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Part One

Base Camp




1

Worry Less? Are You Serious?

Rates of mental health disorders among children in the United States have been on the rise for more than a decade. During the pandemic, they skyrocketed to alarming levels that captured the attention of many, including the surgeon general.1 Given this, you may be puzzled by our book’s premise, i.e., worry less to help kids more. While parts of you probably do not like worrying and would love to stop, other parts probably urge you to worry more, not less. For those parts, worrying feels like the perfect, right thing to do. And since there is a lot of pressure and anxiety in our culture around achievement and personal outcomes, the parts that worry probably work overtime. After all, if you do not worry, how can you possibly make sure your kids are safe, happy, healthy, and successful—especially in this increasingly complex and competitive world? Good parents worry, right?


What Do We Mean When We Say, “A Part of You”?

When we refer to parts, we are using the term as defined in Internal Family Systems (IFS).2 In IFS, parts are aspects of our personality (similar to those portrayed in the movie Inside Out
3) that think and interact inside us, much like members of an internal family.



You are in good company if you think like this. Worrying about what we refer to as STUFF—Situations That include Uncomfortable Facts and Feelings—is now accepted and normalized in our society. (Going forward, when we use the term stuff, it will refer to STUFF as we’ve defined it here.) Most people now believe that worrying about stuff is a necessary and unavoidable feature of dealing with life’s ups and downs. As worrying about stuff has become more normative, so has the belief that avoiding and/or eliminating uncomfortable facts and feelings is the key to protecting our welfare. Such norms and beliefs have paved the way for societal trends such as cancel culture, safe spaces, book bans, etc. All these trends sanction and demand the elimination of stuff as a requirement for health and well-being.

Worrying about kids consumes a considerable amount of our collective time and attention, as do the “fixes” that worriers implement to make sure everything is nice and comfortable. Informal surveys done in the United States and United Kingdom report that parents spend more than thirty-seven hours a week (on average) worrying about their children.4 That’s more than five hours a day! And even though most parents do not like all the worrying, they don’t feel capable of stopping because it feels so important and necessary.

Parents feel considerable pressure to do more, do better, and do differently than their own parents did. The explosion of “expert” parenting advice available—especially on social media—contributes to this pressure. Most of the child-raising methods currently endorsed as the best5 entail intense involvement with children. Parents who follow these methods spend countless hours researching, supervising, and planning activities to make sure their children’s welfare is secure. Worrying—often about whether they are doing enough—frequently accompanies these efforts. If you fit this profile, take heart—nothing is wrong with you! You are simply following the norm, doing what you believe is best for your children. However, we are glad you are reading this book because worrying does not actually benefit children!

Worry-fueled intensive parenting techniques carry unintended and decidedly unhelpful consequences. Chief among these negative consequences are the shifts that occur in parent/child relationships when parental involvement is intensified and tied to the goal of making sure. Making sure involves securing outcomes and removing any hint of discomfort and uncertainty from situations of concern. Pursuing the goal to make sure . . . that nothing bad happens, that you are being a good parent, that problems are eliminated, etc., is exhausting. It also shifts time and attention away from being with children in ways that better support their development. When parents shift attention to interest and involvement with their children, it can be quite beneficial. However, when worry shifts the goal for doing so to making sure, it can be less so. When the worry-shifted goal demands a level of intensity and involvement that impedes a child’s healthy development and/or leads to parental burnout,6 children suffer.


When we use the word “shift” in this book, we are referring to a change in the focus of your attention, energy, and/or behavior. Some shifts, like those we recommend, have beneficial impacts. Some, like those that occur when you are worrying, do not.



Unintended Impacts of Worry-Fueled Parenting Methods

Let’s take a more detailed look at how the worry-shifted goals behind some of these intense parenting methods lead to unintended side effects.

Intensive parenting involves the investment of endless effort, resources, and research into providing children with the best opportunities for maximizing their achievements. While this method appears to “work”7 (for instance, by producing high-achieving children who often land jobs with large salaries), such “successes” usually come with brutally high costs for parents and children. Parents exhaust themselves (and their bank accounts) and put excessive pressure on children to achieve. Intense pressure to achieve has a harmful impact on children’s mental health.8 Public health experts have identified four environmental conditions as leading risk factors for adolescent mental health: poverty, discrimination, abuse, and excessive pressure to achieve.9 Studies by Sonya Luthar and her colleagues report that young people attending top-performing high schools are at high risk for anxiety, depression, and substance abuse.10 We are confident this is not what the parents of these young people desire or intend for their children.

Helicopter parenting is another worry-fueled trend for raising children that leads to unintended impacts. Parents who use this method shift their efforts from reasonable oversight to constant hovering over their children. The goal is to monitor and control children’s behavior and environment so that even minor risks and mistakes can be avoided, averted, and minimized. Helicopter parenting has contributed to the significant reduction in free play among modern children. The unintended impacts on children of constant oversight include poor emotional and behavioral regulation,11 low self-esteem, and a lack of confidence and autonomy.12 A similar trend—lawnmower parenting—receives its name from the efforts of parents to remove all stuff that crops up along a child’s path. Problematic side effects associated with this approach include lagging skills for problem-solving, self-regulation, and coping.13

Parents who use gentle or child-centered techniques often worry about the impact of unfairness, harshness, or conflict on their children. To allay their worry, they spend considerable effort avoiding stuff of that nature and hold themselves to exacting, often difficult to maintain standards of behavior. While very little research has been conducted on gentle parenting, one study demonstrated that about one-third of parents who practice gentle parenting have worries about their own well-being and whether they are “doing it [parenting] right.”14 Those worries impact children: when parents are unsure of their role, their children have more difficulty regulating attention, emotions, and behavior.15 Moreover, the worry-fueled goal of reducing exposure to natural instances of unfairness, strong emotions, and conflict limits opportunities for children to practice coping skills. As happens with helicopter parenting and lawnmower parenting, when such opportunities are limited, children are at risk for low frustration tolerance and poor resilience.

Parents who embrace these trends do so with a sincere intention to help their children. Yet such methods often lead to shifts that compromise a child’s most valuable resource and a parent’s most influential tool—the parent/child relationship. The problematic shifts associated with these methods are created by worrying. The concerns behind the worrying—about children’s future success, health, and well-being—are not the issue. What makes worrying unhelpful is the shifts that it generates. When parents shift the bulk of their time, attention, and resources toward efforts to eliminate stuff and to make sure children do well,16 little space remains for parents to be with their kids in a manner that fosters healthy development. These efforts are also often exhausting for parents.


Time to Get Curious

What thoughts and feelings have been present as you have been reading? Are the parts of you that worry more active? No matter what they say, I can’t stop worrying. I don’t know what would happen to my kids if I didn’t worry. Don’t they understand that the stuff I worry about is, in fact, really bad?

Are there parts of you serving up some criticism of worry and worriers? I told you worrying wasn’t good for you or the kids. Now look what you’ve done.

As you notice your thoughts and feelings—whatever they may be—try to acknowledge them as valid, interesting, and informative, and see how that feels inside. Then, when you are ready, turn your attention back to reading.



Stuff Happens—All the Time

The world is full of situations that include uncomfortable feelings and facts (i.e., stuff). There’s no way around it. Life is simply full of stuff. All situations—even those we deem positive—usually contain a few uncomfortable facts and feelings that cannot be anticipated, controlled, and/or eliminated. Rain on a wedding day may generate some disappointment. The initial shock of a surprise party may be intense and scary. The delightful new puppy comes with messes to clean up. Story time is so nice that you never want it to end. Uncertainty may accompany decisions about multiple college acceptances. In other words, almost every situation we encounter is, to some degree, stuff.

Our ability to cope with stuff is heavily influenced by the focus of our attention. When we can fluidly shift our attention between what is happening outside and what is happening inside, we can generally cope better with stuff. However, when our attention shifts inward and sticks to worrying, coping with stuff becomes harder. For example, if it rained on your wedding day (i.e., the stuff) and you could shift your attention to the many aspects of the day that were going well, you could cope with the rain and still manage to have a beautiful day. On the other hand, if your attention got stuck on worrying about how the rain was dashing all your hopes and dreams for your wedding day, coping with the rain would be tough. That’s one of the biggest problems with worrying—it interferes with our ability to cope.

What Exactly Is Worry and Why Doesn’t It Help?

The word worry is used so much that it may seem silly to define it. If you ask just about anyone if they know what worry is, most will emphatically answer yes. Many of us routinely use the phrase “I’m worried about . . . ” to describe our concerns about stuff. But worries and concerns are not quite the same, and, as it turns out, the difference matters in our brains and bodies. It is indeed helpful to notice and address concerns about stuff that may impact your welfare, or the welfare of your loved ones. Worrying about the same stuff is not helpful. To understand why, let’s take a look at the definitions of worry and of concern.

A concern is an issue that merits attention. When you are concerned, you are in “an uneasy state of blended interest, uncertainty, and apprehension.”17 The state of concern helps you pay attention to something that doesn’t seem quite right. Your uncomfortable feelings tell you that the situation merits your attention. Your interest and focus on the situation help you to figure out what, if anything, you can do about it. Such a state is quite helpful for problem-solving, coping, and connectedness. For example, when you have a concern about stuff that impacts your children, both the situation and your uncomfortable feelings about it are on your radar screen. In other words, when you are concerned, you have information about a situation from both internal (e.g., feelings and thoughts) and external (e.g., outward focus) sources. When you can integrate information from multiple sources, you can address concerns more successfully. Your concern and your efforts to address it also send the message to your children that they matter. As you will learn, mattering is central to their health and well-being.


Concern is a mixed state of interest and discomfort related to an issue that merits your attention. Worry is a state of distress related to inwardly focused thinking about an issue.



Worrying about stuff, however, shifts your attention inward. Not only does worrying shift your attention away from currently occurring stuff, but it also glues your attention to the internal distress that the worrying itself generates. To worry is “to torment oneself with or suffer from disturbing thoughts.”18 The state of torment and alarm that worrying creates—about current stuff and an endless array of what if stuff—does not facilitate coping. When you are worrying, your attention and interest are captured by your thoughts and the internal distress they generate. Even when you are worrying about a valid concern, worrying shifts your focus from gathering and processing information that will help you address your concern to eliminating your internal distress, which has been amplified by your worrying. That’s the kicker that makes worry so unhelpful. The distress and torment you experience from worrying about what might happen if captures your attention and interferes with your ability to connect with your children and to cope with the stuff that is happening for them now.


Time to Get Curious

When you think about stuff that may impact your children, what state are you usually in? A state of concern (i.e., mix of unease and interest)? Or a state of worry-generated distress (i.e., tormented by disturbing thoughts)? Where does your attention go when you are uneasy yet also interested in the stuff? Where does your attention go when you are worrying about stuff? How do you interact with others when you are concerned? How do you interact when you are worried? What, if anything, is different?



It’s All About the Shift

When you are busy worrying, little room exists for interest or involvement with anything else. What matters most is alleviating the distress that is, ironically, generated by worrying. The shift of focus inside to worrying interferes with problem-solving and coping. The inability to shift away from worrying is responsible for disruptions to healthy behavior and functioning.

We all naturally shift our attention throughout the day. Healthy brain function and behavior rely on fluid shifts of attention among specialized brain networks. (A fluid skill can be performed quickly, automatically, and accurately.) Fluid shifts facilitate the effective use and integration of various brain functions. Coping, for example, involves a dynamic process of collecting and integrating information from brain networks that specialize in processing emotions, completing tasks, distinguishing relevant from irrelevant information, projecting into the future, etc. Such dynamic and fluid shifts make our internal systems run smoothly. When all is working as it should, there is harmony in and among the vast array of neural networks that contribute to surviving, striving, and thriving. However, when this dynamic process of shifting, balancing, and integrating is underdeveloped and/or disrupted, healthy behavior and functioning are harder to maintain.

When you worry, you become stuck in one brain network. Getting stuck is the problem. A single worried thought about a concern is not disruptive if your attention doesn’t get stuck on it. For example, a worried thought about stuff such as I’m worried that Katy is going to be homesick when she’s at camp is not problematic if it leads you to shift your attention toward coping (e.g., “Maybe we should chat about how it’s normal to feel homesick and what she can do to cope if she feels homesick.”). However, if your focus shifts to worrying about the stuff instead, the angst and torment the worrying generates will swamp your system and interfere with your ability to connect with Katy and to cope with the stuff (e.g., What if she gets so anxious that she can’t sleep? That would be awful! And she’ll feel so alone. I can’t bear that. She won’t have anyone to help her through that, and then she’ll just be crying by herself. This is just going to be awful.). When you become stuck in the brain network responsible for worrying, your system becomes imbalanced, and you lose access to the benefits and resources of other networks that could help you manage the situation.

One of your most important parental tasks is to look out for the welfare of your children. Normal anxiety—yes, there is such a thing as normal anxiety—helps you accomplish that task. When stuff happens that affects your children, it’s natural and beneficial to feel some anxiety and to take an interest (i.e., be concerned). Normal anxiety is the body’s way of putting stuff on your radar and getting you ready to do something about it. Without the dynamic shifts and interactions among the networks responsible for normal anxiety and other brain functions like problem-solving, you would not notice or do anything about stuff. Imagine what would happen if you had no anxiety about a fast-approaching deadline for a project or an approaching stranger’s menacing demeanor. How would you recruit the resources necessary to prepare and complete the project or to give the stranger a wide berth? The uneasiness that comes with normal anxiety is helpful when you use it as a cue to shift and recruit resources that will help you cope. However, the heightened state of anxiety that ensues when you get stuck worrying is not so helpful.

A Little Bit of Neuroscience Explains a Lot

Our brains run everything we do. The state of our brain when we interact with others, learn, make decisions, etc., has a big influence on how things progress—both immediately and in the long run. While we do not fully comprehend how the amazingly complex and sophisticated human brain works, some fundamental brain systems are well-understood. The fight/flight/freeze mechanism is one of these. When you grasp how this mechanism shifts the brain and the body, a lot of human behavior makes more sense. Understanding the impact of such shifts provides clarity about the benefits of worrying less.

The Fight/Flight/Freeze Response in Action

The number one priority of our brains is survival. Some of the oldest structures and networks in our brains are the limbic system and the reticular activating system (RAS). These systems work together to assure our survival. They also have rich connections with other networks throughout the brain that help them achieve their goal. Located in the lower, earliest to mature, area of our brains, the RAS constantly and automatically scans the environment. When it detects anything that can help with survival (e.g., shelter, food, helpful individuals, etc.), it sends an alert to the nearby limbic system, which shifts energy to the networks responsible for obtaining the desired item or outcome. For example, these systems help an infant attract a caretaker’s attention by crying or cooing. When the RAS detects anything that may threaten survival (e.g., harmful others, exposure to the elements, etc.), it sends an alarm to the limbic system. When the limbic system detects the alarm, it shifts the resources of the brain and body to the emergency survival system, a.k.a. the fight/flight/freeze system. The primary job of the fight/flight/freeze system is to initiate one of three actions in the presence of a threat—fighting, running away or fleeing, or shutting down/freezing. The goal is to ensure that you will live to tell the tale. Once the threat is no longer present, energy shifts back to brain networks that take care of other functions. The fight/flight/freeze reaction is designed for quick, rather than prolonged, use. Over-activation of this mechanism creates significant stress and wear and tear on the system.

Over the course of evolution, the fight/flight/freeze system has proved adaptive and helpful. For instance, if you were a prehistoric human out foraging and a tiger came rushing toward you, your brain would automatically set one of the following actions into motion—fighting (hopefully with a weapon!), running away (flight), or shutting down until the danger passed (freeze). Your brain would accomplish this by recruiting all available resources to support the action (e.g., increased blood flow to support running or fighting, or shutting down systems to conserve energy). During this period, access to other networks in your brain—especially those located in the upper areas—that direct and control behavior through more sophisticated means (e.g., complex thinking, planning, organization, consideration, and kindness, etc.) would be significantly limited. The consequences of devoting time and resources to thought and deliberation when a tiger is running toward you could prove fatal. When faced with such an imminent life-threatening emergency, swift reactive measures, not careful deliberative thought, will keep you alive. Hence, the dynamic shifts in the brain that are coordinated by the RAS and the limbic system see to it that you don’t get stuck in thinking mode.

The workings of the fight/flight/freeze system have a significant influence on overall brain function that is hard wired and has not changed much since the caveman days. This is true even though the upper levels of our brains have continued to evolve. The upper areas of our brains are responsible for inventions and conventions (e.g., sanitation systems, food production methods, housing conditions, etc.) that have significantly reduced the routine presence of survival threats in most of our lives. Yet, the fight/flight/freeze mechanism remains unchanged and vigilant. This would be fine except for a two-pronged problem. Prong one—the threat detectors in the lower area of the brain that set the fight/flight/freeze system into action cannot distinguish between an actual imminent life-threatening emergency and one that is imagined, perceived, or may potentially occur. Prong two—the complex mechanisms in the upper levels of our brain can focus on stuff that has not happened yet, may never happen, or is likely to happen. Since the lower levels of the brain cannot distinguish imagined or future threats from current threats, they set the fight/flight/freeze mechanism into action for either kind. This is disruptive because survival/crisis mode is only helpful when you are facing a true, imminent life-threatening emergency (e.g., the house is on fire, a bus is speeding toward you in the crosswalk, etc.). When you need to react immediately to survive, this mode will help save your life. However, when a more mindful response is in order, this mode is unhelpful because it blocks access to the upper regions of the brain.

Let’s go back to the prehistoric human foraging when the possibility of being chased by a tiger is real, but there is no tiger in sight. The brain of a skilled forager would shift fluidly between the networks devoted to detecting threats and the networks devoted to finding food. They would then integrate the information gathered from both before choosing a response. This dynamic process would give the forager clarity about when it’s safe and when it’s not, as well as the confidence, curiosity, and creativity needed to forage successfully. However, if the forager’s brain activity shifted to imagining there was a tiger behind every tree, it would generate fear and distress that would activate the fight/flight/freeze system. Once activated, the networks responsible for finding food would be inaccessible, and escaping the threat of the potential tiger would become the priority. To continue to forage successfully, the forager would need to shift out of survival/crisis mode.

Activation of fight/flight/freeze creates an emergency all-hands-on-deck state that recruits and directs significant physical resources toward one of the three lifesaving reactions it supports. The physical toll of this state on the brain and body is significant and represents an “expensive” use of resources. When danger is clear and present, the cost is worth it because the expenditure of resources can save your life. However, when fight/flight/freeze is repeatedly activated when nothing remotely life-threatening is occurring (as it is when you are worrying), the cost/benefit ratio becomes untenable. This is why chronic, unmanaged stress is unhealthy.

Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers

Animals with less complex brains than humans rarely suffer from stress-related ailments such as ulcers.19 As Robert Sapolsky describes in his seminal book on stress and anxiety, Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers,20 the fight/flight/freeze response of zebras is only active when a predator is nearby and engaged in behavior that represents a threat (e.g., stalking, chasing, etc.). When the predator is nearby but is resting, sleeping, or otherwise uninterested in the zebra, the zebra gets on with its usual business and munches on grass. In other words, zebras do not waste energy running away every time there is a possibility of harm. If they did, they would never eat and would not survive. When applied to humans, the moral of the story is that worrying about stuff that is not happening now wastes resources.

The upper levels of the human brain are bigger and more developed than those of many other species because our primary survival mechanism—connectedness with others—is complicated. Zebras’ main survival mechanism is flight. While we have a similar emergency system to deal with imminent threats to our welfare, our long-term survival, health, and well-being are heavily dependent on our relationships with others. The vast dynamic systems of interconnected structures and networks in the upper areas of our brains have evolved to support the skills required to manage the complex task of getting along with others. These skills include self-regulation, perspective-taking, planning, organizing, etc. When fight/flight/freeze blocks access to these areas, our ability to learn and use these essential life skills becomes harder. We become like the prehistoric human who keeps worrying about the tiger and cannot forage successfully, or the zebra who keeps running and does not eat. When we get stuck in emergency mode, it is harder to engage in and manage the activities of daily living that contribute to our well-being, especially activities that involve connections with others.

Our Big, Amazing Brains Make Shifting, AND Worrying, Possible

The interconnected structures, networks, and chemistry of our brains dynamically interact to enhance our species’ ability to survive, strive, and thrive. When they are in balance and working in harmony, they also enrich human experience. This is ironic because the same brain networks and upper-level brain structures that support coping and connecting—like critical thinking, planning, imagining, and anticipating—also make worrying possible. Yet, this capacity for worrying is not what causes problems. The downsides of worrying are caused by the many shifts it creates when you don’t shift away from it. When attention shifts inward toward internally generated stuff that intensifies uncomfortable feelings, the fight/flight/freeze system activates. When survival/crisis mode sets in, it shifts the nature of behavior, making reactions more common than responses. The cumulative effect of all these shifts is exhausting!

Worrying gobbles up resources that could be put to better use. Health and well-being depend on a balance between rest, which replenishes resources, and activity. Exhausting yourself pursuing worry-driven goals is not in your children’s best interests.21 When you are worrying and you can’t shift away, you expend resources in a manner that is uninformed by the activity of other brain networks that facilitate coping and problem-solving. To make matters worse, worrying creates and intensifies uncomfortable thoughts and feelings, which further disrupts healthy functioning by interfering with sleep and other restorative activities. And here’s the rub—this mess usually follows a sincere desire to do something about a legitimate concern. To illustrate this, let’s look at a concern about stuff that arose during the pandemic and the worry-driven plan that was devised to “help.”


	•Situation— Disruptions in schooling during the pandemic.

	•Uncomfortable Fact—The kids are struggling to learn and are falling below the standards.

	•Uncomfortable Feelings—Disappointment, confusion, fear, alarm, dismay, overwhelm.

	•Typical, culturally acceptable worrying—“Oh no! What if they don’t catch up, and our district/nation falls in the rankings? What if they don’t make it into college? What if . . . ? All these possibilities are bad, dangerous, alarming, intolerable.”

	•Worry-driven plan— We must make sure the kids catch up now!



You may not see anything amiss with a plan designed to make sure kids meet academic standards. Isn’t it reasonable to be concerned about academic declines and to come up with a plan to address them? Of course! Both the concern and the desire to address it are completely reasonable! When stuff comes to our attention, it is natural—and healthy—to have some worried thoughts and to want to do something about it. But, as you will continue to learn throughout this book, “fixes” created when you are stuck worrying are narrowly focused on eliminating the uncertainty and discomfort related to stuff, i.e., on making sure. When you cannot shift away from worrying, you can’t take advantage of the perspectives and resources provided by other brain networks that contribute to effective problem-solving. Worry-driven “fixes” rarely help anyone learn how to cope with stuff. In fact, worrying often makes it harder to cope with stuff.

Bottom Line: Worrying Doesn’t Help Kids (or Anyone) Cope with Stuff

Having sufficient resources that support coping contributes heavily to the long-term health and well-being of kids and parents alike.22 Parents worry because they want to make sure they protect the welfare of their kids. Yet, when parents are worrying, many of their most helpful resources get compromised. When resources for coping get overwhelmed by the inevitable stress of raising children, parents become burnt out, and every day can feel like a battle for survival.23 It is much harder to raise children when you are in survival/crisis mode. Although some of the factors that contribute to parental burnout—such as job stress—are difficult to control, worrying is not. Anyone can learn to worry less. If you can shift away from worrying, you will have more access to resources that support coping. While there is no question that worrying about children usually starts from a place of loving care and concern, there is also no question that worry-driven shifts make it harder, rather than easier, for parents to provide the kind of resources and environment that help kids more.

Our kids need us to do better. We need us to do better. By getting your shift together and worrying less, you can feel less exhausted, more calm, and more connected to your children. Shifting out of survival/crisis mode (when risks to survival are not imminent) allows everyone to cope better and thrive. When you learn how to shift away from worry, it is easier (although certainly still not easy) to raise healthy, resilient children who survive, strive, and thrive. It is time to adopt a different approach.

An Overview of the Base Camp Approach for Raising Children

The Base Camp approach to raising children is grounded in the principle that routine shifts of parental attention and resources can have a profound influence (for better or worse) on children’s long-term health and well-being. Shifting moves the focus of your attention and energy. Guiding children as they climb the various mountains in their lives requires this ability. If you can’t shift your attention to what is happening to them while they climb, it is much harder to help them manage it. It’s also much harder to form the kind of relationship with them that best protects and promotes their long-term health and well-being. Effective Base Camp leaders, therefore, can “get their shift together.”

Getting your shift together is the process of moving attention away from worrying about stuff and toward coping with stuff instead. When you get your shift together, you, and not your worry, are in charge of your shifts, which makes it possible to worry less and help your kids more. In the coming pages, you will find information and practical tips, strategies, and tools designed to help you develop your shifting skills. You will also find lots of information about the difference between shifts that are beneficial to children (and you) and shifts that are not. Shifting will help you create conditions that support healthy relationships and make learning how to cope with stuff easier (yet not always easy) for you and your children. In the process, you’ll also discover some valuable curiosity, confidence, and compassion for them and for yourself. Everyone in the family will benefit when you start to worry less and help your children more.


Getting your shift together is the process of shifting attention away from worry and toward coping. When you get your shift together, you can connect with and help your kids more.



You will also learn about resources that help your children more. To do that, we will encourage you to imagine that your children are climbing Mt. Everest, and that you are their Base Camp leader. We do that because the extreme conditions and high stakes involved on Mt. Everest clearly illustrate the difference between helpful help and help that isn’t all that helpful. In a culture fueled by worry, that difference can often be hard to see.

A child’s normal journey toward adulthood, just like a normal climb on Mt. Everest, is usually messier, more roundabout, and less predictable than anyone wishes it to be. Sometimes you need to build a ramp or scaffolding before any further progress can be made. However, when worry rules Base Camp, any sidetrack can feel like a big deal. Reacting to them as if they are a crisis and/or helicoptering over them can leave children as unprepared to manage themselves at the summit as a climber with unaddressed altitude sickness. When you get your shift together and adopt the Base Camp approach, you gain more clarity about how best to support your children as they make their way on the various mountains in their lives.

We encourage you to be kind and patient with yourself as you begin to get your shift together. Shifting can be difficult to practice at first. If you are a skilled worrier, as many of us are, parts of you will sincerely believe that worrying is a necessary and helpful task. Under these conditions, worrying can feel annoyingly hard to control. Reading a few pages will not lead to instant change. The parts of you that worry will need some convincing before they will let you make changes to the status quo. We get and respect that. It makes total sense that you will need more confidence and clarity that shifting away from worrying is both helpful to your children and achievable.

Change is possible. While worrying less will not make your life free of stuff, it will give you access to the resources that can help you cope. When you get your shift together, you and your children are more likely not only to survive but to thrive. The skills we describe in this book are the same as those we have shared with countless parents who have all learned to worry less. Throughout this book, you will read many of their stories (altered for confidentiality reasons), which illustrate the beneficial influence and power of Base Camp Parenting. We hope you see yourself in some of these stories and that they give you the hope, inspiration, courage, and confidence to get your shift together, too. Let’s get started.

You are not alone, and you can do this!
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