
Episode 010B- “Cultivating Resilient Children Through Resilient Parenting”

Guest: Dr. Robert Brooks

Sam Jinich:

Welcome to PeakConnection, a podcast for individuals, couples, and professionals about engaging life 
with vitality, deeper emotional connections, love, intimacy, and authenticity. My name is Dr. Sam Jinich. 
And today, I'm pleased to have a conversation with Dr. Robert Brooks.

Sam:

Dr. Brooks has lectured nationally and internationally to audiences of parents, educators, mental health 
professionals, and business people on topics pertaining to motivation, resilience, family relationships, 
the qualities of effective leaders and executives, and balancing our personal and professional lives. He 
has also written extensively about these topics. He's the author and coauthor of 18 books, including 
Chasing Positivity: The Charismatic Advisor in Conversation, Reflections on Mortality: Insights into 
Meaningful Living, Raising Resilient Children with Autism Spectrum Disorders, The Self-esteem Teacher, 
The Charismatic Advisor: Becoming a Source of Strength in the Life of Your Clients, and Raising Resilient 
Children.

Sam:

Dr. Brooks received his doctorate in clinical psychology from Clark University, and did additional training 
at the University of Colorado Medical School. He's on the faculty of Harvard Medical School and has 
served as director of the Department of Psychology at McLean Hospital, a private psychiatric hospital.

Sam:

We're especially excited to have Dr. Brooks with us today, given the recent health news that we're 
bracing for worsening winter, in terms of the numbers of infections of COVID-19 as we approach winter 
North America. And this may mean more school closures, delays in reopening schools, and a ban on 
after-school activities, which in turn translates to a challenge for us parents to become our children's 
homeschooling coordinators or homeschool teachers, while simultaneously trying to maintain all other 
aspects of responsible adult life, and maintaining our relationships in a healthy, strong, loving capacity.

Sam:

Welcome, Bob. We really appreciate you being with us on our show.

Dr. Robert Brooks:

Thanks so much for having me, Sam. It's just a pleasure to be here.

Sam:

I'm excited to have this conversation with you, Bob. Let's start us off. Can you start off by defining 
resilience? What is resilience? What should we know about it?

Bob:

Yes. In the past, I sometimes didn't define it until I was co-editing a book, called The Handbook of 
Resilience in Children, and we got chapters from the world's experts on resilience. And I found that 
different people had different definitions of that concept. So not to overly simplify it, but for today's 
interview, I view resilience as really the capacity to cope with past and present adversity, and a key word 



there is cope. It's not that resilient people are not going to face problems. It's not that they're not going 
to feel stress.

Bob:

But resilient people, both children and adults, basically see problems as things to be solved, rather than 
overwhelmed by. So when a problem comes up, they feel, okay, we have a problem here. But they also 
feel they have available, different ways of coping with the problem. For a child, it may be simply being 
able to ask a parent, or a coach, or a teacher for help around a certain problem. For parents, it may be 
speaking to their spouse or other family members.

Bob:

But the most difficult thing, when I mentioned problem solving, is... I was thinking of when I did in-
person workshops, I would ask people, "How many of you have ever faced a problem as a parent?" And 
your first thought was, you don't even know where to start. And even if it's not in your role as a parent, 
you just don't know where to start. And I always raise my hand, because all of us have faced the problem
with it. First one is, I don't know where to start.

Bob:

And then I say, imagine if almost all your problems that you face, difficult situations, your first thought is,
I don't know where to start. Well, what happens is you start feeling hopeless and helpless. You start 
engaging in what I call ineffective coping or counterproductive coping strategies. You quit, you throw up 
your hands, you get angry. So being able to cope effectively and constructively, and having that mindset 
that problems can be solved, even in very difficult situations, is one of the most important things for me 
about resilience. And that's why it ties to the brief definition that I gave.

Sam:

As you're speaking about this, I can imagine how all the maladaptive responses to being overwhelmed 
and to not coping well, would naturally then lead to caution by those around you to not necessarily want
to approach you, but to maybe keep give some space and keep some distance. And then you end up 
feeling even more alone, during a stressful time.

Bob:

Yes, that's true in anything. Sometimes when kids are overwhelming towards us, it's almost like we... 
Even loving parents, you don't want to be with them at that point. But people show the maladaptive 
ways of coping. They show it in ways where they actually push people away, rather than towards them. 
They get angry, they blame these other people, or they try to attach so much to them, that you feel you 
have no space to breathe.

Sam:

And we know from the research, that social isolation and disconnection from loved ones can create 
difficulties in our health, in our satisfaction in our relationships, in our everyday lives. So resilience and 
our capacity cope is so fundamental, isn't it?

Bob:

Yes. And when you said that about relationships, I don't know how they did this study, but one of my 
website articles was called Equivalent to Smoking 15 Cigarettes a Day. And what it looked at is when 
you're feeling lonely and isolated... And this was before the pandemic, it's worse now. When you're 
feeling lonely and isolated, it's a major mental and physical health issue.

Bob:

As a matter of fact, a few years ago, Theresa May, when she was Prime Minister of Great Britain, I'm 
reading this article, I'm saying, "Wow, she appointed a Minister of Loneliness." Because she said, "We 



know what a impact loneliness has in our wellbeing." And the Minister of Loneliness, I don't know what's
come of it, but they were going to look at research, not only about the impact, but more importantly, 
how do you help people who are feeling lonely? What can you build into your society, so people are not 
going to feel alone? And imagine if a kid who is seven or eight is feeling alone, or a parent is feeling all 
alone. That's one of the worst feelings.

Sam:

Absolutely. And in fact, we are not wired to be alone. We're wired to connect, to be connected to others.
What does your research teach us that we can offer to parents who are exhausted, technologically 
challenged to help their children with their online classes, financially strapped, increasingly more 
stressed, reactive, resentful, overwhelmed? They're having these maladaptive responses. What does the 
research teach us that we can communicate to them? What can they do?

Bob:

Yeah. If any parent says, "I'm not stressed at all." I'd say, "Oh, I don't know what world they are living in 
right now." But one of the things I've been writing about, I love your question, and I realized I wrote 
about it 10 years ago, not knowing a pandemic was coming, is this notion of self-compassion. It's 
interesting to me, in almost all my webinars for parents, I've added a slide where I've used PowerPoint, 
have realistic expectations. I know this sounds simple, Sam. And be self-compassion.

Bob:

The realistic expectations are these times are so unprecedented, so disruptive, that maybe expectations 
we had for ourselves and how kind and loving we were going to be, we can't quite be that way. Or for 
our children, because many kids are acting up, and many kids are really feeling the stress and strain. And 
with the realistic expectations, I look back at some of what I wrote 10 years ago, on one of my recent 
website articles, I wrote the same.

Bob:

Kristin Neff, one of the people who's written a great deal about self-compassion, and people could 
google and see what she writes about it. I said, "If you're going to be helpful to your kids, you've got to 
be kind to yourself." Because if you keep hearing, "I am not doing a good job. I'm not doing this. I'm not 
doing this." Then you're going to approach your kids with a sense, almost a failure, defeatism. And kids 
know something is going on. You can't hide your feelings.

Bob:

So I've told people, look, practice self-compassion. I know it's easier said than done, but think about how
do you be kind to yourself? Because then you're going to be in a better place to be actually kind to your 
kids, and to be helpful to them. And you're modeling a better way of coping, when you're kind to 
yourself.

Sam:

So self-compassion leads to our own resilience. Is that right?

Bob:

Oh, I think it's tied up so much, too. Because if you're constantly judging yourself in a negative way, 
Kristin Neff talks about how many people are much more accusatory and much more critical of 
themselves than they would be towards a friend. And she has a wonderful quote of about that, that I've 
used. So it's hard to be resilient if all you're doing is knocking yourself and your efforts there. I keep 
saying this, I keep telling people, I know it's not easy, but what's the alternative? You really have to work 
on that.



Sam:

Yeah, absolutely. It's absolutely something we should really devote to. One thing that I hear you 
answering is, look, parents are overwhelmed, but self-compassion can lead to some resiliency in 
themselves. Do you think that parents have to achieve that kind of resilience to become resilient, in 
order for their children to become more resilient? Is that something that is mirrored and modeled?

Bob:

It's such a wonderful question. I've gotten that well before the pandemic, can you help kids be resilient if
you're not resilient, yourself? The quick answer is... And it's not so quick, it's much more difficult because
as you said, we serve as models for our kids. We have to be available to them. We have to be empathic. 
So it's much more difficult if we're bringing in a lot of baggage into our interactions with them.

Bob:

That's why it's interesting to me, after writing a couple of books about resilience in kids, I had a number 
of parents say, "Are you ever going to write a book about resilience in parents?" I did, but it was not just 
about parents. It was about resilience in adults, because we do have to take care of ourselves. And that's
why we have to work on ourselves, and look at what we can do to be more resilient. So then we could, in
one sense, use strategies to help our kids be more resilient.

Sam:

So interesting, because we can sometimes be so hard on ourselves and we don't even realize how hard 
we're being on our kids, as well. The messages we send them are sometimes reflections of some of the 
messages we're sending to ourselves, maybe not out loud, but we have private negative thoughts about 
ourselves. And then we express them out outwardly, towards them. It takes away from the strength they 
need to face adversity, themselves. We need to be able to model it. So we need to work on that. Also, 
even show them that we're working on that.

Bob:

Definitely. One of the research findings is that in order to be resilient, kids need adults in their lives from 
whom they gather strength, the late Julius Segal called that person a charismatic adult. To be a source of 
strength for our kids, we have to be able then to feel that we are in a better place or position, because 
there are things parents can do to help kids be resilient, but not if they come in feeling depleted, 
themselves.

Sam:

Yes. What would it mean? What would I have to do to offer strength? For my child to gather strength 
from me, what would I have to have in abundance?

Bob:

There are a few things, but interrupt me at any point. One is, it's important to be empathic, to be able to 
put yourself in the shoes of your children. And that's why, over the years, parents have asked me, "Are 
there certain things we should be thinking about, so we can be more empathic?" Because empathy is a 
key component. Well, Daniel Goldman said of emotional and social intelligence, it's a key component of 
our relationships, our attachment to others.

Bob:

So I started asking parents and saying things like, "Okay, make a list of all the words you hope your kids 
will use to describe." Next, write down what do you intentionally say and do on a regular basis, so 
they're likely to use these words. So if you wrote down loving, okay, be very specific. How do you show 
that? If you wrote down, I want my kids to see me as attentive, what are things you say or do?



Bob:

Third question is, what words do you think they would actually say? Now, you have to be very honest 
about this. And the fourth question is, if the words you hope they would say are different from the words
you think they would actually say, what is it that you can do differently, so that you can bring them 
together? Parents have told me those questions are helpful, to at least think about how are we coming 
across?

Bob:

In terms of, if we can be empathic, then there are things that occur on a daily basis that we can do. One 
is, before I said, resilient people see problems as things to be solved, rather than overwhelmed by. What 
we have to do in terms of that, is to really model problem solving. But when problems come up, 
sometimes as parents, we so want our kids not to be distressed, that we solve problems for them.

Bob:

A good friend of mine, Myrna Shure, who wrote a book called Raising a Thinking Child, where she's 
looked at problem solving from preschool years, on up. She said even preschool kids, instead of solving 
comes, ask them what do they think? What might be helpful? Because that helps them to gain a sense 
of, even if my parents aren't here, there are ways I can solve problems and make decisions. That is 
extremely helpful during the pandemic, in terms of asking kids for feedback. How are things going? What
do they think will help.

Bob:

I'll just mention another key factor, which so many parents and teachers have told me can be done, and 
it's very helpful, is this. When I was writing one of my first books, you had mentioned that it was called 
The Self-esteem Teacher, it basically looked at how do you create a climate in a classroom where 
everyone's going to thrive, teachers and kids? And in doing research for that book, what I did is I gave 
out a questionnaire to be filled out anonymously. At different talks, I was giving to about 1500 people. 
And the first question was, of all the memories you have of school, growing up, what is one of your 
favorite memories? Something in adults at the school said or did? Because I was interested in the impact
of adults that boosted, and I use words like this, your dignity, your self-esteem and your motivation.

Bob:

Little did I know, because this book was written many years ago, what the first response was going to be. 
But one of the most frequent responses was when you were asked to help out. I remember when a 
teacher asked me to pass out the milk and straws. I remember when a teacher asked me to tutor a 
younger child. Now, I was surprised at first, but there is now, Sam, wonderful research to show at any 
age, whether you're three or 93. One of the things that is a basic foundation of resilience, is when you 
feel you're making a positive difference in the life of someone else.

Bob:

Now, don't overdo it. I don't want you volunteering 18 hours a week. But one of the things that all of the 
political divisiveness, in terms of the pandemic and all that's been going on, one of the things that's been
very encouraging and heartening to me is every day, I read stories about kids and hopefully with their 
families, raising money for charities, for a food bank, writing notes of gratitude to first responders. You 
see, what this basically says and not in a narcissistic way, because I'm on this earth, this earth could be a 
better place. What it says is I had no control over the pandemic coming, or George Floyd's murder, but 
my grandkids went for a protest march. They were very upset about seeing George Floyd murdered. 
Protest march.

Bob:

In my books, I call it contributory charitable activities, and one could do this. There are things that also... 
I want to emphasize. We often lecture too much to our kids about being compassionate and caring. 



What I've often said is give them opportunities to be that way, to do it. Yeah, and you can do it through 
your places of worship, through different charities. At least then you feel you're doing something.

Bob:

Just to tell you a very personal story. I know I'm running on this, because it's a very important concept to 
me. The very first webinar I did, it was March, I think 20th or 21st, I was supposed to speak at a school in 
Maryland. Right away, all the talks were canceled. And the school in Maryland that was supposed to be 
an all day workshop, but for a webinar, we said we'll keep it to an hour and a half hour of questions. And 
at the end, people wrote, I had about 100 people at least, on the call-out for the webinar. And people 
said, "Thank you so much. This means so much." And I said, "Thank you," because I was just feeling I'm 
not doing anything. And I can't tell you how much this means, doing a webinar where I feel that you're 
getting something from this. So it's at any age.

Sam:

Wonderful. Apropos to what you were just saying, I'm reminded that Brene Brown and Sue Johnson, 
they both speak about the power of vulnerability as an antidote to shame. And also, as a way to develop 
more secure connections. Curious whether we can speak about that a little bit. Can vulnerability and our 
capacity as children or adults to put into words what we are deeply feeling, such as our fears and our 
sadness or our loneliness when facing adversity, help us to become more resilient?

Bob:

Again, such a wonderful question. Actually, my last website article, I talked about an article I read about 
how leaders should express vulnerability, not bravado. I love the word vulnerability. Sadly, for some 
people, vulnerability has been acquainted with weakness. But what I say to parents is what does 
vulnerability really mean? Your kid is anxious or whatever. And they say they're anxious. Instead of 
saying, "You shouldn't be anxious," you can share, "I'm anxious, also. And sometimes I can feel sad." And 
even say to your kids, I'm sure you've seen that.

Bob:

But I always say to parents, don't leave it there, because else the kid may feel, "Oh, we're all going 
downhill." That's where the problem solving comes in, where parents can say things like, "But the good 
thing is, there are people working on social injustice and racial injustice. There are people working on the
pandemic." And parents can say, "What's unsettling is we don't know when it's going to end, but at least 
people are working on it." And then you could involve kids and say, "Let's think about what we could 
do." [crosstalk 00:20:13]

Sam:

Including, let's learn together. Let's read about something.

Bob:

Exactly. And that's the problem solving there. And so, you're not leaving the kid with everyone's scared. 
But if we don't share some of our feelings, you don't want to overwhelm your kids. If we don't share, 
sometimes we get sad or unhappy, or you start to cry, as long as it's not overwhelming to the kid, you 
have to know your kid, that normalizes it. And it also sets the platform where the child feels, my father 
and mother understand. So then the subsequent messages of hope are going to be more easily 
incorporated by the child.

Sam:

What I love about that is you've spoken about gathering strength from an adult, that's a perfect example 
right there, which is I'm with you. You're not alone in this experience. And also, here's what I know is 
happening. Here's some hope. Here's what I know people are working on. That would be a way for them 
to gather some strength from our own capacity for hope, as well.



Sam:

Hope is strength, right? We offer strength by remaining hopeful and optimistic, not falling under the 
weight of despair.

Bob:

Right. I don't think one could be resilient without hope, because resilience means you're actually 
entertaining a notion that things can get better.

Sam:

And that things are [inaudible 00:21:46], challenges can be met and overcome.

Bob:

Right.

Sam:

I'm always amazed by people who, even politicians today, will say, "Better days are ahead." I'm like, 
"Really? Where are they? They can't come soon enough." But I mean, they really are amazing. Some 
people who face such terrible adversity, the Holocaust survivors are optimistic people who kept their 
faith. And it's just like, "How do you do it?"

Bob:

Yeah. I know some of resilience is inborn. I mean, there's research on temperament, but it is amazing. 
One of my favorite books is Viktor Frankl's book, Man's Search for Meaning, where he talks about in the 
concentration camps, he says there were a few brave men, and in the women's side, I'm sure a few brave
women who would give away their last... I almost have memorized this. Away their last morsel of food to
someone who is even more hungry than they were. They showed that the Nazis could take anything 
away from you, but the last of the human freedoms to choose your attitude and response in any given 
set of circumstances.

Bob:

I am always amazed that some people could live that, because he's talking about hell, basically, maybe 
worse. Who knows? And I'm saying part of it may be certain temperament, it's a certain outlook. If it's a 
scale of one to 10, maybe a lot of us can't get to 10, the most hopeful and optimistic. But I think we can 
get to seven or eight, by trying to really look at what are the solutions? What's going to be very helpful 
here? How do we feel there's a purpose and meaning to our life? That's why I talk about these 
contributory charitable activities.

Sam:

I love what you're saying. And I think it's a call to thoughtfulness and to thinking and processing, where 
am I in this continuum, from one to 10? And what else can I do, right?

Bob:

Yeah.

Sam:

We have a question from one of our listeners. She wrote, "Our family has experienced a lot during 
COVID. In addition to the pandemic, and school and activities being canceled, having to do distance 
learning, our child is now having to cope with an unexpected lifelong diagnosis with a parent. We've 
seen an increase in outbursts from her. She has even said to us multiple times, 'It's all just too much.' I 
feel we're failing her, because we can't protect her childhood innocence from so many real-life 
hardships." Do you have suggestions on helping her, to better navigate so much at once?



Bob:

As you know, also as a clinician, it's very tough without even knowing more particular details here. One 
is, it gets to some of the things we talked about. When we talked about empathy, really, to validate... 
Matter of fact, if that was my daughter, when she said basically, "I just think there's no hope." Do you 
know what I would say to her? I mean, it may sound crazy. I'm glad you could tell us that. I'm glad you 
could tell us, because you your kids to communicate. And sometimes we feel that way. And I know you 
feel that way now. See, I would never in any way, say you shouldn't feel that way. I know you feel that 
way now.

Sam:

And it makes sense that you feel that way, right? Even validate her.

Bob:

That's right. Yeah. But then I would say, "Maybe we could start to try to figure out, what might make 
things a little better?" What we could do, or you could do. Again, I don't want to put extra responsibility. 
I wouldn't necessarily word it that way, on the child. But I think saying, "I'm glad you could tell me. 
Maybe we could figure out what might be more helpful here." See what the unknown is here, is the 
diagnosis of the parent. Without knowing, I mean-

Sam:

Right. And also, they're facing some very serious challenges, and they're struggling with their own fears 
and anxieties.

Bob:

You know what I was thinking of? And it wasn't during the pandemic, a girl whose mother was diagnosed
with breast cancer. It was two girls, but one handled it by really overly attaching to the mother. But the 
other handled it, it was a 12 year old girl, by pushing the mother away. So both had their own ways of 
coping. What really helped there, Sam, was I discussed with the parents. I said, "They had no control 
over mother getting breast cancer, but what is it that maybe they could feel a sense of control?" And I 
don't want to overly simplify it, but the parents said, "There's a walk for breast cancer research in a 
couple of weeks." Well, the girls joined. And that was so therapeutic for them, because they felt now 
they were doing something.

Bob:

So with this girl, if I was sitting down with the parents, I would say, "We've got to look at what she feels 
she can actively do." Because right now, her comment... And it's understandable, so I'm not being 
critical. It's like a victim's mentality. There's no hope here. Everything's falling apart. And the parents, by 
the way, are feeling the same way. So one has to start with, and I always try to be very empathic, there 
may not be many things we could do. But let's start thinking about some of the things we can do, that 
may help your daughter not feel so despairing.

Sam:

You've already taught us the importance of express empathy and validation for her experience and her 
words, and then also bring in some hope.

Bob:

Yeah. And I always say to people, it's easier said than done, but if we don't do it... Because your last 
comment, someone once said to me, "I love your ideas, Bob, but they're not necessarily easy to do." I 
said, "I totally agree." But what's the alternative, if you don't do them?



Sam:

Absolutely. And that's what drawing strength from a caring, charismatic adult is really about, is what can 
you do to help another feel there is a way through, and that it's not always going to be this way?

Bob:

Yeah. And I just want to add one thing to what you just said, and I would say to these parents, "Who are 
the charismatic adults you turn to for support?"

Sam:

Oh, that's fabulous.

Bob:

Yeah. [crosstalk 00:27:36] need support. I mean, if I was their therapist, I'd say, "You surely could turn to 
me. But who are the people you can turn towards, as well?"

Sam:

Thank you so much, Bob. Really appreciate your wisdom and your guidance. How can people reach you if
they want to learn more about you, and the fascinating, helpful work that you're doing?

Bob:

I think the easiest is just to go to my website. It's drrobertbrooks.com. And I've been writing monthly 
articles, except for summer breaks. I have about 200 articles and almost everything we discussed today, 
there are articles about them. And since last March, as you could well imagine, every article has brought 
in COVID-19. And starting in May, it also brought in issues about George Floyd.

Sam:

Racial trauma.

Bob:

Yeah.

Sam:

I look forward to reading those and we will put your website on our website, along with the transcription
to this interview. Thank you so much. What a treat to talk with you, today.

Bob:

Well, the treat is also mine. It's so wonderful to have someone interview you, who shares a lot of the 
same interests and goals. So thank you, Sam.

Sam:

I learned a lot. You've been listening to PeakConnection. I'm your host, Sam Jinich. Thank you for 
listening. Until next time, keep learning and seeking meaningful connections every day.


