daughter, Maddie, and Maureen was calling to let us know that she would be driving. The problem was that our daughter hadn’t bothered to tell us about her plans with Maddie—because the concert conflicted with an important family dinner.


We have a huge extended family, and we are lucky enough to be able to get together regularly, including a few times a year for a big dinner. It’s a long drive just for a mini-reunion, but we never even think about not going.


It wasn’t that our daughter didn’t want to go. She did. She loves her cousins and genuinely looks forward to seeing them. It was that she desperately wanted to go to the concert, too. How could she choose?


“You don’t get to choose!” was my knee-jerk reaction. Still, she pushed it.


“Absolutely not!” I cried. “Family comes before friends! Family is the most important thing!”


Because my husband and I were refusing to even consider letting her out of the commitment, our teenager dug in. The conversation was over on our end, but she didn’t let it go. We heard through Maureen that our daughter told Maddie she was still going to the concert, no matter what we said. We told Maureen that there was no chance (in hell!) that she’d be going, but thank you so much anyway.
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