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FOREWORD

Dr. Charles Sophy wrote Family Values because he truly values family. He recognizes that your family is the most precious, defining aspect of your entire life and is the yardstick by which you will—and should—measure your success in this world.

We all want our children to thrive and succeed in every possible way. Family Values is going to help ensure that comes to pass for you as a parent. Why? Because you and your family deserve it. All those good things that transpire in healthy, happy, functional families are not just for “other people.” They’re not just what you hear about or see on television or in a movie. Those beautiful things are for you and your family, and Dr. Sophy is here to help you recognize that, know it to the core of your being, and step up and claim what is rightfully yours.

Dr. Sophy—“Charlie” to all of us who have the privilege of working in the trenches alongside him—has always recognized that parents are raising adults, not children, and that everything your child will ever be, they are now becoming. He wants to help you do it right; he knows how to build on your God-given parental instincts, and, most important, he cares enough to tell you what you need to hear instead of what you want to hear.

Dr. Sophy speaks and writes plain truth, yet I’ve never heard him play the “blame game.” You won’t read a word of him pointing fingers at you in this book. I suspect you’re doing some great things as a parent; he will help you embrace those parenting practices you need to keep. He’ll also inspire you to change any that, based on results, aren’t working. Most important, he truly gets it. He gets that parenting is not even almost easy, and this is not the world you grew up in. This post-pandemic, social media dominated, fast-paced world is a high-risk environment in which to raise children. I know that sounds terrible, but it just is. It’s tough out there. It matters not whether you struggle to make ends meet or live in a mansion; the challenges spare no family. Dr. Sophy has seen and solved the problems facing parents all across the entire spectrum. He’s a realist and knows you’re not the only voice in your child’s ear, so he’s committed to making sure you are the best voice they hear. He will meet you where you are. No judgment, no lectures, no condemnation—just partnership.

Family Values isn’t just a book, it’s a manual. You’ll probably wear out your first copy and go pick up another one. It’s full of hands-on tools, and you’re going to be really surprised at a few things you find. You’ll read about how your children need acceptance, permanence, and freedom to be kids. Further, the good doctor is going to tell you precisely how to bring those critical factors to bear. Perhaps the biggest surprise is going to be how he’s also dedicated to rejuvenating you, Mom and Dad. All this knowledge, skill, and work lifts so much weight off your shoulders so you can lead your family with joy, love, and confidence, because that’s what you’ll feel inside.

I’m excited for you and the journey you’re about to take with my dear friend and colleague Dr. Charles Sophy and Family Values: Reset Trust, Boundaries, and Connection with Your Child.

Dr. Phil McGraw






INTRODUCTION

Congratulations. You have just cracked open the last book you will ever need to have the secure, loving, joyful, lasting family you’ve always wanted. You’re about to gain the tools that will get your family—starting with you—where you want and need to be. Now, your getting this tool kit and setting it into action may very well put me out of business, but if it gets your family to a stable, trusting, thriving place—which it will—nothing would gratify me more.

My name is Dr. Charles Sophy, and I am the former medical director of the Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS), the largest child welfare system in the country. When a child’s safety or well-being is in question, when the police have to get involved, or when it’s obvious that a child is in danger, I’m called to step in. I’m the guy they turn to when the wheels have really fallen off the bus.

I’m also a physician in private practice who treats adults, children, and all kinds of families. I’m board-certified in three specialties: family practice, adult psychiatry, and child and adolescent psychiatry. Since I work with people of all ages, on the medical side as well as the mental health side, I take a holistic approach to assessing a situation and developing a plan that will get kids back on track. It’s my job to pinpoint the problems families face, forecast what may look innocent today but could blow up tomorrow, and provide a road map that will lead each family member and the unit as a whole to safety, health, and well-being.

When I meet a family, I look into everything. Whether I see a child who’s acting out, a teen struggling with anxiety, parents at their wits’ end, or an entire family in need of a serious course correction, I explore and treat all facets of their life. From ordering an MRI to performing psychological tests, running blood work, or putting hair follicles under a microscope, I look at all the factors that merge together—emotional, psychological, physical, or otherwise. I take nothing at face value, and only feel comfortable making a diagnosis and recommendations after understanding the patient as a whole human being. When a child comes to the attention of the Los Angeles County DCFS, I interface with that child in collaboration with the family, the child welfare system, and multiple other public and/or private agencies. More often than not, I’ll need to make recommendations for that child as well as for other children and adults in the family. Treating the whole family will enable each individual member to feel the stability they need to thrive, which will, in turn, ensure the strength of the family. The bottom line: Any family unit is a system that’s only as strong as its weakest member, and when there’s work to be done, nobody gets a free pass.

There aren’t always visible issues or scars on the outside that warrant my involvement, and far too often even the most well-meaning parents neglect to provide one of the most basic things that every child needs: a sense of stability. Every child deserves and craves that permanence, whether it stems from something as basic as a home free of neglect or from having a predictable structure, age-appropriate rules, and clear expectations. These are the fundamentals to making a child—and, frankly, an entire family—feel safe.

The problem is that many of us were not provided these essentials in our own formative years, and faced other challenges in our upbringing that have had long-lasting implications. Therefore, we simply do not have the tools or the role-modeling skills to offer them appropriately and fully to our children. As a result, we may not be able to understand, deal with, or even accurately identify conditions that could negatively affect our children. That’s where I come in. The good news is, no matter what challenges you faced in your upbringing, you still can do better for your children. There is hope for your family no matter your background or current circumstances. I can practically hear you asking, “Are you sure? What if it’s too late and I’ve already done this parenting thing all wrong?” It’s not too late; it never is. And whatever mistakes you’ve made along the way, as we all have, we’re going to acknowledge them, learn from them, and then have the know-how to do better. I’ve treated some of the most extreme, dramatic, and complicated family situations that exist. I also see a significant number of families who are doing the very best they can, day in and day out, yet have hit some kind of bump in the road. In every case, we start with the basics. There’s always a safe and healthy way to move forward, no matter how complicated life has become or how out of whack your family dynamic feels. I’ve helped families in total disaster facing obstacles that seem insurmountable, and now I will help you every step of the way.

I’m in the trenches with you, and we’ll get through this together. As I write this book, I have a sixteen-year-old son. I know all too well how hard and complicated parenting can be. I’ve been there, I’m there now, and I get it. Being in the roles of both doctor and parent is eye-opening; blended with my experience in the child welfare system, it’s a rare perspective that I’m able to offer to you. I’ll give you expert advice that’s truly one-of-a-kind, because nobody else has sat in this seat before, serving all these roles simultaneously and for such a large population—upward of forty thousand children and families. So you can feel confident that you’re in good hands.

I’m writing this in the middle of the Covid-19 pandemic, which has upended our lives in countless ways. This book was always intended to give you encouragement and the tools to hit the reset button so you can take a new approach with your parenting, but once the pandemic hit, every single family got slammed with an intense, challenging, life-changing new set of circumstances that none of us ever imagined. Living through a pandemic, no matter what ages your kids are, has substantially shaped countless aspects of their lives as well. You’ve had a front-row seat as it has unfolded, and now I’m here to guide you and your children as you move forward from the trauma. And make no mistake about it—even if life has resumed and feels normal again, for our kids this was traumatic.

The pandemic led to social isolation, loss, and complexities that none of us were prepared to deal with. We now have the data to show that online schooling was a failure in so many ways, household violence doubled, and the global incidence of anxiety and depression increased by 25 percent. For most families, the pandemic exacerbated problems they were already contending with, and also added a layer of hardship that hadn’t previously existed. So it’s more important to me than ever to share what I know about how you and your family can find a way back to each other—not simply returning to the family or the people you were before the pandemic but creating an even stronger, more secure foundation that will allow everyone to thrive.

To be sure, we as a society were experiencing worrisome trends long before the pandemic. Between the years 2007 and 2019, the United States saw a 13 to 15 percent rise in reports of adolescent depression and/or anxiety. Emergency room visits for various mental health reasons—including self-harm—increased during that time frame as well. Suicide rates leapt a staggering 60 percent from 2007 to 2018. We must pay attention to what America’s adolescents and teens are silently screaming through their behavior, screams that grew louder during the Covid-19 pandemic. The isolation that all of us, but especially our adolescents and teens, endured through the pandemic has created wounds that must be healed in order to avoid lifelong scars.

It’s vitally important that we as parents, educators, and medical and mental health professionals pay close attention to each and every adolescent and teen we encounter, both inside our home and out. Any change within their daily function—and, most important, any sign of withdrawal or isolation from normal life—must be seen as a red flag to be addressed immediately. This book is designed to provide simple but highly effective tools for assessing and tracking where parents, their children, and their families fall on the scale of daily function. These assessments will help determine whether behaviors fall into age-appropriate categories and will alert parents when it’s time to take action. The tools will also highlight any areas that need to be strengthened and provide simple and effective ways to bolster those areas.

I’m not saying the work will be easy, but it’s absolutely doable. The most critical ingredient is commitment from you. You must be committed, even though you’re being pulled in every direction all the time. You already have another significant factor necessary for success: love for and devotion to your children. But it takes more than just good intentions, because you’re not the only thing that’s affecting your children. Given the current state of the world, you need to work toward being the main source of influence over your children’s lives.

We’re inundated with information, surrounded by an endless stream of content, and really don’t have reliable ways to filter the messaging our kids are exposed to, no matter how hard we try. Many parents feel powerless to combat the influences that outside forces have on their children. They become paralyzed and just accept the damage. I say no. Absolutely not! You can counterprogram your children. You can give them new metrics for measuring their self-esteem aside from their number of followers. You don’t need to allow your children to barely make eye contact with you because they’re constantly glued to a screen. You don’t have to accept as an inevitable sign of the times that your children get caught vaping in the school bathroom, tell you weed is just a plant, or come through your front door drunk in the middle of the night. You can—and you must—counteract these influences. You have the ability to reset the patterns and expectations that your kids follow instead of contributing to the craziness of our interconnected and fast-paced world, which has our kids paying the highest price of all. None of us should blindly accept perceived social norms as standards for our own family. Not in the midst of a pandemic, not in the aftermath of it, not ever.

Regardless of the situation, no matter what point you’re at in your parenting journey or how far off base you think you may be, the knowledge and tools your family needs—which I’m about to give you—will steer you toward success. Of course, every family is different and defines that success in their own way, so there’s no one-size-fits-all approach. But after working with tens of thousands of adults and kids of all ages, including in my practice, within the welfare system, and on the Dr. Phil show, I have seen and understand the most common pitfalls as well as the values that every family needs to be strong. You don’t have to get to a place of crisis like many of the families I see, and you won’t if you listen up.

This book is called Family Values because it will help your family get back onto the same page when it comes to the central questions that define us, sustain us, strengthen us, and enrich us:


	Who are we as a family?

	What is most important to us?

	What connects us to each other?

	Why do we want to be a family?

	What will make the work we have to do together worth it?

	What value will it have in the long term?



Together, we’ll work to clearly articulate and implement what your family values, the principles you hold most sacred, and in the process of doing that, we’ll be adding infinitely to your family values, their worth, now and for decades to come.

If you were to ask me, “Dr. Sophy, how do I create a fabulous, close, happy, and healthy family?” the first thing I’d ask in response is, “Where are you now?” That’s our starting point. A solid family isn’t one that’s grounded in denial and fooling ourselves. We need to assess the current situation—what’s working, what’s not, and everything in between. Only then can we figure out how we can fix it, and then explore what to get rid of, embrace, or maintain to help your family rehabilitate and succeed for the long haul. How do you want to parent differently than your own parents did? Why? How has your parenting style been affected by those goals? What changes would you like to make going forward? Things in your household may have started out similarly to those in every other pretty good family in America, but along the way you likely hit some stumbling blocks that might have set you on a different track. Or you may have picked up this book because your family is in crisis, and you know that’s my specialty. No matter what you’ve been through or where you find yourself now, the power to hit the reset button is yours. At any time, you can change the way you’re raising your children. With deliberate thought and action, you can redirect your family to thrive.

There are good reasons why any one of us finds ourselves struggling—none of which should make us feel guilty, overwhelmed, or judged. None of us gets a handbook on how to be a parent or how to guide a family toward success and safety. That’s about to change. The outcome you want—a reset button that allows you to realign your real-life parenting moments with the values you hold dear—doesn’t happen without your full understanding and full participation. But I can guarantee that it will happen when you have a plan in place to fall back on when life throws you curveballs. I have seen it happen with thousands of families, and I believe deeply that it will happen with yours when you commit to the process. Consider this book your planning process for getting your family values back to the center of how your family operates—both as a group and for each individual.

Whether I was working with the most at-risk population through the Los Angeles County DCFS or helping more seemingly picture-perfect families in my private practice, the themes were quite similar. Children have basic needs that must be met for them to develop healthy self-esteem and the confidence they need to move through the world, and it’s a parent’s job to meet them. No matter what parenting style you have, regardless of your children’s ages, despite your round-the-clock schedule at work as you try to make ends meet, or any other factors at play in your life, I know that your children need these from you:

Acceptance. Your kids need to know you love them for who they are as a precursor to their own self-acceptance and confidence. When they know they’re accepted by the most important person and role model in their life, they not only learn to love themselves but also have a healthy starting point for building positive relationships.

Structure. Children need the predictability and calmness of a schedule for eating, sleeping, playing, and more. When their life is organized and they feel a sense of control, their fears and anxieties are reduced. This isn’t about living according to a strict schedule, and I certainly don’t mean that the entire foundation of your family will crumble if you miss a family dinner here or there. I’m talking about basic consistency so that when your children venture into the world, they come from a place of safety and confidence, not concern that each day is a new puzzle to be solved with no pieces in place from the previous day, and the day before that, as a head start.

Freedom to Be a Kid. When children are “parentified” at an early age, meaning they’re put in the role of having to act like a parent, they’re denied the essential experiences of youth. Kids need to be kids. (And parents need to parent, which is a whole chapter in the pages ahead.) That’s not to say that you should deprive them of independence or that they don’t need responsibilities as they grow up; not at all. One of your goals is to encourage that, in fact. But kids need the freedom to spend their childhood finding their own unique paths to success and happiness. When kids have burdens unduly placed upon them, like being a family caregiver or provider, they often regress later in life.

These concepts are foundational to building your child’s health and self-esteem, to setting them up to be productive and confident as they get the most out of their lives. As basic as these pillars seem, they can be complicated to uphold, especially when life throws up unexpected roadblocks. So in this book I will load up your tool kit so you can tackle what’s in front of you now, see around corners before problems escalate, and give your family a new foundation that will remain solid for years to come. I’ll talk you through the hazards that I’ve seen too many families stumble through, and together we’ll practice noticing the warning signs so you can avoid them. Because the work we do here is not just to put out fires—part of it is about recognizing or avoiding danger signs, and learning how to proactively create and follow a road map that takes you to the best place for you and your family is equally important. We’ll certainly do those things, too.

Together we’ll create a step-by-step plan of action for leading your family so you know you’re trending toward success every day. The work I’ll teach you how to do will require you to be open to exploring the responsibility you might have to take for some of the problems, and the leadership role you’ll likely need to assume for all the change. You’re in this parenting relationship for the long haul, so if you truly want the generations coming after you to live in happier and healthier ways, know that the work we’ll do together throughout this book is going to change that trajectory for the better.

To be absolutely clear, nowhere in this book will I ask you to point fingers, take blame, or feel failure. Parenting is hard. Each and every family has faced unbelievable obstacles that have made it incredibly difficult to keep everybody on track. You as an individual parent and you as a team member to another coparent need to adopt and be comfortable with a guilt-free parenting stance, where the work that you do to understand how you got to this point is done from a place of acceptance and safety—the same essentials that your child needs from you to get back on track. That means that you won’t be litigating how the problems you’re looking to resolve got started, pointing fingers of blame, or suffering a penalty. You’ll be examining the roots of your parenting style in order to understand where change needs to begin. That means accepting that you and your parenting partner, if you have one, came together to build this family and to make it the best it can be. That is the reason you’re restructuring and resetting the family dynamic now. Life is a learning process, and we all have our own histories and baggage. As part of that journey, now is the time for you and your parenting partner to shift the values of your family to a greater place.

So there’s no need to feel bad about what may seem like harshness in this new style of parenting, or the guilt of saying no and meaning no. Parenting from your family values means that there are clear boundaries around behaviors that are not acceptable, even if they’ve been permitted in the past. The more your children react in a negative way to your new method of doing business, the more you need to see that as the proof you needed to undertake this process. As the families mentioned throughout this book will show you, you may be saving your kids’ lives and the lives of the future generations in your family.

Whether you know it or not, your children are becoming everything they will ever be right now. Everything you’re doing or not doing at this moment will affect your family’s legacy. So let’s not waste any time. You’ve already put yourself on a path to success by picking up this book and partnering with me. You chose this book because you care about your children and you want action-oriented advice. Don’t die for your children; live for them. Your role as a parent is the highest calling you’ll have in your life. No matter what brought you to this moment, you will rise to the challenge once you have the know-how. It’s time for your family to be the best it can be right now and for future generations. Get ready to see your family thrive as you live in accordance with your values. It’s all up to you, no matter where you are right now. It’s never too late to hit the reset button. Let’s get started.






PART I Finding the Reset Button







CHAPTER 1 Parenting with a New Lens





Nicholas was a tenth-grade student who was having trouble sleeping. His mother, who thought her sixteen-year-old was suffering from depression, took him to doctors who prescribed sleep aids and antidepressants, which Nicholas refused to take. However, he had tried using marijuana with a friend, and told his mom it made him feel better. Desperate to help her son feel good and afraid to alienate him further, Nicholas’s mother decided to get a medical marijuana card for herself, buy the drug weekly, and illegally give it to her son, whose teenage brain was still very much in development.

After slacking at his previous school, Nicholas had been put in an alternative high school, where he wasn’t doing well academically, didn’t participate in any extracurricular activities, and had only a few friends, all of whom smoked weed. Then he stopped going to class altogether. He stopped giving his parents updates on where he was at night. The situation was getting worse. Finally, the tipping point:


	
Dispatcher: Hello, you’ve reached the Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services Child Protection Hotline.

	
Caller: Hi, my name is [Mr. James], and I’m the principal of [Alternative High School]. I’m calling with concerns about one of our students. He’s been absent more than he’s been here, his grades have fallen, he looks disheveled when he comes to school, and I’m worried he’s using drugs and/or alcohol. We’ve reached out to his parents several times and they assure me that they will take care of it, but they clearly haven’t. We’ve tried to speak with him at school, but he’s become increasingly belligerent and unresponsive to us. And when we do approach him to talk about what’s going on, he won’t show up to school for days afterward. It’s obvious something is wrong, and we’re all very worried about him.

	
Dispatcher: A few questions, sir. Do you know if he’s had any mental health history, has he ever been arrested, what is his current living situation, and are there other children in the home?

	
Caller: Within school hours, there have been no additional signs of mental health concerns. I believe he lives at home with his parents and his younger brother.

	
Dispatcher: Do you have that address, sir?



That was the call that triggered a visit by DCFS to Nicholas’s home, as is protocol for a situation such as this. It’s quite common for school administrators to reach out to experts like me for help. In Nicholas’s case, that transcript and recording were all the information I had before a pretty stylish, albeit slightly unkempt, teenager with spotty facial hair entered my office a few days later. The instant he walked in with his parents, I could sense a well-established power dynamic that was off-kilter. His mom wasn’t seen or respected as a parent. She seemed to fear her son or to be seeking his approval, perhaps to compensate for what was missing in her marriage. His dad seemed meek, out of sorts, and almost intimidated by both his wife and his son.

I told Nicholas that before I could help him, he would need to get sober. Nicholas was not game, to say the least, and we struggled because nothing made him feel as good as the marijuana to which he’d become accustomed. Since he wasn’t willing to quit on his own, I had him start on a more aggressive, structured path. He reluctantly attended an outpatient facility where he worked with a sobriety coach. It was a battle every day. He snuck in weed and skipped sessions, and when he did attend, he was often mentally shut down or too angry to productively participate. Finally, after lots of drama, more police involvement, psychiatric emergency teams (PET), parental pleading, crying, and tons of anger on all sides, we got Nicholas admitted to an inpatient substance abuse rehabilitation center. After he completed and came out of his first inpatient stint, his life had more stability. He still wasn’t hitting on all cylinders—he wasn’t always getting up in the morning and continued to skip class—but at least he was sober and going to therapy. Unfortunately, it didn’t take long before he surrendered to his old coping skill of self-medicating by smoking pot multiple times daily. Part of the issue was that the feelings he was trying to fight off all came back when he returned home. Another factor was that his favorite way to self-medicate was constantly right before his eyes, thanks to both his friends and his mom. In his mind, he had an easy fix that gave him some relief and made him feel better in the moment, and that’s all that mattered. But the damage he was doing to himself—and to his family unit—had to be stopped.

Throughout this time, I made several home visits, which is how I discovered that there was, unsurprisingly, more going on at home than just Nicholas’s struggle. After holding a powerful position at a taxing job, Nicholas’s father hadn’t worked for years. Not only was he going through a depression but he also began inexplicably falling down in the house. Doctors had found no real reasons for his falling; he hadn’t had a stroke, and there were no physical ailments that would cause his stumbles. It was a mystery.

Nicholas’s mother became aggressively resentful and began acting out her frustrations and fears. The night Nicholas came home from his third time in rehab, his mother impulsively decided she wanted to get a tattoo. A cup filled with tequila in hand, she got a ride straight from work to the tattoo parlor. When she got to the parlor she was out of it, but still got the tattoo and managed to get another ride to their home—or close to it. A few hours later, no one knew where she was. Nicholas’s father panicked and woke up Nicholas and his ten-year-old brother, asking if they thought their mother was all right, because she hadn’t made it home. No one in the house got any sleep that night. At 4:30 a.m., a twentysomething with a skateboard knocked on the door. He was holding up Nicholas’s mother, whom he’d found five houses down the street covered in mud and grass, still wearing her work outfit. She had gotten so drunk that she’d stumbled out of her taxi at the wrong house and passed out on a neighbor’s lawn.

In the course of my work with this family, I gained insight into the full picture of what Nicholas and his family were truly experiencing. After losing his job, Nicholas’s dad didn’t know what his place was inside or outside the home. His own mother had been the primary disciplinarian in his household, while his father was the sole breadwinner who didn’t interact much at home. With those as his only frames of reference about his identity and role, he was lost. We eventually came to find out that Nicholas’s father was falling down to get attention from his family. That’s how desperate, depressed, and off-course he was. When he lost his job, he lost himself.

We also came to learn that Nicholas’s mother had substance abuse and mental health issues in her genetics; her brother was an addict. Siblings of addicts are often invisible victims, and this was the case for Nicholas’s mother growing up. She suffered in silence while her parents’ efforts—financial, emotional, and intellectual—were directed primarily if not exclusively toward her brother. Whether Nicholas’s mom’s mindset was “I sure won’t parent like what I saw as a kid!” or a self-assured “That’ll never happen to my family,” it was no guarantee of preventing a similar outcome under her roof. Now that her own son was the one struggling, Nicholas’s mother was in denial about it. It’s important to be honest and up front with kids when the disease of addiction runs in the family; they need to know if they have a genetic propensity toward substance abuse that will be difficult for them to control or might harm them. But Nicholas’s mother was falling into the same patterns of secrecy and acting out that she had seen modeled in her own family growing up, rather than establishing the boundaries, stability, and role-modeling her son needed.

Even though there was never any violence or abuse, and Nicholas was not neglected, he wasn’t being parented. His parents’ families had a history of underparenting, and because of that Nicholas’s parents didn’t have a clear idea of how to break those patterns. As a result, neither Nicholas nor his brother were raised with a sense of stability. In fact, as the firstborn, he was the one who had to act like a parental figure to his younger sibling. It was no wonder that Nicholas’s behavior caught the eye of his high school principal and raised red flags; he didn’t have clear boundaries or healthy role models showing him nondestructive coping mechanisms. The hurts, fears, and discomforts that his own parents were still processing made it that much more difficult for Nicholas to recognize when he was in a tough spot and then commit to his own healing work.


Where the Work Begins

I share this story about Nicholas and his family because it’s a powerful and dramatic example of what a child’s basic needs are, what can happen when they aren’t met, and how we need to shift the way we think about what we perceive as our children’s issues. In my twenty-two years as medical director of DCFS, the two words we used most often to help thousands of families understand what was missing from their homes were “safety” and “permanence.” Whether those foundations are disrupted by divorce, perfectionism, sexuality, illness, homelessness, drugs, or the countless other variables that can hit with or without warning makes no difference in the end result. Without safety and permanence, nothing else I write in this book matters because your family value diminishes exponentially—but never irreparably, so roll up your sleeves.
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