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            “What you say to your children will greatly influence the way they view themselves and their world. In Pinocchio Parenting, Chuck Borsellino may help you discover that you are telling your children more lies than you realize, and some of them may be whoppers!”

            GARY D. CHAPMAN, PHD—Best-Selling Author of The Five Love Languages

            “Pinocchio Parenting by Chuck Borsellino is more than just another how-to-parent-your-children-the-right-way sort of book. It’s wisdom, experience, and common sense all rolled into one, and you’ll be doing yourself a service if you not only read the book but put the advice to work when it comes to raising your children.”

            NICHOLAS SPARKS—Best-Selling Author of A Walk to Remember and The Notebook, Father of Five

            “While reading Pinocchio Parenting, I felt my own nose growing as I tried to convince myself I’d never told my kids a fib…ha! Chuck’s witty approach and wise advice make this book a joy to read. Filled with memorable examples, practical ideas, and wisdom honed from years of counseling and fathering, Chuck offers readers the vital tools they need to help their kids face the Real World by consistently speaking the truth in love. A timely, much-needed guide for every parent.”

            LIZ CURTIS HIGGS—Best-Selling Author of Bad Girls of the Bible

            “Chuck Borsellino has written the book that every pastor and parent needs. When I read the manuscript, the ideas immediately became a part of my thinking, speaking, and writing. This book is informative, interesting, exciting, and…necessary. I have thousands of books in my library, but none of them deal with these issues. Good job, Dr. Borsellino! This one is a home run!”

            PASTOR TED HAGGARD—President of the National Association of Evangelicals (NAE)

            “Chuck is one of the most brilliant men I know, with an uncanny ability to make abstract concepts very practical and concrete. This is a great book for us dads and you moms. It rips through the false perceptions that destroy lives, and it preserves the truth that can transform our kids!”

            STEPHEN ARTERBURN—Best-Selling Author of the Every Man’s Series and Healing Is a Choice

            “Once I picked up Pinocchio Parenting, I couldn’t put it down. Combining his unique wit with his keen insight as a practicing psychologist, Chuck Borsellino exposes the lies we’ve all told our children. Instead of piling on heaps of guilt, Pinocchio Parenting offers practical helps for communicating life’s most important truths to our kids. This book is a must-read for every mom and dad.”

            DR. ROBERT JEFFRESS—Pastor and Best-Selling Author of Hell? Yes!

            “This book will help parents negotiate that squishy ground between platitude and reality and help them dive into some uncomfortable tensions. In a time when kids need honest conversations like never before, this book is a helpful tool to parents on how to think through some of those conversations. Thanks, Chuck, for giving us some good things to think about!”

            DR. HENRY CLOUD—Best-Selling Author of Boundaries

            “I’m guilty of Pinocchio Parenting. The sad truth is, I actually believed some of these lies myself. Thank you, Chuck Borsellino, for both convicting and convincing me. This book is a blessing for any parent willing to be honest with themselves and their children—I’m not lying!”

            LISA WHELCHEL—Best-Selling Author of The Busy Mom’s Guide to Prayer, Creative Correction, The Facts of Life and Other Lessons My Father Taught Me, and Taking Care of the “Me” in Mommy
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                I dedicate this book…

                To the tireless moms and dads living in the trenches of parenthood. Be applauded: despite what they say, you’re doing the right thing.

                To the three kids in my life who turned textbook theories into tried and tested wisdom. Be commended: you turned a man into a dad.

                To my wife of twenty-eight years. You never gave up on me. You never let go of me. You never stopped loving me. Be prepared: someday you will be sainted.

                To my Father who promised me abundant life here on earth and eternal life when I leave. Be praised: this trip has been incredible…I can only imagine the future.

                To you, the one who cracked the cover of this book hoping to find help for your home and hope for your heart. Be encouraged: the truth will set you free.

            

        



            
                Introduction

                The Truth about the Lies We Tell

                SMART PEOPLE BELIEVE HALF OF WHAT THEY HEAR.

                REALLY SMART PEOPLE KNOW WHICH HALF TO BELIEVE.

            

            
                The truth is, everybody lies. Deny it, and you’re probably lying. Small lies are called “fibs.” Big ones are called “whoppers.” Necessary ones are called “white.” For politicians, lying has been perfected to an art form. For parents, it’s more of a necessity:

                “Your mommy and I were just wrestling…”

                “Your fish went to live with their friends in the ocean.”

                “If you keep making that face, it’s going to stay that way.”

                “Tell me the truth, and I promise I won’t get mad. YOU BROKE WHAT?”

                We live in a culture where lying is commonplace—just as fish live in a culture where wet is the norm. According to the book The Day America Told the Truth, 91 percent of Americans surveyed admitted to lying routinely: 86 percent lie to parents, 75 percent lie to friends, 73 percent lie to siblings, and 69 percent lie to spouses (“Oh this old thing—I’ve had it for ages.”) On average we lie about twice a day.1 That’s more often than most people brush their teeth.

                We’ve become a nation of what I call “Pinocchio people.” When our backs are against the wall, the lies seem to slide off the tips of our tongues—and our noses grow a little bit longer:

                
	Money lies: “The check is in the mail.”

	Math lies: “I just turned thirty-nine.”

	Medical lies: “The doctor will call you right back.”

	Work lies: “I can’t come in to work today. I think I have diphtheria.”

	Social lies: “It’s delicious, but I just can’t eat another bite.”

	Advertising lies: “Melt away ten pounds in just ten minutes!”

	Dating lies: “I had a great time. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

	And necessary lies: “Fat? No, honey, you look great in that dress.”



                To lie has become as American as apple pie. We lie to protect ourselves; we lie to promote ourselves. We lie when it’s convenient; we lie when we’re caught.

                According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, each year more than 10 million taxpayers lie to the IRS, 6.6 million job applicants lie on their resumes, 300,000 doctors lie to health insurance providers, and 490,000 lawyers in America admit that they distort the truth in order to aid their clients and win their cases.2 (By the way, how do you know when a lawyer is lying? Some people say it’s when their lips are moving.)

                One Sunday a minister concluded his sermon by saying, “Next Sunday I’m going to be speaking on the ninth Commandment: “Thou shalt not lie.” In preparation for the lesson, I want each member of the congregation to read the seventeenth chapter of Mark.”

                The following Sunday the minister said, “Last Sunday I asked each of you to read the seventeenth chapter of Mark in preparation for this morning’s service. If you read the seventeenth chapter of Mark, please raise your hand.” Nearly every hand in the congregation went up.

                Then the minister said, “Those of you who didn’t raise your hands can go home. Those who did raise your hands are the ones I want to talk to this morning. There is no seventeenth chapter of Mark.”

                Dr. Bella DePaulo, a psychologist at the University of Virginia, concluded that some relationships are virtual magnets for deception. The worst? Parent-teenager relationships. “College students lie to their mothers in one out of two conversations,” DePaulo discovered.3 As a father of a college student, I find that revelation rather eye opening.

                The proverbial ball, however, isn’t only in the teenage court. Unfortunately, most of us parents have taken the “license to lie” to our children to new levels. Not intentionally, mind you; but unintentional distortions have the same consequences—damage that’s done to us, as well as to our kids. Damage that ruins our credibility and warps their reality.

                We’ve become “Pinocchio parents”—and our parental noses just keep getting longer:

                
	“It’s not your fault.”

	“God helps those who help themselves.”

	“Honey, you can be anything you want to be.”

	“When I was your age, I walked to school in the snow…without shoes…uphill both ways!”



                Really?

                Living by the Lie

                According to psychologist Dr. Chris Thurman, most of us are “living by the lie.” In his book The Lies We Believe, Thurman makes the case that we become what we believe. He concludes that while circumstances affect our lives, it is our beliefs about those circumstances that give birth to our behaviors.4 Steve Chandler, author of Seventeen Lies That Are Holding You Back and the Truth That Will Set You Free, agrees. Our beliefs, not our feelings, are what determine our behaviors, he says. In the same manner our feelings are no more the cause of our problems than the red spots on our faces are the cause of our measles. Feelings are not the source of problems; they are the result.5

                So if beliefs determine behavior, where do our beliefs come from? Well, in most cases they are suggested by good ol’ Mom and Dad. That’s right—well-intentioned parents that innocently tell tales to their kids. Parents like you and me.

                Of course, our purposes are noble. In most cases they are designed to:

                
	Make sense of our circumstances (“It’s not whether you win or lose—it’s how you play the game.”)

	Bring assurance to our anxieties (“It’s not your fault.”)

	Inspire our kids to live beyond their limits (“You can be anything you want to be.”)



                Unfortunately, the little lies, fibs, and clichés we tell our kids today become the beliefs that shape their behaviors tomorrow. Want a few examples? Although the names are changed, each of the following stories is true.

                Darrin is a typical seventeen-year-old, five-foot-eleven teenager who would rather play basketball than crack open his chemistry book. He barely passed the eleventh grade. It doesn’t matter though; Darrin is counting on playing basketball in the NBA…for the Detroit Pistons. Well-intentioned parents wanting to motivate Darrin told him to “dream big,” because one day all his dreams would come true.

                His belief: “If I dream it, I can do it.”

                Melody is a seven-year-old girl who is confused about God. Since she can remember, her parents told her there is a God in heaven. She’s not so sure anymore. Since she can remember, her parents also told her there’s a Santa Claus at the North Pole. But recently, when Melody shared with her friends at school what she wanted from Santa for Christmas, they laughed at her.

                Her belief: “I can’t tell when Mommy and Daddy are telling the truth—or when they’re telling a tale.”

                Jessica is a bright but insecure eighteen-year-old high-school senior who has worked hard to maintain her A average. Unfortunately, socializing has never come easily for her. Her parents were so pleased with her success in school that they promised her they would give her whatever she wanted for graduation. When she said, “I want breast implants,” they said, “OK.”

                Her belief, reinforced by her parents’ quick acceptance of her request: “My social status will increase with my chest size.”

                Twenty-two-year-old Eric sits on the sidelines of life waiting for his big break. He was voted Most Likely to Succeed in high school but completed only two years of college before dropping out. He has failed to keep a permanent job ever since. Today he spends most of his time sleeping and waiting for success to come knocking—when he wins the lottery. After all, his parents always told him he had “unlimited potential” and that someday he was going to “make it big.”

                His belief: “It’s easier to live on my potential than to pursue a goal and fail.”

                Conner has his marital back against the wall. He’s been married for four years. While he loves Lisa very much, he never buys her a birthday gift or anniversary card. He always has an excuse—just like his father did. Conner’s mother was an enabler who used to pardon his dad’s practice with the cliché, “That’s OK. It’s the thought that counts.” Conner’s wife isn’t so…understanding.

                His belief:

                “Like father, like son—that’s the way I was raised.

                My mother was OK with it.

                Lisa just needs to be more understanding.”

                I’ve been a therapist now for over twenty-five years, first as a marriage and family therapist, then as a clinical psychologist. Over the years I’ve seen each of these situations in therapy. My conclusion: behind each unhealthy behavior is an unhealthy belief, whether conscious or not.

                Beliefs determine behavior. That means that the key to changing behavior is to change beliefs—to exchange unhealthy or unrealistic beliefs for healthy, realistic ones. It’s really quite simple: change unhealthy beliefs, and you’ll change unhealthy behavior.

                In each of the previous examples, these kids were good kids—but also misdirected kids. They had good parents, but misguided parents. As a psychologist, I’ve sat with many troubled teens and puzzled parents, and I can tell you this: Most parents aren’t mean—but many are misled. Most kids aren’t mindless—but many are misinformed.

                Generally speaking, parents are well intentioned. We do our best to create a family environment that will protect our kids when they’re young and prepare them for when they’re older. We do what we can to provide them with a healthy diet of motivation, encouragement, and support. But sometimes we end up feeding them “ideas” that are helpful in the short run but harmful for their future—motivational snacks that soothe the spirit but spoil the main meal; snacks that not only contaminate their beliefs but discredit the cook.

                True Lies

                In most cases we’re simply repeating the clichés we heard from our own parents when we were growing up. If it was good for me, it will be good for them, we figure. We don’t stop and think, But is it true? We assume the clichés, half-truths, and tales we share will motivate the motionless and bring clarity to the confused. Just what our kids need, right?

                The trouble with our tales is that many of them contain a little bit of fact and a little bit of fiction. Subconsciously we hope the fact outweighs the fiction, because believing the tale would make everything seem OK. But it’s not OK. Believing a lie doesn’t make it the truth. That’s the first problem.

                The second problem is this: because a lie often contains an element of truth, spotting the lie is difficult. If it’s sometimes true, is it always true? Where does the truth end and the lie begin? If only the lie jumped out from the truth and made itself known! Unfortunately, it doesn’t. It’s like distinguishing salt and sugar. Distinguishing salt from pepper is easy; distinguishing salt from sugar is much more difficult. But just because two things are hard to distinguish doesn’t mean they go together.

                Finally, we’re creatures of habit. We repeat what we hear but fail to examine what we believe. As a result, we perpetuate the problem by passing on the tales we’ve heard without giving them much thought. After all, the ones who told us these tales were honest, sincere, loving people, right? They were our parents. Surely they wouldn’t lie to us…would they?

                No, not intentionally. But honest, sincere, loving parents are not always right—even if they are honest, sincere, and loving. Honest.

                Perhaps you have this book in your hand right now because you’re curious. You’re thinking to yourself, Am I a Pinocchio parent? What lies, tales, and clichés do I tell my kids? How do these lies hurt them? How do they hurt me?

                In the pages that follow, we’re going to examine twenty-one of the most common lies, half-truths, tales, and clichés that roll off the tips of our parental tongues. We’ll sort out fact from fiction, intention from outcome. You see, passing on lies to our kids because “they sound good” or because “that’s what my mom and dad told me” will only make our noses grow longer. One day our children just may notice our Pinocchio noses and yell, “Liar, liar, parents on fire!”

                This is a disorder that can be extinguished.
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                THE LIE

                You Can Be Anything You Want to Be

                
                    “OK, THEN, I WANT TO BE WONDER WOMAN.”

                    Debbie Borsellino, age seven

                

            

            
                Business was brisk. The sign in the window said it all: “We’ll make you whoever you want to be.” Outside, the line was long; inside, the options were limitless: supermodel, Supreme Court justice, or Sleeping Beauty. The process was painless: make your selection, pay your fee, and live the dream. Excitement filled the air as lives were converted from plumber to president, from window washer to Wonder Woman. Unfortunately, the transformations were temporary. The sign over the door read Rick’s Halloween Costumes. The fine print on the receipt read “All costumes must be returned by Tuesday.”

                When I was growing up, Halloween was an opportunity to suspend the realities of life and become anybody I wanted to be…at least for one night. It was about more than trading costumes for candy; it was about trading fact for fantasy. Even if it only lasted a day, it was unforgettable!

                You don’t have to be a Harvard-trained psychologist to realize that costume choices say a lot about a person’s dreams and desires. When I was eight, I was a black bear. At nine I was one of the Beatles. By eleven I was a pirate, fully equipped with eye patch, hand hook, sword, pistol, and Mace (just in case). That was the year my parents took note of my gradual decline from black bear to Blackbeard. That was also the year they began to pray for me—I’m talking on your knees, hands clasped, eyes closed, “We need a miracle” kind of prayer. Fasting was soon to follow!

                Not long after that, Halloween changed. Halloween was “for kids,” and dressing up was for the innocent or the immature. Nevertheless, one Halloween message survived long after the costumes were tucked away in the hallway closet: “You can be anything you want to be.” All I had to do was dream it and then become it.

                OK, then, I want to be Brad Pitt!

                That’s when I noticed that noses began to grow.

                Jennifer’s parents didn’t mean for it to happen, but their noses were growing too. Jennifer was barely out of diapers when she was told to dream beyond her limits. Not just to do something significant with her life…but something supernatural. Her well-intentioned parents told her that she was destined for distinction. They said she could be anything she wanted to be, and Jennifer believed them. That’s when five-year-old Jennifer surveyed the landscape of possibilities and made a decision. While watching a football game one Sunday afternoon with her dad, Jennifer decided to become a Dallas Cowboys cheerleader. Why not?

                Throughout her early years Jennifer’s parents enrolled her in jazz and gymnastics classes, followed by two years of dance classes. She was told that she had “potential,” but on the floor there was little evidence. In the seventh grade Jennifer began sixteen months of cheerleading lessons at Champion Cheer. Then it was time to fulfill her destiny and begin her march to Cowboys Stadium by first becoming a high-school cheerleader.

                Easier said than done.

                Jennifer was dismissed during the first round of competition in the ninth grade. Her lessons continued. She made it to the second round in the tenth grade, when the judges said, “Try again next year.” Disappointed but still dreaming, she made her way back to cheer school.

                Finally, it was time to shine or get off the stage. Jennifer tried out one more time in the eleventh grade. Unfortunately, the results were the same. Apparently, her five-foot-eight, 134-pound frame was her enemy—not her ally. Jennifer’s ankles couldn’t handle the impact of landing her round-off back handsprings. Braces increased her support, ice decreased her swelling…but nothing provided a solution. Her heart was broken, her dream was shattered, and her belief in the “dream it and do it” theory was crushed.

                Getting Wise to the Lies

                During his nationally televised presidential nomination speech in 1996, Bob Dole stated that 74 percent of all Americans believe that with hard work, “you can be anything you want to be.”1 He said it; we believe it. Unfortunately, that doesn’t change the facts. Let’s check the fine print:

                
	It may be conceivably true…after all, 74 percent believe it.

	It may be partially true…dreams do begin with desire.

	It may be relatively true…it’s easier to achieve your dreams in America than anywhere else.

	But it’s not absolutely true…even though that’s the way we tell it.



                It’s a belief that’s fashionable, but not factual. Whether we like it or not, birds don’t swim, fish don’t fly, and basketball superstars don’t make baseball players, even when their name is Michael Jordan.

                Michael Jordan had a lifelong desire to play major-league baseball. With his basketball achievements behind him, his baseball aspirations before him, and his athletic abilities within him, he stepped into the batter’s box—and found out during the next two agonizing years that he couldn’t hit a curve ball. The Chicago Bulls were delighted; Michael gave up baseball, returned to basketball, and led them to another NBA World Championship.

                Someone like Marcus Buckingham could have saved him a lot of trouble. In his best-selling book Now, Discover Your Strengths, Buckingham challenges the notion that anyone can learn to be anything he or she wants to be. He asserts that one of the most significant variables that propels a person from average to awesome is neither skill nor knowledge, but talent. Skill and knowledge can be developed, but talent is unique, enduring, and resistant to change. According to Buckingham, teaching kids that they can be anything they want to be minimizes their individuality and suggests that each child is merely a blank sheet of paper. One page just like the other 499 in the pack of 500. A piece of copy paper for the printer rather than an individually cut diamond for the jeweler.2

                Arthur Miller puts it this way in his book Why You Can’t Be Anything You Want to Be: education may help develop your mind, the church may help define your calling, motivation may help drive your dream, and the workplace may help direct your skills; but ultimately, success is based more on your unique abilities than your personal desires.3 After all, if anybody can be anything, then the only difference between a nurse and a neurosurgeon is personal choice (and their paychecks).

                Recently I had the opportunity to sit with a highly skilled cardiologist. Not in an operating room, but in a television studio. Not between surgeries, but between stories. Max Lucado is an author who can touch the human heart with a word better than a heart surgeon can with a scalpel. He’s a publishing phenomenon with more than forty million books in print. He can make a story come to life better than Broadway. Maybe that’s why Reader’s Digest declared him “Best Preacher in America.”4 For fifteen years I knew Max from a distance, as I devoured most of his manuscripts. During the past five years I’ve gotten to know the person behind the pen, as I’ve interviewed him several times in the studio. The first fifteen years were like hamburger; the last five have been like filet.

                The focus of our recent interview was his book called Cure for the Common Life: Living in Your Sweet Spot. In it Max comes to the same conclusion others have: you simply cannot be anything you want to be. That you can is a lie that trickles into many a preacher’s teaching. But as Max points out, God created each person to be “you-nique.” To one he gave an eye for organization, to another an ear for music, and to another a mind that understands quantum physics. Would Beethoven have made a better chemist than composer? Could you imagine Picasso as an accomplished accountant? The numbers just wouldn’t have lined up—literally! Lucado asks, “Can an acorn become a rose, a whale fly like a bird, or lead become gold?”5

                The Bible asks a similar question: “Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard his spots?” (Jeremiah 13:23).

                TRUTH OR CONSEQUENCES

                Believing a lie is the first step toward living it. Remember, our behaviors are driven by our beliefs. The fact is, following this particular lie will lead our kids down the path to personal disappointment, causing them to question both the message and the messenger. We want to motivate our kids to dream big and reach for their goals, but this tale goes over the line.

                THE TRUTH

                You may not be able to be anything you want to be in life, but you can do the most you can with what you have and do it in a way nobody has ever seen before.

                My son isn’t a superstar; my daughter isn’t a supermodel…and I’m no closer to being Brad Pitt. For years my sister wanted to be Wonder Woman, but the tights never fit. Clearly, we can’t be anything we want to be in life, despite what many well-intentioned people say. It’s time to call this concept a fable, not a fact.

                I’m not suggesting that we stop encouraging our children to have big dreams, but let’s teach them to dream with their eyes open and their feet on the ground, rather than with their eyes closed and their fingers crossed behind their backs. Let’s teach them how to develop the gifts and talents God has given them instead of trying to become something or someone they were never intended to be.

                My dad was a welder. He worked at Proctor & Gamble as a welder for most of his life. He was probably the smartest guy I have ever known…and he didn’t make it past the ninth grade. Times were different when my dad grew up. Destinies were determined by World War I, the Depression, and World War II. Putting food on the table and clothes on our backs was more important to him than academic achievement or self-actualization.

                My parent’s grew up to obligations; I grew up to options.

                I don’t remember my parents telling me, “You can be anything you want to be,” but I knew kids whose parents did. Instead, my parents told me that God had a dream for my life and that if I lived for him, he’d fulfill that dream. So while my high-school grades were less than stellar, I discovered they were good enough to pry open the door to college. A bachelor’s degree led to a master’s degree, a master’s degree led to a doctoral degree, and that doctoral degree led to another. (The truth is, I’m not that bright; but I did figure out that going to school was a great way to avoid work!)

                Today I find myself living the dream I would have never dared to ask for. On many mornings I pinch myself on the way to the television studio. I didn’t get here by living my life believing I could be anything I wanted to be. Instead, I got here by living my life for the One who said, “I know the plans I have for you…plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future” (Jeremiah 29:11 NIV).

                I offered God kindling;

                he made a castle and gave me the keys.

                As parents we all want the best for our kids. We want them to experience success in life…to “live the dream.” To this end let me offer a few suggestions:

                
	
Resist the Pinocchio pretence of telling your kids they can be anything they want to be. They can’t. But don’t stop with what you don’t tell them; be intentional and proactive in what you do tell them: God has a plan and purpose for their lives. Help them discover and pursue it with everything they’ve got.

	
Encourage your kids to do their very best at whatever they try to do. Remind them that they don’t have to be the best, just their best. Give them plenty of praise and reward effort, not just outcome.

	
Encourage your kids to set their goals high. All kids have certain limitations, but that doesn’t mean they can’t set goals that reach beyond them. Give God a chance to show up and take your kids from “their best” to “his best.”

	
Motivate your children to work hard to accomplish their goals. Talent is a significant factor in goal achievement, but don’t discount effort and endurance. If your kids can’t outsmart or outskill those around them, they can always outwork them.

	
Encourage your children to try lots of different things: play in the band, join the soccer team, take an art class, check out the chess club. That’s how they’ll discover their own unique set of God-given gifts. God has packed our kids’ bags with specific talents, gifts, interests, and desires—all for a purpose. Part of our role as parents is to help them identify and pursue that purpose, not teach them to duplicate someone else’s.



                When you tell your kids the truth about who they are and what they can become, you’re not limiting them. On the contrary, you’re teaching them that with God’s help, their destination can be better than they ever dreamed—it’s just not likely to include becoming a goldfish. Sorry, Josh!

                Oh yeah, remember Jennifer and her dream to cheer? Her parents finally concluded that goals, gifts, and God are what make dreams happen. Jennifer had the goal but not the gift. Maybe God was pointing her in another direction. They encouraged Jennifer to ask God for a new dream—one that utilized the gifts he had given her.

                As a result, as one door closed, another door opened. Just like cheering, this door led to the football field—but as a member of the marching band. Jennifer had been playing the clarinet since she was fourteen. Her talent was unmistakable; her gift was unquestionable. Both made her position with the band undeniable.

                It was her God-given gift, not just her goal,

                that took Jennifer from the sidelines to centerfield.

                The musical talent that Jennifer applied to the marching band marched her to college and beyond. She received a music scholarship to attend Texas Christian University. She is currently a member of the Saint Louis Philharmonic.
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                THE LIE

                Looks Don’t Matter—It’s What’s on the Inside That Counts

            

            
                GOD LOOKS ON THE INSIDE FOR THE THINGS THAT MATTER MOST.

                    UNFORTUNATELY, HE MAY BE THE ONLY ONE WHO DOES.

                Want to find a financial planner? Check the Yellow Pages. Want to find a car? Check the classifieds. What to find a soul mate? Better contact eHarmony.com. Want to find a financial planner—with a new car—for a romantic encounter? Look in the personal ads:

                
                    Her name is Kelli. She describes herself as a “beautiful, buxom blonde.” She’s a thirty-seven-year-old SWF who recently moved from Chattanooga to Dallas and is looking for a “tall and trim, affluent businessman who’s into traveling, eating out, and fantasy fulfillment.” Meet the criteria…and you could be fulfilling your fantasy with Kelli this Friday. Just be sure to send a photo.

                    Hmmm.

                    His name is Chris. He describes himself as an “incurable romantic who’s financially successful and emotionally sensitive.” He’s a forty-one-year-old DWM who’s looking for a “special” woman. According to Chris, special means “twenty to thirty years old, smart, slim, and sexy.” If you like sailing, skiing, and other water sports, send a photo…“in your water-wear.”

                    Double hmmm.

                

                What’s Love Got to Do with It?

                Personal ads are an important source of insight and information about modern dating and mating strategies. Despite the unlimited opportunities to “meet-a-mate” at the hunting grounds of our forefathers (the workplace and church), and despite the continued popularity of singles bars, many busy, high-tech singles have upgraded to personal ads, speed dating, and e-mating. Regardless of the meeting method, however, the research is consistent: physical appearance is still the number one criteria du jour. That’s right…even though most will admit that our culture’s preoccupation with the packaging is shallow—kiddie-pool, puddle-on-the-driveway shallow—looks matter!

                Over the years numerous studies have been conducted on the role of physical attractiveness in the dating process, and the results are “abundant, convincing, and overwhelming”: what’s on the outside trumps what’s on the inside, hands down.1 We all know that superficiality is the rule for Shallow Hal and other mindless men like him—but women? Yep. Despite the fact that most women say they want to date a “kind and sensitive” man, their actions speak louder than their words. Just like men, they tend to choose a book for the cover, not the content.2

                The Beauty Bias

                In their revealing book, Mirror, Mirror: The Importance of Looks in Everyday Life, psychologists Elaine Hatfield and Susan Sprecher point out that while beauty may be in the eye of the beholder, most of America is biased by beauty.3 In fact, according to research, attractive people are most likely to be perceived as:

                
	Friendly

	Sociable

	Competent

	Popular

	Self-confident

	More likely to succeed

	Better adjusted

	Better liked

	More socially skilled

	Mentally healthier4




                Meanwhile, the less attractive or overweight are frequently perceived as:

                
	Lazy

	Simple-minded

	Lonely

	Dependent

	Insecure

	Complaisant5




                And if you think adults are the only ones affected by the beauty bias, think again.

                Trish is a mother of two. Her fourteen-year-old daughter, Jenna, is an average student with a thin build, big brown eyes, and thick dark hair. Jenna can’t keep up with her countless social invitations—sleepovers, birthday parties, movies, and trips to the mall—while her fifteen-year-old sister, Shelley, sits on the social sidelines. Shelley is an A student who has braces on her teeth, glasses for her eyes, and a pituitary disorder that renders her seventy pounds overweight. Friends are few and rejections are familiar. She has a broken spirit; her mother has a broken heart. They don’t say it out loud, but neither is optimistic that Shelley’s future will be any different from the past.

                “That’s OK; it’s what’s on the inside that really counts,” Trish tells Shelley, hoping to soothe her pain and encourage her spirits. Unfortunately, she’s not being altogether truthful—and both mother and daughter know it. They can deny it. They can complain about it. But they can’t change the basic fact that looks make a difference.

                Unfortunately, looks not only make a difference socially, they also make a difference academically. Research has shown that at school, teachers ascribe a “halo effect” to the buffed, the bronzed, and the beautiful. They tend to treat good-looking students as if they’re little angels—whether or not they really are. More specifically, teachers’ expectations are higher for good-looking students…and students tend to live up to their expectations.6 It’s a self-fulfilling prophecy. In fact, in a study of student attitudes, researchers found that most students believed that attractive students were successful because of effort and ability. Those less attractive were deemed successful because of luck.7

                Once you leave the classroom and graduate to the boardroom, things only get worse. First of all, attractive candidates consistently receive higher interview ratings than those deemed less attractive and are therefore more likely to be hired.8 Attractive employees are described as more assertive and more accepted by their coworkers, while less attractive employees are described as less intelligent, less popular, less active, and less likely to succeed9—overall, they are seen as just plain “less.”

                Jennifer Portnick, on the other hand, was just plain more. This forty-one-year-old mom is a personal trainer and fitness instructor. She taught intermediate aerobics classes at World Gym for months, but when she applied to become a Jazzercise franchisee, she was denied. The reason? Body image. Jennifer weighed 240 pounds. She filed a suit against the company for discrimination. They dropped their policy. She dropped her suit.10

                Unfortunately, the bias that began on the playground also has a profound impact on your paycheck. A recent study by the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis found that a worker with below-average looks earned about 9 percent less per hour than a coworker who was viewed as above average in appearance. And it’s not just a pretty face that helps boost wages. A poll of half of all Fortune 500 companies found that their CEOs are almost three inches taller than the average American.11

                Thanks, Dad!

                And by the way, how long does it take for someone to form an opinion about you? Four minutes. That’s right. It takes about four minutes for someone to form a lasting impression about you12—and 65 percent of that impression is based on your appearance.13 First impressions are critical!

                TRUTH OR CONSEQUENCES

                Here’s my point: whether the setting is the classroom or the boardroom, messages are sent by your appearance long before your words are ever heard. Unfortunately, many people will discount the quality of your competence and the caliber of your character simply because of the nature of your appearance. Looks may not matter to God, but they seem to matter to almost everyone else.

                THE TRUTH

                Appearance is important.

                First impressions are fast and unforgettable, so do what you can to make them count, not cost.

                For years I’ve preached the importance of competence and character. Competence is what you do; character is who you are. Together they form the foundation for your future. Unfortunately, they’re not the only things that matter.

                As a psychologist I’ll be the first to tell you that “it’s what’s on the inside that counts.” But as an author I also know that “covers sell books.” The cover compels a window shopper to go further…or go fish. Appearance works the same way. To tell our kids that looks don’t matter is simply not true. It only makes our noses grow longer. The truth is, if they don’t pay a healthy, reasonable amount of attention to their outward appearance, there’s no question that their potential for social, academic, and vocational success will be affected.

                Don’t misunderstand me. If I had to choose a book based on its cover or on its content, I’d choose content, hands down. Content will keep my interest and feed my mind long after the glitter of the cover wears off. But publishers know the importance of catching the eye of the buyer, and they will spend great amounts of time and resources creating a cover that will help convert a scanner into a buyer. A creative title and cover get the book off the shelf and into the hand; a critique of the content gets it to the cash register.

                With people, competence and character are the qualities that count over the long haul. They are the substance that relationships are built on. They sustain and satisfy our craving for connection long after the glitter of the “cover” wears off. But here’s the point: it will be your “cover” that opens the door; it will be your “content” that keeps you there. Strive for both! Appearance matters—no matter how loudly we protest…no matter how shallow it seems. We must not mislead our children to believe that appearance is irrelevant. It’s not.

                Just ask Kelli and Chris. Personally, I don’t know if Kelli or Chris ever found what they were looking for, but word on the street was that Kelly wasn’t exactly the “buxom bombshell” she advertised, and Chris was “financially successful”—only if you think in terms of tips from pizza deliveries. Whatever happened to truth in advertising?

                Dressing for Success

                Parenting in this area is a challenge. Overemphasize appearance, and your kids become superficial, focused primarily on the external. Underemphasize appearance, and your kids are discounted academically, socially, and vocationally. In order to “dress your kids for success,” you need to help them find the right balance between these two opposing forces. That’s no easy task—kind of like buying fashion without paying a fortune.

                Many helpful and not-so-helpful professionals offer a smorgasbord of treats and treatments to assist you. Appetizers include braces for crooked teeth and implants for missing ones; dermatologists for blemished skin and tanning salons for the white-skinned. Main-meal options include an array of plastic surgery procedures and a “solution” for every imperfection: liposuction for the “full-figured,” breast augmentation for the “less-figured,” and rhinoplasty for the disfigured. For dessert there are personal trainers, makeup artists, hair stylists, clothing experts, and nutritionists who can be added a la carte.

                Did I miss anybody?

                As the parent it’s your responsibility to make balanced, healthy menu choices for your children. It’s up to you to discern what’s wanted, what’s needed, and what’s simply wished for. In addition to financial constraints, you must consider which “adjustments” or “add-ons” will be helpful and which will ultimately be harmful to a specific child’s physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual well-being. When it comes to raising prepared kids, not just pretty kids, balance is the key.

                Here are some suggestions for helping your children find that healthy balance between caring for what’s on the inside and what’s on the outside:

                
	
Major on “health”; minor on “beauty.” Emphasize healthy eating and regular exercise so that your kids learn to value fitness, not vanity. Everything from weight management to hygiene, skin care to smoking, can all be couched in terms of “What’s the healthy thing to do?”

	
Replace snack foods with healthy foods. If it’s not in the pantry, it can’t find its way to their stomachs. You may not be able to control everything that finds its way to their mouths, but you can manage most of the options they find in your house.

	
Consider the following as investments, not expenses: orthodontists for braces, dermatologists for skin care, stylists for hair care, and even plastic surgeons for cosmetic repairs. Notice I said “repairs,” not “enhancements”—the first deals with a restoration, the second deals with a fixation. Anything can be taken too far, including the pursuit of physical “perfection.”

	
Understand there will be times to sacrifice and times to save. When investing in your children’s appearance, never accept that you must live beyond your financial means in order to provide for their fashion wants. On the other hand, there may be times when it’s appropriate to spend beyond your comfort level in order to provide for their legitimate needs.

	
Spend money on staples; save money on trends, when it comes to shopping for clothes. Your kids need to understand that if they march to the drum of the fashion industry, their closets may be full, but your wallet will be empty. That’s not good stewardship. Teach them to compare cost and consequences, fit and fashion, by letting them know there is a budget for back-to-school clothes. Then ask, “Now, which choice do you think would be best, given the money we have to spend?” Start early and repeat often!

	
Remember that nothing speaks louder than your example. Kids learn more with their eyes than their ears. They’ll follow your footsteps faster than your words. Model the behaviors you want them to follow: Eat right. Exercise often. Dress smart. Your kids are taking notes!



                Remember Trish, Jenna, and Shelley? Well, Trish took these suggestions to heart and began encouraging her daughters to eat and exercise for health reasons, not vanity reasons. Trish adjusted her eating habits, and her daughters followed suit. Trish and Shelley began to “power walk” together thirty minutes a day. Both grew thinner; both grew closer. And before long, Shelley began to smile again.

                Over the next few months, the braces came off. Contact lens went in. Wardrobe changes included new clothes that offered both fit and fashion. Trish watched with parental pride as Shelley’s weight continued to fall, her confidence continued to rise, and her social calendar began to fill. Finally, her newfound friends got to meet the Shelley her mom knew was hiding within her all the time. Trish sees a lot less of Shelley these days (excuse the pun)—but she couldn’t be happier.

                Balance. That’s the lesson to be learned and taught. Suggesting that appearance doesn’t matter is untrue; suggesting that appearance matters most is unhealthy. As parents we need to help our kids do the best they can with what they’ve got. Teaching them to put their best foot forward is smart…making sure their shoes are shined is genius!
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