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Dedication

To all the heroines out there … enjoy wearing your crown as you play in the mud.
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INTRODUCTION

What Is Princess Syndrome?

Though you won’t find it in any medical textbook, millions of young girls are living with Princess Syndrome every day. A girl with Princess Syndrome is focused on the fairy-tale of life: playing only with the pretty toys and dresses, regarding herself as the center of the universe; obsessed with how she looks, even if she’s only headed to the playground. Full-blown Princess Syndrome forces a girl to be too dependent on others, to spend all her allowance on cosmetics and clothes, to care only about the things money can buy, and to think only of herself.

Sometimes, princess play is just that—harmless play. After all, gorgeous castles, elaborate gowns, sparkly jewelry, romantic rescues, and happily-ever-afters have been favorite playtime topics of girls for generations! But when taken to an extreme—and without positive messages to counteract it—princess play sucks little girls into a world where their self-worth is tied to their outward appearance, their happiness is based on the arrival of a prince who will love them, and their intelligence is something to be hidden rather than celebrated. And at a time when the media’s influence is stronger than ever, girls are more repeatedly exposed to these rampant yet unhealthy messages than they were generations ago.

Parents do their best to help their daughters avoid this unfortunate malady. In today’s contemporary society, with its obsession on appearance, the freshest celebrity gossip, and the hottest toys, their positive messages often get drowned out. Our daughters can’t always hear us above all the other noise.

When young girls are first interested in princess play, parents often don’t see how their daughters could possibly be affected by the underlying messages they are receiving. Well-meaning parents may believe, “My daughter is too smart to think those fairytales are the same as real life! She knows she doesn’t need to be a size 2 to be beautiful! She knows she can build her own career instead of waiting for a rich man to marry! She knows she should help a girl in her class who’s being bullied!” Yet, it takes more than smarts to resist social pressures and to undo the effects of ubiquitous advertising. Even if your daughter has heard you remind her of “the right things” a thousand times, would she have the high level of self-confidence necessary to implement them in her everyday life? She has an inordinate amount of pressure on her from a multitude of angles asking her to do just the opposite. Your influence has to outdo those pressures.

Some alarming studies have shown you do need to take action if you want your daughter to grow into a functional adult with good self-esteem, positive body image, and healthy moral values that will guide her through the difficulties of adulthood. For example, one recent study from the National Institute on Media and the Family showed that at age thirteen, 53 percent of American girls are “unhappy with their bodies.” By the time they reach age seventeen, the number grows to a startling 78 percent.

According to Medical News Today, a December 2010 study showed the number of eating disorders in children under the age of twelve has risen 119 percent over the past few years, and children as young as four are being treated in hospitals and outpatient treatment centers for these issues. Just as alarming, researchers at Pepperdine University found girls as young as three are anxious about their body weight.

And that’s just one aspect of Princess Syndrome: impaired body image combined with too much emphasis on outward appearances.

Beyond body image, girls run into problems because they are defining themselves by their friends’ expectations. Young women leave adolescence feeling entitled to have a lot of pretty things—without putting in the work. As a result of not knowing themselves and focusing mostly on the external world, they engage in romantic and sexual relationships where physical and verbal abuse are the norm.

Without an intervention, the preschooler who insists she wear her Sunday best on the playground could easily become the party girl who can’t hold down a normal relationship—much less a job. Does that sound like a dramatic jump? Sadly, it’s not.

If you’re a parent with a daughter who may have Princess Syndrome, it’s important to know how to counteract these unfortunate messages. What can you do to make sure your daughter becomes the strong, independent woman you would like her to be? How can you help her build a healthy self-worth while allowing her to enjoy her favorite pastime—playing with princesses? It can seem overwhelming. You may not know where to start. That’s where Princess Recovery comes in.

While you may feel the best course of action is to shield your daughter from these negative influences, you can’t just take away her favorite toys, books, and movies and lock her in the highest room, in the tallest tower. Instead, you can show her how to deal with society’s pressure and how to develop positive self-esteem, a realistic body image, and self-sufficiency.

In Princess Recovery, you’ll learn how to replace the unhealthy “princess symptoms” with positive “heroine values” no matter what age your daughter is now.

THE PRINCESS …


	Prioritizes outer beauty before inner beauty

	Looks to others for help—instead of helping herself

	Feels entitled to the better half (or better whole) of everything

	Does things for the appearance of perfection

	Believes romance will fix a relationship

	Believes she’ll eventually find and marry “The One”

	Defines herself by the way other people perceive her and her life

	Expects only the best for herself—and, depending on the type of princess she is, the best or worst for everyone else



THE HEROINE …


	Appreciates inner and outer beauty

	Helps herself—and others

	Works hard to earn her successes

	Does things for the right reasons—whether she’s working to better her own life or someone else’s

	Maintains healthy relationships with everyone she loves

	Believes in a bright future she’s imagined for herself

	Defines herself confidently, by her own standards and moral compass

	Sets high yet attainable expectations for herself and balances her expectations of others with empathy and compassion



No child is perfect. Yours will likely struggle with some of these heroine values once in a while. Still, you want to offer your daughter a range of healthy and productive goals she can work toward. Will she stumble? Or course. Your job is to help her stay on track by showing how much you love her and by reinforcing positive messages.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book is a comprehensive program to help you prevent your daughter from falling prey to the unhealthy messages that princess play can impart. While you can read it cover-to-cover, you can also turn to specific chapters that address the problems about which you are most concerned.

Each chapter includes an explanation of a specific “princess symptom” and how parents, peers, and other social pressures may contribute to it, plus how it can be detrimental to your child in the long run. The behavior is clearly described, with examples of how it may show itself in your daughter’s life. This is the core of each chapter’s “Princess Symptom” section.

Each chapter also includes a healthy “value” that can counteract those symptoms. You’ll find realistic ways to implement that value based on your child’s age, with the emphasis on encouraging the wanted behavior rather than discouraging the unwanted behavior. Three age categories are used: ages 2–3, 4–5, and 6–8. You may find some suggestions for categories outside your daughter’s age may also work depending on her personality and the presence of older siblings; these are loose guidelines, not set-in-stone rules.

You may fear the worst if you recognize any symptoms of Princess Syndrome in your daughter. But as you wade through the mountains of tulle, high-heeled shoes, and tiaras in your home, remember your little girl is most influenced by your love and positive messages. Embrace all the wonderful aspects of your daughter that make her who she is—even the princess-loving ones. Show her how to create her own “happily ever after”!
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CHAPTER 1

The Problematic Lessons
Your Daughter Learns

It seems harmless at first: a sweet story about a princess finding her prince and living happily ever after. Most of us want to marry and have families and be happy; what’s wrong with that dream? If your daughter identifies with the princess, and wants to wear the princess shoes, and buy the princess dress, and own the princess doll, is that really so bad?

Well, you wouldn’t be reading this book if you weren’t worried and didn’t think you already knew the answer.

None of these things are bad in and of themselves—the princess story isn’t the problem, nor is your daughter imagining life as a princess. Pink shoes and sparkly dresses and feather boas aren’t the problem. They become a problem—and the damage begins—because of the messages they send to your daughter, especially when those messages aren’t counteracted elsewhere.

For example, that princess story may be teaching your daughter everything from “only appearances matter” to “don’t expect to rely on yourself—you’ll need a prince to rescue you.” If this were just one story in a life full of all kinds of stories, it’s no big deal—especially if you talk with her about how princess stories are different from real life. Unfortunately, your daughter’s life may not be full of all kinds of stories. In fact, a lot of the stories your daughter is hearing send exactly the same messages.

The rest of this chapter outlines some of the messages your daughter, even at a very young age, is hearing from the media, from the culture around her, and from friends and family. Some of these lessons are intentional—when they appear in advertisements, for example. Others are unintentional—such as when a well-meaning family member repeatedly compliments her appearance—but can still be harmful. They are damaging to her because they create a false belief system about the world, and disempower her from taking control over her own life and becoming her own person.

PROBLEMATIC LESSON #1: GIRLS AND BOYS ARE VERY DIFFERENT

Over and over, children hear that boys and girls are different, not just in their physical appearances, but in their brains, hearts, and souls. They are told constantly girls like a certain type of toy while boys like another kind. Girls are given gifts of dolls and tea party sets; boys are given trucks and dinosaurs. Girls need to be rescued; boys do the rescuing. Some parents go so far as to jokingly roll their eyes at their rough-and-tumble sons while praising their quiet and docile daughters. This is just as true now as it ever was. While your child was born with some aspects of her personality and interests ingrained, others are introduced and reinforced by the world around her. The truth is that the development of gender identity is both innate and environmental.

For example, think of the stereotype that young boys like to run around and have a difficult time sitting still. Are girls innately any different? No. They enjoy exercise and fresh air as much as boys. Yet some “misbehaviors” that are typically accepted in boys (not being able to sit still at circle time, for example) are not tolerated in girls. Some teachers would criticize a girl for not being able to sit still, rather than laugh it off as just “how she is.” That’s how young girls get this unhealthy message—you’re different than boys; sit still, be pretty and you’ll succeed, be liked, and get more.

Reading Advertisements

To see how much environment and media reinforces stereotypes about girls and boys, even in the twenty-first century, pick up a circular from the Sunday paper, and turn to the toy section of a major retailer.


	Look at the dolls being marketed to girls. What types are there? You probably won’t see more than baby dolls and Barbie-like dolls. Dolls that look like young girls, such as the American Girl collection, aren’t often found at a regular retailer.

	Count the number of girls playing with sports equipment or being shown playing sports. Count the boys. Compare.

	For sports equipment such as bikes, how can you tell it’s being sold to girls? Hint: What color is the equipment?

	Look at the toys marketed to boys. What types of toys are considered boys’ toys? Now do the same for the girls’ toys. What gender assumptions are made?



PROBLEMATIC LESSON #2: YOU SHOULD BE PRETTY

The idea that attractive people are “good” people has a long history. Think of Cinderella: Her mean stepsisters and her wicked stepmother are ugly, while Cinderella is beautiful. While what’s considered beautiful may change over time, all societies and cultures have ideals they hold girls and women to. While expecting all girls and women to adhere to a specific beauty standard is at minimum highly unrealistic, the problem is made worse by social assumptions that beautiful people are by definition good people.

You would think we know better by now, right? After all, we’re not the superstitious peasants of the eleventh century, equating the rare with the desirable and the outer with the inner.

A new educational program designed to stop bullying is called “Play Pretty, Play Pals.” The part of the program aimed at girls is—you guessed it—the one called “Play Pretty.” (The part for boys is called “Play Pals.”) Even without expending much effort, it’s easy to see the messages here:


	Girls and boys play differently.

	Girls should play pretty, which means nice. Pretty equals nice. Being a pretty girl equals being a good girl.



You can see how the underlying approach of this well-meaning program impacts how girls view themselves in the world.

If this were an isolated example, it wouldn’t hold much weight. But it isn’t an isolated example; it is an accepted cultural belief—so much so that, as studies have shown, you can make more money at a job just by being pretty. That’s right: If you’re pretty, you will make more money than someone else with the same skills who isn’t pretty, or isn’t pretty in the dominant culture’s accepted view.

PROBLEMATIC LESSON #3: THE MORE YOU HAVE, THE BETTER YOU ARE

You only have to watch television for ten minutes to realize marketers don’t sell goods and services, they sell dreams and fantasies. If you buy this beer, you’ll get dates with attractive women (interesting, strong, determined, and world-changing women need not apply). If you buy this car, you’ll live in a mansion like this, with a beautiful wife like that, and not have a care in the world.

Children are sold similar dreams, only their messages arrive in louder and more colorful forms. If you buy this toy, you’ll have lots of friends. If you wear this dress, you’ll be a princess, and everyone will adore you.

Our society makes judgments all the time about where people fit in the world based on what they own. If you work in a job where it’s important to your success to dress nicely or own an expensive car, then you know how this plays out in the real world. It’s just as true for your daughter as it is for you. If she wears jeans from Target while everyone else is decked out in clothing from The Gap, her status definitely drops. Depending on the environment (not all schools or peer groups are the same), this is not simply her perception, but it can be an actual fact of her life.

Unfortunately, as parents, we often encourage conformity instead of individuality. We see what is happening and, not wanting our daughter to feel left out, we buy the Gap jeans, thus reinforcing the message that fitting in and wearing what everyone else does is the best (and safest) option.

PROBLEMATIC LESSON #4: SOMEONE ELSE WILL RESCUE YOU

Snow White is rescued by the prince who kisses her, Sleeping Beauty by the prince who kisses her, Jasmine by the street rat pretending to be a prince (he outsmarts the bad guy; no kissing necessary). Television and movies are full of women-in-jeopardy plots, in which said women are rarely, if ever, the instruments of their own deliverance. Not only do these tales reinforce the idea that, when in trouble, someone else will come to the rescue (especially if you are pretty!), this message prevents young girls from learning how to problem-solve and to rely on themselves.

But all of that is fantasy, right? We hope our girls can tell the difference. Unfortunately, it’s not so easy, and, as a parent, you may unintentionally reinforce the idea that she can always be rescued by someone else. For example, if your daughter forgets her homework for the millionth time, do you run home, pick it up, and drop it off at school on your lunch hour? (You wouldn’t want her to get in trouble with a teacher!) If a peer is being unkind, rather than work with your daughter to find solutions for the situation, do you immediately call the parent of the other child involved and demand that something be done?

It may feel like you are just doing your job as her parent, but rushing in to protect your daughter from being hurt or disappointed creates a fragility in her. Such fragility makes it difficult for her to grow strong enough to take care of herself. It also reinforces the belief she needs help from others to do anything. It teaches her she can’t rely on herself, or figure out how to fix her own mistakes. Of course, you need to love and support your daughter in a way that’s appropriate for her age. But ask yourself if you’re simultaneously teaching her how to do that on her own when the time is right.

If your daughter learns to be reliant on external things and people, she may have a difficult time building self-reliance, which interferes with her finding her own worth. “I can do it myself!” is not just the battle-cry of a toddler; it is a necessary component of self-esteem. Although your intention is good when you try to solve your daughter’s problems for her, the outcome can be damaging to her sense of self, as she never learns to pick herself up when she falls.

PROBLEMATIC LESSON #5: YOU SHOULD BE SEXY

Probably the most damaging message your daughter is hearing (and she hears it over and over) is that her only value is in her body—that her brains, her talents, her kindnesses are unimportant. The only reason anyone would be attracted to her is because of her body, especially the size of her breasts and the length of her legs. This sexualization of young girls is an ever-present, ever-worsening problem that can cripple your daughter’s ability to grow into a healthy young woman with a strong sense of selfhood.

Here’s just one example. In early 2011, clothing retailer Abercrombie & Fitch introduced a line of padded swimsuits for young girls (age seven to fourteen). The bikinis included bra tops that were originally called the “Ashley pushup triangle.” For the low, low price of $24.50, parents could ensure their eight-year-olds looked as sexy as possible at the swimming pool.

After the ensuing furor died down, Abercrombie & Fitch recategorized the swimsuits (giving them another name) but continued selling them. Clearly, Abercrombie & Fitch thought there was a market for such swimsuits. Why? Because people buy them.

Most parents do not think, “I want my daughter to be considered a sexual object at the age of eight!” Instead, they think “it’s cute,” or they suppose it doesn’t matter when their daughter asks for one (“all the other kids have them!”), or they just don’t stop to consider the messages they’re sending—and the messages they’re confirming: You’re only worthwhile if you’re attractive. Your body isn’t good enough without a little help from your clothing.

Of course, you can refuse to buy these items, but that doesn’t always solve the problem. After all, relatives or friends could buy them as a gift. Or, your child could buy them with her own money—it is more and more common for tweens to go shopping alone with their friends, and they aren’t always going to use good judgment in their purchases. Tweens are as susceptible to marketing as the next person, if not more so. They are influenced not only by advertisements, but by the way products are displayed, with the promise you can be just a little more grown-up when you buy this swimsuit or this pair of shoes or these panties with the funny saying.

Yet an eight-year-old girl isn’t consciously thinking, “I am ready to express my sexuality!” She’s thinking, “I’d look pretty in that!” “My friends all have it, now I will, too!” or “I’ll look like my big sister/idol/favorite actress.” This is an important distinction because it shows that a child of that age isn’t ready for that kind of clothing.

The Marketing of Sexy

Whether she’s ready for it or not, your young daughter is being targeted in ads for sexy clothes. The relentless marketing of sexy has a long history. For many years, the subject—and object—of such marketing was adults. Grown people have, one assumes, already formed a sense of themselves and their self-worth and know how to effectively interpret the messages they are being bombarded with. With each passing year, however, marketing seems to focus on a younger and younger demographic, until you have two-year-olds worried about their body image, and mothers putting their toddlers on unnecessary diets.

Of course, we can’t solely place the blame on marketing. Nor can we solely blame parents who don’t say no to inappropriate clothing. There is a host of problems to consider which include peer pressure and the wider culture in which our children live.

The APA’s (American Psychological Association) Task Force on the Sexualization of Girls found that sexualization occurs when any of the following happen:


	A girl’s value is perceived to be only in her sexual attractiveness. Nothing else matters.

	Physical attractiveness is equated with sexiness—that is, as being available as a sexual object.

	A girl is made into a sexual object—a thing—rather than a person with thoughts and feelings of her own, the ability to make decisions and to take actions.

	Sexuality is imposed on a girl too young to understand the consequences; the sexuality being imposed isn’t a normal girl’s exploration of physical and emotional feelings related to sexuality but is inappropriate and does not come from within.



Numerous studies have shown that women, especially young women, are depicted in the media primarily as sexual objects and must conform to a very specific standard of beauty. This is what your daughter constantly sees and so it is no surprise if she copies it, even if she doesn’t understand it.

Yet it isn’t only the media that promotes this sexualization of girls. Parents do it, too, especially when they believe—and send the message—that an attractive appearance is more important than other goals for girls. For example, a parent who buys the padded swimsuit, or who encourages dieting for looks as opposed to healthy eating, is sending the message that how a girl’s body looks matters more than other considerations. It happens when a parent chooses to enroll her daughter in beauty pageants rather than dance classes or soccer leagues and when she is praised more for how pretty she looks than how well she is doing in school.

Premature sexualization can be reinforced by peers, as girls pressure each other to conform to societal standards of attractiveness and sexiness. It gets perpetuated even further when boys harass girls about their appearance because boys, too, are impacted by the messages they see on television and elsewhere. They may tease a flat-chested girl—even if she is in a completely normal developmental stage! Eventually, of course, girls internalize these behaviors and begin to evaluate themselves solely based on how they look.

Sexualization of girls isn’t trivial or unimportant. It has devastating and long-lasting effects on girls, as the APA reports:

The Effects of Early Sexualization


	When a girl starts to think of herself as an object, which happens when others sexualize her, she is less likely to do well in school because it affects her ability to focus; the same thing doesn’t happen to boys.

	Emotionally, such objectification makes a girl feel less confident with herself and less comfortable with her body.

	Objectification makes a girl feel shame, anger, and disgust.

	Mental health problems such as eating disorders, low self-esteem, and depression are related to sexualization, as is substance abuse.

	Physical consequences may result from the mental health disorders related to sexualization.

	Sexualization does not create healthy sexuality; it leads to diminished sexual health, including early promiscuity.

	Sexualization reinforces stereotypes about girls and women. Girls who have more exposure to early sexualization are more rigid in their beliefs about women’s roles.

	When boys and men are exposed to girls’ sexualization, they find it harder to connect with real girls and women (with all their flaws and imperfections) and have difficulty maintaining intimate relationships—which becomes a problem for heterosexual girls and women.

	Sexualization results in sexism in society, resulting in fewer opportunities for girls and women.



How Early Sexualization Plays Out

The truly unfortunate part—often minimized by parents and society—is what the image of a sexy eight-year-old presents. An eight-year-old boy isn’t going to care if his eight-year-old counterpart is in that Abercrombie & Fitch padded bathing suit. He just wants to swim and have fun. The problem is, a young girl looking older than her age may attract the attention of an older boy, or a man. It may seem flattering and fun at first, but young girls don’t know how to interpret the behavior nor how to navigate unwanted sexual attention. Learning to be sexy too young has been found to put young girls at risk for negative relationships and early sexual acting-out as they develop into young women, according to the APA Task Force on the Sexualization of Girls.

The bottom line is if a girl learns she’ll get lots of attention for being coy and pretty—and yes, even sexy—she’ll use that as she grows to get what she wants, rather than using her intelligence or athleticism, for example. Teach your daughter the importance of respecting herself and her body, as this will decrease the risk of abuse and sexual acting-out and help her build a sense of empowerment. We’ll discuss more about this topic in Chapter 9.

Make Sure You’re the Role Model You Need to Be

A few years ago, Playboy Bunny and actress Shauna Sand reportedly released a sex tape when her three daughters were at an impressionable age. It doesn’t take a parenting expert to realize this was probably not the best idea ever. And who can forget Alec Baldwin trashing his daughter in a voicemail, saying, in part, “You don’t have the brains or the decency as a human being…. You are a rude, thoughtless little pig”? While you may comfort yourself that you don’t have this kind of bad judgment, have you thought about what you are communicating to your daughter about her value—and about the value of women in general?

At the end of the day, it’s up to parents to be the role model their girls need them to be. While all parents have their biases and unhealthy thought patterns, critically examining your attitudes can help you become a more positive role model. Taking these steps can help you be the person you want your daughter to emulate:


	Remember your daughter is watching you—and learning from you—all the time. Yes, that’s a big responsibility, but it also means you have lots of opportunities to teach the right things.

	Let your daughter see your confidence in yourself. But don’t think you have to be infallible or perfect. Admitting you make mistakes, making amends, and apologizing shows your daughter what it’s like to be a real human.

	Respect others, including your daughter. If you find yourself making a lot of judgmental comments about others, make it a priority to stop. This is especially important if your comments have to do with superficial appearances.



MARKETING AND AGE COMPRESSION

You can see how these lessons can be detrimental to your young daughter. But how is it that marketers include such unhealthy, inaccurate, and adult messages and content in advertising campaigns, shows, and movies aimed at children?

Much of it stems from what marketers would consider marketing smarts: They understand children want to be like their older peers, so they devise messages that show how younger children can be like their older idols and role models. A younger sister wants to be like her older sister; her older sister wants to be like the college girl next door.

Before marketers get a hold of it, this natural tendency for a younger person to model herself after an older one is simply a way of exploring the next stage of development. Each subsequent stage of a child’s life allows more freedom and autonomy, so the next stage is always more attractive to a child than the one she’s in now. A two-year-old wants to be old enough to stop holding Mommy’s hand; a five-year-old wants to be old enough to ride a bike; a thirteen-year-old wants to be old enough to drive a car.

Marketers understand this perfectly, which is why they market to teenagers in such a way that makes teenagers feel like adults, and to younger children in a way that makes them feel like teenagers. Such “age compression” means marketers are looking at what interests older children and then selling it to younger children; the younger children buy it (or want their parents to buy it) because they think it makes them like the older children. The age compression can continue until two-year-olds are being given vampire dolls based on a craze originally started by twenty-year-olds.

In other words, this is how we end up with bikinis with push-up bras marketed to eight-year-olds. It is also a symptom of a larger problem: our society’s fixation on sex, sexuality, and attractiveness. While working to change society is a worthy cause, you need to begin at home to protect your daughter from this damage as much as you can.

While it may seem like there’s a lot to battle, don’t despair! Regardless of your daughter’s age, you can run interference and begin to shift the focus from how she looks to what she can accomplish (or has accomplished). If you begin to address her efforts and to praise other parts of her (intelligence, for example), she will begin to recognize the positive things she brings to the table—things that will make her a heroine, not a princess.
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CHAPTER 2

The Princess
Recovery Program

Despite the widespread influence of media, society, and your daughter’s peers, you’re not helpless when it comes to protecting your daughter from the influences that can derail her. You can guide her along a path that will more likely help her develop a strong sense of values and a solid sense of self.

While tackling this problem is easier the earlier in your daughter’s life you begin, you can make a difference no matter what her age. Even if you’re afraid that your daughter is already a little princess, you can do something about it. You can teach her how to become a heroine.
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