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Praise for No

“Dave Walsh is the kind of guy you wish lived down the block (or, perhaps, down the hall), so you could have ready access to his wise, compassionate advice. Having this book by your bedside is a close second. His clear, thoughtful, real-world suggestions for how parents can best set loving limits will forever change the way you think about discipline and will make a significant, positive difference in your family’s quality of life.”

—Ann Pleshette Murphy, Good Morning America’s parenting expert and author of The 7 Stages of Motherhood: Loving Your Life Without Losing Your Mind

“Dr. Walsh’s new book arrives in the Land of Immediate Gratification just in time. In it, he discusses discipline and self-restraint from neurological, developmental, familial, and cultural points of view. Walsh is an excellent scientist and cultural observer who gives sage, sensitive, and practical advice. No should be required reading for every parent who walks out of a hospital with a newborn.”

—Mary Pipher, PhD, author of Reviving Ophelia

“A comprehensive guide, it is not just about how to say No, but gives sound, practical advice that will help parents raise considerate, motivated children who will succeed in school, jobs, and life. The chapter on self-esteem alone is worth the price of the book. No will help today’s parents avoid raising the next Generation Me.”

—Jean Twenge, PhD, professor of psychology, San Diego State University, author of Generation Me: Why Today’s Young Americans Are More Confident, Assertive, Entitled—and More Miserable—Than Ever Before
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No: Why Kids Need It

Not too long ago, I was standing in line in a Target store behind a man and his young son, whose age I would guess at about three. Everything was fine until the boy looked to the left and found himself staring at a row of candy bars.

“Daddy, can I have one?” he asked as he grabbed and held one up for his father to see.

“No, not now. We’re going to have dinner as soon as we get home,” the father replied. A look of concern flitted across the dad’s face, and I soon discovered why.

At hearing No, the three-year-old began a seemingly well-rehearsed routine. The young boy pleaded and whined. The father hung tough for a few minutes, but his resolve crumbled when the young extortionist brought out the heavy artillery: a full-throated wail. “I want one,” he screamed loud enough that everyone within fifty feet could hear.

The father held out for one more second and then caved in. “Oh, all right. You can choose one. Now stop screaming.”

The boy defiantly picked out two candy bars and looked up to check out the response. The dad reminded his son that he had said one, and the wailing resumed. “Okay, okay, but no more,” the father said in a loud whisper. Realizing he was on a roll, the kid grabbed a third candy bar. When the father reached down to take it away, the boy let out an ear-splitting shriek and started a Milky Way tug-of-war. The battle ended quickly, but the three-year-old was the clear victor: He left with three candy bars and his father left muttering and beaten. This boy not only won the candy bar skirmish, he learned an enduring lesson: No does not mean no. No signals that it’s time to escalate.

•  •  •

Every parent is familiar with these battles. We console ourselves by thinking, It’s only a candy bar, or, It’s not worth having a meltdown. Unfortunately, the stakes get a lot higher as the years go by. I recently had a conversation with parents who gave their sixteen-year-old daughter permission to go on an unchaperoned trip to Mexico over spring break with a group of friends. They talked with me after attending one of my seminars on the teenage brain, which are based on my last book, Why Do They Act That Way?

The mother spoke first. “We’re really worried about what might happen on this spring break trip after listening to you tonight. Do you think we made a mistake?”

“Were you comfortable with your decision before tonight?” I responded.

“Not really,” she answered. “We never thought it was a good idea. But now we’re really worried.”

“Why did you say yes?” I asked.

After exchanging uneasy glances, the father spoke. “We said no at first, but our daughter was relentless. When we found out that all her friends were going we finally gave in. We made a deal with her that she has to call us every day and check in. We also laid down the law about drinking, drugs, and sex.”

“It sounds like you weren’t comfortable with your decision even before you came here tonight. Am I right about that?”

“Yes, you’re right,” the mother blurted. “I’m worried sick about what might happen. I’ll be holding my breath until she gets home.” She looked at her husband. “I just hate being in this position. We either let her go with the other kids or she makes life miserable for months.”

The spring break trip and the Milky Way battle have a lot in common. While the stakes are a lot higher for the parents of teenagers, the difficulty in saying no is the same. The importance of saying and sticking to No is the same as well.

No: A Small but Important Word

No is just one syllable. It’s easy to spell. It’s shorter than Yes. Still, it’s a word that many children and teens don’t understand or pretend not to understand. Yet, No is even more important for children and teens than Yes. No builds a foundation for self-discipline, self-respect and respect for others, integrity, perseverance, and a host of other character traits that lead to a happy, productive life. In spite of its importance, however, more and more parents have a hard time saying it. Time and time again, sometimes in inconsequential moments and sometimes at crucial crossroads, we aren’t able to say no even when we know we should. That’s too bad, because given the latest research and a mounting pile of newspaper headlines, today’s youngsters need a heaping helping of No.

Why Could My Mother Say It?

When I was eight years old the most welcome sound on a summer day was the bell on the ice cream truck as it made its way through our neighborhood. At the first chime we would all take off running for our houses as fast as we could. When I got home I would search the house till I found my mother. Out of breath, I would still manage to ask, in as plaintive a tone as I could muster, “Mom, the ice cream man is coming. All the other kids are getting something; can I please have some money for ice cream?”

More often than not my mother would smile and answer calmly, “I don’t think so. Not today, David.” Her tone wasn’t angry or mean. She just said no. I, of course, would usually raise the ante in whatever way I hoped would change her mind. Sometimes I attempted to charm; other times I tried to bargain. Thinking that money was the issue, I tried something like, “Aw, Mom, c’mon. I’ll get the cheapest thing. He has Popsicles for ten cents; that’s what I’ll get.”

“No, not today.” Her expression didn’t change.

“Ten cents? C’mon, Mom, can’t you spare ten cents?”

I can still hear her response. “David, it has nothing to do with the money. Sure I can afford ten cents, but I want you to learn something important: You don’t always get what you want.” This made no sense to me at all at the age of eight. As I recall, I usually protested awhile longer, until I saw that my attempts to change her mind were futile. Then I left and complained to my friends as they ate their ice cream.

It’s funny that years later I still remember those scenes. Now, however, I understand how wise she was and can appreciate the important lesson she was trying to teach me. The truth is, we don’t always get what we want. Ironically, people who learn that lesson seem to be the most fulfilled. So we’re not doing our kids any favors when we teach them that the world will always serve up whatever they want on a silver platter. But that’s what most of us do day in and day out when we forget the important lessons of No.

Why do so many adults today have more trouble saying no to our kids than our parents and grandparents did? It’s not hard to understand. It’s because all of us, parents and kids together, swim in a culture that says Yes. As we’ll explore further in chapter 2, popular culture brainwashes us into thinking that we all deserve whatever we want whenever we want it. For instance, an ad for a ski shop in this morning’s newspaper screamed out a variation of what we see and hear every day. In bold print it read, “Delayed Gratification Stinks. Buy ’Em and Ski ’Em in the Same Day.” As we all become infected with this inability to deny or delay, we parents find it more and more difficult to teach our children that they’re better off without some of what they want.

Of course, parents should not always deny their children’s wishes. Skillful parenting means saying no when we ought to. Part of loving, caring for, and guiding our kids is helping them harness their powerful urges, wants, and desires. Otherwise their out-of-control emotions can overrun and control them rather than the other way around. Kids need the coping skills and the perspective they can only learn from the well-placed No. That’s as true for the honor roll student as it is for the troubled teen.

Saying no isn’t just using tough love or treating your child harshly in order to help him or her in the long run. In fact, saying no in the wrong way or in the wrong situation is just as bad as not saying it enough. It’s important to know when and how to use No so that, instead of stunting your children’s growth, No helps them bloom and become more vigorous, strong, and productive.

The Parent Tool Kit

In today’s permissive society, many parents think they can’t say no. They feel sometimes that they’ve lost their bearings on when no is appropriate and when it is heavy-handed or overprotective. Saying no is sometimes misconstrued as naysaying, of being someone with a negative attitude who simply opposes suggestions or denies permission in a reflexive, mean way. But that’s not what I’m talking about when I suggest you say no to your children. I’m urging you to take a strong parental stance with your children because they depend on you to help them learn to manage their desires so that someday they can do it effectively for themselves.

To help you figure out when to say no, why you should but don’t, or when you’re on track with saying and sticking to No, I’ve included a Parent Tool Kit in many chapters. The tool kit contains the knowledge, attitudes, and skills you need for saying no and the many ways of saying it. The more items you have, the better prepared you’ll be for this important parenting responsibility. A well-stocked kit also helps you build up your kids for what life will dish out to them and will help them develop the inner strength and emotional resiliency they’ll need.

The Parent Tool Kits ask a set of questions. The more you answer yes, the better equipped you are. In each chapter, we’ll talk about how to improve your ability to say no.

Here’s the first set of questions:



PARENT TOOL KIT

What I Learned about No from My Parents



	Yes

	No
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	1. My parents expected me to do household chores when I was a child.
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	2. My parents had clear rules that I was expected to follow.
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	3. My parents consistently enforced the family rules.
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	4. My parents modeled respectful attitudes and language and insisted on respect from us kids.
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	5. My parents encouraged us to share.
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	6. My parents consistently backed up my teachers.
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	7. My parents taught me to consider other people’s needs as well as my own.
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	8. My parents made sure that we didn’t always get what we wanted.
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	9. My parents enforced rules about TV and other media.
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	10. My parents expected me to do as well in school as I could.







If you found yourself agreeing with the statements in the tool kit, you already have a good foundation on which to build. If you found yourself answering no to some items, you may want to do things differently than your parents by the time you finish this book.

In the following pages, I will explain why kids need No now more than ever and how we can say it.


The Stakes Are High: A Culture of Disrespect

My good friend Josie had been a teacher for more than thirty years. Not long ago as she walked to her classroom she saw a boy running down the hall toward her. She had probably asked thousands of energetic ten-year-olds to slow down over the years so she instinctively did what all teachers do: She reminded him to walk in the hallway. She wasn’t prepared for what happened next, however. Instead of slowing down or offering an apology, the boy launched into a barrage of profanity.

As she recounted the experience, I asked her how she felt. “Discouraged,” was her response. “Sometimes it feels like, instead of teaching, I’m all alone swimming against a riptide of disrespect.”

I’ve heard the same story dozens of times in one form or another. Adults, especially teachers, witness kids adopting R-rated language, rude attitudes, and less-than-subtle threats on an alarmingly regular basis. Another friend of mine, who teaches in Oakland, California, sent an e-mail not long ago saying that, for her and many colleagues, teaching has become mostly behavior management because students are so ill-equipped to pay attention that they constantly find new ways to disrupt the whole class. She spends 80 percent of her time trying to get her students to pay attention, and only 20 percent actually teaching. When I shared her e-mail during a teachers’ workshop in Minnesota a week later, heads all over the room nodded in agreement.

Telling teachers just to foster a better atmosphere of respect is a classic case of easier said than done. Too many teachers aren’t dealing with just a few unruly kids, they’re contending with a culture of disrespect. One out of three teachers told Public Agenda pollsters in 2004 that they were so discouraged by student behavior that they were seriously considering abandoning their profession. Administrators now wear bulletproof vests in some of our high schools. Only 55 percent of high school students themselves say that they feel safe at school. More and more students enter their schools through metal detectors under the scrutiny of security guards or police officers.

In the spring of 2006, the New York City school system began to enforce the ban on students’ bringing electronic devices into the public schools. The school chancellor announced the random placement of metal detectors in schools throughout the city, and as a result more than eight hundred cell phones were confiscated.

Jesse Scaccia, a film producer and a former schoolteacher, wrote perceptively in a New York Times op-ed piece (May 23, 2006) that “cellphones do not belong in the classroom. A student with a cellphone is an uninterested student, one with a short attention span who cares more about his social life than education.”

Yet, what did parents do when the school system enforced the ban? They protested, saying that cell phones were equal to safety for their children. And they threatened to bring lawsuits. Why can’t these parents say no to their children and support the authorities in banning cell phones from the classroom?

Scaccia poses several questions for parents: When was there a truly urgent need to call your child and why wouldn’t phoning the school office in order to reach him be fast enough? Scaccia writes, “Do you know why your children really want to take cellphones to school?” The main reason is that cell phones are status symbols, they make the kids look cool, or even funny when the cell phone rings and makes the class laugh while the teacher is talking—trying to teach your children something. Scaccia concludes, “There are legitimate causes that parents should be taking on. Rally against crowding in the classroom. Fight against the oppressive and culturally biased . . . tests. But you’re wrong on this cellphone issue. In this case, you are part of the problem, not the solution.”

The data keeps rolling in. An Associated Press–Ipsos poll released in October 2005 found that nearly 70 percent of Americans said that children are ruder than they were twenty or thirty years ago. Millions watch the ABC program Supernanny to try to get their kids to behave civilly. Dr. Jean Twenge, social psychologist and author of Generation Me, released results of a study in April 2006 that showed that children today really are ruder than previous generations.


The Stakes Are High: Academic Achievement

A less civil school climate also affects academic performance in three ways: First, energy and attention devoted to classroom management detracts from energy devoted to learning. Second, the constant undertone of tension, anxiety, and chaos makes learning more difficult. Third, the academic expectations for all kids, even the well behaved, sink. Ask any teacher in any part of the country and he or she will share the unspoken deal commonly found in classrooms: “You’ll get a decent grade if you don’t give me trouble in class.” When good behavior was taken for granted, excellent grades meant exceptional academic performance. Today, many students can do just fine as long as they behave better than the troublemakers. Yet, this is taking a big toll on what our kids actually learn.

This decline in learning and true academic achievement—not just good grades for good behavior—isn’t new; it’s been slipping for decades. For almost a century, we Americans prided ourselves on having the smartest kids and the best schools in the world. The industrial and technological strength that we had as a result made the decisive difference in World War II and for several decades afterward. But a wake-up call came in 1983, and it was a thunderclap. An eighteen-member National Commission on Excellence in Education published a thirty-six-page report, A Nation at Risk, which alerted the country to how dangerously far American education had slipped.

The commission reported that American kids were less accomplished when compared with students in other countries. Out of twenty-one countries in which a group of achievement tests was given for mathematics, the sciences, and other skills, U.S. students ranked dead last in seven of the nineteen categories and did not rank number one or two in any.

“The educational foundations of our society are presently being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity,” wrote the commission. “If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational performance that exists today, we might well have viewed it as an act of war. We have, in effect, been committing an unthinking, unilateral educational disarmament. History is not kind to ditherers.”

That report shocked a lot of people with its message that our kids weren’t at the top of the class compared to those in our peer nations. In fact, they were much farther down in the pack than anyone ever suspected. So for the last twenty years or more, we’ve had one initiative after another trying to get our kids back on track academically, but it’s still hard to find good news. The latest international comparison was done in 2003, and American eighth graders ranked fourteenth in math and tied for ninth in science.

These numbers indicate a major problem in our schools and it stems partly from an erosion in children’s self-discipline and in what used to be known as the work ethic. It is true that schools need to be funded better, teachers need to be paid better, and administrators need to be energized and mobilized with a new sense of mission. But we fool ourselves if we think that the problem can be solved while our kids lack the character tools they will need for real success in school and adult life. University of Pennsylvania psychologists Angela Duckworth and Martin Seligman published a study in December 2005, showing that self-discipline is twice as important as intelligence in predicting school success.

Katie teaches at a large California high school. Like many of her colleagues, she spends much of her energy managing class behavior and trying to motivate students to learn. During an American history class, a group of students seemed to be a lot more interested in talking and fooling around than they were in learning about the causes of the Civil War. Evaristo, a recent immigrant from Tanzania, became more and more frustrated with his classmates. “What is the matter with you?” he shouted as he turned to face them. “Don’t you know that where I come from kids would die for the opportunity to go to a school like this? You have a good teacher working hard to get you to learn and all you can do is be lazy and fool around.” Evaristo’s outburst quieted them down—for about fifteen minutes.

Our children are failing to learn and we are failing our children. We are not equipping them with the inner skills of self-discipline and self-management they need in order to learn. While federal and state governments make the academic-testing industry rich, the root cause of our academic stagnation is ignored: Too many of our kids assume that their lives should constantly be packed with experiences that are entertaining but also easy. Surveys indicate that half of all students spend less than four hours a week preparing for their classes, and yet four-fifths say they complete their assignments. If kids are asked to spend only four hours a week on their homework, they are not challenged. Another survey found that high school students say there is more emphasis on sports at their schools than on academics.

It’s tempting to blame teachers for this state of affairs, but before we do that it might be a good idea for us parents to look in the mirror. The problem isn’t restricted to inner-city schools, either. While the problem has a different flavor in affluent and poor communities, the underlying attitude of entitlement is the same. An English teacher in one of the most expensive, prestigious private schools in the Midwest shared this with me during a break in a teacher workshop I was leading on No.

“I realized that I don’t give many C’s or D’s to my students anymore. If they turn in an assignment on time, they’ll get an A or B.”

“Why?” I asked, certain that I would hear about whining and complaining kids. I learned that, at least for her, the kids weren’t the problem.

“I don’t want to fight with the parents,” she explained. “C’s and D’s bring angry phone calls from parents. An F brings some of them into the school for a face-to-face showdown. We’re not talking basic skills here. These kids can read and write. My students are bright kids from affluent families. They’ll get into the prestigious colleges all right, but they’re not being challenged to excel.”

“What’s the parents’ complaint?” I asked.

“Oh, they tell me that their son or daughter worked hard on the assignment and a C or D is discouraging. Sometimes there’s a subtle threat when they remind me that smart kids avoid tough teachers because lower grades will bring their grade point averages and class rank down, thereby hurting their chances of getting into the ‘right’ college.”

This drift to make assignments easy and fun is taking a toll. ACT®, the company that administers the widely recognized college entrance exam, issued a report in August 2005 showing that, not surprisingly, the problems with low academic achievement have become apparent in colleges, where hundreds of thousands of students show up inadequately prepared. About half of the ACT test takers lacked adequate reading comprehension skills. Only 51 percent had scores high enough to suggest that they could succeed in college-level social sciences classes. The situation in math and science was even more dismal. Only 41 percent were ready for college algebra and only 26 percent were ready to tackle college biology.

Colleges can’t remedy these problems, which go far beyond their student populations. In December 2005, the National Assessment of Adult Literacy, the most important measure of how well American adults can read, assessed results of the test administered in 2003 by the U.S. Department of Education—the first since 1992. The report revealed a stunning decline in the reading skills of college graduates. Only 31 percent of college graduates entering the workforce could read at a proficient level. That’s less than one out of three and a 22 percent decline in a little over a decade. Mark Schneider, commissioner of the National Center for Education Statistics, an arm of the U.S. Department of Education, said in an understatement, “These are big shifts.”

The Stakes Are High: Character Capital

Dave and Carol came to see me for marriage counseling some years back. They had been together for several years and Carol had twin sixteen-year-old daughters from a previous marriage. While there were a number of stresses on the relationship, disagreement about how to parent Stephanie and Linda was at the top of the list. Carol insisted that the twins’ growing defiance and disrespect were normal for teenagers, while Dave was convinced that things were getting out of hand.

“I know you need to cut teens some slack,” Dave said during one of our sessions. “But don’t you think that when Carol and I agree on a curfew we should stick with it?”

“Yes, I do,” I replied. “The two of you should make sure you’re on the same page ahead of time. Once you are, then you should enforce the consequences together if the girls don’t comply.”

“Well, that isn’t what happens. We’re together until the girls get to Carol when I’m not around. Then she either renegotiates the curfew or backs down on the consequences.”

We worked on issues like handling curfew and lack of respect over the course of several sessions. Dave and Carol made some good progress. That progress counted for naught, however, when the big crisis hit. Here’s what happened:

Dave and Carol decided to join some friends for an overnight bike trip on a scenic trail more than one hundred miles away from home. Dave argued that Stephanie and Linda should either spend the weekend with an aunt they knew well or else ask the aunt if she would stay with them at their house. The girls lobbied Carol hard to be left home alone, convincing her that they were old enough and responsible enough to look after themselves. Once Carol agreed, Dave went along in spite of his uneasiness.

In the days leading up to the weekend, Stephanie and Linda spread the word around school that they would be home alone and started inviting friends over for a party. On Saturday night, friends and friends of friends arrived in droves. At midnight more than one hundred teens were all over the house. By the time the neighbors called the police, dozens of kids were drunk and the house had been trashed. A phone call shortly after midnight from the police station summoned Carol and Dave back to the city. During the long drive home, Carol and Dave agreed to remain calm and firm with the girls even though they were beside themselves with anger and disappointment. “We’ll just deal with this one step at a time,” David assured Carol. He thought to himself, This is not the time to say, “I told you so.”

Stephanie and Linda were in tears when Carol and Dave arrived at the police station to pick them up. The sobbing continued as they drove home. David and Carol were stunned by the condition of the house, which they had left neat and tidy less than twenty-four hours earlier. Broken furniture was strewn about, carpets were stained, and there was trash in every room. “I’m too upset to talk now,” said Carol. “We’ll discuss this in the morning.”

The family conference took place the next day. Carol spoke first. “I can’t believe you girls did this. We specifically said no kids over at the house while we were gone. You promised us that we could trust you.”

“Mom, I’m sorry,” Linda sobbed. “We just had a couple of kids over. We didn’t know everyone else would show up. It wasn’t our fault.”

Dave interrupted. “What do you mean it wasn’t your fault? You didn’t keep your word. Now you have to accept responsibility. In addition to cleaning up the mess, being grounded, and losing car privileges for a month, you’re going to have to pay for part of the damage. We’ll have to get a final estimate, but I’m sure it’s going to cost more than ten thousand dollars. You’ll have to figure out with your friends how you’re going to help pay.”

“What are you talking about?” Linda shouted. “We haven’t got that kind of money, and we didn’t do it in the first place. We made a mistake, but it’s not the end of the world. We’ve learned our lesson. You can’t punish us for other kids. That’s not fair. Anyway, that’s why you have insurance.”

David and Carol recounted the entire episode to me in a session later that week. The final damage estimate exceeded thirteen thousand dollars. The hardest thing for both David and Carol to accept was the fact that their daughters felt put out by the punishments that they received. Carol told David that she finally saw what he’d been trying to tell her for many months. “It’s amazing to me that the girls resent us for what happened. They really think that we should just pay for all the damage with insurance and move on.”

Is this only an extreme example of kids gone wild, or is this story just one of many that are symptomatic of a growing tide of irresponsibility? All kids make mistakes, sometimes big ones. For mistakes to be learning experiences, however, kids do have to learn to take responsibility. That lesson begins with kids listening to No and accepting the consequences when they disregard the Nos they hear.

Stephanie and Linda, Evaristo’s classmates, spoiled three-year-olds, and others like them make up the American workforce of the future. Traditionally, a country’s economic fortune depends on an abundance of natural resources, a talented workforce, and access to capital. Another ingredient, however, may be more important than talent, and that is “character capital.” Being a smart worker isn’t good enough. Companies like Enron, Tyco, and WorldCom had plenty of smart people at the helm. What these companies lacked, however, was character capital. Executives blinded by greed and unable to accept responsibility ruined the lives of tens of thousands of employees, and they cost investors, taxpayers, and the country hundreds of billions of dollars. There were so many corporate scandals in the past ten years that Forbes magazine posted a “Corporate Scandal Sheet” keeping tally. What are our children learning from these disgraceful business practices? Can we parents and other adults who do believe in honesty and hard work wrest the headlines from deceitful executives and teach our children to climb out of this mess?

The Stakes Are High: Swollen Expectations

The 2005 ACT report on college freshmen’s lack of preparation, cited earlier, contained another reason for concern: Three-fourths of high school students expect to complete a college degree, yet only 30 percent are on a college-preparatory track. This starkly reflects the kids’ widespread attitude that they don’t have to work to achieve; they expect it all to be handed to them. So many high school kids fall into the trap of thinking, Of course I’m going to get a college degree, but I don’t have to put in any work now, because that will all just happen for me.

Our kids’ financial expectations have swollen too. Ameriquest Mortgage Company asked a research firm to conduct a national poll of students. The results of this Smart Savings Survey showed that most of today’s students expect a starting salary of more than fifty thousand dollars, expect to own their own home quickly, and to retire before they are sixty—unrealistic expectations, according to Ameriquest. But these expectations aren’t surprising since children in 2005 spent 500 percent more than their parents did at the same age, adjusted for inflation. The discrepancy between what kids want and what they can afford is evident in the fact that the average college student now has four credit cards and more than three thousand dollars in credit card debt.

These outsized expectations start early. Michael Mann is in demand as a Santa Claus in the Twin Cities. His natural Santa appearance and jovial personality make him a popular holiday fixture at Nordstrom’s department store at the Mall of America. He recently told me that he is stunned by how quickly the wish lists of three- and four-year-olds have escalated. “Ten years ago kids asked for toys in the fifty-dollar range. I thought that was high, but the Santa visitors this past year asked for laptops and Xbox 360s costing hundreds of dollars.” Then Michael added something directly related to No. “I started telling the kids that Santa’s elves aren’t good at electronics and began to steer them toward less extravagant gifts.” “How did the kids react?” I asked. “Oh, the kids were fine. And it was really interesting to see the looks of relief and appreciation on the faces of the parents. They were glad I was cooling off some of the kids’ expectations. I understand that they appreciated me saying no in a nice way. But I was left wondering why they weren’t doing it themselves.”

The Stakes Are High: Our Economic Future in Peril

The world economy is changing. Two or three generations ago, the most important skills in the workplace were practical, hands-on abilities. The most common jobs entailed toiling in the fields, bringing a crop to harvest, and doing a shift in a mill or on an assembly line. That’s ancient history now. Many of these tasks are now handled automatically by ever more sophisticated machinery and mechanical processes, not just in the United States but all over the world. Shift work has been increasingly exported to other countries where production costs are lower. All workers have entered a worldwide information economy.

The “worldwide economy” is the other big change. In the twentieth century, simply being born in the United States was an economic advantage. Coming into the world in Peoria rather than Shanghai cemented your chances of living a prosperous life. Not anymore. In a world knitted together with high-speed Internet connections, computers send CAT scans to technicians in Australia or the Philippines instead of Illinois, and IRS tax returns are completed in Israel and Asia as easily as Indiana—and a lot more cheaply. That’s why four hundred thousand tax returns were done in India in 2005, and how radiologists in Australia or Switzerland can read and return a CAT scan in less than twenty minutes, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Young people in developing countries will catch up and pass our kids in the next generation. Between 1997 and 2002, productivity in China increased by 17 percent annually, and they aim to have the best university system in the world within the next decade; they’re paying top dollar to woo the leading science professors and researchers from Europe and America to China. The top foreign-language class now requested around the world is Mandarin. Twenty percent of scientists and engineers in the United States today are immigrants. Fifty-one percent of doctorates in engineering awarded by American universities are now earned by foreign students.

An executive with Cargill, one of the world’s leading agribusinesses, confided during a recent interview that his company has difficulty finding its top scientists in the United States. “We have to hire the best and brightest for us to maintain our competitive advantage. For generations we found them in American graduate schools. That’s no longer the case. More and more of our recent hires are in China and India.”

Thomas L. Friedman, in his 2005 best seller The World Is Flat, summarizes the lessons of the global economy with this anecdote. Friedman recalls that when he was a boy his parents used to say: “Tom, finish your dinner—people in China and India are starving.” Now he tells his daughters: “Girls, finish your homework—people in China and India are starving for your job.”

It is clear that the economic future will belong to hungry kids, not entitled kids. It will belong to kids who know how to work hard, delay gratification, make sacrifices, and discipline themselves. These are all the lessons of No. Our country’s and our kids’ economic future is at stake in our ability to say no.

Peering into Our Kids’ Future

Before we go any further, I would like you to pause for a moment. Make yourself comfortable and sit quietly for a few minutes and imagine some years into the future, when your kids are grown and living on their own. The question I have for you is: What kind of adult do you hope your kids will become? What admirable traits do you hope they will have?

Please, really give it some thought. Many parents think about what they hope will not happen in their kids’ lives. That is only natural, especially in a media culture that seems addicted to scaring people with exaggerated warnings about the latest danger lurking out there. We have all had friends or family members whose children have taken unpredictable turns, gotten into trouble, had emotional problems, or made unfortunate decisions. But forget about all these negative scenarios for now. Think good thoughts about what you’d like to see. What qualities of character do you hope your child will develop? Will he or she be kind, compassionate, competitive, driven, fair-minded, resilient? You might find it helpful to write down your answer.







I ask a lot of parents this question and give them time to write down their answers. Most parents say they want their kids to grow up to be competent, responsible, and caring adults. These are the qualities they most often mention, which is understandable.

But the next question is more difficult:

How is my child going to get from here to there?

The answer is:

Only with a lot of guidance. Only by learning how to say no.

It’s human nature for us to want to keep our kids smiling and cheerful. But you know what? If our kids never get mad at us, or get frustrated or become disappointed, that might be a warning sign that we aren’t doing our job as parents. How will your kids learn to deal with frustration and disappointment if they never have any practice? How will your kids learn self-discipline if you don’t teach them? It is your job to teach these important life lessons by saying no.

If not you, then who?

And if not now, then when?

Raising Kids

This book explores some very important parenting skills. You’ll discover some aspects of your parenting style that you want to keep, others that you want to modify, and still others that you want to change. Once you’ve determined what you want to change, you can plan to take action according to these three steps:

1. Become aware of what you need to change.

2. Consciously choose how you want to act.

3. Repeat the action until it becomes comfortable.

Now, pause and think about these two questions found at the conclusion of most chapters:

• What do I want to continue about my parenting and my relationship with my child(ren)?

• What do I want to change?

Dos and Don’ts

These dos and don’ts are suggestions—they’re good starting points for learning how to change from saying yes to saying no when it’s important.

DO

• With your spouse or partner, or as a single parent, develop a list of desirable traits, qualities, and behaviors that you want your children to have.

• Model the type of behavior you want to see in your kids. You’re the most powerful teacher they have.

• Learn as much as you can about your child’s growth and development to gain realistic expectations of your child’s behavior. Many communities offer child development and parenting classes. Read books that describe what to expect. Some include What’s Going On in There? How the Brain and Mind Develop in the First Five Years of Life, by Lise Eliot (Bantam, 2000); Touchpoints: The Essential Reference—Your Child’s Emotional and Behavioral Development, by T. Berry Brazelton (Da Capo Lifelong Books, 1992); and my own Why Do They Act That Way? A Survival Guide to the Adolescent Brain for You and Your Teen (Free Press, 2004).

• Get to know your children’s teachers and let them know that you support them and will back them up in their expectations of behavior and classroom performance.

DON’T

• Don’t do things for your kids that they should be able to do for themselves.

• Don’t become a nonstop entertainment committee for your children.

• Don’t give your children everything they want.

• Don’t become a doormat for disrespectful behavior. Tolerance and patience are important parental traits, but you are allowed to insist—and should insist—on courteous and responsible behavior by your children.

What do I want to continue?







What do I want to change?









TWO




Saying No in a Yes Culture

In the early 1970s, government and business leaders in Mexico had a big problem on their hands. The world was shifting to an information economy, so the ability to read and write was more important than ever. Yet, rates of adult literacy remained stubbornly low in many Mexican workplaces. After several failed initiatives, Miguel Sabido, the producer of a very popular television program, decided to try an experiment. For a number of months in 1973 Sabido wove pro–adult literacy messages into the dialogue of the male lead in his top-rated program. In the twelve months that followed, adult-reading-class registrations across Mexico soared by an astounding 800 percent.

Media’s power has only increased in recent years with the advancement of telecommunication technology. Today, for example, political candidates must finance media campaigns with enormous sums of money and put their faces and messages on the screens that now dominate our lives, or they have no chance of influencing voters. In fact, a campaign manager for a U.S. senator recently told National Public Radio that media plans have become more important than the candidates themselves. A research study I coauthored showed that beer companies’ budgets for media campaigns not only predict teenagers’ favorite brands, but that exposure to these ads also predicts which teens will start drinking.

Whoever Tells the Stories Defines the Culture

A multibillion-dollar worldwide advertising industry is built on media’s ability to form attitudes and values and to change behavior. Media messages influence us to a great degree because they use stories and stories have traditionally shaped our attitudes, values, and behavior.

We human beings come from a long line of storytellers. For many centuries our ancestors sat around campfires spinning yarns. Though the kitchen table has replaced the campfire in modern times, the storytelling hasn’t stopped. Some stories recount the news with a bit of drama, humor, or entertainment; others are intended as moral lessons. Some are forgotten in minutes while others survive for thousands of years.

Stories have meaning for both children and adults no matter what their age, although interpretations will differ. For example, a Bible story like the Good Samaritan can teach young children the importance of helping one another. In addition, an adult who knows that, historically, Samaritans were a despised lower class will be reminded of the harm done by prejudice.

Stories teach cultural norms and values that are critical to the health of a society. They communicate what is, and is not, important to a group. Stories identify our heroes and define their qualities. Charlotte’s Web teaches millions of children the importance of bravery and honesty. The Three Little Pigs stresses the value of a job well done. Whether in children’s books or adult novels, stories have the power to shape a culture.

But a monumental change in who tells our stories happened in the past sixty years. Since World War II, the mass media, especially movies, television, and, more recently, video games provide an ever larger number of the stories we hear. The way tales are told has also changed.

Teams of Hollywood scriptwriters, directors, and video game producers have replaced parents, teachers, pastors, elders, authors, and sages as the primary storytellers. Multimillion-dollar electronic productions have replaced stories shared around campfires and tables, or stories read by flashlight under the covers late at night. Mass-media stories, delivered with dazzling special effects, are beamed to billions of people all over the world in a matter of seconds.

There are of course benefits to this new type of storytelling. The technology driving this change, for example, throws open cultural doors and new worlds around the globe very quickly. But the downside is that most mass-media storytelling exists to sell things, to “deliver eyeballs to advertisers,” to move merchandise off the shelves. Traditional storytellers aimed to entertain, educate, and inspire. That shift is crucial. The media story that gains and holds our attention long enough to convey an advertiser’s message, that succeeds in delivering eyeballs, proliferates. Selling is the primary goal; entertainment, education, and inspiration are secondary. An entertainment executive once summed it up: “It’s all about bucks, baby. The rest is conversation.”

We’ll explore the effects of this shift further in chapter 13, but for now let’s affirm that this generation of kids spends more time learning about life through electronic media than any other activity. The amount of time they spend in front of screens dwarfs how many hours they spend in the classroom or talking with their parents. Kids today are exposed to more stories that are more powerfully presented than at any time in history. Some are good. Too many are not. We, as parents, must choose our children’s media stories carefully. Why? Because whoever tells the stories defines the culture.

Parent Tool Kit: No in a Yes Culture

Electronic media surround us, as pervasive as the air we breathe. This pervasiveness clouds our awareness of the media Yes culture and how saying no to our kids is made so much more difficult. Use the questions in this kit to figure out how aware you are of the cultural norms that constantly reinforce Yes.



PARENT TOOL KIT

No in a Yes Culture



	Yes

	No
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	1. We make sure that we read a lot to our children.
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	2. We pick books that our kids like, that educate and entertain.
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	3. We identify the subtle but powerful Yes messages in the media.
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	4. We talk with our kids about the values the media promote.
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	5. We pay attention to our kids’ movies, TV programs, and video games.
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	6. We believe that virtues like perseverance, patience, and generosity are critical.
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	7. We discuss our parenting priorities from time to time.
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	8. We try to make sure that we don’t over-schedule ourselves or our kids.







If you can’t answer yes to most of these questions, then you might be a lot more influenced by cultural pressure to always say yes than you think.

The Power of Advertising

At a parenting seminar in Texas some years ago, a young mother shared an example of the power of advertising. “During dinner one night my husband told me that he thought the movie we had just seen the night before might be his all-time favorite. My three-year-old daughter immediately chimed in that she had a favorite movie too. When I asked her what it was, she went on and on about how she loved The Lion King. She was absolutely convinced that it was her favorite and that’s why we absolutely had to go to McDonald’s so she could get the puzzles that came with the Lion King Happy Meal. “What was startling about this conversation, Dr. Dave,” she added, “was that the movie hadn’t even come out yet. The premiere was still a week away, but the advertising had already convinced my daughter that it was her all-time favorite.”

If the mass-media stories our children hear and see teach them cultural norms and values, the ads embedded in those stories do, too. Advertising was born in the media, first the print media, then radio and of course television, then the Internet and video games. Advertisers always improve their techniques, but the gist of what they do is nothing new.

Before the industrial revolution, the dominant form of mass media was the newspaper. Publishers of newspapers made their money then by charging for the newspaper itself. There were no advertisements. The newspaper hired people to gather the news, write and edit the stories, and then a newspaper boy would sell it on the corner for a couple of pennies. The industrial revolution of the nineteenth century and its proliferation of manufactured goods generated a need to create markets for its products.

No one knew if a sales message would drive people to buy a product because it was mentioned in a newspaper. But the first advertisements did work. Other newspapers followed with more advertisements, transforming the whole business so that the pennies a reader paid for the newspaper became less and less important in the business model of newspaper publishers. Advertising has grown so much over the years that the average Sunday newspaper in the United States today is about 30 percent information and 70 percent advertisements. Once that advertising formula took hold in the newspaper business, it kept morphing and growing into other mass media as they developed.

There’s nothing wrong with selling stuff, just as there is nothing wrong with buying stuff. But what has happened over time is that advertisers have become more sophisticated and more effective at bypassing the simple, straightforward type of message they used to deliver, which generally appealed to reason or common sense. Advertisers have learned that it is more effective to bypass the rational part of the brain and instead target the emotions, crafting messages that appeal to pleasure, or give you a feeling of need you never knew you had, or take advantage of your weakness for convenience and instant gratification. It all adds up to a constantly reinforced cultural Yes message—to you and your children—that all your needs and desires should be met instantly, exactly the way you want, so that you never have to wait for anything or deny yourself anything.

The Golden Rule of Influence

When you stop to think about it, an advertiser’s basic job is to change our behavior, to persuade us to switch from brand X to brand Y, or to buy something new. While that goal might be simple, its execution is difficult, because the advertiser has to get inside our heads and make us want to change, to motivate us. The best way to do that is to target emotions that motivate behavior. It’s no accident that our words emotion and motivation come from the same Latin word, movere, meaning “to move.”

The savvy advertiser avoids the brain’s thinking center, the cortex, and makes a beeline for the brain’s limbic system, the seat of emotions. In other words, the most effective ads slip in underneath the brain’s thinking radar, like a stealth missile. The last thing an advertiser wants is for us to be alert to how he is trying to influence us. That just wouldn’t be as effective. The golden rule of influence decrees that the chance of success increases when the person being influenced doesn’t know it. If it seems far-fetched to think that a commercial can wire you to have a positive impression of a product, a value, or an idea without your understanding that it is manipulating you, just ask yourself how often you see a new commercial and have absolutely no idea what is being advertised.

Advertisers work very hard to use their small piece of time to create an emotional state. That is why, increasingly, after seeing twenty-five seconds of a thirty-second ad for the first time, we ask ourselves, “What are they advertising anyway? Cars? Food? Vacations?” But the advertisers have their reasons for keeping us in the dark. They know their ad will work best if they can first evoke a particular emotion or mood and maximize that effect. Then, and only then, when they have us feeling the way they want us to feel, do they make the connection to their product or service. Here’s an example.

Several years ago my daughter Erin and I were watching television during the holidays when an advertisement caught our attention. We saw images of a sleigh being drawn by horses through snow-covered woods. A house with a wreath on its door stood on a small hill. The next scene showed friendly faces exchanging gifts around a fireplace. Since we didn’t yet know who the advertiser was, we began to guess based on the images we were seeing. I thought it was Hallmark; Erin guessed Budweiser. We were both wrong. In the final seconds of the ad, with the image of an airplane floating above billowing clouds, a soothing voice intoned, “American Airlines—bringing friends together for the holidays.” It was beautiful! Now here’s the key question: At the end of that ad, how do you think Erin and I felt about American Airlines? “What a wonderful company that would bring friends together for the holidays. God bless them!”

This very effective commercial did not appeal to the cerebral cortex, the thinking part of the brain, with information about the airline’s safety record, the training requirements of personnel, or the specifications of its jet engines, but went straight for the heart.

A Million Yes Messages a Year

Unless you live in a cave, you and your children are exposed to more than a million advertisements every year on billboards, in newspapers and magazines, junk mail, on product packaging, and in the electronic mass media. The average child in the United States will see more than forty thousand ads each year on TV alone. Wherever advertisers can put an ad, they will.

All those ads target our emotions and form neural connections in our brains. We are unaware of this happening, but each time we see a commercial repeated, those neural connections are strengthened, as is the unconscious association between that product, service, or message and the emotional state it evokes. That connection is inactive until we see a reference to the product or service, which triggers the emotion that subtly pushes us to action, often without the slightest idea why. We might be able to resist the pull of that emotion in most cases, but since we often are unaware of where the emotional association came from, it’s unlikely we can resist all the time.

Here’s another ad I still remember from several years ago: It starts with a shot of an adorable little girl having a imaginary tea party with a friendly elephant. They laugh and skip around the yard, which is shrouded in a soft, dreamy light. Everything is just right, and the little girl is clearly having a wonderful time, but twenty-five seconds into the commercial I had no idea what was being advertised, although I didn’t really care because the commercial was clearly plucking my parental heartstrings with thoughts of my own kids’ innocent fantasy play.

“Maybe you can’t give her everything she wants,” a voiceover intones. As I recall, the commercial closes by saying, “But for all the rest, there’s MasterCard.”

Let’s be honest here. The real message to the parent watching that commercial is: Give your kid whatever she wants. Of course, that was never spoken. It was all wrapped in very attractive, inviting emotional images that made me feel good.

Another commercial starts with a man leaving on a business trip. Before going out the door he gives his little girl a big hug and tells her that he will miss her. Later in the trip he is in a hotel room on the phone wishing her a happy birthday. In real life that little girl would probably be disappointed that her dad was not home to help her celebrate her birthday, but in this ad she is all smiles. The commercial, not surprisingly, was for a cell phone company. As happy endings go, this was pretty limited. A real happy ending would have had him rescheduling the trip so he could be there for his little girl’s birthday, instead of giving her five minutes of phone time from a foreign country. The point is, however, that the commercial succeeds in evoking a warm, agreeable emotion.
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