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PRAISE FOR

Raising a Strong Daughter in a Toxic Culture

    “If you have a daughter—or two, like me—you need this book! Dr. Meg Meeker’s thirty years of being a pediatrician give her the understanding, compassion, and experience to help you build the healthy, loving relationship you both deserve.”

—Rachel Cruze, #1 New York Times bestselling author and host of The Rachel Cruze Show

“Our culture is supposed to be all about empowering women, but really it is strewing our daughters’ paths with more pitfalls than any previous generation has had to navigate—from life-threatening bad advice about early sexual activity, to an epidemic of depression (some of it driven by social media), to a near complete misunderstanding of what makes for a happy, productive life. Dr. Meg Meeker is a truth-teller, because she cares about kids—and she knows about kids. She knows how your daughter thinks—maybe even better than you do—and she understands the challenges that parents face. If you want proven advice on how to be a better parent to your daughter, you’ll find it here.”

—Benjamin Watson, tight end for the Superbowl champion New England Patriots, father of seven children, and author of The New Dad’s Playbook: Gearing Up for the Biggest Game of Your Life

    “I devoured this book. I learned so much. As a family doctor, I plan to steal—oops, I meant to say share—many of the pearls of wisdom I gained from this indispensable book. My recommendation to parents: Read this book. Now. Then read it again or listen to the audio. Get it in your bones. Then the next time you encounter a tough situation with your daughter, ask yourself, ‘What would Dr. Meeker do?’ And do it.”

—Leonard Sax, M.D., Ph.D., father of a teenage daughter and author of the New York Times bestseller The Collapse of Parenting

    
“Daughters need attention. But not just any kind. They need the kind of attention that meets their essential needs. In this book, Meg gives guidance in how to think about those needs and how to meet them. A great help, and a great reminder!”

—Dr. Henry Cloud, psychologist and New York Times bestselling author of Boundaries

    “Honest and emotionally sensitive, this is the best parenting book to help mothers and fathers understand their daughters.”

—Erica Komisar, LCSW, author of Being There: Why Prioritizing Motherhood in the First Three Years Matters

    “In this book as in everything she writes, Dr. Meg Meeker offers superb insights for parents and caregivers today. She’s a trusted guide through tough topics and a sane voice in confusing times. Don’t miss this.”

—Maureen Mackey, editor-in-chief of LifeZette
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To Ainsley, Mary, Maggie, and Elliot, who will be the next generation of strong women






Introduction How to Do the Right Thing


Let’s face it. Daughters can be trouble.

But that’s because they’re human. You can be trouble too. We all can, because while most of us want to do the right thing—as parents or as kids—we’re also tempted to do the wrong thing.

This struggle isn’t new. In fact, you can find it all the way back in the Bible. When Saint Paul addressed the Romans, he said something extraordinary. Putting his finger solidly on the conflict each man, woman, and child experiences, he said, “I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do.”

As parents, it is critical that we recognize that our sweet, innocent daughters live with the same struggle. Even at two years old, your daughter knows what is generally right and generally wrong. She knows intuitively what she should do (not hit her baby brother in the head with a plastic bat), and yet she does it anyway. She is born with a conscience and from the time she is little, she feels a fundamental tension between doing what is right and doing what is wrong. She contends with her will, her desire for independence, and an impishness that every parent of a young daughter has witnessed.

Your job as a good parent is to understand your daughter, to help her win the battle of conscience, to help her desire what is good and avoid what is evil (no matter how temporarily tempting that evil might seem), to know when disobedience is actually attention-seeking (and many girls’ self-destructive behaviors are exactly that), and to guide her through inevitable disappointments and hardships.

It is harder to be a child or an adolescent than it used to be. Our culture is very different from what it was even ten years ago, and it is now often hostile to what is in children’s best interests. Girls in the third grade are on diets. Teachers instruct our children that “gender” is “fluid” and that they can choose whether they want to be boys or girls. Some girls begin menstruating in the third grade. Others have “boyfriends” in the fifth or sixth grade. By junior high, most girls are familiar with the term oral sex and may have witnessed it in pornography, if not in fact. They are well-versed in sexually transmitted infections and know about contraception, what an abortion is, and how they should “protect” themselves.

By high school, they will know about drinking and smoking, sleeping around and hooking up, and too many will think that hooking up is something expected of them—even if they hate it (and they do). By their sophomore year if not before, they will know girls who suffer from anxiety and depression—and they will know about kids their age committing suicide.

Our daughters and granddaughters face many threats, but the good news is that we as parents and grandparents have an enormous influence over our children’s lives and the decisions they make. And it all begins with something as simple as paying attention and affirming that your daughter’s self-worth is inherent—not something she has to earn. It is underlined if you strive to make most of your interactions with her positive, and that can be as easy as spending time with her, letting her know that you take pleasure in being around her, and showing her that you enjoy her company.

Some years ago, I worked with a residential home for troubled teen girls in our area. Most of the girls came to the home angry and defiant. What cured them was adult attention—attention they denied that they wanted or needed. But we gave them adult counselors. They ate with adults, worked with adults, and were taught by adults. In most cases it took about a week, but gradually these girls responded—and appreciated the fact that there were adults who cared about them.

If you want to raise a strong daughter, it begins with showing her that you care. That might be easy early on when she’s an infant (or maybe not if she keeps you up half the night crying). When she’s an awkward adolescent, it might be harder (or maybe not, since adolescent girls can melt their fathers’ hearts). The key thing is to stay engaged, to be there, to understand. This book is the culmination of my thirty years of writing, speaking, teaching, and practicing as a pediatrician. I have tried to keep the notes to a minimum and focus instead on stories that illustrate some of the most important lessons I’ve learned about kids that can help you and your children do the right thing and have happy, healthy lives together.






Chapter One Know Her Heart


From the church balcony, I looked down and saw Stefani. She was eight years old, and my gut told me that something was terribly wrong. Her lips looked blue and her movements were sluggish. Though she wasn’t my patient, I knew her mother socially, and after the church service I ran down the stairs to get a closer look at the little girl. She was thin, drawn, and pale. Her mother said Stefi was getting “over a recent viral infection that had gone to her heart.” She described her daughter’s symptoms, and I guessed it was a Coxsackie virus that causes a rash, fever, and—rarely—heart problems. I said I thought Stefani needed further evaluation by her pediatrician. A cardiologist friend of mine quickly got Stefi to the Mayo Clinic, where her parents were told that unless she received a heart transplant soon she would die of heart failure.

Stefi was put on a transplant list and our little church congregation prayed their hearts out for her. She and her parents began the agony of waiting for a new heart to come. And it did.

The selfless parents of Oliver, a seven-year-old boy who had recently died, donated his heart.

Just before she was taken into surgery, Stefi’s doctor, Dr. Ackerman, came to see her. They chatted for a while and then the kind doctor prayed with her and asked if she had any questions. “Yes.” She said. “Am I going to die?”

He replied, “No! As a matter of fact, I’m going to dance with you at your senior prom!” This was quite a promise from a physician in Minnesota to an eight-year-old in Michigan.

Stefi’s surgery was extremely risky, but she came through it well. Transplanting a vital organ from one person to another poses challenges that other surgeries don’t. She would face possible organ rejection. She needed to take long-term, powerful drugs to keep her tiny body from rejecting the foreign heart. The drugs included steroids that made her swell like a balloon.

She was on some of these drugs for months and others for years, but I never once heard Stefani or her parents complain about the side effects and everything she had to go through. She remained a kind, soft-spoken, and gentle soul.

Stefani endured her years of treatment with strength and humility. Today she is a nurse—and a very good and compassionate one. She is married and very happy. And her senior prom? She bought a beautiful dress, arrived at the dance, and while mingling with friends, looked up and noticed something remarkable. A few feet from her stood Dr. Ackerman. He had come to dance with Stefi as he had promised ten years earlier. No one at the prom could believe what they saw as the tiny girl with a new heart danced with a surgeon from the Mayo Clinic.

Stefani had lived with two hearts, but one unchangeable personality.

When we speak of a person’s heart, we mean so much more than its physical manifestation. We talk of broken hearts, of hearts representing our passions, our sympathies, our truest selves. Our hearts sink in sorrow or soar in exultant joy. And all these feelings can have physical manifestations: our hearts can beat faster with excitement, we can laugh until our ribs hurt, or we can be doubled over with anguish.

Our daughters’ hearts are obviously physical, but when we speak of a daughter’s heart we speak also of her emotions, character, and spirituality. Her heart—her personality, her core—is constant, even if her expressions of her personality, feelings, thoughts, and emotions are not.

Every daughter wants to give four things that come from the “heart.” She wants to give love. She wants to form strong attachments. She wants to nurture. And she wants to be loved.

Daughters look to their parents to give them a strong sense of confidence and security in their early years. But as our daughters grow, our perspective as parents should change. For parents it’s no longer simply a question of what we can give to our daughters, but of what they need to give to others.

You might say, “My daughter refuses to show affection. She treats me with contempt. Far from nurturing her little brother, she’s nasty to him. She’s even mean to her friends.” I know, but read on. No matter how much her needs are hidden or how she behaves outwardly, the desire to give love and be loved still lies deep within her—a constant yearning. And this should give you tremendous hope, because beneath the toddler having temper tantrums, or the angry middle schooler who says she would rather text on her phone than talk to you, or the tattooed teenager who thinks she’s a rebel, lies a heart that is still tender. It may be buried under anger, disappointment, sadness, or jealousy—and that’s okay. Your job as a parent is to gently chip away at all the barriers she might erect around her heart. But always know that her heart is still there and that she still desires to give love and to be loved. You can’t—and don’t need to—control everything she does. Life will inevitably leave a few scars on her. But if you understand her constant, fundamental longings, you will eventually understand each other and your relationship will shift—sometimes dramatically—for the better.

Longing #1: To Love

For most parents, showing love for an infant daughter is easy. It’s just as easy and natural for a young daughter to express her love for her parents by hugging and kissing them, drawing pictures of them, and feeling ashamed if she breaks parental rules and acts badly. She senses that love is a two-way street—that if she expresses love, she is more likely to receive it.

Three or four times when I was about eight years old, my father brought me to work with him on Saturday mornings. It made me feel special, and those good memories have stayed with me all my life. He let me spin in his enormous desk chair, and when we left his office at the Mass General Hospital we would walk to Harvard Square. He smoked a pipe, and I still love the smell of pipe smoke. He insisted on walking on the traffic side of the pavement, saying that “a man should always walk between you and the road in case something happens. That way, he’ll get hurt and you won’t.”

We would go to a cafe where he ordered coffee, I had hot chocolate, and we both ate baba au rhums (yeast cakes saturated in rum and sugar with whipped cream on top). Truth be told, I never liked them. I was eight. I liked Ho Hos and Twinkies. But I ate them anyway to show my dad that I loved him.

As a child, I was one of the lucky ones. I never doubted my dad’s love for me. Whether I gave him a ridiculous drawing or sewed him a dog made of felt, he would always smile graciously and say, “I love it,” though I don’t recall my crafts staying long in our home.

When your young daughter expresses her love for you, she is using you as a test. Will you love her back, or will you ignore her? Will you return her kiss, or will you turn away? If she brings you a craft she made, will you stop and admire it, or will you wave her away, immersed in your phone?

If you return your daughter’s love, she will trust others more and her heart will remain tender. But if her overtures are rejected, she will begin to wall off her heart and she will withdraw, afraid to be hurt again.

Let’s be honest—we all fail our kids, at least occasionally. We can’t react with jubilation over every gesture of love. But the point is not about being perfect; it’s about being present—physically, mentally, and emotionally—and providing an overall experience of love and appreciation. A sincere heart is all your daughter needs. Do your best and let mistakes go.


Longing #2: To Form Strong Attachments

A daughter will reflexively seek to form an attachment to her parents through her first years of life. If you respond well to these overtures and meet her needs, she will feel secure. If, however, you ignore her or become angry with her and do so repeatedly through her first three years, she could have trouble forming healthy attachments later in life.

The idea of “attachment parenting” was popularized by the groundbreaking work of British psychiatrist Dr. John Bowlby, who studied maladjusted children and concluded that a child’s failing to form a strong attachment to her mother was a major cause of later emotional and psychological problems.1

One of his students, Dr. Mary Ainsworth, expanded on his research and helped confirm his conclusions, becoming one of the most respected figures in the field of child psychology.

The work of Bowlby, Ainsworth, and Dr. Mary Main (one of Ainsworth’s students) eventually led to the identification of four different types of attachment.2

With secure attachment, children trust their parents (or caregivers, like nannies) to respond to their needs, and these children generally go on to greater success in life and have healthy relationships.

Anxious-resistant attachment occurs when a daughter longs for security and safety, but because she fears parental neglect and is not reassured when she receives attention, she clings to her parents, fearful of being separated from them and alone. Ironically, as she clings to them, she really doesn’t emotionally depend on them at all.

In anxious-avoidant attachment, the child shuts down emotionally to guard herself from pain and even avoids her parents.

Disorganized attachment is when a girl is suspicious of her parents or caregivers, isolates herself from others, and is often aggressive and angry.

Attachment theory has many aspects, but I mention it to underline a simple point: your daughter wants a healthy relationship with you, and that begins by offering her consistent emotional support and attention. If you do that, you’ve already gone a long way toward giving your daughter a strong start in life.

Many parents (particularly mothers, especially those who work full-time) worry about forming the right attachment with their child. Some worry whether it’s too late to form such an attachment. And others (again, usually mothers) are tempted to become overattached to their daughters. So the million-dollar question is how do you get it right?

Bowlby focused on a child’s attachment to her mother because in the 1940s and 1950s when he did much of his work, most mothers remained home with their children while fathers worked outside the home. But times have obviously changed, and fathers can form beautiful attachments with their children. I have witnessed this in many families, including my own.

When our oldest two children were young, my physician husband stayed home with them while I completed my pediatric residency. This took three and a half years, and it bothered me that in the middle of the night the girls wanted him, not me, to comfort them. By circumstance and necessity, they considered him the more loving, compassionate caregiver because he always attended to their needs. He and the kids formed a very healthy attachment. And what about me? I’m still close to all my children, and even help take care of the grandchildren. I made up for lost time by doing the best I could when I could. Healthy attachment isn’t rocket science; any parent can do it if they don’t overthink it.

Overthinking is a problem that afflicts parents who “over attach” to their daughters; they allow their daughters to become the center of their world, to the exclusion of other relationships. We’ve all met these parents: the ones who won’t stop talking about their kids, who act as if their children’s successes are their own. If you don’t feel whole without your child, if you measure your own worth in terms of your child’s achievements, if you need your child to be present with you most of the time, then you and your child likely have an unhealthy attachment. It’s a common problem, and it can happen to the most well-meaning, loving parents. Parents try so hard to do the right thing, but sometimes they go overboard and become dependent on their children’s approval and success. The harsh truth is that daughters need parents, but parents can live without their daughters. And all parents should remember that their daughters will eventually leave home. The best way to avoid overattachment is to love your daughter and be there when she needs you, but to go on with your life (and let her get on with hers) and not obsess over your child. That’s how children—and their parents—learn to mature in a healthy way.

On the other end of the spectrum are girls who spend the first years of their lives in poorly run orphanages where they are brutally neglected or abused. As infants they learn that crying won’t deliver food, attention, or affection. So they stop crying, and over the ensuing months they stop showing emotion at all. As they grow up they might start exhibiting antisocial behaviors because they never formed the positive attachments to parents that give children a sense of security and confidence.

One patient of mine was a nine-year-old girl who had been adopted from a foreign orphanage six months before her visit by a lovely family. She was having trouble at school, couldn’t make friends (indeed, she got into fights that she started), refused to participate in school activities, and was uncommunicative or angry at home.

I got the girl to talk to me and discovered that her orphanage was essentially run by the oldest children—the teenagers—who terrorized the younger children, and that some of the girls were sexually assaulted by the teenage boys. It was horrifying, of course, to hear this, but her mother hoped that with a lot of love and support her new daughter would “get over” much of the early pain she had endured.

“I think that the only thing she is comfortable with is anger,” her mother said. “She never smiles. She won’t let us hug or kiss her. She pulls the hair of her classmates. And she is outright mean to her siblings. As a matter of fact, she went after her twelve-year-old brother recently with a baseball bat and tried to hit him. He was genuinely scared.”

Her mother was beside herself and wondered what, if anything, she could do to help her daughter. She went through some very difficult times as her daughter got involved with drugs and sexual activities and almost ran away from home. But her parents stuck with her and employed a counselor to help them. And as their daughter matured through her teen years, she allowed her longing for love to seep out—just a little at a time.

Let me be clear: not all children raised in orphanages or with foster parents develop attachment disorders. I have met hundreds of resilient children who came from terrible home environments and went on to lead healthy and productive lives. My point is a general one: if you feel your daughter might have an attachment disorder, talk with your pediatrician about it.

Longing #3: To Nurture

From the time they’re infants, girls are a far more interested in relationships than boys are. Boys like objects that appeal to their eyes. Girls want interaction; they want to communicate and feel and offer affection.

Some psychologists will tell you that daughters prefer dolls to trucks because they have been trained to do so, but they’re wrong. And if you watch a young girl play with a doll you can see part of the reason why: she will likely cuddle it, clothe it, and pretend to bathe it. She will use the doll to express her desire to love, to show kindness, and to nurture. Any parent who has raised both a son and a daughter knows that boys have very different interests, skill sets, and ways of communication. And if you want scientific backing for what you can observe yourself, you can look to experts like Dr. Leonard Sax, who wrote the excellent book Why Gender Matters, Second Edition: What Parents and Teachers Need to Know about the Emerging Science of Sex Differences.3 Citing numerous well-done scientific studies, he shows that girls see, hear, and process information very differently than boys do. The differences are not only stark from infancy, but they are physiologically and genetically provable.

Putting dolls aside for a moment, you can get a similar reaction from young girls with stuffed animals. They will pick up the toys and coo over them. Their desire to be kind and to nurture is on display all the time. They see ducklings in the water and want to bring them home so they can raise them. If they find an injured bird, rabbit, or even a toad in the yard, they will feed, house, and care for the animal until it heals. Live with a daughter long enough and her longing to give kindness will surface repeatedly in everything from craft projects given as gifts to crayon pictures expressing her love for you.

When Katherine was eight years old, she was admitted to a nearby children’s hospital for eye surgery. Before she was admitted she asked her mother if she could bring her favorite stuffed animal. “Of course,” her mother replied.

Katherine’s eye surgery went well, and while she was recovering she noticed that most of the other kids in her ward had no stuffed toys to play with—no fuzzy puppy dogs, smooth-haired bears, or cuddly monkeys. “Mom,” she said, “I feel badly for these kids.”

Katherine was checked out of the hospital, but her concern for the other kids didn’t end. She asked her mother if they could buy a few stuffed animals to send back to the hospital, which they did. But that wasn’t enough. Katherine solicited donations—from friends, family, even strangers. Within months, her mother had delivered thousands of stuffed animals to hospitals across Michigan—all before Katherine started third grade. Obviously, Katherine was remarkable in making such a big difference at such a young age in so many children’s lives. But most girls have within them a similar sense of compassion, even if it exercises itself on a smaller stage.

Girls raised in a happy family generally find it easier to express kindness, but Katherine’s story teaches another lesson. Her parents were divorced, yet they kept their relationship amicable as they raised their daughter. Perfection, again, is not the goal, and it is not achievable. The goal is to do the best we can. And if we do, we can help draw from our daughters some of the best gifts they can offer anyone: kindness, patience, and mercy. It’s no accident that so many nurses and nursing home caregivers are women.

I got to know a woman named Brenda who worked in the nursing home where my father, who had dementia, lived his last years of life.

Brenda talked a lot about her family. She was a middle child with six siblings and was raised as a good Polish Catholic. Every one of the children had a family job, and she became the family cook.

She remembered her childhood fondly. She talked about hunting with her dad and cooking venison for the family. “My dad is a good man,” she would say. “He worked hard, and because of that he wasn’t always around, but whenever he was, we knew he was there because he wanted to be with us. That really mattered. It made up for a lot of the times he was away working.”

Brenda talked about her mother too. She worked on a local farm harvesting and selling vegetables. “Money was tight, but I always saw my mother make room for another hungry kid or a hurting neighbor. She was kind, she worked hard, and she was tough.”

Brenda helped save my father’s life. A fire broke out one afternoon in the nursing home kitchen. By the time I arrived, my father and the other residents—who were in wheelchairs and confused—were lined up in the parking lot. Brenda counted them up, realized one was missing, and ran back into the burning building to save a blind woman.

After the fire department had the blaze in hand, I went over to Brenda and asked how she got my two-hundred-pound dad out of his bed, into his wheelchair, and out of the house.

“I’m well-trained,” she said, “and my mom always taught me that if someone needs help, you don’t think twice. And I guess that just stuck.”

“I’d say so,” I said. Still, as I looked at her five feet two, 120-pound frame, I had to repeat, “But how did you do it?”

“I picked him up and threw him in the wheelchair.”

“No! That’s not possible.”

“Like I said, I’m well-trained.”

I thought that was the understatement of the year.

Brenda saved my dad’s life that day because of one thing: she had the heart of a daughter. For years, she had watched and learned, loved and cared. She was raised that way. It didn’t matter that both her parents worked. She didn’t feel neglected or angry. She knew they cared, and she in turn honed her own sense of caring and compassion.

Longing #4: To Be Loved

Not all truths come from medical textbooks. Some you can extrapolate from literature, philosophy, or the Bible. According to the Bible, God created humanity because he wanted to have a relationship with us. He didn’t create us because He thought it was a nice idea. He did it because even He who needs no more than Himself wanted us.

Think about that. The most important book in Western Civilization argues that we are made for relationships with God and with each other. At the heart of the Old and New Testament teachings is the idea that God loves us and desires to be close to us. In the Judeo-Christian tradition, the most important thing is not one’s career, riches, or worldly achievement. The most important thing is to have rich and rewarding relationships with other people and, of course, with the God who created us.

Doctors—and pediatricians perhaps in particular—know that relationships are vital to the emotional, spiritual, and physical well-being of their patients, and there are plenty of studies that show that churchgoers lead healthier, happier lives—maybe because religious participation helps provide these relationships.4 Child development research also shows the obvious: that having strong friendships with individuals (not just peer groups) increases an adolescent girl’s sense of self-worth and decreases her risk of depression and anxiety.5 As Aristotle said (long before research proved him right), “In poverty and other misfortunes of life, true friends are a sure refuge. They keep the young out of mischief; they comfort and aid the old in their weakness; and they incite those in the prime of life to noble deeds.”6

Girls need authentic friendships, and those friendships can be lifesavers. I will never forget a conversation I had with sixteen-year-old Melanie. She was in for a routine checkup but wanted to talk about something else.

“Dr. Meeker, I have a girlfriend who is having a hard time and I don’t know what to do about it. It’s really bothering me.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Well, we were at this party with a guy. We shouldn’t have been there. His parents were out of town and some of his friends were over—and things happened. I think my friend might be in trouble. If I tell you, you won’t tell my folks, will you?”

“Well, Melanie, that depends. If your friend needs serious help, I might need to talk to her parents, and maybe yours. If she is in serious trouble, we both want to help, right?”

“I guess so.” She hesitated, but finally said, “Well, here’s the thing: people were drinking at the party. Some of the guys were really wasted. It was kind of awful. Anyway, my friend liked one of the guys who was drinking. I thought he was a jerk, but she wouldn’t listen to me.”

Melanie waited a few moments. “Well, he asked her if she wanted to hook up. She didn’t want to, but she didn’t want to hurt his feelings. So, she did. They went into another room. I don’t think they were the only ones there. She gave him oral sex. That’s what girls do. But that’s not the worst part.” She paused again.

“After it was over, he got up and left her all alone in the room. I guess he told his friends. More guys came to her. They told her they wanted to hook up too. She was scared. About five guys forced her to give them oral sex. Afterwards she came to me and asked me to take her home. She was terribly upset and afraid to face her parents, so she asked if she could stay at my house. She cried most of the night. I just didn’t know what to do. It happened last weekend. She’s still really upset and doesn’t want to go to school. She doesn’t want to see those guys. She feels so embarrassed. She cries all the time and won’t talk to anyone.”

“I assume that her parents still don’t know.”

“No. Her dad would freak out—and she doesn’t want a lecture. She already feels guilty and terrible for having disappointed her parents. I just don’t know what to do.”

“Melanie, you’ve done a brave thing. Those boys committed a crime and need to be held accountable, and your friend needs help with the emotional—and maybe physical—consequences of what happened. You’ve been a good friend. Now I need to call her parents—and yours. It will be hard at first. But it’ll be better once we take care of it.”

The boys were confronted and charges were filed. Melanie’s friend was diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder. But thanks to Melanie, she got the help that she needed, and that might have saved her from serious depression—or even suicide. I have seen more than one girl who was driven to self-harm or suicide in similar circumstances.

Your daughter needs friends like Melanie who can stand by her and give her strength—friends in whom she can confide her confusion, her secrets, her darkest fears, and things she might be afraid to share with you. Talking them out can make things better.

Psychologists have long known that girls’ friendships are very different from boys’ friendships. Girls like to talk, to communicate. Boys prefer to do things together. When girls experience stress, the hormone oxytocin is released. This hormone triggers what is called the “tend and befriend” phenomenon that prompts women to gather with their girlfriends.7 (The same sort of stressors can prompt the “fight or flight” response in men.) Again, it comes back to the female desire to nurture and to care, to love and to be loved.

As much as she needs the love of friends, your daughter also needs your love. Daughters who don’t find love at home will seek it elsewhere, and often dangerously, as Melanie’s friend did. Girls who receive love from their parents are confident and secure, have an appropriate sense of self-worth, and are better prepared to say no to bad peer pressure.

It is a basic fact: no girl can thrive if she doesn’t feel love. She must be able to give love (which can be as simple as hugging you) and to receive it (receiving a hug or a kiss on the cheek in return). That’s why we parents are so critical to our daughters. We must let them know that in all situations we love them. They need our parental attention and affirmation on a regular basis, and they need to feel that they have a few good friends on whom they can count.

Being a parent to a daughter is as simple as recognizing the constant yearnings of her heart and helping her to satisfy them. The good news is that every daughter wants a good relationship with you, her parent. And through the course of this book, I’ll try to show you how to make that relationship better.






Chapter Two Answer Her Four Biggest Questions


Every daughter is born with a deep instinct to find answers to four existential questions. When they are answered, she lives with security, stability, and happiness. The questions are the following:


Where did I come from?

Am I valuable and significant (especially to my parents)?

Is there a moral standard?

Where am I going?1



Your daughter’s need for answers to these questions is so great that she will look everywhere to find them. She will likely ask you, her friends, her teachers, and yes—even people she doesn’t like. What drives her is an innate need to validate her being—to grasp on a primal level that she is valuable, that she is worth being loved, and that she has a purpose.

As parents, we know this about our daughters, but we don’t always know how to respond. We want our daughters to feel good about themselves and we want to boost their self-esteem. But we often go about it the wrong way as we focus on achievements and sign them up for stuff. We think if we can help our daughters become concert pianists, then they will feel valuable. Or we think that maybe if they excel at soccer, or become a star of the debate team, or crash the boys’ baseball team to prove that they’re better than their male peers, then they will feel good about themselves. Too many parents of daughters think this way.

But no—the point is not to compete against and beat the boys. Becoming a great soccer player, or debater, or pianist—as worthy as these goals are—will not make your daughter feel valuable. You don’t want to trap your daughter into assuming that her inherent value relies on her performing well at a skill or a competition. Kids hate feeling that their parents only give them attention when they succeed at school or extracurricular activities. When this happens, they often feel empty and used and are frequently burned out by their freshman or sophomore year of high school. Ironically, they also suffer from poor self-esteem because they sense that their parents don’t really know them for who they are—only for what they do—and if they fail in a game, in a performance, or in a test, then they fail completely.

There are far better ways to teach your daughter that she has innate value. Forget hectic rounds of activities and endeavors—unless you both enjoy them and appreciate them for what they are as a chance to develop skills and talents that are worth exercising—and focus on one thing: teach your daughter that she was created by a loving God. I know that in these secular times it is controversial to say this, but it is true. Nothing will give your daughter a deeper sense of self-worth and value than to tell her that God created her for a reason—and I say this as a pediatrician who has seen it in her practice countless times. Girls with this sense of faith are overwhelmingly healthier and happier. And your daughter can learn this idea as young as three years of age. So where do we start?

Question #1: Where Did I Come From?

Children especially, but all of us really, have a burning desire to know where we came from. Young children are always asking the fundamental questions of why and how. How did the moon get in the sky? Why do I have blonde hair rather than black hair? Do angels fly? Children aren’t cynical or jaded. They are curious and open. They love fairy tales because they see themselves in the stories, and within those stories they can work out conflicts and drama and learn about life. They instinctively grasp that life is a story and they want to know how their stories started.

Your child’s deep need to understand where she came from is not only real—it is reasonable. Many of us have formed answers without really thinking them through based on something as flimsy as a cursory comment made by a friend or a teacher, or something we vaguely remember from a book or a video. We often don’t really think about the big questions anymore during the course of our busy lives and are satisfied with barely examined answers.

But this is not good enough for your child. She needs more than simple, superficial answers because understanding where she came from is her basis for understanding the entire world. When she has a well-thought-out answer, she sees her friends, herself, her hardships, her joys, and the world around her very differently. When she has a deep conviction regarding her origin, she has a strong foundation for her life. She is secure. She keenly appreciates her own value and the value of others. She lives with humility and appreciation. Most importantly, she lives with a deep sense that she was created on purpose. She is not an accident or a collection of molecules that randomly came into existence. She is here because she matters. How much different our world would be if everyone understood that they came to be through intention—not by accident.

Oddly enough, teaching a child about her origin is very tricky for most parents. First, we have to collect the courage to have an age-appropriate version of “the Talk” about human reproduction. But truthfully, that’s the easy part. It’s a lot harder to have the other talk—the one about her ultimate origin and value. Here’s what I have found works best—and what doesn’t.

What doesn’t work is telling your daughter that she is the result of a random colliding of genes and that there is no more to it than that. If you want your daughter to be a nihilist, I guess you could start there. But if you want her to have a sense of self-worth and of the beauty and inevitable mystery of her beginning, you need to say something else; reductionist evolutionism won’t cut it. Genetics has its place, but it is an insufficient explanation. As C. S. Lewis wrote:


An egg which came from no bird is no more “natural” than a bird which had existed from all eternity. And since the egg-bird-egg sequence leads us to no plausible beginning, is it not reasonable to look for the real origin somewhere outside the sequence altogether? You have to go outside the sequence of engines, into the world of men, to find the real originator of the rocket. Is it not reasonable to look outside Nature for the real Originator of the natural order?2



I encourage parents who believe in God to explain to their daughter that she was carefully and meticulously crafted by a loving God whom she can get to know but cannot see. She did not come to exist because of an accident or a mistake. On the contrary, she was wanted. She was anticipated. She was meant to be your daughter. Whether by birth, adoption, or foster care, your daughter was designed with a personality unlike any other girl alive and you are thrilled that she is yours.

Daughters who are three can understand this idea and benefit from it. So can daughters who are ten, thirty, or even fifty. It can give them not only a feeling of deep value and significance, but also of hope for their future. I have found that while some parents may feel squeamish or doubtful about the existence and love of God, kids aren’t. If you want your kids to grow up to “decide” for themselves what to believe about God, fine. But teach them who He is first, and then let them choose. They will choose for themselves in due course anyway, but in the meantime you will have set them on a healthy track. This is life’s biggest question and putting it off and leaving your child uneducated about faith and religion is leaving your child in dangerous ignorance.

When Cassie was five, she was taken away from her parents and placed in foster care because her mother, a single parent, got caught up in using drugs, checked out on parenting, and brought home boyfriend after boyfriend—one of whom sexually abused Cassie on several occasions.

Cassie went through several foster homes, finally landing in one where the mother was kind, but the father was emotionally cold and arguably cruel. He never abused her physically, but he made her feel demeaned and ashamed as a “bad” girl. Still, Cassie spoke warmly of her foster mother, telling me, “She did the best she could. And she loved me. She taught me about God. She told me I was special.”

These simple messages penetrated Cassie’s heart and kept her filled with hope. “When I was sixteen, I remember something profound changed in me. I honestly can’t tell you what it was, but I think I came to know deep in my soul that I was created for something better than what I had known. I think it was God—I’m not sure. But I knew that life was going to get better. Something was going to change.”

And change it did. Cassie excelled in sports. She went on to get a soccer scholarship at a Division I university. She did well in college; it was like a fresh start. She told me, “I still can’t fully explain what turned my life around, but I honestly think that my foster mother’s telling me that I was made for something better, that I was special, sunk in and made a difference, and I came to believe that God was real and that He would help me. And He did.”

Cassie is now a happy, grown woman and an amazing mother with a family of her own, and for her that all began with the realization that she was created by a loving God. It gave her a sense of self-worth and of hope—and that’s a good beginning for any daughter.

Question #2: Do I Have Value and Significance?

You might think it is obvious that your daughter is valuable because she’s a human being. But she approaches this question more honestly than most adults do, because when it comes right down to it, many of us don’t really believe that we have inherent worth. We believe instead that our worth comes from what we do: our success, our achievements, our good character, our ability to be kind and love others. These are laudable and important things, but ultimately our worth—and your daughter’s sense of self-worth—should not come from what she does or what others think of her. It should not be extrinsic; it should be intrinsic. Of course it feels good, at least temporarily, if we are liked, if we succeed at getting good grades, if we make money, if we get a good job. But those are all ifs. And even if they all come true, many successful people are emotionally miserable. No matter how successful we are, it is not enough because we crave a deeper and more satisfying way of understanding our significance.

Your daughter certainly does. One of her greatest cravings is to be affirmed for who she is, to be assured that she has intrinsic value simply for being who she is—regardless of what she does in the world.

Most of us have a hard time accepting this because all of us—teachers, friends, parents—think in terms of performance and achievement, of pushing kids to do more, to be better at something. Many of us come by this impulse honestly because we never felt affirmed by our parents. So we hover over our daughters to make sure they have high self-esteem, and we mistakenly think that they will get that self-esteem from their achievements.

They won’t. I know that this might be hard for some parents to accept, but teaching your daughter that she has intrinsic value because she was created by a loving God will do more for her sense of self-worth than any measure of worldly success.

Don’t get me wrong—helping our daughters to excel at something, encouraging them to find good friends, teaching them to be kind to others, and counseling them on matters of good character are important and worthy goals. But if they are all we give our daughters, then we fail them. Why? Although accomplishments can build self-confidence and provide useful discipline, they ultimately cannot provide consolation for our inevitable frustrations, occasional failures, or the deepest longings of our hearts. You daughter needs your love most of all; she needs to know that your love is unconditional. If she is taught that she was created for a purpose by a loving God, she will have the greatest consolation she could possibly have through all of life’s travails. She will be inoculated against some of our culture’s most destructive messages—the ones that tell her that she must be thin, beautiful, popular, or sexy, or that she must go to an Ivy League school or break a glass ceiling by becoming a CEO to have any real worth. No—her worth comes from the simple fact that she is a human being created in the image of God. Teach her that, and the rest of her life’s accomplishments will be what they should be with the benefits of a life well-lived. But it is the life itself that counts.

Teaching your daughter this simple lesson will be harder than it might seem because you’ll have the weight of her peers, screens, magazines, movies, and a whole lot more arguing against you, telling her instead all the things she needs to do to be popular and attractive. Some of them are downright dangerous—anything from extreme diets, to sexual activity, to (these days) getting tattoos. The world can be a scary place for kids; you know it and I know it. In fact, I remember a girlfriend saying to me in the 1980s, “I’m not going to have kids. The world is too scary and I’m afraid of what it might do to them.” I hear the same sentiment all the time from millennials today. But there is a lot you can do. The very fact that you are her mom or dad makes you the greatest influencer on your daughter’s life. You are invaluable when it comes to instilling and supporting her sense of self-worth.

When I ask older girls and teens in my practice what their two biggest challenges are, they answer quickly: being thin enough and sexy enough. They feel pressure to lose weight and to be sexy or sexually active because they think it will make them popular. Many girls believe that they are not good enough the way they are, and they will grab at anything that promises to make them feel better about themselves.

Many moments in our daughters’ lives are brutal. Aside from the usual challenges—everything from peer pressure to broken hearts—they live in a toxic culture full of pornography, confusion about healthy sexuality, and even perhaps educationally instilled doubts about their own “identity.” Some of the threats to our daughters’ well-being you can control, but others you can’t. But a common thread through them all is that your daughter’s sense of her inherent value is her best defense against bad peer pressure, low self-esteem, depression, and despair.

Consider this: when your eight-year-old daughter finishes at the back of a pack in a school race, she might feel embarrassed, her self-confidence might fall, or she might—if she has an appropriate sense of her own innate self-worth—say with precocious, optimistic maturity, “It was just a race; I’ll try to do better next time.”

Or consider this: Your fifth-grade daughter is facing a school math test. She has studied hard, but she still doesn’t understand some of the fundamental concepts. If she’s afraid of looking stupid, she might try to cheat by peeking at the answers of her neighbor who is good at math, and almost assuredly she will compound that error in judgment by lying about it. She knows that cheating is wrong and she will feel guilty. She doesn’t want to be a cheater and she doesn’t want to lie, but she also doesn’t want to disappoint you with bad grades. But if you’ve taught her that her value doesn’t lie in being a math whiz (although you still want her to do the best she can), she will be more likely to follow her conscience instead of cheating because she will know that there is no guilt or shame in doing her best while recognizing that math is a struggle for her. You want your daughter to know that such weaknesses or setbacks do not demean her as an individual or endanger her relationship with you or with God.

In her teen years, the stakes can get higher. If she lacks a sense of inherent self-worth, it could divide you from your daughter as she tries to find extrinsic affirmations of her value. Most days you might barely see her because she leaves for school at seven o’clock in the morning and has choir practice after school, or piano practice, or sports practice, or a performance, or a game. And performances and games also can happen on the weekends. Sometimes you can go with her, but other times you can’t. And even when she is at home, you might find that she mostly stays in her room. You figure that’s all right because that’s what teens do, so you leave her alone to text with her friends.

The explosion might come on Sunday night—the only night that your family can enjoy dinner together. She refuses to join in, accuses you of trying to control her, and instead goes out to a friend’s home.

Unfortunately, this becomes a habit and she grows more distant, sullen, and talks only with her friends—not with you. A boyfriend appears—exactly the sort you’ve warned her against—and they spend all their free time together. You feel her slipping away, and you grieve, and you worry, but your friends reassure you that this is normal teenage behavior and that she will outgrow it. But something inside of you knows they are wrong. You might have the sickening realization that your daughter lacks a sense of self-worth and is seeking validation not from you, but from others—and that is a dangerous thing. And you’re right.

This is a scenario that I have seen countless times over the years—and it doesn’t matter whether the teens in question were considered good kids or troublemakers, good students or bad, wealthy or poor. The bottom line is that when your daughter refuses to spend time with family or siblings, there is trouble in her heart. She knows it, and you know it, but neither of you knows what to do about it.

And here’s how it often starts: she feels insecure, she feels like a failure compared to her friends, she is uncomfortable with herself, she becomes uncomfortable around you, and she might even blame you for what she sees as her shortcomings in looks or popularity.

She feels a bit lost in her busy schedule and afraid, because every practice, every performance, every game could expose her as a failure—not as good as her friends. And what if they make fun of her? She feels overwhelmed, but she doesn’t want to say so because she knows you are excited for her, and she wants to please you.

But as her busy schedule keeps her from home, she tries to bond more closely with her friends, and she feels a growing distance from you and her siblings. She senses that this is wrong; she wants to be tightly knit to her family, and she wants to be missed when she’s not there. But given her lack of an innate sense of self-worth and her focus on external achievements, she focuses more and more on receiving approval from others. Performance has taken over her life to the point that she feels she is losing her connection to you. In order to get your attention, she feels she needs to keep performing—getting the good grades, scoring goals, playing in concerts, being popular with the right friends. And if she fails, she feels that she may not be wanted at home—or anywhere else. Does anyone really want her company?
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