Blue Mountain Eagle

Wednesday, February 4, 2015 A7

Ay Pﬂg

How Your Stress Affects Your Kids

If you're frazzled—and who isn’t?—your children may be suffering, too.

According to a new American Psychological Association (APA) study of more than 2,000
children and adults, 90 percent of kids say they know when their parents are stressed

because they see them arguing and complaining, or because their parents won’t spend time
nearly a third of them complained of stress-related headaches or stomachaches. Yet the
- survey reports that nearly 70 percent of parents say their own anxiety barely affects their
& address the effects of their stress on their children?
aly Acknowledge it. Don’t underestimate how tension influences kids. Sue Schellenbarger, the
children knew | was stressed-out, even during times | thought | was doing a good job of
protecting them from it.*
check how you react when you feel anxious. Your kids get these negative vibes from you, and it puts pressure on them. Anxiety is contagious."
In addition to making them nervous, you might be setting long-term behavioral patterns in motion that could harm their health, even putting
Teach your kids. They’ll model what you do, so manage your stress by using healthy activities, such as listening to music or exercising, to
calm your nerves. Even something as mild as blowing bubbles can teach little kids how to take long, deep breaths, a technique that will likely
tension.)
And play! Psychiatrist Stuart Brown, founder of the National Institute for Play in Carmel Valley, California, said in USA Today that "play is
you and your kids both really love“other than a sedentary one ( TV, video games and the Internet don’t count!)—and make a point to work it
into your schedule. Your nervous system (and your kids) will thank you.

with them. As a result, many of the kids reported they felt sad, worried, and frustrated. In fact,

children. Given today’s economic instability, along with other pressures, how can parents

Wall Street Journal’s Work and Family columnist says she was "surprised to learn that my

el
-hh_ )‘

Watch yourself. Simon Crabb, a dad who blogs about kids and stress, says "You have to
them at higher risk of heart disease, diabetes and depression, says the APA.
come in handy later. (All of this, of course, is predicated on the idea that you are making an effort to deal creatively with your own nervous
particularly important’ for stressed-out parents today, who should find a way to have fun whenever they have a chance. Explore an activity that
Sources: wsj.com, USA Today

Read more: http://www.rd.com/advice/parenting/how-your-stress-affects-your-kids/#ixzz3QLflICoi0O

How Parents’ Stress Can Hurt A
Child, From The Inside Out

If you're a parent, you may have seen your stress level in your child’s eyes, or perhaps you've seen it played out in his
or her behavior. If you're not a parent, you may remember the feeling of delight at your own parents’ happiness, or the
devastation when you sensed that they were not OK. Children are sponges, after all —and we all know this intuitively.
And there’s a small but intriguing body of evidence suggesting that beyond a child’s disposition, a parent’s stress level
can affect a child’s very makeup, including his or her risk of mood disorders, addiction, and even disorders like ADHD
and autism. It's not the most popular area of research, for obvious reasons, but it's well worth looking into.

David Code, who wrote the book Kids Pick Up On Everything: How Parental Stress Is Toxic To Kids, has made a
career of pulling together the evidence from a handful of labs around the world, which have suggested that parents’
levels of chronic stress can seriously impact a child’s development. There’s no time when parental stress doesn'’t
affect a child, but it seems to be particularly damaging when stress occurs during pregnancy. And it may affect a child’s developing brain all the way to
the genes.

The Chemicals /n Utero

Research has linked stress in a pregnant woman (termed antenatal stress) to several types of developmental problems in kids, including anxiety and
ADHD. Some studies have also found connections between antenatal stress and the risk for autism spectrum disorder (ASD). For developmental and
neurological disorders, while there are almost certainly genetic factors at play, it is possible that environmental factors (like the environment in utero)
may be a contributing factor. One mechanism appears to be maternal levels of the stress hormone cortisol triggering the fetus’ brain to develop
differently, as it tries to adapt to the apparent impending “threats.’ This is known as the Predictive Adaptive Response.

Code explains it like this: ”If a woman is experiencing significant stress while she’s pregnant, the stress hormones are coming across placenta hard
and fast. The fetus’ developing brain receives this signal — and interprets it to mean that there must be serious stresses in the environment. As a
result, it prepares itself for what it thinks will be threats to come.* In other words, getting the stress "cues’ from the mot her’s own hormones, the fetus
is essentially readying itself for what must lie ahead. But if a child’s developing brain ramps up the stress-response too much,this may play out in a
heightened risk for disorders like ADHD and ASD.

The types of stresses we experience now are categorically different from the ones we experienced over evolutionary history. Code points out that
”3,000 years ago, the mother-child stress connection might have been adaptive, but now we’re seeing totally different types of maternal stress. Stress
is more likely to be chronic now, and you end up with kids whose brains are overly primed for stress, always metaphorically scanning the horizon for
threats.' This could, the argument goes, be one mechanism (though there are surely others) behind the upsurge in mood and developmental disorders
in recent years.

Stress Levels After Birth

The brain changes that stress can cause are not only hormonal, they can also be genetic — or "epigenetic,’ which is a burgeonng area of research.
Epigenetics is the study of how genes can be turned on or off with certain environmental cues, stress being one of them. One study last year found
that when parents are significantly stressed during their child’s first few years of life, some of the children’s genes —"involved in insulin production and
in brain development —were affected even years later, in adolescence. "This seems to be the first demonstration, using carefully collected longitudinal
data, that parental adversity during a child’s first years leads to discernible changes in his or her ‘epigenome,” measurable more than a decade later,’
said author Michael Kobor. "This literally provides a mechanism by which experiences ‘get under the skin’ to stay with us for a long time.*

So pregnancy isn’t the only time that parental stress can affect the development of the offspring — the relationship continuesright through childhood.
Animal studies have suggested similar ways in which maternal stress level can affect the offspring’s behavior and ability to cope with stresses, right
down to the genes. There is a famous series of experiments by Michael Meaney at McGill University, in which rat mothers with low stress levels, who
spent a lot of time licking and grooming their pups, had pups who were calmer and more exploratory than rat pups who only got licked a little (there’s a
great synopsis of the studies™here). And this difference lasted throughout the pup’s lifetimes.

But the most intriguing part is that the rat pups of "minimal-licking’ mothers who were then cross-fostered to "frequent-licking' moms ended up with the
behavioral makeup of their new foster moms. And amazingly, these differences went all the way down to the genes in rat pups’ brains, with certain
regions being activated or deactivated (again, epigenetics), depending on what kind of rearing they’d had. These changes in their brains, spanning the
gamut from genes to behavior, seem to stick with the animals for life.

The Wire Mother

This line of reasoning takes us to some illuminating-but-unethical experiments done by Harry Harlow some 50 years ago. Harlow observed baby
monkeys as they were raised by either of two surrogate mothers — one was a wire monkey mannequin covered in soft terry cloththe other simply
made of bare, uncovered wire. Not surprisingly, when they had a choice, the baby monkeys always chose the terry cloth mother, even when the wire
mother was the one that provided milk. But when they didn’t have a choice, the babies "raised’ by the terry cloth-covered mother vs. the wire mother
were stunningly different. When the ones raised by cloth surrogates were startled by outside stimuli they ran for the comfort of their "mothers.’ But
when the other group — the monkeys raised by wire surrogates -were startled they did not seek comfort from their "mothers' —they cowered on the
floor, or held themselves and rocked back and forth. It was as if they had never had a mother at all, which of course was essentially the case.

These findings led the researcher, Harlow, to make lots of conclusions about the nature of love, like, "Love is an emotion that does not need to be
bottle- or spoon-fed,’ and, "Man cannot live by milk alone.* Wh ether the experiments are about love at all — or whether they’re about what the offspring
“read” in their mother’s behavior — is the more important question.

What The $% @& Does This All Mean?

Code suggests the most critical thing that we can transmit to our kids is not our ever-present, undying love — it’s actually to provide them with a sense
of calm and the absence of stress, which he says may be more powerful than declarations of love. This is what will ultimately help their growing brains
wire normally, without having to accommodate for some vague sense of impending danger as they develop, which may or may not exist.

Code even argues that in the famous rat experiments, what'’s being transmitted from mother to pup is not love, it's peace: “By spending a lot of time
grooming her pups, the mother rat is saying to them, ‘times are so good and predator- and stress-free that | have lots of time to lick you guys.” The
same logic applies to humans. As Code tells me, "My goal with my own kids is not to tell them | love them every six minutes of the day and helicopter-
parent them so they know I'm present. It’s to create calm around them so that they feel no sense of threat.’

And creating a stress-free (or low-stress) environment should start with the parents, and their relationships with each other, friends, and family. Many
people mistake that, says Code, and errantly pour their energy into helicoptering their kids. There’s another body of evidence suggesting that over-
parenting leads not only to stress and depression in the parent, but it does a disservice to kids by taking away the very thing they need the most — the
freedom to be kids, to play, and to develop as they will.

"We [parents] have to get back to being social. For example, | have never seen toddlers more satisfied or happy or fulfilled than when their parents are
blabbing away with each other or with friends on the couch,’ he adds. “It's social grooming — our equivalent of the rat mothers licking their pups.’ This
bubbling, happy prattle of parents talking with each other is music to a kid’s ears. It's how they know times are good, and no threats are present. The
brain is saying to itself, ”If mom or dad is happily yacking away while | play, then times must be good. No need to pump any stress hormones or turn
the stress genes on here.’

“Humans have forgotten that we’re social animals,” adds Code. “We’re programed to bond. We mistakenly believe that virtual social networks are our
new community, but these pale in comparison to chats on the street, gossip on the phone, or even happy hour after work. The two-martini lunch was
probably not such a bad thing for our mental health.

And circling back to the potentially more critical issue of stress during pregnancy, Code says that, "In a perfect world, maternity leave should be from
conception to birth. I'd plop pregnant women down in front of Marx Brothers movies, with a group of friends, and many even an occasional glass of
wine. Of course, this is not a reality for most, but the point is to make social time an important part of our lives again.* And it’s not to diminish the very
real stressors that pregnant women may go through — divorce, dath, loss of a job — but to make the case that the seemingly srall things in life (coffee
with friends, a phone call instead of an email, a night out, or an evening indoors cuddling) can help create a serious buffer to the cascade of
deleterious physiological effects that stress brings with it.

"Remember, no one ever had a perfect pregnancy, and no one’s a perfect parent,’ says Code. ™In life, we're all just playing the hand we were dealt.
Some of us were dealt good hands, and many of us were dealt crummy hands. But what matters is how well we play our cards. This new info helps us
play our cards better going forward.’

Follow me @alicewalton’or find me on"Facebook.
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