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In memory of my mom, who helped me feel the difference between wanting and pleasure
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Prologue

Six years ago, I began to notice something sad: I no longer enjoyed activities that once brought me a sense of calm and peaceful joy.

I can’t remember exactly when this shift occurred. It slowly crept up on me, over the course of months, perhaps a few years. But I remember when I first noticed it.

I had taken my four-year-old daughter to a beautiful beach on a Saturday afternoon. Perched at the western tip of the San Francisco Bay, this beach offers magnificent views of the Pacific Ocean’s cragged coastline. Green grass-covered cliffs plunge a hundred feet into the ocean. Foamy white waves crash along black-and-gray sand. And if you’re lucky, you can see gray seals bobbing their shiny, round heads up and down out of the water, as they fish along the surf.

That beach is nothing but magical. And that Saturday afternoon, my daughter, Rosy, had that magic running through her. She hummed along, with a lovely contentment, as she tried to build a crumbly sandcastle with a tiny moat near it. The moment felt sweet, calm, and ideal.

But inside, I felt the opposite. I felt irritable and even glum. I couldn’t stop thinking about my work—my email, my texts, my social media accounts. I drew my phone from my pocket, checking each app, one after another. Then a few minutes later, I’d pull out my phone and launch the same circuit over again.

I tried so hard to enjoy “the moment,” as my mom always advised. I smiled at Rosy. I laughed with her, and I pointed out the sandpipers zigzagging across the edge of the surf. Then I would close my eyes so I could hear the crash of the waves and feel the warm sun on my face.

But inside, this low, constant hum of anxiety churned in the back of my mind. It felt like a continuous wondering of What’s next? What’s next? What’s next?

From that point on, I began to notice this anxious hum whenever I wasn’t at work. I felt it while our family ate Belgian waffles with strawberries for brunch on Sunday mornings. I felt it walking around the wet, grassy fields of Golden Gate Park on Sunday afternoon, as Rosy raced ahead of me. And I felt it after work, while I sat on the living room floor, as Rosy colored in her Disney Princess coloring book. Whenever I had a moment of downtime, I simply couldn’t enjoy it. Somehow I always had a reason to check my phone or go on the internet. And if I didn’t have my phone with me, I couldn’t wait to go back home and check it.

Where once I would have felt relaxed, I now felt restless and cranky. Sometimes I even snapped at my daughter or husband.

Low as this background hum may have been, I knew it was affecting my parenting. I had a hard time just being with Rosy as we went through our day. We would go for a ten-minute bike ride to the park, and I would check my phone every time we stopped at a traffic light. At night, I couldn’t wait for Rosy to go to sleep so I could watch HBO. Sometimes I’d even become short with her because she wouldn’t fall asleep quickly enough. Please, please go to sleep, Rosy. Mommy needs to watch Succession.

One time, I was typing furiously on my phone, trying to respond to an angry comment on Twitter. When I looked up, I saw Rosy watching me, intensely. I felt a tinge of guilt. A tiny worry cropped up in my mind: Oh gosh, am I re-creating my phone habits inside her?

As the months went by, another question slowly arose in my thoughts: Had I always been like this? I didn’t think so. It seemed like my brain had changed somehow.

I began to notice a similar change in my relationship with food. I wasn’t overweight, but I often ate past what felt good. And between meals, I experienced what some people called food noise. I couldn’t stop thinking, even obsessing over what we would eat next—the next trip to a restaurant, the next glass of wine, the next stop at Starbucks.

What’s next? What’s next? What’s next? The question churned nonstop in my mind. Somewhere along the way, I had forgotten how to spend time away from the internet or text messages. And I couldn’t go two hours without a latte or a slice of pumpkin banana bread.

If I examined my daily routine closely, I could see that I rarely felt a sense of satisfaction. I rarely had the wonderful feeling of Aaah, I have what I need now and I can rest. Life is good just how it is. When that feeling did arrive, it fluttered away in seconds.

This constant need for something painted a dull, gray feeling across my mood and life. Not so much a depression but more a varnish of discontentment.

Finally, in 2020, during the pandemic, I grew fed up with this feeling. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life not enjoying the beautiful beach on a Saturday afternoon or the calm stroll through the park on Sundays. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life, or the rest of Rosy’s childhood, not appreciating my time with her.

So I set out to try to fix my problem. I wanted to understand why I stayed in this perpetual state of anxiety about what to do with myself—why I always felt a little unsettled and distracted. Then I would use that knowledge to quiet the background noise. I wanted to reclaim the joy of my previous hobbies and leisure time. I wanted to reclaim calm. And I wanted this all just as much for Rosy and my family as for myself.

Because if I struggled so much with my phone and food, how was I ever going to teach Rosy to have a healthy relationship with them?


The Parenting Problem That No One Has Had Before

In the past fifteen years, American families have been hit by a train, a bullet train. It ripped through the front door, passed through the living room, and headed straight for the bedrooms. “You really have to appreciate, from a parent’s standpoint, how quickly this technology revolution happened,” said therapist Bob Keane at Boston College. “Phones, iPads, social media, video game consoles, streaming platforms, these technologies were on us—in our homes—before we even knew they were coming.”

The first versions of Facebook cropped up in 2004. The first smartphones launched in 2007. By 2012, 50 percent of homes in the United States had smartphones, and teenagers spent, on average, about three hours each day online. Today, as this book goes to press, 95 percent of families have smartphones, and teenagers spend, on average, about 8.5 hours each day online, with nearly five hours devoted solely to social media (mostly on YouTube and TikTok).

An object that didn’t even exist two decades ago is now omnipresent in our lives. It dines with us at restaurants. Joins us in the bathroom. Sleeps next to us at night. Speaks to us inside our cars. Inside our ears.

For many of us, this black box of plastic and glass has become an extension of our bodies, our arms, our hands. It’s the first thing we touch in the morning. And the last thing we stroke at night.

Over this time, the games and apps on smartphones have shifted nearly every aspect of our lives, including how we communicate and spend our time—at work, at home, and at school. They’ve even changed the way we have sex. And they’ve shifted childhood in astonishing ways—the way our children play, learn, socialize, and sleep.

If you’ve struggled in your own family with screens, as our family has, I feel like it’s crucial to understand both the power and novelty of this technology. Over tens of thousands of years of raising children, no previous generation of parents has had to contend with this force. For my previous book, Hunt, Gather, Parent, I garnered ancient parenting advice from hundreds of experts and families across the world. Those insights have helped our family in nearly every facet of life. They’ve helped me and my husband raise a kind, helpful, and generous child. Just last night, I accidentally dropped a glass jar on the floor. After it shattered, Rosy hopped from the dinner table, grabbed the broom, and said, “I’ll help you pick it up, Mama.” But ancient parenting wisdom hasn’t helped with two areas of modern life: screens and ultraprocessed foods.

While the bullet train of screens barreled into our homes, American parents were already being hit with a second but closely related revolution. This one arose inside our kitchens and our bellies. I’m talking about the ultraprocessed food revolution.

This revolution occurred more slowly than the technological one. It happened so slowly that many parents (including myself) barely noticed it. It launched back in the early 1900s, when companies began to concoct an array of foods that families couldn’t create in their own kitchens, such as Kraft macaroni and cheese, Wonder Bread, Minute Rice, and Oreo cookies. Food companies also started to use preservatives, flavorings, and vitamins to create shelf-stable snacks and quick-to-prepare dishes. Decade by decade, the amount of ultraprocessed food in our diets inched up gradually, until the 1980s, when it exploded—in large part because of tobacco companies.

As cigarette sales plummeted in the late 1980s, tobacco companies purchased food manufacturers, such as Kraft, General Foods, and Nabisco. By the late 1990s, the availability of ultraprocessed foods had skyrocketed, and that growth continued into the twenty-first century. Today 60 to 70 percent of children’s calories come from these foods, which often contain high concentrations of fat, sugar, salt, or all three. In many ways, these foods carry just as much power and influence on our lives as apps and devices.

On the surface, screens and ultraprocessed foods don’t appear to have much in common. At first, I didn’t see the connection either. But as we’ll learn, they’re intimately entwined inside our brains. The neurological pathways that drive our desires for high-fat and high-sugar foods overlap substantially with those driving our consumption of videos, games, and social media. Once we understand how one technology works in our brain, we understand how the other works.

Both ultraprocessed foods and activities on screens create what neuroscientists call motivational magnets in our daily lives. They’re objects, devices, and foods that pull us to them, largely subconsciously, like a magnet pulls a piece of metal to it. Once we’re locked into these powerful magnets, they take hold of our attention and throw off our internal compass. They can make us forget about the genuine rewards and pleasures in life. They make us lose track of what we value and really want out of life. These magnets have become so strong and ubiquitous that we now orient our lives around them.

And so throughout the book, instead of saying “devices and ultraprocessed foods” repeatedly, I’m going to combine them into one term that encompasses how they work in our lives (and in our brains). I’m going to call them magnets (or dopamine magnets). My daughter, Rosy, enjoys using this term. In the grocery store, she says “magnet on” when she gravitates toward the cookie aisle or cheese counter. But, she also came up with her own term for ultraprocessed foods: “pood,” which stands for “poopy food.”

In many ways, it feels like these dopamine magnets control our families. They determine how we spend our time and what we eat throughout the day. They toy with our emotions and determine our moods. They add stress to our children’s lives, stress to our relationships with our children, and stress to our bodies.

In our home, these magnets not only generated a huge amount of conflict; they also encouraged our daughter to misbehave horribly. Initially, my husband, Matt, and I followed the advice of the American Academy of Pediatrics: “No more than two hours of screen time a day.” But when Rosy spent two hours streaming cartoons at night, an entirely different child emerged at the end. Once I closed the screen, our thoughtful and helpful child reverted back to a wild hyena toddler, running around the house at 9:00 p.m., yelling and crying to be allowed another cartoon.

Then the next evening we would start the same exhausting cycle over again.

This shift in our lives hit us so quickly that parents haven’t had the chance to pause and consider a critical question: Why? Why, in such a short period of time, have phones, tablets, consoles, and streaming platforms become indispensable in our lives? Or why, at least, do they seem that way?

And what can we do about it?




The Truth About Dopamine Magnets

In the past two decades, neuroscientists have been mapping out how pleasure and reward work inside our brains. In the process, they’ve revolutionized our understanding of what triggers our desires and how those cravings turn into habits. Meanwhile, tech and food companies have been designing products that tap into those pathways like never before.

When I began looking into this new science of pleasure, I thought I understood what was happening: We were drawn to these magnets because we enjoyed them so much. Human ingenuity, I believed, had finally engineered devices and foods that we loved way more than any other activity or foods available to us (if sometimes too much).

So I thought that we were all overeating and overusing our phones because we were all pursuing pleasure. More specifically, we were all seeking to maximize a reward in the form of a molecule called dopamine.

According to this theory, when I picked up my phone or bit into a slice of pumpkin bread, it triggered a surge of this tiny molecule inside my brain, and this surge gave me a little bump of pleasure. Aaah.… It feels so good! And that pleasurable feeling, the belief went, was why I repeatedly posted on social media, checked my email, or stopped at the coffee shop for a baked good. I was constantly seeking dopamine and the pleasure it provided.

I believed that I had fallen in love with pleasure and that I had too much pleasure in my life. Therefore, to lift away the gray gloominess that I felt, I needed to accept less pleasure in life. I needed fewer rewards. And as a parent, I needed to show Rosy how to accept less pleasure as well.

I believed this theory for years. But something also felt fishy about the idea that “dopamine gives us pleasure.” Because when I stopped and genuinely paid attention to how I felt while using my phone or eating particular foods, this narrative didn’t line up entirely with my experience. While scrolling on my phone late at night or eating my way through a can of Pringles at my desk, I didn’t feel like some blissed-out lotus eater. In fact, I often felt the opposite. Many times after these activities, I felt much worse than I did before them. More times than not, a comment on social media would send me into a spiral of self-doubt, feelings of deficiency, or an intense sense of anger. And yet there I was logging into social media, checking my email, and buying cans of Pringles, day after day. What was going on?

I’ve spent the past twenty years analyzing complex research about our health and clarifying the confusion created, unintentionally, by inaccurate and flimsy research itself. First, I spent nearly a decade as a biochemist, including two years as a postdoctoral fellow at the National Institutes of Health. More recently, I’ve been reporting on children’s health for NPR, sifting through piles of data and separating myths presented by the media from the facts presented in scientific studies.

So in 2021, I decided to start fact-checking the ideas presented in the media and by some scientists about dopamine and pleasure. As I dug into recent studies and talked to the top researchers in the field, I uncovered a big surprise. I learned that this basic story is wrong—and not wrong by a little bit either. It’s completely wrong.

The “dopamine is pleasure” story emerged from a decades-old scientific theory that neuroscientists had actually toppled, slowly but steadily, over the past thirty years. And the misconceptions about how dopamine works have made it more difficult to break habits that we no longer want for ourselves and our children, habits that no longer serve us.

So I set out to piece together—and really understand—the correct story about dopamine, what actually brings us pleasure in life, and how our desires and wants eventually turn into habits and compulsions. This new scientific consensus would explain not only why I felt so gloomy and stuck but also what I could do about it.

That’s the main goal of this book: to set the record straight about dopamine and its remarkable roles in our brain. And then to use this new knowledge to help us not just handle these powerful magnets in our family lives, but master them.




A New Manual for a New Age

Parents are in uncharted territory. And we need a new operating manual for habit remodeling. One specifically tailored for parents and their children and based on accurate, up-to-date science.

To create this manual, I read hundreds of studies and talked to dozens of neuroscientists, psychiatrists, and psychologists who are world experts on these topics. During our interviews, I would ask them about their own habits: “How do you manage your phone use? Your consumption of ultraprocessed foods?” Many of these scientists were also parents to young children and teenagers. So I’d ask about their parenting: “How do you manage your kids’ use of social media? Video games? Ultraprocessed foods?” “How do you know when they’re ready for a specific technology?”

Over time, a consensus emerged. All around the country, these scientists-parents had come up with similar approaches to cope with the magnets in their homes, for both themselves and their children.

After incorporating principles and ideas from the emerging field of behavior change, I crystallized their approach into five steps for remodeling habits. I then applied these principles to my habits with my phone and social media and around eating. Within a few months, my habits had transformed. Even better, my mental health had improved dramatically.

The noise inside my head, constantly calling me to check my phone or grab a snack from Starbucks, finally began to quiet. All that itchy agitation faded. I could finally relax. When Rosy wanted to stop in the park for an extra fifteen minutes and build a tiny fairy garden under a tree, I didn’t rush her back to the car. I was no longer anxious to see what emails or texts awaited on my phone. In fact, I was happy to be away from the internet.

During this same time, I reduced my drinking from one to two glasses of wine each night to one or two glasses a month. I learned how to stop overeating and lost fifteen pounds without realizing it, and, perhaps most miraculously, I stopped fighting with my mother (that one was a big surprise).

On top of that, I became uberproductive at work—the most productive of my twenty-year career.

My husband noticed my transformation and wanted to experience it for himself. He started applying the method to his own harmful habits (e.g., checking the news hundreds of times each day; browsing social media until 1:00 a.m. each night). And then together we drafted a plan for our daughter, who at that point had grown from a chubby, tantrum-ridden toddler into a helpful, ambitious seven-year-old. Her behavior shifted even faster than my own. As we’ll learn, children’s brains are more flexible than adults’, and their behaviors can change quite quickly if you know how to shape their environment properly.

I then set goals for her that might have sounded silly—or nearly impossible—just a few months earlier: Could I get her to want to practice piano or work on reading at night instead of streaming cartoons on Netflix? Could I get her to pick up a book first thing in the morning instead of wanting to grab my phone? Could I motivate her to grab the carrots sitting on the counter instead of digging through the pantry in search of Oreos? Would she ever want to go play outside after dinner, voluntarily—no begging, no nagging, no power struggle needed but rather because she held a genuine desire to be outside?

This book explains how I did it—and how you can do it for your family.

To my surprise, the process didn’t involve feats of willpower or settling for more boredom and deprivation in our lives. It unexpectedly meant exerting less willpower and bringing more pleasure, joy, and excitement into my family’s life. It meant having more fun, more leisure time, and more peace in our home.

And all it took was learning how to wield a few parenting superpowers that I didn’t even realize I had tucked up my sleeves.



How to Use This Book

This book contains two major stories or threads. In the first story, we’ll examine the science and history of how we’ve all come to surround ourselves with these dopamine magnets, which pull on our attention and appetites throughout the day. And then in the second section, I’ll offer a practical guide for how to not only take back control but also have fun doing it. Having fun is actually critical to the process.

I present both parts of the book in parallel. So we’ll start with one chapter on the science of magnets, and then immediately afterward I’ll present a practical chapter, providing a new strategy for countering them.

As we move through the book, we’ll combine all the strategies together into a five-step protocol that allows you to break any habit of your child that you’d like and replace it with a new habit that aligns with your values and goals for your family—and that also brings you and your family more joy and pleasure.
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Then we’ll use this protocol to transform your family’s relationship with ultraprocessed foods. We’ll learn how to eliminate snacking on these foods and how to put the kibosh on picky eating. In the end, you’ll give your children a glorious gift: the love and desire for whole foods—foods that truly fill them up and make their bodies feel good afterward.

In the science thread, we’ll follow the research of a few brilliant and daring neuroscientists who went against their entire field to uncover one of the biggest scientific errors in the twentieth century. Over the course of a few decades, these scientists unraveled the true role dopamine plays in our brain and how it alters our behavior.

They mapped out a circuitry inside our brains that drives a powerful form of motivation—one that propels children to work hard, be persistent, and overcome obstacles. We’ll learn how the tech and food companies have tapped into this circuitry to design devices, games, and foods that lure kids to their products and lead to unfulfilling habits and compulsive consumption.

Through their research, a stark reality emerges: Over the past fifteen years, families have locked in more and more tightly to these magnets, without really understanding their costs. We’ve done so while operating with a collective misunderstanding of the science of pleasure, habit, and fulfillment. To escape, we must learn this anew.

Once we understand how these magnets work, we can flip the power dynamic around. We can release ourselves, and our children, from their grip, and we can come out on the other side so much better. We can use this same motivation circuitry to remodel our family’s habits into ones that are more meaningful, productive, and—surprisingly—more rewarding. That’s the goal of the second part of the book.

In the practical thread, we’ll learn five new strategies for weakening children’s motivation for dopamine magnets and strengthening their desire for high-value activities, which give them a true sense of accomplishment and a genuine excitement for life.

We’ll see how these high-value activities achieve what dopamine magnets can’t: they fulfill children’s fundamental requirements as human beings. Sprinkled throughout the book, I’ve included seven mini-chapters about what children require to be healthy, both mentally and physically. In these chapters, I describe seven fundamental needs that American children often miss out on. I explain how dopamine magnets prevent them from satisfying these needs, and then I provide a list of easy, low-parenting activities that can fill in these gaps.

During the practical chapters, I’ll also discuss four common mistakes parents make when handling magnets and how these mistakes fill our lives with more stress and more conflict.

At the end of the book, I’ll provide a four-week guide for revamping your family’s habits with screens, permanently. You’ll learn how to move these magnets to the wings of your life so that four critical skills can take center stage and flourish in your children’s lives: talking with your family, focusing on productive work, sleeping well, and embarking on fun adventures.

As you begin to understand how dopamine magnets work in your brain—and in your child’s brain—you’re going to experience something wonderful. These magnets will immediately begin to lose some of their power over you. As you continue reading, and begin experimenting with some of the strategies in this book, you’ll slowly regain control of your family’s time and habits, and the emotional well-being of your family will improve as a result. You’ll begin to manage technology and ultraprocessed foods in a way that actually enhances your life instead of tarnishing it. And you’ll have the tools to give your child a twenty-first-century superpower: the ability to concentrate on challenging tasks for extended periods of time, without distraction.






CHAPTER 1 But She Loves It So Much

For years, watching cartoons seemed like Rosy’s favorite hobby—bar none.

Every day, she would ask for screen time way in advance, sometimes even as soon as we walked in the door after school. “Mama, when can I watch? When can I watch?” she would chant, even though she still had hours to go before I’d give her the laptop.

Then, when she finally covered her ears with turquoise headphones and pressed “Start” on the Lego Friends: Girls on a Mission show, she would enter a remarkable state of concentration. Her mouth hung open, about a half inch. Her eyes rarely blinked. And her body sat as perfectly still as an opossum playing dead on the side of a road. Lego Girls transfixed her.

But never let that quiet stillness fool you. Because, in our home, it was the eye of the hurricane. When I needed her to stop watching and get ready for bed… Oy! Just thinking about these moments floods me with dread and stress. Because stopping was extremely difficult. And I spent an enormous amount of time, thought, and effort over the years trying to conceive of new and more effective ways to transition her off the screen.

I began to think about this moment as the “dismount.” You know, like in gymnastics when the athlete must dismount off the apparatus. To get off the high bar, for example, they’re expected to perform some high-flying, high-risk maneuvers that involve a whole series of flips and twists.

I felt like Rosy needed to “dismount” from Netflix. Except I was the one who had to do a double flip, with a triple twist.I Otherwise, chaos ensued right at the time each evening when we all needed to calm down and get ready for bed. Rosy would revert to her two-year-old self—screaming, crying, and running around the house like a lunatic. One night she curled up into the fetal position and hid under her desk for fifteen minutes, softly whimpering. I had to coax her out, gently, by rubbing her back and talking to her in a whisper.

Why are we going through this horrible routine each night? I would wonder. Well, it’s her favorite hobby.

I interpreted all these intense behaviors around screens—the begging beforehand, the insane focus during, the tantrums afterward—in one way: that Rosy loved, loved, loved what she was watching. My seven-year-old daughter loves screen time, was how I thought about it. She loves Lego Girls on Netflix. She loves “educational videos” on YouTube. She loves Toca Boca World. It brings her a huge amount of pleasure. She would rather do that than anything else in the world. And she needs it to relax and settle down each day. It’s the best leisure and pleasure in her life.

So I always felt really bad taking it away from her. I felt like a mean mom, dedicated to stripping away from her only daughter the very activities that she loved more than anything else in the world. Why would a mom do that?

I’ve heard similar tales from many parents across the country. They told me that their children love, more than anything else, TV shows such as Paw Patrol, Bluey, or Full House. Other children passionately love and need video games such as Minecraft and World of Warcraft. Or they love TikTok and YouTube so much that scrolling on these platforms isn’t just their favorite hobby; it’s essentially their only hobby.

In other words, what holds kids to these magnets so darn tightly is love and pleasure. And yet as our children spend more and more time on these devices, collectively, do they seem to be happier? Are their lives overflowing with pleasure?

In our home, I surely didn’t see more and more joy as Rosy spent more and more time on Netflix or YouTube. I saw the opposite. I saw more and more conflict, tears, and overall difficulties for our entire family. I observed a calm child turn into a tornado of yelling and anger, a cheerful child turn into a sad one.

And so this was the first question that I posed to neuroscientists about modern activities on the screens: What happens to the joy? These activities start off fun, lighthearted, and over time, that pleasure seems to fade (and even reverse itself).

That’s how I came to realize that everything I knew about wanting and pleasure turned out to be wrong. Rosy’s tantrums weren’t about love. I had been operating with a faulty understanding of neuroscience—one rooted in a scientific blunder from the 1950s.

It all began one Sunday evening in 1954, when a young neuroscientist burst home from a long day at the laboratory and made a bold proclamation to his wife.



“I have discovered the pleasure center [of the brain]!” Jim Olds exclaimed to his wife as he walked into the couple’s Montreal home.

At the time, Olds was a postdoctoral fellow at McGill University, studying the brains of rats. He believed his discovery was so revolutionary that it would shift the path of neuroscience and psychology. And he was right about that. Even today, Olds’s conclusions continue to reverberate in science and shape the lives of most American families.

But what Olds didn’t realize was that his conclusions were totally wrong. And his misinterpretation would send scientists down a crazy rabbit hole from which they’re only now, some seventy years later, finally climbing out.

Many of us base our understanding of pleasure and addiction on these faulty conclusions made back in the 1950s, and that misunderstanding has left us ill prepared to deal with our relationship with our phones, Netflix, Oreo cookies, and—for me—that daily glass of Chardonnay.

On that fateful Sunday afternoon, Olds had been tinkering around with a cutting-edge—albeit barbaric—neuroscience technique. It’s called deep brain stimulation. Essentially, he took several wires, scratched off the ends to expose the electricity flowing from them, and then inserted the wires into a rat’s brain. Then when Olds pressed a little lever, he could turn on the electricity through the wire and activate that region of the brain. Buzz, buzz!

That day, Olds had inserted the wires into a specific part of the rat’s brain—just behind the animal’s eyes, on either side of the head. And when he switched on the electricity, buzz, buzz, the animal behaved in a surprising way. The rat acted as if he liked, maybe even loved, being shocked in this part of the brain. Could this be the region of the brain that when activated makes us feel oh, so amazingly good? Olds wondered.

When Olds let the rat turn on the electricity himself—buzz, buzz—by tapping on the lever—tap, tap—then the rat went to town—tap, tap, tap—lighting up this tiny part of his brain, over and over again. All day long. Tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap.

In one experiment, a rat “self-stimulated” himself for three weeks straight, zapping himself about 850,000 times. Tap, tap, tap. The rat would have never stopped if the two scientists running the experiment hadn’t become exhausted watching the animal and finally stopped the process.

Eventually, Olds and other scientists tested the same self-stimulation experiments on a whole menagerie of animals—dogs, chickens, goldfish, rabbits, dolphins, monkeys, and, yes, humans (in highly unethical experiments).II All the animals behaved the same way. They pressed the button compulsively. Tap, tap, tap. And often at the exclusion of doing much else, even sleeping or eating. Tap, tap, tap.

One man, whom doctors had hospitalized for depression and “homosexuality,” pressed the button roughly fifteen hundred times during a three-hour session. (With people, these experiments were not only unethical, but their conclusions weren’t as straightforward as scientists first presented. In fact, the human experiments poked the first holes in Olds’s pleasure hypothesis.)

While reading about these experiments, I thought of a thirteen-year-old friend of mine who loves to play video games for four, five, six hours straight, tap, tap, tap. I thought of myself scrolling on Twitter until 1:00 a.m., night after night, swipe, swipe, swipe. And Rosy eating Ritz Crackers until the box is empty, crunch, crunch, crunch.

And I thought that the animals, and people, must be pressing the lever because they liked how it felt, right? Tap-tap-tap equals happy-happy-happy, yes? All this self-stimulation is making us feel so good.

That’s what Olds concluded. That indeed, he had discovered the pleasure center of the brain. A little cluster of neurons, about the size of a walnut behind each eye, that when activated gives us this wondrous feeling of Aaah! Pure pleasure.

The idea was so appealing. It appeared to offer an easy way to fix unhappiness or suffering. “Drugs and electrical stimulation could induce bliss for the masses,” neuroscientists wrote about this at the time. Tap, tap, tap.

And so the scientific community—and popular culture—gobbled up the idea of a “pleasure center” hook, line, and electrode. Psychologists quickly changed their beliefs about human motivation. What drives us to act, the new theory went, isn’t the need to satisfy some fundamental need (say, for food) or relieve some pain caused by the lack of a fundamental need (say, a feeling such as thirst), but instead what motivates us all, from rats and rabbits to rabbis and roboticists, is pleasure. Our intense and unbridled desire for pleasure.

Neuroscientists quickly pinpointed the chemical, or neurotransmitter, inside the brain that appears to encode pleasure: L-3,4-dihydroxyphenethylamine. Using the underlined letters, they abbreviated it in a snappy way: DOP + amine = DOPAmine.III And “dopamine jumped from relative obscurity to being critical for life as we know it,” neuroscientists wrote more than sixty years later in the journal Current Biology.

Over the next few decades, the pleasure hypothesis strengthened further. And by the 1980s, scientists thought they pretty much had pleasure—and dopamine—figured out. Oodles of studies appeared to confirm it. The hypothesis had become scientific canon—and, through articles, books, news segments, and eventually social media, we all became citizen “experts” on the magical neurotransmitter, using jargon like “molecule of pleasure” and “dopamine hits” as ways of describing how apps, video games, and all the tap-tap-taps, swipe-swipe-swipes, and crunch-crunch-crunches make us feel.

We all believed that pleasure motivates us to act and to repeat actions ad nauseam. If an activity on a screen engages us so intensely that we can’t pull ourselves away, then that activity must be giving us pleasure. If we repeatedly put one potato chip after another into our mouths, then each additional chip must bring us more and more pleasure. And to interrupt that—and suggest a person do something a bit less “stimulating” or eat something less enticing—would mean something horrible: taking away pleasure. And who wants that?

But what if that entire hypothesis is wrong? What if Olds’s rats, our children, and even us adults are all tap-tap-tapping, swipe-swipe-swiping, and crunch-crunch-crunching for another reason?


But what if that entire hypothesis is wrong?
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What if the monkey sitting in the chair tapping away on the lever for sixteen hours a day wasn’t feeling pleasure? Not quite. And maybe he had even felt something negative. Something uncomfortable. Something similar to how Rosy felt after watching Lego Girls for three hours? Or something similar to that gloominess that I felt on the beach when I couldn’t stop checking my email, texts, and social media, over and over again? Tap-tap-tap.

And yet the monkey, Rosy, and I still couldn’t stop pressing the button. Why?

What if dopamine doesn’t encode pleasure at all but something else?

That’s exactly what a young neuroscientist at the University of Michigan began to realize, thirty years after Olds made the bold claim to his wife that he had found the pleasure center of the brain. And this young professor’s discovery completely toppled the scientific canon around pleasure and dopamine.



When I first met Kent C. Berridge in his office in Ann Arbor, Michigan, I felt like I had traveled back in time, maybe to the 1950s. Berridge has furnished his office with a distinctive old-school, academia style: leather chairs, leather sofa, and dark wooden bookshelves. On his desk, he has an antique jar filled with clear liquid and a brain floating inside it.

“Is this human?” I asked, pointing to it.

“Yes, that’s a human brain,” Berridge answered with a quiet chuckle.

With big, round eyes and a gentle, upbeat demeanor, Berridge reminded me of the type of dad you’d see on a 1950s TV show, like Leave It to Beaver or Father Knows Best.

You would never guess that Berridge has emerged as a scientific hero, especially in the addiction field. He has worked persistently across decades to uncover key factors that cause people to relapse when trying to recover from addiction, as well as new tools to help prevent it. In the process, he has overturned the prevailing wisdom around how dopamine works in our brains.

But reaching the status of “hero” hasn’t been easy for Berridge. First he had to endure a decade of derision and ostracization by those in the dopamine field.

When Berridge first started as a professor, in the late 1980s, he had no intention of disrupting the dogma around dopamine. “I was totally convinced by James Olds’s work,” Berridge said. “I was totally convinced that dopamine generated pleasure. I was even teaching the hypothesis in my classes.”

And so he set out to confirm Olds’s theory with his own laboratory experiments. “I was delighted to add one more little piece of evidence to the pleasure-hypothesis pile,” Berridge said with a gentle smile.

At the time, Berridge had developed the perfect tool to do just that. During his graduate work he had devised a way to measure how much a rat likes an experience. How much “pleasure” it provides. (I put pleasure in quotes because we can never know if a rat experiences the emotion of pleasure.)

Berridge realized that animals, including humans, show that they like the way something tastes by their facial expression. For example, when Rosy was a squishy six-month-old baby, I gave her a little taste of ice cream. Her face lit up instantly. She smiled, smacked her lips, and then licked them. Her facial expressions showed clearly, Oh yes! I like this!

“For thousands of years, this is how parents knew that babies liked a food, right?” Berridge said, demonstrating how the baby responds, by smacking his lips and smiling.

“Rats, it turns out, make similar expressions,” he added. They lick their lips. They rub their paws on their faces. They demonstrate that the taste of sugar makes them feel something good.

Berridge decided that these rat expressions were the perfect tool to prove once and for all that dopamine encodes pleasure in animals’ brains. He could perform an easy experiment. He would simply block dopamine in some rats’ brains with a drug, give each animal a sweet treat (a sugary drink), and then show how the animals no longer enjoyed the drink. They wouldn’t smack their lips or rub their paws on their face.

Berridge remembered clearly when he ran that first experiment. “It was during the Christmas break,” he said. He and a graduate student were working in the lab over the holidays. “And when we gave the animals the sweet taste, we couldn’t believe our eyes.”

Even when the animals had no dopamine in their brains, they still seemed to love the sugar solution. Not just a little but just as much as they had loved it when they had dopamine flowing in their brains. The animals licked their lips. They rubbed their paws on their mouths. Blocking the release of dopamine appeared to have no effect on how much pleasure the sugary drink gave the animals. None at all.

“They had perfectly normal reactions to the sweetness,” Berridge recalled.

At first, Berridge dismissed the results. “The graduate student didn’t believe it,” he told me. “My colleague down the hall didn’t believe it either. Nobody believed it. We all thought we had made a mistake. You know, science is like making a soufflé. You have to do every step right or it doesn’t work.”

So he and the graduate student did what great scientists do best: They repeated the experiment, not just once, but many, many times. And with many different variations. They tried different drugs to block the dopamine. They even used a toxin to wipe out almost all the dopamine neurons in the rats’ brains. Time and again, Berridge saw the same results: When he got rid of dopamine, the rats still liked the taste of sugar.

What on earth was going on?

When Berridge published the findings, his colleagues chalked up the results to incompetence. They said, “Well, you clearly can’t do experiments. You can’t even replicate something that is well known. Maybe you should find another career,” he recalled quite bluntly. “Well, they weren’t that harsh,” he added with a chuckle and then a sigh. But to Berridge, the message was clear: He was the one who was off, not the pleasure hypothesis. “I don’t blame them for not believing me,” he added. “I had this one experiment showing a failure [of the hypothesis]… and they had this huge pile of positive evidence. Who would you believe?”

He remembered one scientific conference where other senior researchers wouldn’t even stop at his poster to talk about his findings. “They didn’t want to get trapped in a discussion with this crazy person,” he remembered.

But Berridge wasn’t crazy, and when you’re with him that’s clear. Even with the friendly, TV dad demeanor, the clearness of his logic and his willingness to be persistent come across as palpable pieces of his personality. He’s a dogged scientist through and through.

So he thought deeply about his experiments, searching, like a crime investigator, for a clue as to what was going on. Then he remembered something peculiar about the behavior of the dopamine-free rats: They were lazy. Super-lazy. During the experiment, they had morphed into the biggest couch potato rats on the planet. They were a bit like stoners on a Friday night: They loved the sugar water immensely, but they were too lazy to even walk across their cage to lick it up. Berridge and his students had to feed the animals through tubes because they had such little motivation to go and drink it themselves.

And that made Berridge start to wonder. Could dopamine be more about motivation than pleasure? Maybe it’s what gives us the drive to go and get the pleasure?

To test that hypothesis, Berridge created the opposite of couch potato rats. He created super-dopamine rats.

Instead of shutting down the dopamine circuitry, Berridge revved it up like a hot rod ready for a Saturday night of drag racing.

What happened? Well, the rats didn’t seem to like the sugar water any more or less than normal rats. “The extra dopamine definitely wasn’t making the sugar more pleasant,” Berridge said. “If anything it made them like it a little less. They became averse to it.”

When Berridge revved up the dopamine in the rats’ brains, they didn’t just hang around and relish the good life. They didn’t have an eternal feeling of Aaah, life is so pleasurable.

Instead, they acted in the opposite way. They became incredibly busy. It was like Berridge had given the furry animals magical shots of espresso that never wore off.

“Rather than sit there and enjoy the electrodes, the rats became very highly motivated,” Berridge explained. And they each focused their motivation on one particular activity. For example, some super-dopamine rats drank a whole bunch of water… all day long. Some tried to have sex with another rat, over and over again. Some rats even became highly motivated moms and dads. They acted like helicopter parents, showing tons of love and attention to their pups.
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Low-Dopamine Rat
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Super-Dopamine Rat

And then there were the overeaters. “When we turned on the electrode, they would eat four to eight times more than normal,” Berridge said. Four to eight times the number of calories that they needed! That’s the equivalent of me eating sixteen to thirty-two Big Macs each day.

But—and this was key—these overeaters didn’t appear to like the food or sugar any more when the electrode was turned up. They just ate—and ate and ate and ate. Crunch-crunch-crunch…

Revving up the rat’s dopamine system superhigh didn’t magically make the rat’s life more enjoyable or pleasurable, Berridge observed. Instead, it created obsessive loops of desire. It sent their wanting into overdrive.IV

And in that moment Berridge finally believed his data. He saw that the neuroscience field had made a big mistake. “That’s when I knew dopamine didn’t encode pleasure,” Berridge said.

So, in his small, start-up lab in Ann Arbor during the early 1990s, Berridge and his graduate students began to demolish the old model of dopamine, one experiment on rats after another.

Berridge and his students were beginning to see what the rest of the neuroscience field couldn’t. High levels of dopamine inside your brain don’t give you a surge of pleasure, as the old model claimed. Instead, dopamine gives you a surge of motivation. It gives you an intense feeling of desire. And it gives you the energy and oomph to go get what you want.

But it’s not a case of wanting something for a single time. Dopamine doesn’t stop at “Just one, thank you, ma’am.” A surge of dopamine tells you to do something now… and then do it again when you can. Press the button again. Comment again. Scroll again. Watch again. Crunch again. Dopamine makes you want, over and over again.

And that’s why, Berridge explained, all the animals and humans back in the 1950s couldn’t stop “self-stimulating” by pressing the lever. The electricity flowing through their dopamine system kept triggering the thought, Do it again. Do it again. Do it again. The animals and people didn’t love the electrode. They didn’t feel constant pleasure. They felt a constant desire to tap, tap, tap. They felt a constant longing. A ceaseless wanting.
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“So the pleasure hypothesis is completely wrong?” I asked him.

“Well, it was such a compelling hypothesis,” he answered. “But yes, the pleasure hypothesis is completely wrong.”

While Berridge explained this to me, in his office that day, my thoughts turned back to Rosy and her need to watch cartoons, over and over again. How after an hour or more of watching, she didn’t seem overwhelmed with pleasure or joy, but rather intensely motivated to watch more videos.

Then, when I returned back home with Rosy, I kept thinking about Berridge’s super-dopamine rats, overeating and overdrinking. I started to realize that I, like the dopamine field, had made a big mistake. As the scientists misinterpreted the rat’s behavior (tap-tap-tap), I had completely misinterpreted Rosy’s behavior (watch-watch-watch). I had mixed up wanting and pleasure.



Let’s go back to a typical evening at the Doucleff homestead. It’s 8:00 p.m. and Lego Girls has transfixed Rosy into a trancelike state. Her eyes stare with intense concentration at the screen. Her body stays perfectly still.

As Rosy watches cartoons or plays video games, her brain releases little surges of dopamine, over and over again, said neuroscientist Anne-Noël Samaha, who studies addiction at the University of Montreal and also has young children. As we’ll explore, there are many ways that apps and shows can trigger these small spikes in dopamine. They often occur when the show or game poses a small question to the child. What will happen to Bluey next? What’s hidden behind that bush? These questions then trigger the feeling of desire in the child because they want to answer that question.

“So dopamine levels will periodically increase while children watch a video or play a game based on the content on the screen and your level of engagement,” Samaha explained.

Then, while Rosy’s transfixed on Lego Girls, I come into the bedroom with my timer and her toothbrush and say, “Time’s up. Close the app and brush your teeth. It’s time for bed.” And then, all hell breaks loose! She screams, cries, runs, and hides under the desk in the living room. Sometimes she even throws objects.

I had always interpreted this extreme behavior—this extreme desire and need for cartoons—as extreme love and pleasure from cartoons. But Berridge helped me realize that my interpretation was wrong. Instead, in those moments, when I tried to help her dismount, I began to see that Rosy felt another emotion.

“When you stop the child abruptly [from their game or video], the dopamine levels are still high,” Samaha explained. “And what does dopamine do? It tells you that you need to mobilize yourself. You need to go do something. It tells you something important is happening.”

It told Rosy to do it again! Watch again. Watch again. And it motivated Rosy to go get what she wanted, hell or high water. It told her to persist, work through challenges that arise, and accomplish this important goal of watching Lego Girls. To push through and find a way around any obstacles. It told her not only to tap, tap, tap but also to fight for the tap, tap, tap.

In other words, the extra dopamine in Rosy’s brain told her to find a way around this crazy middle-aged woman with a timer and toothbrush who was thwarting her from reaching her goal. It told her to find a way around bedtime!

After I talked to Berridge and read his papers on dopamine’s true role in our brains, a liberating idea began to arise in my mind: In those moments when Rosy felt such intense emotions around cartoons, she wasn’t experiencing insane pleasure. Instead, she was experiencing insane motivation.

Like Berridge’s rats, her intense motivation didn’t mean that intense enjoyment would always follow. In fact, as I would soon come to learn, oftentimes she would put in a huge amount of intense work and time and receive only a crumb of reward.


	I. I began to notice this tough “dismount” everywhere in my life. Once I decided to have a glass of wine, how did I stop at one or two? Once I decided to watch Couples Therapy, how did I stop at one or two episodes? Once Rosy ate three shortbread cookies, how did she stop there? We all have to dismount off the cycles of wanting. Turns out, we have quite a few tools to help us. We’ll learn about those in Step 3.

	II. The neuroscientist Robert Heath performed these unethical experiments on people who were institutionalized because of epilepsy, depression, schizophrenia, and other severe cognitive disorders.

	III. Interestingly, the word “dope” comes from the Dutch “doop,” which originally meant a thick sauce, like a gravy. The term eventually turned into a word for the thick juice of a poppy flower—that is, opium. But, as we’ll see, contrary to what such a linguistic connection might suggest, dopamine can have the opposite effect of opium on the brain.

	IV. An accidental experiment with a Parkinson’s drug has demonstrated similar findings in people. Revving up people’s dopamine system doesn’t make them enjoy life more or give them more pleasure in life. Instead it causes many of them to become addicted to eating, drinking, shopping, sex, pornography, and other consumer activities.







STEP 1 Take the Wheel
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After I spoke with Kent Berridge, a huge sense of relief began to wash over me. I felt like I had been carrying a heavy boulder on my shoulders for years, and I finally had the strength to push it off. Because I could finally follow my gut instincts about Rosy’s screen time.

Every time Rosy started to watch the second hour of Lego Girls, a quiet voice of concern arose in my mind: Hmm, should I really let her spend so much time on this app? I ignored that soft voice for years. But now I not only began to listen to it, but I let that concern grow louder. I even let it win out.

Because if pleasure wasn’t fueling Rosy’s hours of binge-watching, then I no longer felt this empathetic need to let her watch Netflix, YouTube, or whatever screen she begged for that evening.

Instead, I could see all the ways that Lego Girls didn’t bring Rosy pleasure. I could see how the cartoons triggered an intense motivation in her that, over time, grew frustrating, uncomfortable, and even stressful for her. This feeling often left her discontented, drained, and even angry. She didn’t enjoy those fierce emotions and neither did I.

For the first time in Rosy’s life, I saw how reducing her screen time—even cutting it out altogether—wasn’t depriving her of a favorite hobby or this amazing leisure activity. But rather it would protect her from these upsetting feelings.

This realization liberated me as a parent. Because it opened up a whole new realm of possibilities for our family. I finally had the opportunity to wonder: If Lego Girls wasn’t Rosy’s favorite hobby, then what could be?



Somehow, in all the noise and debate about how much screen time and ultraprocessed food I should give Rosy, I had lost sight of what I actually wanted for her. And, really, what I wanted for our entire family. I was so busy trying to handle the life that Netflix, YouTube, and Nabisco had handed us that I failed to even think about what I would choose for us if such companies weren’t in our lives.

If Rosy wasn’t watching cartoons after dinner each night and on the weekends, then how would she spend her time? If I stopped worrying about whether I was giving her too much or too little exposure to the internet, what would I choose for her and our family? What would I include in my list of ideal activities for her? And what would Rosy choose for herself?

Just as critical, if we didn’t buy an endless array of ultraprocessed snacks, from granola bars and fish crackers to Pirate’s Booty and Cheez-Its, what would we want to eat? What would fill up our pantry and refrigerator? What would become our favorite foods?

These were important questions. Fundamental ones, I was quickly realizing. As we’re going to explore throughout this book, answering these questions is the first, critical step to breaking a habit you no longer want anymore—and to reclaiming your life from these powerful magnets we’ve allowed into our lives, pulling us to and fro.

In the past decade, neuroscientists and psychologists have found that before you can cut back, or cut out, an activity or food in your life, you first need to identify alternative activities and foods to replace the unwanted ones.

This requirement initially seemed daunting to me, but soon I came to see that it gave me a marvelous opportunity: to decide, from scratch, how our family spends our leisure time and what foods we put into our bodies.

I could take back the steering wheel of my family’s life. I could shove tech and food companies out of the driver’s seat of our family car, hop into the seat myself, and drive my family’s lives in the direction that I wanted to head.
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But how to begin? I needed some type of road map to guide us toward the life we dreamed of. Drawing on insights from behavioral psychologists and neuroscientists, I came up with a simple, but powerful, starting point: creating a dream list of goals and aspirations for a family.

This list will help you align your family’s time and diet with your deepest values and what’s important to you. We’re going to create an initial list here, but we’ll build and refine it throughout this book. So don’t skip this step.

This list is such an important jumping-off point for remodeling your relationship with dopamine magnets that I’ve created a template for you to fill out right here in the book. Cut out this page, use it as a bookmark, and as you read through the book, continue to add more ideas to the list. (You can find exact copies of the template on the Dopamine Kids website and print out as many as you need.)

Then when you’ve finished the book, place your list on your refrigerator so these values and goals become your family’s North Star, reminding you daily what’s important to you.





Family Dream List: What Do You Want for Your Children?


	Values and Goals

	Specific Behaviors That Support a Value or Goal





	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 








I’ve divided the list into two columns. On the left, I’ve placed overall values and goals for your family. On the right, I’ve put specific activities or behaviors that transmit each value and help you reach your goals.

We’re going to complete the left-hand column first—the values and goals—because it’s most critical. Then we’ll focus on the right-hand column and continue filling it out throughout the book.

To start off, think deeply about what you want for your children and family. What do you want their lives to look like? For example, if you had your druthers and were all-powerful, what would your children do in their free time after school or after dinner? How would they spend a Saturday afternoon? And what types of food would they gobble up at dinner or grab for snacks?

Forget about all the reasons why a certain activity or food won’t work or might not be possible, at this moment, or why this hobby may require extra work from you or cause backlash from your child. Forget about your child’s pickiness about food and reluctance to touch vegetables on their dinner plate. We’ll deal with those realities and troubleshoot deeper in the book. Right now, we’re designing the habits of our dreams. And we’re dreaming big.

Have any goals, values, or aspirations come to mind? Are there any types of activities or foods that you want to prioritize? Write them all down in the left-hand column on your table.

For example, I really wanted Rosy to love playing outside. When I was a child, playing outside offered me a lifeline. By exploring my neighborhood, alone or with friends, I could free myself from whatever anxieties or worries I held because of my family or school. This habit also gave me what I sorely needed as a child: to have adventures and chances for exploration.

So I wrote down this goal in the left-hand column of my dream list:


A love of playing outside



I also wanted Rosy to eat more whole and minimally processed foods—and less ultraprocessed foods. I wanted her to love foods that left her feeling good afterward, and not simply wanting more. So I wrote this in my chart:


More whole and minimally processed foods (less ultraprocessed foods)



Jot down any new ideas that you have in the left-hand column.

To help fill in your chart further, I think it’s helpful to imagine your child’s free time and their diet as a little garden in a backyard or on a terrace in the city. Imagine their hobbies and favorite foods as the flowers or vegetables that grow inside the garden.

This patch of garden contains moist, fertile soil, replete with earthworms and nutritious compost. You’ve weeded and tilled the patch so that the soil now looks soft, fluffy, and ready for new plants. What habits would you plant in that patch? If you could choose any hobbies or foods to seed and cultivate in your child’s life, which ones would you choose?

Right away, reading—real books—popped up in my mind. Reading has brought me so much joy in my life, and it has also opened up so many opportunities. I wished to pass that love down to Rosy. I hoped that Rosy would value books and cultivate a love of reading books.

So I wrote this down in my chart:


A love of reading books



Have any new ideas or thoughts come to mind? Jot them down on your chart.

Take one more moment and now think about what you value in life and what you want to prioritize for your family. What types of activities would you like to put front and center in your children’s lives? What values would you like to pass on to your children? What goals do you wish they would pursue? What types of hobbies do you hope your children will love, feel passionate about, and seek out in their free time?

For my family, I also wanted calmness in our lives—much more calmness. I yearned for hobbies that didn’t make us all argue, erupt in tantrums, and require me to constantly police Rosy or beg her to stop. I wanted activities that left us all feeling joyful, copacetic, and, at the end of the day, ready to sleep. But—and this was key—I also wanted activities that created some excitement in our lives and gave us something to look forward to doing each day.

So I wrote this down in my chart:


Calmness. I want leisure activities that leave us feeling calm and peaceful afterward and don’t cause conflict.



Write down any thoughts that you have about your values or priorities.

For our family, I also sought to prioritize activities that involve in-person relationships and communication. I longed for Rosy to have the chance to build deep, long-term friendships with other kids in our neighborhood and community, through daily face-to-face interactions. And I wanted her to feel comfortable and at ease when talking to adults.

For food, I hoped that we could prioritize cooking together and sitting down together for meals. I wanted us to value not only the food we prepare at home but also the time we share together at meals, talking and connecting. I hoped that mealtimes would become special moments each day when our family—and being together—mattered most to me and my husband (and not what was on our phones).

Finally, I aimed to prioritize activities that fulfilled Rosy’s fundamental needs as a child. We’ll learn more about what those needs are and how to fulfill them throughout this book.

So I wrote these items in my chart:


	In-person friendships

	Cooking together, eating meals together

	Activities that fulfill fundamental needs



Now my table looked like this:





	Values and Goals

	Specific Behaviors That Support the Value or Goal





	A love of playing outside

	 




	More whole and minimally processed foods (less ultraprocessed foods)

	 




	A love of reading books

	 




	Calmness. I want leisure activities that leave us feeling calm and peaceful afterward and don’t cause conflict.

	 




	In-person friendships

	 




	Cooking together, eating meals together

	 




	Activities that fulfill fundamental needs

	 







This list of values and goals, alone, can be quite powerful for your family if you embrace it. Because it offers you a potent tool: a way of evaluating your family’s activities, hobbies, and diet.

The list can serve as a litmus test. You can use it to guide your choices for what technology and foods you heartily bring into your home and which ones you happily reject from your life (or try to minimize). These values and goals can also guide what activities you choose for your children’s free time and what gifts you buy them for birthdays, holidays, and other occasions—which hobbies and foods you spend money on.

For example, if an activity aligns with one of our family values, we find ways to do more of it. We boost how much time we spend on that activity and how often we choose it. These activities and hobbies take priority. They become what I call high-value hobbies. And we aim to make them habits.

In contrast, if an activity sits in opposition to our values or even interferes with achieving our goals, we label it as a low-value or shallow activity and we proceed with caution. We wait before we try the activity, buy the device, or bring that new technology into our homes. We think before we add low-value activities into our lives. Sometimes we hold off indefinitely.

If we already have a low-value activity in our life, then we find ways to reduce the amount of time we spend on it. For example, if an activity causes (or we’re concerned that it will cause) conflict, tantrums, or endless begging in our home, then we try to minimize how often we engage in that activity. We may even decide that this activity is not for our family. Why? Because it goes against our goal of calmness and finding leisure activities that don’t create conflict.

You can apply a similar philosophy with foods once you decide on what’s important for your family’s diet. For example, if we’re in the habit of eating an ultraprocessed snack or dish, then we make an effort to greatly limit when we buy it. Eventually, we may even decide to remove these foods from our lives altogether.

Instead of accepting any device, app, or food that comes into your children’s lives, you first pause and analyze both the advantages and disadvantages of it. If the benefits don’t outweigh the cost, you don’t accept the device, app, or food into your life.

The productivity guru and computer scientist Cal Newport calls this approach a “philosophy of technology use.” By using our values as a guide, we decide “which digital tools we allow into our life, for what reasons, and under what constraints,” he wrote in his brilliant book Digital Minimalism. “You focus your online time on a small number of carefully selected and optimized activities that strongly support things you value, and then happily miss out on everything else.”

By starting with what you value and want in life, Newport writes, you can transform technologies “from a source of distraction into tools to support a life well lived.” You can, in a beautiful way, fully embrace and unleash a true parenting superpower. You decide how your child spends their time and what foods fill their bellies. You decide what their routine looks like.

But this is absolutely critical: Even though I now had a list of values and priorities, I wasn’t yet ready to take action. Why? Because we can’t do values and goals. We can’t add “a love of reading books” to our Google calendars or schedule “a love of playing outside” on every Tuesday and Thursday.

Values and goals aren’t hobbies. You can’t help a kid form a routine around values and goals. We can’t create a habit out of “a love of reading books.” But you can help them form habits around specific actions and behaviors that embody your values and work toward your goals.

So in the right-hand column of the chart, we’re going to add activities and behaviors that support these goals and align with these values. So, for example, I hope to pass along to Rosy the love of cooking and eating meals together. To do that, I decided we would cook one meal together each week and eat one meal together each day.





	Values and Goals

	Specific Behaviors That Support the Value or Goal





	Cooking together, eating meals together

	Cook Sunday breakfast together in our kitchen.




	 

	Eat breakfast together at the dining room table each day.







Notice how I’ve added behaviors that Rosy and our family can do right away (or soon). They don’t require months and months of change or preparation.

Also notice that I’ve included a specific time and place for the activity to occur (Sunday and in our kitchen). Behavioral psychologists have found that this specificity is critical. To change a child’s behavior, we need to be as specific as possible about what the child is doing, as well as when and where they’re doing it.

If a few activities or foods crop up in your mind, jot them down in the right-hand column of your chart. At this point, however, don’t worry about filling up this column. We’re going to grow and refine this list as we move through the book. I’ll discuss extensively how to determine which activities are right for your particular child.

We’re also going to enlist the help of our children to flesh out the right-hand column and add more specificity to these activities. Our children will help us figure out what hobbies and activities they actually want to do. Because if a child doesn’t want to do an activity, you’re going to constantly struggle (and perhaps fail) at achieving your goal.

So while you, the parent, largely decide the values and overall goals for your family and your children (that’s your superpower), your children can have a big heaping tablespoon of input about the specific behaviors supporting that value or goal.

Take, for instance, playing outside. I decided that I want Rosy to play outside after dinner and on Saturdays. But I didn’t identify what activity she would do outside. Instead, I’m going to look to Rosy to help make these behaviors more specific. I’m going to figure out what she already wants to do outside.





	Values and Goals

	Specific Behaviors That Support the Value or Goal





	A love of playing outside

	Play outside after dinner.




	 

	Play outside on Saturdays after lunch.







Now at this point I could have asked Rosy directly what she dreamed of doing outside. And you could do the same with your children to help fill in your right-hand column. You can ask them straightforwardly, “If you could do anything in the world, what would it be?” I’ve asked many kids this question, and oftentimes the answers aren’t so useful. Many times children list off activities that involve iPads, game consoles, and their parents’ phones. “I want to watch YouTube all day,” one child told me. Or, alternately, they tell me activities that involve an enormous amount of time or participation from their parents. For example, I’ve heard “I want to go to Six Flags,” “trampoline parks,” and “ice skating.”

Because here’s what I didn’t appreciate until recently: To desire a specific activity or food, you first need to experience it. Oftentimes, you need to experience it frequently.

As we’ll learn, children can’t really want something they haven’t experienced or enjoyed. They need to build a neurological pathway of wanting inside their motivation circuitry pointed toward a hobby or food before they can begin to desire it. And on the flip side, they can develop a love of high-value hobbies and foods once they’ve experienced and enjoyed them repeatedly.


Exposure builds Interest
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And so if a child hasn’t been exposed to many activities that don’t involve a screen or their parents, they don’t have any motivation for these activities. They don’t know how much they would enjoy them. Think of it this way: If a child says they’re “bored” without a screen, then they haven’t learned yet how to love and crave activities off the screen.

Nevertheless, sometimes a child has a clear view of what they have longed to do off a screen or what they’re excited to try. If so, listen to them intently. Write down their desires in your chart. Try to be as specific as possible.

But if your children haven’t yet developed this innate desire for a high-value activity, don’t worry at all. Over the course of writing this book, I devised a better and quicker way to jump-start your dream lists of high-value activities—and to figure out what children really, really want in life.

Ultimately, all children want to fulfill their fundamental needs as little human beings. And they’re willing to work really hard to do just that.


Your Dream List for Yourself

At this time, I also started to think about what I wanted to do in my spare time. Where did I want to steer my own life? I wasn’t sure. I knew that I wanted to feel better. But how? If I wasn’t on my phone or watching Netflix, what would fulfill my needs?

I didn’t know. So at this point, I left my own chart empty. Useful answers would arrive after more research, interviews, and experiments.





	Values and Goals

	Specific Behaviors That Support the Value or Goal





	?

	?




	?

	?







How about you? What do you want or need for yourself? What values and goals do you have that can help guide the choices you make for yourself in life? What feels like it’s missing from your leisure time? What hobbies or pastimes have dopamine magnets possibly squeezed out of your life?





	Values and Goals

	Specific Behaviors That Support the Value or Goal





	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 




	 

	 







If you’re not sure, don’t worry. We’re going to learn all sorts of inspiration and ideas throughout the rest of the book.





Introduction to Children’s Fundamental Needs

As we’ll explore throughout this book, the primary job of our dopamine circuitry inside our brains is to ensure we have what we require to survive—that is, we seek out, work hard for, and obtain what we need to feel good, both physically and mentally. Our dopamine circuitry ensures we fulfill our fundamental needs in life.

So the big question becomes: What are children’s fundamental needs?

It sounds like such a simple question to answer—or at least one that a sophisticated society, like ours, would have figured out. But when you look at the trends in mental health, our society seems to be missing at least a few factors. Since 2016, rates of mental health problems have continually risen among teenagers, the National Survey of Children’s Health has found. In 2023, 16 percent of adolescents had a current diagnosis of anxiety and 8 percent had a diagnosis of depression.

So what’s missing in our children’s lives? I’ve been investigating this question for nearly a decade, first while reporting for NPR, and then more recently while studying the key functions of dopamine and our motivation circuitry. Along the way, I’ve used two major avenues of research.

First, I’ve studied cross-cultural child development worldwide. I’ve interviewed more than a hundred psychologists, anthropologists, and neuroscientists who study child development in many cultures, not only in Western societies. I’ve read hundreds of studies about their research, and I’ve talked to parents and children in more than a dozen cultures across four continents. Through this research, I’ve learned what children, all over the world, have had in their lives almost universally throughout history. Then I’ve looked to see which of these elements American children often don’t have. (Some of this research became the foundation for my first book, Hunt, Gather, Parent.)

Second, and perhaps surprisingly, I’ve studied the design and evolution of video games and social media. In the past few years, psychologists have begun to understand something quite profound about these apps: Kids spend so much time on them because video games and social media give children the sense that these apps are fulfilling an emotional or physical need that’s missing in their lives. For example, when a teenager spends three or more hours each day playing Minecraft or Fortnite, what emotional or physical need drives his obsession? When a tween scrolls on Instagram until 2:00 a.m., what gap in her needs is she trying to fill? By dissecting the design of these games and apps, we can identify not only what motivates children to work hard and persist on them but also additional needs children have.
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Through this research, I’ve identified seven needs that American society often overlooks and undervalues, or that psychologists have only just begun to appreciate as critical for children’s well-being. As I mentioned earlier, I’ve dedicated a mini-chapter to each one of these needs. In those chapters, we’ll learn how tech and food corporations design their products in a way that dupes children’s brains. Their apps, games, and ultraprocessed foods give children the sense that these products can satisfy their fundamental needs. But in fact, the opposite can occur: Many apps, games, and ultraprocessed foods prevent children from fulfilling these needs.

In these special mini-chapters, I’ll show you how these technologies work inside children’s brains, and how we can take back the power from these corporations. We’ll learn how to use these fundamental needs to motivate children into trying—and eventually loving—high-value activities and foods.

Of course, this list of needs is by no means complete. Every psychologist will give you their own unique list. And each fundamental need is multifaceted. Parents can fulfill it in numerous ways. So I’ve focused on needs that offer parents practical takeaways. That is, by looking to fulfill these needs in your child, you’ll find a bunch of activities that children will love and accept into their lives quickly.

Here’s what’s so beautiful: In the long run, these activities won’t add more work to your lives. In many instances, they’ll be less work for a parent than policing and monitoring screens or a kid’s consumption of ultraprocessed foods because these activities help children develop into independent, productive, and healthy adults.

We’re going to start off by exploring a fundamental need that will quickly expand your dream list of new, high-value activities for your children.





FUNDAMENTAL NEED NO. 1 Beaver and Bowerbird Kids
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All kids want to create and build. They need to create. That’s why many so-called sandbox games, such as Minecraft and Roblox, have become so popular. They tap into kids’ fundamental need to design and construct.

But these games can never completely fulfill this need. Why? Because kids yearn to create with their hands—not just their minds. Children need to hold a tangible result in their hands. Then they need to show others, such as their parents, what they can do with their hands.

At the same time, children have a passion for powerful tools. In every culture around the world, children learn from a young age to wield sophisticated, sometimes dangerous tools so they can create and build useful, necessary objects, such as clothing, buildings, tools, and tableware. Each step along the way, while creating, kids feel a sense of pride and purpose.

The other day I watched a ten-year-old girl—who’s a big fan of Roblox—spend three hours during her weekend crocheting a blanket. Three hours! Afterward she was so proud of that blanket that she immediately wanted to make another one and show other kids how to do it.

Heck, kids even love building silly, useless structures. I know a twelve-year-old boy who spends many hours on Minecraft each day but, when given the opportunity, voluntarily designed and built a replica of the Twin Towers out of dry spaghetti and Elmer’s glue. He concentrated deeply for many days after school as he placed each strand of pasta along the sides of the towers. He used his hands to mold the shape with a massive amount of glue. In the end, he loved those towers. He felt an enormous sense of satisfaction to watch his creation take shape in three dimensions and then hold it in his hands.
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Kelly Lambert, a neuroscientist at the University of Richmond, believes that the rise in depression in our society is due in part to the loss of constructing with our hands. “Hand movements that lead to meaningful outcomes” play a key role in preventing depression, she wrote in her book Lifting Depression. “Furthermore, we are predisposed to hand movements that our ancestors needed for survival—those necessary for nurturing, cleaning, cooking, grooming, building shelter, and farming.”

Lambert believes that people of all ages derive immense pleasure from combining movements with our hands with challenging and purposeful problem-solving. That’s exactly what we do when we knit, draw, paint, carve, whittle, or saw. Those activities give us a “deep sense of emotional satisfaction and well-being,” Lambert wrote in her book.

But this creation needs to involve complex movements with our body or hands, Lambert emphasized. “Moving a mouse or joystick and typing on your laptop don’t count!… These movements are mostly repetitive and reflexive, not as complex as, say, doing carpentry.”

In other words, all humans, from toddlers to centenarians, have brains that are built to build. Brains that need to build, especially with our hands. It’s universal.

But—and this is key—we all have different inclinations about what we want to create and how we want to go about it.

After closely watching children and adults, across multiple cultures, I’ve come to realize that we can divide creators, young and old, into two general categories: We’re either what I call beavers or bowerbirds.

As with all general descriptions of humans, this categorization is more of a spectrum than two pigeonholes. Many of us tend to gravitate toward one end of the spectrum—that is, we tend to be more of a beaver or more of a bowerbird. But some people truly are both. They are ambi-creators, and they really geek out on a mixture of creation activities.

Once you figure out where your child sits along this spectrum, you’ll have a great list of dream activities for them to start trying out or adding to their life.

Let’s first look at what beavers enjoy.


Beaver Kids
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We all know that beavers—the animals, that is—are amazing lumberjacks and carpenters. They chop down trees and construct huge dams and lodges.

The same goes for the human kids whom I characterize as “beavers”: They are amazing carpenters. But they’re also amazing architects, construction workers, farmers, gardeners, and livestock wranglers. They need, want, and love big and often sharp tools. They want to take a heavy metal ax and chop down a tree, the same way a beaver likes to use their sharp teeth to fell timber. They long to take giant garden shears and prune bushes. They love knives to whittle, saws to slice, lathes to shape. They keep their pocketknives handy so they can cut up cardboard boxes and turn them into castles, forts, or barns. They pine to pound earth, pound nails, and pound cement.

Beavers (the animals) can literally transform landscapes by creating massive lakes, marshlands, and river systems. And in a similar fashion, beaver kids seek out big results. They want to use the big, powerful muscles in their legs and shoulders to engineer big, powerful structures.

My editor at NPR has a son who’s age seven, and he’s definitely a beaver. The other day, she sent me a text with a photo of a saw that she’d bought him: “I let him and his friends saw down bamboo in the backyard. They loved it.” (Demolition is a big part of construction, especially for beavers. First you demo; then you build. So many beaver kids like to break down and destroy objects at first.)

Habit expert Stephanie Weldy has two young boys, ages four and six. Her younger son is a beaver. “He’s excited about everything that has to do with tools,” she said, such as hammers, wrenches, screwdrivers, and nails. “He’s also a really big helper in the kitchen. If I ask him to come chop an apple, he’ll turn off the TV in a heartbeat because he gets to use a knife.”

Weldy’s older child, on the other hand, is a bowerbird. He’s all about creating art.


Bowerbird Kids
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Bowerbirds—the animals, that is—are the great artists of the animal kingdom.

Living in New Guinea and Australia, male bowerbirds create elaborate, delicate, and colorful structures to attract female birds. The gentlemen collect small twigs, iridescent feathers, and even colorful pieces of litter, such as glass shards, bottle caps, and discarded ribbons. They then use these pieces to construct tiny, beautiful hut-like structures (or bowers) in which they take their special lady birds.

Like the animals, bowerbird kids love to create colorful, tiny objects and pieces of art. They love to use small tools that require precise and dexterous muscles in their hands. They pine to paint with watercolors, draw with colored pencils, sew and embroider with needles, shape with clay, build model airplanes with glue, and decorate with glitter, paper, and sequins. They are the budding artists among us, the lovers of crafts and the makers of clothes. What gets their juices flowing is using tiny muscles to create beautiful, enchanting art. The last thing they want to do is go outside and chop down bamboo or build a trellis for the garden. Ugh! Instead, they would rather sit at a desk, quietly, and glue tiny sequins onto a tote bag.

Although many girls are clearly bowerbirds and many boys are squarely beavers, the division doesn’t always fall along gender lines. For example, I am 100 percent beaver. No doubt about it. I have to push myself to sew, color, or draw. Time drags on so slowly; I often don’t enjoy it. I want to swing axes, dig holes, stir a steaming pile of compost, and pull up dead cauliflower plants with my bare hands. When I tried to replace my time online with knitting and drawing, I failed miserably.

But throughout my childhood, my mom assumed I was a bowerbird. So she offered only bowerbird hobbies in my free time. As a result, I didn’t really enjoy any of the after-school activities she put me in (besides sports). And I never learned how to cultivate a hobby that satisfied my own need for creation and truly brought joy to my life until age forty-six.

Some kids are both bowerbirds and beavers. My husband is one of these ambi-creators. As a child, he enjoyed building tiny model airplanes (like a bowerbird) just as much as building a skateboard launch ramp (like a beaver).

The difference between beavers and bowerbirds resides largely in how much motion they need during construction and what size structures they want to build. Bowerbirds need to build small objects with small tools. They can sit still for a long time. Beavers need to build large objects with large tools. They want to move—and move a lot.

Here are a few questions that may help you identify whether your child is more of a beaver or bowerbird (or both):
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Does your child enjoy using their fingers with small, tiny tools? Do they say they love art class in school? Or ask for art supplies or kits to build models for birthdays and other holidays? Are they more interested in sitting at a desk and coloring for an hour than going outside to dig in the dirt? If you answered yes to a few of these questions, then your child is likely a bowerbird (or sits near the bowerbird end of the spectrum).

On the other hand, does your child show interest in power tools and using large, powerful leg and arm muscles? When they’re outside, do they automatically pick up big, heavy sticks and start trying to demolish objects in the yard or at a park? Do they ever want to stack large, heavy objects? Or enjoy making big holes and big messes outside? If you answered yes to a few of these questions, then your child is likely a beaver (or sits near the beaver end of the spectrum).

Now you can take out your dream list and start adding more specific activities for each child—activities that fulfill children’s need to create. You can ask your child if they want to try one of these or you could select the ones you think would fit them best, given what you’ve observed over their lifetime.

And then experiment; introduce one or two of these activities to your child. If they don’t respond with a burst of excitement or even a slight sparkle in their eyes, keep the supplies around the house and try encouraging them later on. Sometimes children take a while to warm up to a new hobby. (And if you suspect your kid is an ambi-creator, you might pick and choose from both lists.)

For example, Rosy always showed an interest in sewing. When we traveled, she would gravitate toward people sewing or knitting. She would watch them keenly, and then later she would ask me to teach her how to sew. I couldn’t teach her because I didn’t know how myself, and so I would simply brush off her request. Nevertheless, I knew that Rosy harbored a deep desire for this hobby.

But while writing my dream list, I realized that sewing could support my goal of calmness and leisure that didn’t make us argue. So I added it to my chart, and I started thinking about how I could help her learn to sew.





	Values and Goals

	Specific Behaviors That Support the Value or Goal





	Calmness. I want leisure activities that leave us feeling calm and peaceful afterward and don’t cause conflict.

	Teach Rosy to sew or crochet. (How? Classes?)







Here are a few more ideas for your own chart.

Beaver Activities to Try


	Chopping, sawing, or splitting wood

	Building ramps, forts, treehouses with wood, hammer, nails, et cetera

	Painting large structures (e.g., fences, forts)

	Carving or whittling scraps of wood

	Pruning bushes or trees

	Cutting grass

	Digging holes and shoveling dirt (moving earth)

	Building with scrap cardboard boxes

	Sanding or lathing

	Upcycling old furniture by sanding, painting, repairing, et cetera

	Repairing old car parts

	Gardening (watering, transplanting, fertilizing, weeding, harvesting)

	Butchering animals

	Grinding grains with an electric mill



Bowerbird Activities to Try


	Building small models of planes, houses, cars, rockets, and other machinery (think Soap Box Derby cars)

	Building electronic circuits, including soldering components

	Textile activity: embroidery, knitting, crocheting, sewing

	Painting, drawing, coloring

	Paper quilling

	Jewelry making (e.g., braiding or beading bracelets)

	Constructing with clay

	Dissecting plants and animals

	Any construction with a glue gun (e.g., constructing out of pasta or beads)

	Scrapbooking

	Creating graphic novels or cartoons



All-Kid Construction Activities


	Cooking and baking (including chopping and slicing ingredients)

	Building fires

	Leatherworking

	Robotics

	Paper-mache

	Building with Legos or creating marble mazes (or really any type of maze or Rube Goldberg device)
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Note: Most of these activities fulfill multiple needs for children. They help children develop useful skills so they feel purposeful and can grow into productive, independent adults. They also give children the opportunity to see continual, incremental progress. And finally, many of these activities feel exciting or adventurous to children, especially when they involve using sharp or hot tools. The key here is to find hobbies that use children’s hands and result in tangible and touchable creations.I


Bonus Super-Motivator: Sharp or Hot

Finally, a quick word about dangerous tools. Around the world, children all really, really want to learn how to use sharp and hot tools. (Parents help them achieve that goal.)

If a child needs a little boost of motivation to try a new activity, add on the promise of using a knife, a match, the oven, or some type of fire. For example, if you want a child to help in the yard, promise them they can use the real garden shears or saw some scrap wood. If you want them to stop playing Minecraft, have them come help you light the BBQ grill or start a fire for a party.

If you’re worried about injuries, start with smaller or duller versions of the tools. Or give them only a portion of the task to do. For example, you strike the match, they light the fire.

With a little experience, children will quickly learn how to manage these powerful tools. They are innately motivated to figure them out. And when a child does learn to master these tools, watch out! They’ll feel so much pleasure and satisfaction from their skills that their motivation to pursue these new activities will skyrocket. Soon you’ll have a burgeoning gardener, carpenter, or clothing designer in your house.



	I. What about playing an instrument or learning a sport? I’ll get to those wonderful hobbies when I cover the other fundamental needs. But these activities don’t fulfill children’s need to create objects that they can see and feel. These objects tell their brains something music and sports can’t: They are learning to produce meaningful and possibly useful items for themselves and their family.







CHAPTER 2 What’s Missing in Our Lives?

So if dopamine doesn’t spark pleasure in our lives, what does?

Over the past thirty years, Kent Berridge and his colleagues slowly dismantled the old model of dopamine, piece by piece. They performed meticulous studies on rats, mice, monkeys, and people, and gradually built a new model for how pleasure and reward arises in our brain.

The new model came with a surprising twist. What scientists had been calling the reward center for decades actually contains two components: one for wanting and another one for liking.

The circuitry that encodes our wanting of a reward splits apart from the circuitry that encodes our liking, or the enjoyment of the reward. In other words, the pop of desire is distinct from the aaah feeling we have once we obtain the reward.
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The two circuits connect intimately with each other. They talk to each other and pay attention to what the other says. They’re interwoven together. But they’re discrete and distinguishable. They use their own neurotransmitters, and they help to generate their own feelings.

This neurological design, splitting up wanting from liking, has been around in animals’ brains for tens of millions of years. You can find the same quirk in all mammals and many other animals, from honeybees and backyard chickens to New York City pigeons and Texas longhorn cattle.

For us people, this unique architecture likely gave us an advantage for hundreds of thousands of years, as we evolved in the African grasslands. But in the twenty-first century, this architectural quirk of our brains has turned into a serious vulnerability for everyone.



To better understand how these separate circuits work in our lives, let’s look at a simple example. Imagine for a moment that you’re jogging in Central Park on a sizzling summer day. You’ve been running for more than forty-five minutes. Your T-shirt hangs heavy with sweat. Your skin feels sticky. And you ran out of water a few miles ago.

There’s no doubt that you’re dehydrated. You’re so thirsty, in fact, that you almost feel dizzy.

Then as you jog around a corner, you stumble upon a wonderful surprise. At the edge of the sidewalk, a ten-year-old girl sits behind a small, white table, with a smile on her face. On top of the table, there’s a tall pitcher of pale-yellow liquid, packed with chunks of ice. It’s lemonade! What luck! You’ve stumbled upon a lemonade stand.

Right away, without much thought at all, you feel one emotion: desire.

If you pay close attention to your thoughts at this critical moment, you may be able to hear a tiny voice coming from the lower part of your brain. It’s your motivation system saying, I want a glass of lemonade.

That’s dopamine talking, Berridge explained.

The sight of the lemonade triggered a surge in dopamine. And that generates desire or “wanting.” You may think, Oh, I need that lemonade, now. You maybe even form an image in your head of you picking up the lemonade and drinking it.
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The feeling can be quite strong, Berridge said, especially because you’re thirsty. “Dopamine causes a very basic, very powerful kind of wanting that can give real urgency to your desire for things.”

It’s not the sort of wanting that has a long-term component to it, like I want to have a better relationship with my mother, or I want to start eating healthier, or I want social justice. Rather, this type of wanting contains an immediate, visceral kick to it.

Because, as Berridge and many scientists have demonstrated, this type of wanting has one major goal: to keep us alive.

Over the past few decades, scientists have accumulated a massive amount of evidence showing that dopamine’s critical role in our brains is to ensure that we want, seek out, and obtain what we need to stay alive. That we’re motivated to work—and work hard—for our fundamental needs. Dopamine motivates us so strongly because it’s in charge of survival.

For all mammals, including people, these fundamental needs include food, water, salt, sex, safety, and temperature regulation. But humans are complicated social creatures, and so we also have a bunch of other fundamental needs that at first glance don’t seem so “fundamental.” Nevertheless, we needed them in the past to survive, and so we still need them today. They include the chance to learn, the chance to explore your environment, an array of complex social requirements, and opportunities to reduce uncertainty in life by gathering information. (We’ll be learning about these needs throughout the book.)

And so when dopamine triggers your wanting to fulfill a fundamental need—say, for a glass of cold lemonade—you don’t act with a bunch of deliberation and conscious thought. You don’t stand in front of the pitcher of lemonade and calculate all the reasons not to buy a glass.

No. Not at all. Instead, you act impulsively. You act on autopilot. You need to quench your thirst. You need to cool down your body. These are fundamental needs. Dopamine is there to make sure you fulfill them. Consequences be damned!

So if there’s a line for the young girl’s lemonade, you’ll probably wait in it. If she only takes a cash app that you don’t have, you’ll take out your phone from your pocket and install the new app. You’re not giving up easily. You need lemonade. Dopamine—and the circuitry it helps to run—motivates you to work and persist.

Although this wanting occurs largely subconsciously, as Berridge explained, it’s possible to cultivate awareness around the thoughts or voices created by your motivation circuitry. You can notice these desires but not act on them. You can let these wants simply pass by as mere suggestions, if other, more conscious parts of your brain disagree and don’t want to act on these visceral desires. Furthermore, by changing your environment and your perception, you can quiet down these visceral desires, until they go away.

But for now, let’s say you do follow your dopamine-driven desire and buy that icy sweet lemonade. Once you take the first sip of the drink, how do you feel?

That’s easy, right? You feel pure pleasure!

That feeling doesn’t arise because of your motivation circuitry. Now a second and distinct circuitry takes center stage in your brain. Berridge named this circuitry the “hedonic hotspots” because they generate the feeling of liking. As the lemonade touches your tongue and slides down your throat, your hedonic hotspots light up, and trigger the thought of Aaah! It tastes so good. You feel the pleasure of quenching your thirst and cooling down your body (you’re fulfilling two fundamental needs).
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Your hedonic hotspots help you enjoy what you had just wanted and worked so hard to obtain. They run on a bunch of neurotransmitters, including serotonin (which many antidepressants boost) and endorphins (or natural opioids). I call these chemicals the aaah neurotransmitters because they help us feel like aaah… everything is good right now. I have achieved my goal. I don’t need to work anymore. I can take a break. Motivation shuts down. Relaxation takes over.

In other words, these neurotransmitters help us savor the current moment and what we hold in our hands—not what we could go and get, but what we’re drinking, eating, or doing right now. They help us stop looking for more.

Psychiatrist Daniel Z. Lieberman calls these neurotransmitters the “Here and Now” molecules, or “H&Ns,” because they allow us to appreciate what we have here and now. They give us the power to live in the moment.
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So these neurotransmitters give us the opposite feeling that dopamine gives us. Instead of making us want more, these neurotransmitters help us stop wanting. They allow us to feel content with our current lives, and perhaps most importantly, they provide us with satisfaction.

Altogether, these neurotransmitters paint a gloss of “niceness” over our mood and our experiences. They light up our world with a warm, positive glow. Our life feels a tad shinier or a smidge brighter. And not just for a few minutes.

This gloss of pleasure, triggered by the hedonic hotspots, can last for hours, even days. Maybe the next day at work, you feel more at ease and a bit more optimistic with the world. You let go of conflicts or slights easier. You don’t feel so anxious about deadlines or a struggle your child is having at school.

Typically, as Berridge described it, these two circuitries—one for wanting, one for liking—work together, in beautiful synchrony. We want what we like. We want what we need and what makes us feel good.

But in the past thirty years, he and his colleagues have shown that modern technologies, including games, apps, and ultraprocessed foods, can cause the two circuits to lose this synchronicity. Our motivation circuitry can scramble, and our willingness to work disconnects from the level of the reward that we receive.

Even back in the late 1800s, psychologists had already created a device that could accomplish this trick.



For more than 150 years, psychologists and neuroscientists have obsessed over one collective goal: the ability to manipulate animals’ behavior, including people’s behavior. Long before James Olds had created his self-stimulation device, researchers had already spent an enormous amount of time and money on creating devices that coaxed animals to execute a precise behavior. For example, they could prompt a rat to pull a lever, trick a raccoon into putting poker chips into a box, or coerce a monkey—or human—to press a button or swipe on a screen.

The psychologist B. F. Skinner spent more than two decades using one of these devices to coax a hungry pigeon to peck at a white light. First, he constructed a box, about the size of a small fish aquarium. At one end of the box, he flashed a white light. At the other end, he created a small window that could open. Then he ran a simple experiment. If the hungry pigeon pecked at the flashing light, the window opened and food appeared on a tiny stage.

All pigeons quickly learned the trick: Peck here and food appears there. The animals could even learn to peck a particular number of times. If Skinner required the pigeon to peck the light twenty times before the food appeared, the animal would quickly perform the operation. Peck, peck, peck… Up went the window, followed by the pleasure of eating a morsel of food. Skinner’s box was like a lab version of a vending machine: Put in your money, and out comes the food.

[image: A pigeon in a box demonstrating a behavioral experiment involving light, pecking, and a reward system.]
But then one Saturday, Skinner noticed that he was running out of food pellets. Instead of taking a break for the weekend, he decided to up the ante and coerce his pigeons to work harder for each bite (so he would use fewer pellets). Eventually, he aimed to maximize the time the pigeons spent pecking at the light.

After playing around with the device for years, he discovered the key: Withhold the food, not forever, but sometimes.

Instead of presenting the food to the pigeons after a specific number of pecks to the light, Skinner began giving them food randomly. Sometimes food appeared after the pigeon pecked the light twelve times; sometimes it showed up after only three pecks. There was no clear pattern. And therefore, the pigeons could never really learn what they needed to do to receive the food. In essence, Skinner added uncertainty to the device.

That uncertainty—that randomness—altered the pigeons’ behavior in a remarkable way: It made the animals peck like crazy. They had to keep trying, repeatedly pecking at the light, hundreds of times a day, because they never knew when the food would appear. They never knew when they could finally fulfill a fundamental need and eat!

To maximize the time the pigeons stared at and tapped on the light, Skinner transformed his device from a reliable vending machine into a Vegas slot machine: When you put in your money, you never know if and when you’ll win. Perhaps after twenty-five plays? Perhaps after a hundred? Who knows!
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Since Skinner published his findings with pigeons, psychologists have found that many animals act the same way, including monkeys and people. If the promise to fulfill a fundamental need arrives randomly, we all press a button, swipe a screen, or pull a lever like crazy—more than if the reward arrived predictably.

In this strange, twisted way, withholding of a fundamental need often makes us—many of us, like me—work harder and try harder. Instead of throwing in the towel, or saying, “The hell with this manipulative device,” we double down on our efforts. Uncertainty drives our motivation circuitry harder. Instead of shutting it down, it revs it up.

Our neurons release more dopamine. Concomitantly, our wanting to fulfill the need—and our willingness to work for it—rises up, up, up. “You’ll get some dopamine when you reach your goal, but you actually get more dopamine from just feeling the possibility of reaching your goal,” neuroscientist Jonathan Morrow explained to me one afternoon in his office at the University of Michigan.

Since our motivation circuitry largely works at an unconscious level, we tend to make this adjustment without realizing it. We reflexively rev up our motivation when the chance to fulfill a fundamental need becomes uncertain.

Psychologists and neuroscientists understood this peculiar quirk in people’s behavior way back in the 1950s. But over the past seventy-five years, they’ve taken Skinner’s protocol and amped it up. They’ve figured out how to make people work even harder for a reward. To make us triple down or quadruple down on our efforts.

How? Instead of doling out the reward randomly, as Skinner did, they dole out tiny morsels of the reward slowly, over time. They trickle out the reward the way water drips out of a rusty old faucet. Blip… blip… blip.…

This slow dribble of rewards gives people a specific feeling: like they’re making progress. It makes them believe that they’re learning, figuring out how the device works, or even mastering it (even if they’re not actually moving closer to the reward they desire).

Progress gives people the sense of moving closer and closer toward their goal. If only they work a tad longer, they’ll finally receive the big reward they’re seeking. They’ll finally fulfill their need.

Then their dopamine circuitry revs up even harder, Morrow said. “If you feel like you’ve almost reached your goal, or that you’re getting close, you’ll get the most dopamine of all.”

In this situation, Morrow explained, your motivation center can rev up so high and hard that it short-circuits. If you’re working like crazy for a reward that rarely or never comes, you can get caught in a loop in which you’re working really hard for extremely little. In this situation, your motivation circuitry can skip right past the reward and start to generate only the feeling of wanting. You can begin to want the wanting, even work for the wanting.

[image: A flowchart showing a dopamine-driven cycle where Dopamine leads to Want, Want leads to Work, Work leads back to Dopamine, with Reward crossed out.]
Instead of chasing the reward and the satisfaction that comes with obtaining it, you start to chase the feeling of desire or the hope of the reward. You seek out the feeling of wanting. As one neuroscientist put it quite succinctly: “It’s no longer about catching the rabbit but only about chasing the rabbit. It’s about chasing… forever.”

In many ways, it’s about chasing that feeling I had for so many years: What’s next? What’s next? What’s next?

“You’re just waiting, all the time, to return to the activity in your life that gives you that feeling—that releases the dopamine,” Morrow continued. “You’re just thinking, ‘I got to get to that. I’ve got to get back to that dopamine release!’ ” he said.

Now you’re in a sticky situation. Because your wanting and your motivation to work completely outsize the pleasure obtained from all the work, Morrow said.

This is the essence of a behavior called sign tracking (because you’re chasing after the “sign” for a reward). When a person sign tracks, they’ve lost sight of the reward. Their willingness to work disconnects from the amount of pleasure they obtain. The wanting circuit no longer coheres with the liking circuit. They’ve lost their beautiful synchrony.

[image: A flowchart showing a dopamine-driven cycle: WANT leads to WORK, then REWARD, with endorphins, serotonin, and endocannabinoids crossed out.]
If this chasing activity becomes the dominant one in your life, then you’ve fallen into a bit of a trap, Morrow said. Because you’re carrying around a huge amount of desire and motivation to work, but you’re receiving only a wisp of pleasure. And you’re missing out on releasing the aaah neurotransmitters.

Then Morrow said something that I’ll never forget: “Then your world can become dull and gray.” Because what do the aaah neurotransmitters do? They give us the feeling of contentment and satisfaction, he explained. They paint a warm, positive glow over our mood. They make our world shinier and more colorful, not just for a few minutes, but for hours.

As Morrow continued to talk, my thoughts returned to that beautiful day at the Pacific Ocean with Rosy, when I couldn’t enjoy the white waves crashing on the shore or watching Rosy build a crumbly sandcastle on the beach. All I wanted to do was look at social media and my email. All I could think about was, What’s next? What’s next?

My world felt so “dull and gray” on that majestic day. As I sat there in Morrow’s office, a question arose in my mind: If the aaah neurotransmitters produce the opposite feeling of dull and gray, then perhaps my problem isn’t that I have too much pleasure in my life, but rather that I have too little of it?

So I asked him: Could the apps on my phone and the ultraprocessed foods I eat for snacks somehow be scrambling my motivation circuitry, so that I’m wanting them way more than I’m enjoying them? Could I be constantly chasing the aaah neurotransmitters but receiving only a wisp of them?

“Absolutely,” he said. “The apps and foods are intentionally designed to exploit this vulnerability in your brain.”





STEP 2 Ride the Motivational Wave

[image: A surfer riding a large wave with the text Ride the Wave below.]

I’m telling you, these kids. They’ll stare at you for an hour if you ask them to do a fraction. [But] if they could get access to YouTube, they’re… like, “Good news. I have a 128-qubit quantum processor I hacked together in the playground and was able to break the public key encryption that was keeping us out of Mark Rober videos.”

They become hackers.

—Cal Newport, computer scientist and productivity guru




“Mama, You Know, I’m Just Craving Cookies”

One Saturday afternoon, Rosy and I went grocery shopping, and I ended up in the exact situation I desperately wanted to avoid.

We added the typical fare to the grocery cart—frozen chicken for dinners, plastic crates of berries for snacks, and turkey dogs for Rosy’s lunch. Then we turned the corner and ran smack into the cookie aisle.

Stacked seven feet high, in an alluring array of colors—red, blue, and yellow—the cookie boxes seemed to engulf us. Oreos. Pepperidge Farm. Graham crackers. Nilla Wafers. Pinwheels. The variety went on and on. And so will the conflict, I thought to myself. Get ready for a power struggle.

Now that I understood how Rosy’s motivation circuitry works, I knew that the mere sight of the cookies would trigger a surge of dopamine in her motivation center and a burst of hope and desire in her mind, as one single thought raced through it: Oh, cookies are possible. I want some cookies. As she stood with her head tilted back, taking in the aisle, a mental image might have flashed through her mind of grabbing the box of cookies from the shelf and putting it into the cart. Or she might have anticipated the pleasure of opening the box and eating her first few cookies. (Just like what my brain does at 5:30 p.m. when I believe that a glass of Chardonnay is possible.)

Now Rosy had one, largely subconscious, goal: Get the cookies!

If we diagrammed out how the process worked in Rosy’s brain, it would have looked a bit like:


[image: A circular diagram illustrating the cycle of desire, effort, and reward using a cookie as an example.]

Here the “work” equaled doing whatever she believed was necessary to convince me to buy those cookies, which likely included begging and negotiating.

It wasn’t her fault. She wasn’t trying to make my life hard and instigate conflict. It’s how her brain evolved to work. When high-calorie foods appear, you go after them with vigor. You work hard for them.

And so, right on cue, with her cute seven-year-old voice, Rosy said, “Mama, you know, I’m just craving a Pinwheel. Just one or two.”

“Hmm,” I said, trying to downplay it. “Not today. We had desserts all last week.”

But her motivation circuitry made her persist and push to get the cookies into the cart. “Come on, Mama. I feel like we never have cookies. And Laura gets them all the time.”

Not true. And not true, I thought to myself. But instead of initiating a conflict, I saw an opportunity.

At that moment, Rosy was super-motivated and quite eager for cookies. So instead of becoming frustrated by her begging, or simply dismissing her request with “no” and walking away (which would have been a totally reasonable response in this situation), I tried an experiment.

“OK, Rosy. You can have cookies,” I said, emphasizing that I wasn’t saying no. “But… you’re going to have to bake them yourself. You have to go pick out the ingredients, go home, and bake them.”

This experiment offered Rosy the chance to practice a whole bunch of useful skills, such as reading a recipe, identifying what ingredients we needed to buy, and then taking the instructions from the recipe and converting them into an edible treat. She might even have the chance to use fractions. Sophisticated!

Through the process of baking, Rosy had the opportunity to use, sharpen, and refine skills that she needed to become a competent, contributing adult. And, as it happens, these were skills that would also make her feel confident, proud, and, perhaps most important, purposeful in our home.

“Let’s go to the baking aisle and find a recipe on the back of a bag of chocolate chips. Then we can pick out the ingredients and go home and bake the cookies,” I said. “And you’re going to have to do most of this by yourself, because I’m tired.”

She looked at me suspiciously. Paused for a beat. And then her eyes widened, as she realized what I had just said—and that she would have a cool new activity for the afternoon. “I can bake them myself?” she asked, with a hint of excitement. “All by myself?”

“Yes. I’ll help get you started. But then you’re on your own.”

That’s when I began to wield one of my most potent superpowers as a parent, one that the tech and food industries have been using for decades: By tapping into Rosy’s fundamental needs, I was harnessing her willingness to work hard and to learn. I was harnessing her motivation.



The Boredom Mistake

In Western culture, we have this long-held belief that children don’t want to work and they don’t enjoy putting in deep, meaningful effort. And it’s true that we often struggle with motivating children to help around the house or to finish their homework.I

So, when we take away an activity on a screen, we often replace it with… well, nothing. We default to boredom.

Indeed, psychologists and parenting experts explicitly told me to take this approach. Every few months, The Atlantic or the New York Times published a piece explaining how parents need to teach children to be OK with boredom. In turn, children need to develop this magical yet vague skill called independent play. The idea felt persuasive enough. After all, boredom and playing by ourselves was something many of us experienced as kids in the eighties and nineties—that is, before the internet. We were bored, and then we figured it out! Right?

After reading these articles, I’d walk away with the renewed resolution that Rosy’s problem with screens was that she needed to learn to “entertain herself.” I, personally, needed only to relearn how to feel comfortable with boredom, like I felt as a kid!

I think our society makes a similar mistake with high-fat, high-sugar foods. We replace children’s requests for sugary, fat-laden snacks with nothing. We say, “No, Rosy, you can’t have the cookies because you have to save your appetite for the split-pea soup at dinner.” As the experts told me, I needed only to strengthen my spine, throw down a boundary, and then stand firm with it.

I kept trying this strategy with both myself and Rosy for years. We both need to learn how to do nothing, I would think to myself.

But while studying motivation and dopamine, I began to wonder if I was making a big blunder with this strategy. One afternoon, I was interviewing Mateusz Gola, a neuroscientist at the University of California San Diego. He studies—and helps—people who are addicted to pornography. I mentioned to him that Rosy and I were both “learning how to be bored” and “accepting less excitement and less pleasure” in life. He fired back abruptly: “No, no. It’s not about being bored. It’s about getting the real reward.”

“What do you mean by that?” I asked.

“It’s about having more excitement, not less,” Gola explained. “So for me, I love extreme sports, like paragliding and surfing. These are not boring. But they give me the real reward. With surfing I get the wave. With paragliding I get the endorphins and adrenaline. I get the pleasure.”

And for food? “It’s about learning to experience the satisfaction and pleasure of a good meal,” he said.

“Yes!” I exclaimed to Gola as a great jolt of excitement shot through me. Because nobody wants less excitement in their life. Nobody wants less pleasure in their life. Those ideas are hard to sell to anyone but especially to a vivacious, want-to-try-everything seven-year-old. But more excitement? I can sell that to Rosy.

I believe this view—that we should trade activities on screens for boredom—is one of the biggest mistakes we’re making around technology. Because if you look at the neuroscience for how apps and games work inside our brain, you can see that this strategy sets parents up for strife and ultimately failure.

First off, boredom frequently creates miserable children and adults, studies have found. Yes, the state of boredom can sometimes light up our creativity or spark our social lives. Under some circumstances, boredom can prompt us to try out new artistic endeavors and seek out new friendships. But in most cases, it’s the opposite. In recent decades, studies have shown that, more often than not, boredom correlates with an array of problems, including unhealthy eating, attention problems, depression, dissatisfaction, frustration, and even political extremism.

For children—and adults, like me—who have come to depend on magnets as a source of comfort and distractions, this advice can backfire and end up strengthening our desires for these dopamine magnets, not eradicating them.

Modern video games, video streaming, and social media apps offer an endless and rapid-fire supply of surprising, edgy, and evocative content. If we suddenly switch to a void of nothingness, it creates a horrible discomfort in our brains and bodies. For me, it felt like standing in a cold shower, shivering, as icy droplets of water slid down my back. Time would go by so slowly. And I was stuck there naked and cold. I hated doing nothing, and I wanted out. What had always been my out? My escape? My phone, a can of Pringles, or a glass of wine.

I imagine that many teens, tweens, and children feel the same way. If a parent takes away their phones, social media, or video games, they’re stuck feeling miserable.

Look, I’m not saying that kids don’t need to learn to be OK with pauses and downtimes. They do. We all do. And eventually, they will. They’ll figure out how to fill gaps in their day and even large stretches of time during the weekend. But recent research in neuroscience and behavioral psychology tells us that this skill becomes much easier after we learn another skill: how to cultivate hobbies that fill us with satisfaction and deep, long-lasting joy.

We can use a similar strategy with ultraprocessed foods. Once we learn to love real foods that satisfy us, then skipping the Pinwheels or Pringles becomes much easier. Over time, we may even find that the store-bought cookies and chips don’t taste so pleasant after all. (And scrolling on our phones for hours isn’t as much fun as we first thought.)

So when we swap out a screen for boredom or an Oreo cookie for a “wait for dinner,” we’re setting ourselves up for tears, tantrums, or a tornado of strong emotions. (I have experienced all three of these outcomes, even together, in the cookie aisle of the grocery store.)

We’re also missing out on a massive opportunity: to tap into a child’s motivation. To harness the power and persistence of their dopamine circuitry and focus it on what the circuitry evolved to do. That is, fulfill their fundamental needs—and enable them to enjoy life.

When a child feels like an activity will give them an emotional boost or fulfill a need, the child not only wants to work; many times, they actually like that work! It feels rewarding to them and satisfying, said David Zald, a psychologist and neuroscientist at Rutgers University.

“We humans all have a bit of tension about whether we’re willing to put in and invest energy to accomplish a task,” Zald explained. Yet we often do put in the energy, both physically and mentally. “We not only choose the hard task, but we often enjoy it.”

Oftentimes we even love hard work. We love to go hiking for hours, jog for miles, climb up steep cliffs. We take epic bike rides. We prepare lavish, complex meals. We learn new languages or master intricate pieces of music. We’ll sit down for hours playing Wordle, chess, memory games, and yes, video games.

For decades, the great psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi studied what types of activities brought people the most happiness, in the moment. He found that deep, rich joy occurs when we’re working hard and not when we’re sitting around watching television or playing video games.

In his landmark book Flow, he wrote: “Contrary to what we usually believe… the best moments in our lives are not the passive, receptive, relaxing times—although such experiences can also be enjoyable, if we have worked hard to attain them. The best moments usually occur when a person’s body or mind is stretched to its limits in a voluntary effort to accomplish something difficult and worthwhile.”

Furthermore, when people retire at an early age, say in their thirties or forties, they don’t tend to spend their days scrolling the web, playing Fortnite, watching sports, or commenting on social media. Instead, they do a bunch of work—quite hard work. They renovate their home, build driveways, chop wood, clear fields, learn to play instruments, and lift weights.

When given the gift of “large amounts of leisure time, they often voluntarily fill these hours with strenuous activity,” computer scientist Cal Newport wrote in Digital Minimalism.

When I observe young children, I see that they are even more likely than us adults to choose hard work—physical and mental—over passive activities. They’ll stay outside for hours at a park climbing on monkey bars, pushing each other on swings, or literally running around in circles. And they love it. They’ll concentrate on hard mental tasks, for extended periods of time, if we give them the opportunities.

Teenagers will do the same, said David Yeager, a psychologist at the University of Texas at Austin: “We often look at young people and think they’re incompetent. But if they’re shown that what they’re learning has meaning and could help them be a worthy member of their culture, young people are capable of really impressive things. They can have incredible motivation and persistence.”

The key, as a parent, is to figure out what motivates your specific child to work and then ride that wave of motivation. Tap into it so that your child desires and loves activities and foods that make them feel good about life and themselves.

For many children, the innate desire for high-sugar, high-fat foods is a good place to start.



Whether the cookies come from a box or our kitchen’s oven, Rosy’s brain will find them highly rewarding. There’s no doubt about that. The cookies are going to light up her dopamine circuitry and her hedonic hotspots like a giant pile of kindling. (Wow, these sugar-, fat-laden discs are important! Eat another! she thinks subconsciously.)

But when we buy the cookies from a store, her dopamine circuitry runs in a different way than if she spends an hour or so baking them. In the former, there’s extremely little work to have the sugary, fatty reward (besides her begging in the store). Her desire and wanting for the cookies will greatly outweigh the work required for the payoff.

As a result, there’s little satisfaction or long-lasting joy. The reward is simply sticking a chocolate-covered disc of high-fructose corn syrup into our mouths without having to exert any effort at all.

So this cycle runs fast. In upcoming chapters, we’ll learn more about the role that speed plays in our brain’s motivation circuitry. As Gola told me: The quicker our wanting turns into a reward, the more likely we will immediately want and crave another reward. In fact, many ultraprocessed foods are designed to maximize our wanting and minimize our satisfaction.

So we eat one more cookie and immediately want another one. And because eating these discs of sugar and fat requires no work, there’s really nothing to slow down the cycle. Dismounting becomes quite difficult. We struggle to stop eating cookies until we run out of treats. (Personally, I know this feeling all too well with Pringles, pretzels, and Pinot Noir. You likely have your own experiences with this phenomenon.)

Now let’s look at what happens when Rosy has to bake the cookies from scratch. All of a sudden her motivation cycle has shifted. First, we’ve added a bunch more work to the cycle. Rosy needs to put in physical and mental effort to taste the sweet, chocolatey disc of sugar and butter. She needs to pay a price for the payoff.

That’s what her motivation circuitry has evolved to do. To help her work for such big rewards. Why not go with that flow?

Now the work required to get this big reward is more balanced. The work makes her tired and ultimately slows the cycle down—way down. And as we’ll see, stepping away from the cookies became much easier for Rosy (surprisingly easy).

Also, now we’ve beefed up the benefit to Rosy big-time. Instead of providing her with only one type of reward (the calories), we’ve added five types of rewards. Five!


[image: A circular diagram illustrating the process of desire, effort, and satisfaction, using cookies as an example.]

By shifting from cookie buying to cookie baking, Rosy now starts to fulfill six fundamental needs in her life.

Kids need to learn. They especially need to learn skills that keep them alive (hello, cooking). They need to explore their environment (hello, searching through the spice cabinet for cinnamon and vanilla or searching through the grocery store for cornstarch), they need to try out new tasks and experiment (hello, preheating the oven and trying to grease the pan), they need to take risks (hello, putting the tray of cookies into the hot oven), and they need to feel purposeful and help others (hello, making them and their family food).

“People like activities that make them feel like they’re mastering something and getting better at it,” Jamie Madigan, a psychologist who specializes in the principles of video game design, told the Wall Street Journal. As Madigan pointed out, people especially value activities that make them feel important to other people. At the time, he was talking about why boys become obsessed with Fortnite, but his points apply to skills like baking too.

And unlike with Fortnite, a kid’s engagement in an afternoon of baking isn’t going to devolve into tears, screaming, and a plea for ten more minutes when you tell them it’s time to stop. I have never had to set a timer and persuade Rosy to stop baking. I’ve never had to hide the mixer and baking soda from her so she won’t start baking.

Because she experienced way more satisfaction and fulfillment from the activity, she found it easier to step away at the end with the pleasurable sense of having fully completed a task. As neuroscientist Mateusz Gola would say, she received the “real reward,” not a shallow, flimsy version. The joy of baking a batch of cookies lasted for hours. That satisfaction, work, and genuine payoff are the secrets to exiting out of the cycle of wanting.

“If you need to put in a big effort to receive the reward, then that activity isn’t going to be addictive,” Gola explained. Your motivation circuitry runs more as it evolved to run, with more equal parts of wanting, working, and satisfaction.

So at the end of her first afternoon baking, Rosy surprised the heck out of me. Instead of standing in the kitchen popping one cookie after another into her mouth, she ate one with clear enjoyment, then put the rest away in a box to savor later.

I could hardly believe it. I think that these homemade treats—which Rosy made by herself—were too precious to her to gobble up all at once. Working hard for these cookies not only helped her appreciate them but also helped her eat what made her feel good.II

That said, my husband did have a problem with eating too many cookies. Rosy had to hide them above our refrigerator so he wouldn’t finish them off in one sitting.




[image: A flowchart illustrating two responses to seeing cookies: eating them or redirecting the desire into baking.]

So essentially I’ve taken all the energy and drive that Rosy has for a shallow, low-value activity and redirected it into a related activity that’s more purposeful, meaningful, and, ultimately, more satisfying.

In a nutshell, the process looks like this:

Situation: Rosy wants to engage with a low-quality habit—eating ultraprocessed cookies. And she’s willing to work hard to accomplish this goal.

My question: Can I find a high-quality activity that’s related to eating sweets—and that even lets her eat sweets—but aligns with my values and my goals for her? Can I find an analogous activity that makes her feel good afterward, instead of leaving her wanting more?

Solution: Use all her drive for the low-quality habit to plant the seed of a new high-quality habit. Harness all her “willingness to work” for sugary foods to encourage her to learn, grow, and love a high-quality habit.

At first blush, the solution looks similar to requiring a child to complete chores to have a cookie, or requiring a child to finish their homework before they have screen time. “Clean your room and you can have a cookie.” Or “do your homework first and you can watch Netflix.”

Given how intensely magnets motivate children, it’s tempting to use these low-quality activities and foods as prizes for chores and homework. They look like these bright orange carrots propelling kids to do whatever we want quickly—finish their homework, clean the room, be kind to a sibling. But psychologists are realizing that this approach can backfire. It reinforces the idea that these shallow activities are the sweet rewards in life. They are what our family values, loves, and works hard for.III Over the long run, children may simply rush through their homework or chores to reach the “reward” more quickly.

But my solution has two key differences from this common strategy. First, baking is completely optional for Rosy. If she chooses not to bake cookies, that’s fine with me. I don’t need her to eat dessert, at all. In fact, if she chooses not to bake, then that’s even better. Because then she won’t have any sugary foods for the day. That absence will start to weaken her desire for cookies. It will start to break her habit.

Second, I’m helping Rosy do something she already wants to do. I’m not using the promise of a cookie to force her to do a task she has no motivation to tackle. Rather, I’ve figured out an activity that she had been secretly yearning to do but for whatever reason I hadn’t allowed her to try (because I didn’t think she was capable of baking?).

When children do what they already want, then it’s easier for them to find pleasure in the task and the hard work. To find joy in learning, helping, and mastering a skill. Then you’ll also tap into that intense drive that motivates children to concentrate, persist, and persevere.

Rutgers University psychologist David Zald calls this strategy “redirection.” And it’s a superpower we parents have at our beck and call. We can redirect our children away from shallow habits to high-quality ones. “You’re not resisting her desire,” he pointed out to me when I told him this story. Instead, I took Rosy’s craving for the cookies and used it to “push her into another domain.”

Zald recommends this approach to parents dealing with kids who take a lot of physical risks, which is a fundamental need for children. (See Fundamental Need No. 4: Scary—but Fun.)

If you have a child who loves to climb on buildings or roofs or jump off high walls, “take them to the climbing walls; get them actually trained on how to do that appropriately and in a safe manner,” he explained. “That redirection is likely to be more successful than saying, ‘No, you can’t do that,’ because the child has both the drive and desire to climb. They need to do something.”

And then, instead of having a bunch of conflict and resistance, you have a child who’s eager for a high-quality hobby, one that’s challenging both physically and mentally but also brings excitement and risk into their life (two things kids need).

“The goal is not actually to prevent them from doing those risky activities,” Zald said. “It’s about getting them trained to do them in a reasonable way.” That is, to change their relationship to risky activities.

It’s the same with Rosy and chocolate marshmallow cookies. The goal is to help her develop a healthy relationship with these ultraprocessed foods that will last a lifetime. I’m communicating to her, Yes, these foods are tempting. Yes, we want them at the moment. But when we make cookies ourselves, we not only enjoy the food more, but we learn an empowering skill: to bake! (And we sharpen our math and reading skills along the way.)

By redirecting her to baking, I’m showing her that the best foods for our bodies are the ones that we make ourselves. And that I, her parent, value homemade food and the cultivation of useful, lifelong skills.

On top of that, I have now initiated a whole new hobby in our home that can take the place of watching Netflix at night: baking cookies.

So instead of having a bunch of conflict and struggle over Nabisco’s Pinwheels, I’ve taken her motivation and used it to sprout a beautiful new hobby.

Over the next few weeks, every time she wanted a sweet or dessert, I would remind her of the new approach: “Hmm, how about trying to learn how to make that? I loved those cookies you baked so much. I’d love to try something else. And besides, you loved baking them. It would be fun to try and make a candy bar. Don’t you think?”

Within months of her first baking experiment, Rosy had mastered increasingly complicated recipes on her own—muffins, breads, cupcakes, pies, pizzas. She even started selling banana bread at the farmers’ market. And her ability to read recipes and manipulate fractions improved dramatically. A year and a half later, I can report that she sometimes even makes dinners, entirely on her own. This past Sunday, while we were in the grocery store, she said, “Mama, I want to make dinner. I want to make lasagna.”

So she did exactly what we did together a year and a half earlier with the cookies. She went to the pasta section, found a recipe on the back of the lasagna noodle box, and gathered the ingredients from around the store. Then we went home and she made baked lasagna. This time, I didn’t step foot in the kitchen. And I didn’t have to make dinner to boot. Talk about a parenting superpower!

There’s no doubt that, at first, this approach required more work from me than letting Rosy grab the box of Pinwheels or handing her my laptop to watch Lego Girls. I had to help her learn the ropes of our kitchen for the first few batches of cookies (and teach her how to clean up!). But my involvement in baking declined rapidly. Once she figured out how to interpret recipes and handle all the fractions, she didn’t want me involved.

Then something delightful occurred with Rosy and baking: She started baking sometimes at night instead of watching Netflix. Instead of begging me for an hour of Lego Girls, sometimes she said, “Hmm, I feel like baking.” She’d go grab the Joy of Cooking and hop to it. I never had to ask her to bake or cook again.

Baking became easy and effortless for her. Why? Because we learned how to turn a sporadic hobby into a permanent habit.


	I. I wrote intensively about this problem in my first book, Hunt, Gather, Parent, and how, in many cultures, parents don’t struggle to raise helpful, motivated children.

	II. After watching Rosy bake cookies now for nearly two years, I can say that this phenomenon has persisted through time. When she prepares food for herself or her family, she doesn’t binge or overeat. She eats what feels good to her body.

	III. Instead of promising gaming after homework is finished, you can promise a high-value activity, like a bike ride to a friend’s house, having a friend over after dinner, or extra reading time in bed before going to sleep. Or if a child finishes their homework for the week, you could promise a trip to the library, making a special recipe for dinner, going to the pool this weekend, having a friend sleep over, or building a fire outside and having dinner around it.








FUNDAMENTAL NEED NO. 2 Task Rabbits and Skunks in a Truck
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“Well, we trapped a skunk!” I exclaimed as I ran into the house one Saturday morning.

A critter had been munching the ripe tomatoes in our garden, and so I’d set up a trap the night before. Now at 7:00 a.m. a baby skunk, about the size of two fists, sat peacefully in the trap, with its white-striped tail draped across the ground like the train of a Met Gala gown.

“I’ll call animal control,” my husband replied. About an hour later, a white truck pulled up in the alley behind our house. A middle-aged woman hopped out of the driver’s seat, and then I heard a tiny, high-pitched voice call out from the truck: “What is it, Mom? What did they catch?”

The voice came from a young boy, about eight or nine years old, sitting in the passenger seat. “Oh, he’s my son,” the woman told me. “He helps me with the pickups on the weekend.”

The boy and his mom covered the skunk’s cage with a cloth and put the animal in the back of their truck. As I watched the mother-son duo work together, I realized that this mom, right here, was helping to fulfill one of her son’s most important fundamental needs. She was giving the boy eudaimonia.



In American society, we carry a pervasive myth about children: All they want in life is to play or be entertained. But decades of cross-cultural research paint an entirely different view. Data overwhelmingly show that children, as young as two years old, have a strong, unquenchable desire to help others and have purpose in their lives.

“In positive psychology, we’ve focused on kids feeling happy,” said Tania Clarke, a psychologist at the University of Cambridge. “But well-being also depends on eudaimonia.”

The word “eudaimonia” comes from the Greek words “eu” meaning “good” and “daimon” meaning “spirit.” At its core, eudaimonia is all about feeling like what you do matters to others, including your family, your community, or our society at large.

“It’s about having opportunities to understand what purpose in life feels like for you,” Clarke said. “You have opportunities to cultivate your unique personal strengths and talents” so you feel competent and like you’re fulfilling your potential. “Eudaimonia also involves a lot of autonomy,” she added.

As a parent, I have focused great attention on ensuring my daughter seemed happy and like she was having fun. But a growing number of studies suggest my time would have been better spent providing her opportunities to serve a purpose and helping her feel like she mattered to her family.

Studies have found that eudaimonia is likely more important for children’s mental health than having fun or feeling happy. It likely protects them from anxiety and depression, Clarke said. “Young people are experiencing the highest levels of mental health problems that we’ve seen in decades,” she explained. “A large body of research has shown that eudaimonia can be a tool to mitigate mental health problems.”

For example, parents can ease a child’s loneliness by finding ways for them to make meaningful contributions in their home, psychologist Gordon L. Flett wrote in his book Mattering as a Core Need in Children and Adolescents. When children feel like they matter to others, they “carry a connection and sense of attachment that comforts them even when they are alone,” he wrote. “When this [universal] need is satisfied… [it] has the power to lift up all children.”

Feeling like you matter is especially important for teenagers, the National Scientific Council on Adolescence concluded in 2023. “Developing a sense of purpose… is one of the key processes of adolescence,” the council wrote in its report. It can even buffer against the potential harms of social media. When adolescents have concrete goals or meaningful jobs, they’re less likely to look to social media for self-validation and acceptance by their peers, the researchers found.

Like with all fundamental needs, when we feel like we might fulfill a purpose, our motivation rises. We work hard. We persevere. And when we accomplish that purpose, we beam with pride. We have proof that we’re competent and useful humans. We feel the aaah that comes from achieving a goal and the joy that comes with helping other people.

Video game designers know that children need purpose in their lives, and they capitalize on this need to pull children to their games each day and to keep them playing for hours.

In gaming parlance, goals or purposes are called “missions,” said game designer Chuck Clanton. To create an addictive game, you’ve got to have “a lot of missions,” he explained. Missions “to defeat evil from the universe. Saving the universe. That’s a pretty compelling purpose.”

Many games, he said, provide not just a series of missions but a whole hierarchy of missions, nested and latched together into a complicated chain. No sooner does the child accomplish one mission than they’re immediately embroiled in the next one. This structure—this endless chain of purpose—pumps up children’s motivation to play the game superhigh, like the sight of squirrels in our trees pumps up my dog’s motivation to go outside and chase those squirrels.

But this strategy of latching together endless missions comes with harmful repercussions. It means that when a child accomplishes a goal, they’re already thinking about the next one. They’re always thinking, What’s next? What’s next? What’s next? And the child misses out on the wondrous glow of satisfaction—the feeling of aaah—that comes when we achieve a goal after hours, even days, of hard work. The feeling of Wow, now I’m just going to relax and enjoy the fruits of my labor.
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At the same time, the missions of video games are missing key components of eudaimonia. For starters, the child is not actually serving a purpose to someone. They’re only pretending to “save the universe.” In many cases, they’re not developing skills that will help them live a meaningful life, nor are they accomplishing tasks that matter to their family or community. After days and days of playing, what do they have to show for all the time and hard work? Does conquering level 50 on World of Warcraft give a child the sense that they matter to other people?

If a child plays video games (or scrolls on social media) as a distraction or escape, then a parent might want to consider how the activity makes the child feel afterward. (We’ll explore this idea more in Fundamental Need No. 7: Distraction, Escape, and Goldilocks Challenges.) If a child plays games to feel happy or relaxed, does the activity leave them feeling that way? If it does, great. But if you notice they seem agitated, overstimulated, or angry afterward, maybe explore if there are other ways for them to escape or relax when they need a break. Either way, you’ll still want to find ways for your kid to experience real-world, real-life eudaimonia. Because it provides a depth of satisfaction and pleasure that rarely occurs online.

In general, many American children and teenagers aren’t given enough opportunities to contribute to their families and be purposeful to their communities (such as through volunteering or participating in clubs). They aren’t encouraged to identify where their greater sense of purpose might lie, said psychologist David Yeager at the University of Texas at Austin.

Why? Because we parents often value and focus on our children’s happiness over teaching them purposeful skills and requiring them to work in our homes. “Are we sometimes protecting kids from hard work because we think it’s going to harm their happiness when in fact we actually want children to embrace meaningful challenges?” Yeager asked. “Are we setting standards too low because we’re trying to promote life satisfaction rather than eudaimonia?”

In order to give kids eudaimonia, he said, parents need to shift their mind-set about children’s capabilities. Instead of viewing children as wanting only to be entertained by a screen or video game, we need to view them as (soon to be) competent members of the family, eager to learn purposeful skills and to contribute in meaningful ways.

So how do you give a child more eudaimonia—besides taking them with you to work on Saturdays to pick up baby skunks? There’s one easy way: Train them to be task rabbits.


Training Task Rabbits

Once your child learns to be a task rabbit, it will reward them—and you—for their entire childhood.

I described this concept in my first book, Hunt, Gather, Parent. But I’m repeating it here for several reasons. First, I wanted to simplify my advice and make it more straightforward to implement.

Second, training a task rabbit is the easiest way to fulfill several fundamental needs of children at any age—needs that American children are sorely missing. It gives children not only purpose but also adventure, social connection, and a sense of progress.

Third, once you have a task rabbit in your house, your child grows their autonomy, confidence, and self-sufficiency—which means you slowly do less work as a parent.

Finally, being a task rabbit is super-fun for kids.

Essentially, the goal is to tap into a child’s love, desire, and need for adventure in order to teach them how to be useful and to develop critical life skills, such as navigating around their home and neighborhood alone and interacting with other adults in their community.

Here’s how you do it: Once a day (or at least once a week), have your child run an errand for you. And you tailor the errand for the child’s age and skill and your own neighborhood.


Toddlers

To train a toddler task rabbit, teach them to go get items from around the house, from the yard, or from the car, alone. Ask them to go down an aisle in the grocery store and grab an item from the shelf, or across the store, where you can still see them.

For example, when Rosy was still only a toddler, I would ask her to “run upstairs and get my purse” before we left the house. Or I would give her a small knife and ask her to “run outside and pick some basil for dinner.” In the grocery store, I would ask her to go across the produce area and pick out some peppers or oranges. Or I would have her run down the pasta aisle and grab the pasta off the shelf.

When you’re cleaning the house, ask them to go get the vacuum, broom, or mop. Ask them to pull out the chairs from under a table while you sweep, or go grab a fresh dishcloth so you can wipe the table. And before dinner, hand them the plates and ask them to put them on the dining table.
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Young Children, Ages Four to Eight

During this phase, the child can quickly expand their errand territory. They’re capable of going across the street and picking up an egg or some sugar from the neighbors. They can go grab multiple items in the grocery store, alone, and even pick up ones located several aisles away from you. They can do the self-checkout all on their own. They can harvest vegetables, herbs, or flowers from the garden with a sharp knife or take care of animals outside. They can make cards for holidays, birthdays, and thank-you notes.

Over time, this territory can expand further. With a little practice, they can walk the dog around the block or even the neighborhood.I They can take the garbage out, or rake a neighbor’s leaves. As they take on more responsibility, you can follow behind them or check up on them at first, but eventually let them do it alone.

With even more practice and a bit of supervision, they can learn to go into the store alone and check out by themselves, while you stay in the car. They can also bike down the street to a friend’s house, to the market, or to the mailbox to mail a letter. They can go over to a grandparent’s house and help out for a few hours. Or you can teach them to take the bus a few stops away or bike to their extracurricular activities.

For example, at age five, Rosy took homemade muffins to the neighbor across the street, walked the dog around the block, and ran into the corner market while I waited outside the door with the dog.

At age eight, she biked to and from piano lessons about a half mile away from our house, walked the dog five blocks away from our house, and started going into the grocery store alone while I waited in the car. She was also in charge of creating holiday and birthday cards for our family.

Of course, the exact age for these tasks and the rabbit’s range depends heavily on your child, your town or city, and your neighborhood. Watch your child’s skills to figure out what tasks they’re ready for and follow along as much as needed, showing them new skills along the way, until they’re ready to do it alone. Your goal is for your child to enjoy these tasks and slowly become useful, but there’s no rush.



Tweens, Ages Nine to Twelve

Now children are ready to navigate their community autonomously. They can learn to bike around their town or city, alone or with friends. They can learn to take the metro or bus to school with a friend or to the market to pick up groceries after school. They can chaperone a younger sibling to an extracurricular activity or game.

They can start to design and create small businesses that help them make money, sharpen life skills, and boost their sense of purpose. For example, they can create a dog-walking or pet-sitting business. They can mow neighbors’ yards, babysit, help a few hours at a friend’s business, or tutor younger children in school.

At age nine, Rosy launched a small dog-walking business. She put up posters around town. Then she had to bike across town to a “client’s” house and walk the dog for forty-five minutes. She also started to sell breads and cookies at the weekend farmers’ market. And she biked alone to nearly all of her extracurricular activities. She continued to design and write cards for our family, but now she could ride her bike to the post office to mail them.



Teenagers

Now all those small errands and tasks can blossom into incredibly useful and meaningful work. Teenagers can develop their businesses further or apply for a job or internship after school and on the weekends. They can also find purpose in volunteering for nonprofits, charities, or church groups. “Teenagers cultivate their purpose through a process of discovering and actively exploring their community,” said psychologist Andrew Fuligni at the University of California, Los Angeles. “So give them a chance to explore the world around them, and play a role in an organization.”

At the same time, he added, they still need oodles of opportunities to help and contribute to their family. But now their responsibilities can grow, and they can help steer the wheel for both themselves and their family.

In particular, he recommended that parents include teenagers in their family’s decision-making. For example, include teenagers when you plan activities for the weekend, summer vacations, and daily meals. What do your teenagers want to cook or eat? Can they plan a few meals a week and then be the head chefs in executing their plans? Where do they want to go for vacation? Can they find hotels, book flights or cars?

“You want teenagers to feel like you and your family value their ideas and contributions and that they play a role in the family’s plans,” Fuligni said.

Just like a toddler learning to go outside and snip a few basil leaves, teenagers also need practice, support, and encouragement to become purposeful. But if you tap into their need for contribution and purpose, they’ll be super-motivated to learn and grow. Before you know it, your fifteen-year-old will be whipping up a batch of lasagna or Moroccan curry on a Wednesday night without you needing to slice one onion.


Your Turn

Take out your dream list for your children that we started in Step 1. Reread your values and goals (in the left-hand column), and then see if you can add any task rabbit activities (in the right-hand column) that support those priorities.

Which errands would your child really like to try or slowly learn? Where would they like to go alone? What family activities would they like to help plan or organize? What meals or dishes would they like to learn to prepare?






	I. Some communities and towns may require a child to be a certain age before they can walk dogs by themselves legally. And of course, you want to ensure the dog is well behaved and manageable by your child.







CHAPTER 3 The Most Addictive Screen on Earth


3 a.m., was nearly alone, had to go to the bathroom, didn’t want to leave the machine

5 a.m., still there, choking on smoke, starving, cramping from bladder pain, butt hurting from sitting

6 a.m., finally got up, put my coat on but still couldn’t leave. Got attendant to watch machine while I peed. Almost cried with relief. Looked at myself in bathroom mirror, was shocked at what I saw… How did I get to this point? 15 hours? I’ve never done anything in my life for 15 hours straight, except take care of my babies. I’m well past that point in my life, could be a grandmother. And what kind of Grandma would that be? Some idiot with no self-control, who becomes paralyzed, hypnotized—by what? A machine? The music? The lights? WHAT IS IT??

—Darlene, posting a log about playing an electronic slot machine on a website for gambling addicts who want to recover; published in Addiction by Design by Natasha Dow Schüll



Back in the early 1990s, when Natasha Dow Schüll began working toward a PhD in cultural anthropology, she had no clue how popular—and important—her research would become. “I assumed my work would end up being just an odd monograph for the archives of anthropology and ethnography,” she said, with a chuckle. “I worried that readers would not immediately relate to slot machine gamblers.”

But she was totally wrong. Many people would not only relate to slot machine gamblers; they would be hungry to learn and understand the details of Schüll’s investigation.

Her research focused on a rapid transformation occurring in the gambling industry. In the early 1980s, casino owners began rolling out video-based versions of poker games and slot machines. They tore out some of the green-felt poker tables and mechanical slot machines and replaced them with what are referred to as “electronic gambling machines.” I’m going to call them video-based slots or video-based poker to emphasize how they are essentially video games, played for money, on touch screens.

Quickly, the industry realized that these touch-screen games held enormous power over people’s attention—and their willingness to gamble. By the mid-1980s, casino executives launched a revolutionary campaign, with one goal: to maximize the time people spent playing video-based slot machines and video-based poker.

Basically, engineers and designers wanted to figure out how to tweak the video games so that people would sit and gamble for as long as possible. Casino executives realized that this approach would create “an incredible revenue stream,” as Schüll put it. And the industry more than succeeded.

The experiment produced extraordinary results. By the 1990s, people were spending so much time—and money—gambling on these apps that casino owners no longer needed the old-school slot machines and poker tables. They replaced nearly all of them with what were essentially giant screens connected to La-Z-Boy recliners.

“These devices are the biggest moneymakers, by far, in the casino,” Schüll said. “In some cases, video-based gambling brings in more than 90 percent of the revenue, and even in the big tourist casinos, it provides 70 percent of the revenue.”

The industry had essentially created what many scientists now consider the most addictive apps on earth.

Some people feel so drawn to these devices—so fully attached—that they play video-based slots uninterrupted for twenty-four hours straight, sometimes thirty-six hours, or even seventy-two hours. They play so long that they forget to pick up their children, show up for jobs, or even eat and sleep. Sometimes they even forget to go to the bathroom, and instead choose to pee in the gambling chair (or they decide to wear an adult diaper to the casino so they don’t have to stop playing). One casino worker told Schüll that each night, she saw a whole row of slot machine chairs in the back alley, waiting to be cleaned because people had peed in them.

The cycle of wanting was too strong to pull away.

For some people, video-based gambling morphs into the self-stimulation devices created by James Olds in the 1950s. The screen encourages them to press the button, over and over again. Tap, tap, tap. The screen pulls them into a trap, Schüll observed in her fieldwork—a trap that can be extremely difficult to escape.

This device completely scrambles their motivation circuitry. Their willingness to work skyrockets while the reward they receive plummets, even disappears. Over time, many long-term gamblers actually stop wanting to win, Schüll found. They stop wanting to recoup their money. Or hit the jackpot. They want to lose.

Take, for instance, a woman named Mollie. When Schüll interviewed her, she had been playing video poker for more than a decade. At the time, she worked at the MGM Grand casino, and she gambled throughout her daily routine, seven days a week. She played on poker machines at her job, at the 7-Eleven after she bought gas, and at the Lucky Supermarket after picking up groceries. Schüll asked Mollie why she played so frequently. And Mollie reflected: “Is it about money? No. Is it about enjoyment? No. Is it about being trapped? Yes—it is about having lost the plot as to why you are there in the first place.”

The gambling device, Schüll found, triggered a trancelike state in people that they called “the machine zone,” or “dark flow.” In this state, people lose track of their sense of time and place. They’re not chasing after a win; rather, they’re chasing after the feeling of possibly winning. As we learned in chapter 2, neuroscientists call this behavior sign tracking. Their motivation circuitry skips right past the reward and circles in an endless loop, like a broken record, saying, Play again. Play again. Play again. (Again, it’s no longer about catching the rabbit but only about chasing the rabbit.)
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This desire to stay in the machine zone comes with a huge cost. People lose jobs. They lose custody of children. They lose life savings. In essence, they lose their lives outside the casino. Their entire existence centers around playing video-based slots or poker. They stop wanting or even enjoying other activities.

Here’s a retired firefighter named Pete talking to Schüll about this trap:


After sitting at a machine for fourteen hours, so tired I can barely keep my eyes open, no money in my pocket, no gas in my car, and no groceries at home, I still can’t leave because I have four hundred credits in the machine. So I sit there for another hour until it’s all gone, praying for me to lose: Please, God, take this money so I can get up and go home.…

If I still had money left to play… it was like I was glued to the machine.



Pete has diabetes. One day, while gambling, he could feel his blood sugar dropping low. But he couldn’t pull himself away from the screen. He continued to gamble until he ran out of money three hours later. By that point, he had nearly slipped into a diabetic coma.

Schüll found that the game could even keep people with severe narcolepsy awake. As one woman told Schüll: “I fall asleep driving on the highway [and] having sex.… The only place I do not fall asleep is playing video poker.”

In conversations with gamblers, such as Pete and Mollie, Schüll developed a deep interest in the machinations of this process. She began to wonder: How did this video app—this game—exert this magical effect on people?

So as a graduate student at the University of California, Berkeley, Schüll set out on her own ambitious mission: to reverse engineer the games’ design. To figure out which aspects of video-based gambling coerced people, like Pete and Mollie, into such a strong, endless loop of playing and wanting. How did this screen hold their attention so tightly? Why did it short-circuit their motivation circuitry so severely?

Over the course of fifteen years, Schüll dissected the inner workings of video-based slot machines. She read trade magazines, annual reports, and press releases. She attended conferences and expositions aimed at casino operators and gambling machine manufacturers. She also interviewed everyone up and down the industry, from the marketers and mathematicians to software engineers and executives. “They showed me around their facilities… and allowed me to record lengthy interviews in which they talked openly about their approach to technology design and marketing,” even when those innovations clearly hurt many people, Schüll observed.

But Schüll’s most important insights came from the people who used these devices daily. People who felt trapped by these games—and who wanted help. She interviewed, repeatedly and at length, dozens of people with severe addictions to gambling. She read through hundreds of their daily journals and online posts. She attended Gamblers Anonymous meetings.

She watched and documented, over the years, as the slot machines and poker games progressively morphed into highly addictive video games. Through her research, she essentially uncovered a recipe that transformed these cute gadgets into full-fledged addiction machines. She described this recipe in her eye-opening book Addiction by Design. In it, she highlighted key features of gambling machines that engineers tweaked and optimized so that people would spend enormous time on them.

“To put a philosophical spin on it, these are the aspects of the app that produce the opposite of human flourishing,” Schüll told me. “They’re the features that drain us of our energy, money, and time.”

While conducting her research throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, Schüll thought these features applied only to screens found in casinos. But when she published her book in 2012, it set off a tsunami of interest from prestigious media outlets. “First a journalist from The Atlantic called me for an interview,” she said. Then reporters at The Economist, the New York Times, and the Wall Street Journal followed.

All these journalists wanted Schüll’s research to help them fix their own problems—not with gambling, but with their looking at their phones. And Schüll began to wonder whether her research carried broader implications.

At the time, our society was undergoing its own transformation, similar to the one the casino industry had just completed. Smartphones had become ubiquitous in American life. About half of all families had bought one. And for many people, their smartphone had already become a fixture in their back pocket or the palm of their hand.

“Suddenly everyone could carry around this little portal into the internet and have at their fingertips all of these interactive screens, websites, and apps,” Schüll said.

Journalists and psychologists started having conversations that sounded similar to the ones Schüll heard in the gambling industry: Why are we all spending too much time and even money on these apps? Why do these games and platforms draw us into a cycle of wanting that we struggle to pull away from?

Slowly, Schüll could see what many scientists had missed: Tech corporations were starting to take the recipes learned by the gambling industry and apply them to the games and apps that they were engineering.

Because, while Schüll had been poring over the design of slot machines in the dark, smokey casinos of Las Vegas, another revolution had been brewing in the sunny white offices of Silicon Valley.



Back in the late 1990s, a young psychologist at Stanford University had an extraordinary vision.

At the time, BJ Fogg was still a graduate student, teaching a psychology class on mind control. He began to realize the leaders of the tech industry held unprecedented power at their fingertips. In the upcoming decade, they could create little gadgets—video games, websites, devices—that could persuade people to change their lives in remarkable ways. Ways that no other household product could.

Think for a minute about a standard tool around your home, say a mop, or even the sort of old-fashioned telephone that used to hang on the kitchen wall. Both of these tools provided a service for a person. The mop helped you clean up spilled milk. The telephone helped you speak to your mom on the weekends. Neither of these tools asked much of you. The phone might ring every once in a while, prompting you to pick it up. But in general, these tools left you alone until you needed them. They didn’t want you to use them for as long as possible, or coerce you to carry them with you wherever you went. They didn’t typically change how you felt, what you valued, and what you wanted in the world (although that might depend on your relationship with your mom). These tools worked for you.

Fogg could see that computers allowed tools to expand their roles in our lives way beyond this traditional model. With computers as their inner workings, tools could do what really no other machines before them had been able to do: They could make you work for the tool.

The device or gadget, on the surface, would look like a tool that helps you, like a map, telephone, or video player. But instead of simply sitting and waiting for you to use it, the device would persuade you to do tasks for the device. It could persuade you to press buttons, post photos, write comments, make videos, and watch ads. It could also, Fogg predicted, change your emotional state and shape your thoughts about yourself, your family, or even the world.

Of course, radio, television, books, and newspapers had been influencing our thoughts and beliefs for many years. These analog media had also coerced us into watching, listening to, and reading ads. But devices run by modern computers, Fogg realized, played in a completely different league than those old analog products. Modern devices had strategies to shape our lives that made analog media look like a middle-school basketball squad trying to run plays against an NBA championship team.

Fogg knew exactly how modern devices could motivate us to work for them: They would promise to fulfill a fundamental need in a person’s life. Through this promise, the device would tap into our dopamine circuitry and trigger that powerful form of motivation that makes us overcome challenges, persist, and persevere. Then we wouldn’t simply work for a company’s tool, we’d work hard for it.

Fogg’s adviser at Stanford thought this “persuasive design” idea was too “hot” for academia. So instead of asking Fogg to write a research paper, he recommended writing an entire book. At age thirty-nine, Fogg published his landmark book, Persuasive Technology: Using Computers to Change What We Think and Do, in 2002.

In Persuasive Technology and subsequent papers, Fogg outlined five fundamental needs a computer could promise to fulfill for a person. First off, it could promise “social support.” A device can create relationships with you and facilitate your relationships with other people. Along these lines, they can make us feel like we belong. “Checking [Facebook] is the most efficient way to feel like you matter,” Fogg told the MIT Technology Review in 2010. Computers could also persuade us to work by promising to fulfill our needs for adventure and learning. They can provide “vicarious experiences,” he wrote, where we can “rehearse a behavior” and “explore.” Finally, they can generate the feeling that we’re progressing or mastering a skill because, as he put it, they can provide “calculations and measurements that motivate” (such as the number of likes, the number of comments, or the number of followers).

In essence, Fogg saw how computers could manipulate a person’s behavior in a similar way to how B. F. Skinner manipulated a pigeon’s behavior inside his box. Skinner promised a pigeon a morsel of food if the animal pecked at a light. Analogously, computers could offer morsels of rewards, custom-designed for a human, if they performed a small amount of work for a company—say, clicked a button, posted a comment, or scrolled for ten minutes. (To ensure a person knew when that reward was ready for them to grab, the device would contain a flashing light or a ringing bell, prompting you to click, post, or scroll, just like inside a Skinner box.)

By tapping into our desire to fulfill our deep, fundamental needs, the computer could shape not only a person’s behavior but also their emotions, Fogg predicted. It could remodel central parts of our lives—the way we communicate, how we spend our leisure time, how we spend our money, and where we focus our attention. It could also influence what we value and prioritize. If a company wanted, the product could position itself near the top of those lists. “Ideally, players [of video games] become obsessed with the game, choosing it above other computer games or above other things they could be doing with their time,” Fogg wrote in his book.
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Fogg could see that Silicon Valley had the power to reshape our entire lives, and insert their products at the center of them. “As I see it, people don’t adopt mobile devices, they marry them,” he wrote. He knew that if a person interacted with the device enough times, something almost magical would occur: Grabbing the Skinner box—er, device—would become a habit.



Scientists now believe that about 40 percent of all our actions occur without much thought or deliberation. We are still conscious of what we’re doing, but we don’t pause and intentionally scrutinize if an action is really worth its costs. Instead, we act on autopilot (just like the thirsty jogger in Central Park gulped down the cold, sweet lemonade without much conscious thought).

Psychologists and neuroscientists call these low-consciousness actions habits. They occur under the hood of our intentions and will.

Habits form when a task triggers our motivation circuitry, regularly and strongly. The repetition eventually tells our brain that we don’t need to weigh the costs or consequences of this action anymore. We don’t need to think about whether the activity or behavior is useful and advantageous. As a top scientist at Google explained to me: With a habit, your brain has decided it no longer needs to make a decision about whether or not to perform the action. That decision to act occurred long ago when the task became a habit.

Take, for example, my husband’s coffee habit. Every morning, he no longer stands at the kitchen counter, in his blue-and-green plaid pajamas, deciding whether or not he’s going to fill up the Italian espresso maker with coffee grounds and place it on the stove. His brain decided to make coffee, each and every morning, thirty years ago, way back in college. That’s when coffee’s wondrous chemistry—its caffeine—wired Matt’s brain to value and prioritize coffee. Caffeine taps into the brain’s motivation center and establishes a strong neurological pathway of desire for coffee. And so after a few months of making coffee each morning, his brain moved this task from the “Should I do this?” category of behaviors into the “I’m always going to do this” category of behaviors. Matt’s brain has decided that coffee is so important to life that he can just skip past the decision-making process. Coffee is essential to life! So making coffee is a habit.

Throughout the 2000s, Fogg and other psychologists created protocols for building apps and devices that slowly over time make people use them habitually, just as Matt uses his Italian espresso maker. Then Fogg and his colleagues started teaching tech engineers, psychologists, marketers, and entrepreneurs how to implement these designs in real life—to make apps and games that become central components of our lives “a ritual, and perhaps an obsession,” to borrow a phrase Fogg used on his website.

Students nicknamed Fogg’s course the “Facebook class” because he taught students how to make viral Facebook apps. In 2007, the class’s apps racked up about sixteen million users over the ten weeks of the course and generated roughly $1 million in revenue. One app, called Send Hotness, allowed people to send other people “hotness” points and compare each other’s “hotness.”

By the early 2010s, smartphones had become ubiquitous in our lives, and habit science had become big business. Every product with a connection to the internet incorporated ideas from persuasive design, from cycling equipment and dating apps to movie-streaming platforms and video games.

But, at this point, mega-companies in Silicon Valley were no longer satisfied with making their apps and games a daily habit for people. They wanted more of people’s time—way more.

Some tech companies, such as Facebook and Google, had figured out how to bring in colossal revenues from the internet through advertising. They gave people “free” products, such as games, educational videos, and social media apps. Then they peppered the apps with ads. The more time people spent looking and clicking on these ads, the more money the companies earned.

To ratchet up profits, tech companies set out to accomplish exactly what the gambling industry did twenty years earlier: maximize the time people spent on their apps. The tech companies wanted people to use their products for as long as possible, throughout the entire day—and even into the night.

“These are billion-dollar companies, whose entire research budget and apparatus are devoted to one goal: to keep your eyes locked on the screen,” said David Melnikoff, a psychologist at Stanford University.

To accomplish this goal, companies borrowed a second tactic from the gambling industry. They ran massive experiments on the hundreds of millions of people logging into their apps each day. In broad strokes, companies altered and tweaked various features of an app, such as when to send you notifications or what content to show you first on the app. At the same time, they continually tracked how long each person spent on their apps. Then companies pinpointed what tweaks and optimizations of the platform kept people scrolling, clicking, playing, and staring longer and longer each day. They also built sophisticated tools to predict which videos, comments, and photos held people’s attention the longest.

By the middle of the 2010s, Fogg’s prophecy had come true. Our society now had devices in our lives that not only coordinated our daily routines; they also shaped our thoughts, moods, and what we prioritized in life. They became so essential to our lives that many of us (like myself) couldn’t even spend five minutes away from some apps.

Many of these apps and games began to consume enormous amounts of our time, including an enormous amount of our children’s time. And their power in our lives started to grow beyond even what Fogg had envisioned.

As these devices tightened their hold on our lives, voices of dissent emerged from within the tech industry. In 2015, one prominent dissenter decided to step into the spotlight and sound the alarm about the harmful repercussions of persuasive design.



On March 24, 2015, a few hundred people shuffled into the Stanford Faculty Club for a one-day conference called the Habit Summit. The attendees represented companies across the tech industry, from tiny start-ups to the business behemoths, such as Twitter (now X) and Instagram.

In one talk, a psychologist described “principles used to override people’s conscious thoughts” so people will use a product without much consideration. In another talk, a project manager from Instagram explained how to motivate people, subconsciously, by comparing them with other people.

The vibe in the conference was upbeat. Participants were excited about the possibilities of coaxing people to use their products compulsively and subconsciously.

Then, in the afternoon, the next-to-last speaker walked onstage, with a nervous look on his face. “Ummm…” Tristan Harris said, timidly. With a scruffy strawberry-blond beard and wrinkly pale blue shirt, Harris didn’t look like a high-powered tech executive. But at age thirty, he had already made more money than most people will make in a lifetime.

In his early twenties, Harris studied with Fogg at Stanford University. A few years later, he had launched a start-up, which he eventually sold to Google. Then he landed a prestigious job at the company working on one of its premier products, Gmail.

But as time passed, Harris grew disturbed by the repercussions of the tech industry’s blockbuster products.

“So I have to admit, in listening to some of the presentations this morning… ummm… did anyone get a little bit uncomfortable about maybe some of the things that we’re doing?” he asked the crowd. “Like using psychology to get people to do stuff? Right?”

A few voices in the crowd groaned, and Harris looked even more uncomfortable.

“I mean, I’m not saying that to accuse anyone,” he continued, taking a step back and circling his hands near his heart. “I just mean does that feel uncomfortable in any way? Like, can you just raise your hand again?”

Now some people in the audience relaxed. A few people raised their hands. Harris smiled with relief: “OK, good. OK.”

Then Harris continued. In medicine, doctors have to take the Hippocratic Oath, he explained, and they swear “First, do no harm,” because of the profound responsibility these caregivers wield. “We don’t have that for technology… And we’re affecting like a billion people, right?”

The tech industry, he said, suffered from tunnel vision. Company leaders had focused so heavily on making money—and in such unprecedented amounts—that they’d failed to see, acknowledge, or deal with the negative consequences their products might be having on people, including families with children.

“We have this power over people’s psychology. We’re really, really good at [it],” Tristan told the crowd at the Habit Summit. “There’s just this whole set of things that we have at our disposal to… shape the way people think, to shape the way people use their attention and shape their choices.… We’re really good at [building habits].”

In the industry, he said, “you win by getting people to spend time [on your app]. You win by being better at developing a habit than someone else.”

And this approach was totally intentional, he added. Facebook had hundreds of people whose job was solely focused on “sucking” you into their app for twenty minutes. “And it’s not bad, and it’s not evil,” Harris added. “It’s just literally what their job is. It’s just the whole industry’s job, right?”

Then Harris admitted something surprising: He himself hadn’t been immune to tech’s psychological tricks. If he feels like an app will fulfill one of his fundamental needs as a human being, then “I get super sucked in,” he said.

Then he showed the crowd one of his emails from Facebook, telling him that new photos of his friends were available to view. “This is, like, basically irresistible to human beings, right? It means my social acceptance or rejection is on the line, right? So I’m not just going to click [to see the] photos. I’m going to spend twenty minutes [browsing the site] like every single time. Right. Every time.”

Harris spoke at the Habit Summit because the conference organizers wanted him to help participants “think through how to design healthy habits and provide insights on how to use habits for good.” But his speech sounded more like a wake-up call than a brainstorm session.

As I watched a recording of his speech, I felt almost sick to my stomach. Here was a grown man, who was incredibly well educated and had executive function in spades. He understood exactly how these apps and devices worked, from their inner organs to their exterior skin. And yet he was still “super sucked in” by them. He was taking time out of his high-paying job at Google to scroll through Facebook photos (like I do at work), even though he doesn’t want to (like I feel too). He was still in the grip of his email (as I was). And he felt powerless against these devices (as I did).

Then my thoughts turned to Rosy and how Lego Girls gripped her so tightly. And I knew why I felt nauseated. Because if Tristan Harris had problems managing his time with technologies, how was a child, even a teenager, ever going to manage them? How would they ever focus on math homework or want to read a book if TikTok or World of Warcraft was sitting right next to them?

Here’s what Harris—and many parents—didn’t realize back in 2015: The power of these technologies was only in its infancy.



Persuasive design has proven incredibly effective at hooking me, you, and nearly everyone we know. But, as nearly every psychologist and neuroscientist I spoke with noted, it works most powerfully on children, including adolescents.

Children are the “most obvious vulnerable group” easily exploited by persuasive design, Fogg wrote in Persuasive Technology back in 2002. And yet children are the “intended users of many of today’s persuasive technology products,” he noted.

Neuroscientist Jonathan Morrow at the University of Michigan agreed. “Many technologies advertise to and target children directly, and yet children really have no defense against these technologies. They don’t even understand that they’re being manipulated. It’s exploitative,” he said.

The human brain contains circuitry that helps us recognize when activities or foods aren’t serving us anymore, or are even hurting us, he explained. These circuitries help pull us out of loops of wanting and chasing when a reward never arrives (or it’s clear a need won’t be met). But those regions aren’t fully developed in children, and they’re only partially developed in teenagers, Morrow explained. “With many apps and foods, children will gradually lose the capacity to stop [playing and eating]. Because they don’t have that much capacity at a young age, anyway.”

Instead, Morrow said, it’s “the parent’s job” to help a child select hobbies that fulfill their fundamental needs but also then ensure those hobbies continue to help them and not hurt them over time. This protection, he said, is especially important when apps, games, and snacks become habits for a child, because now they no longer consciously decide to use the app or eat a particular food. They simply log in or grab an item from the pantry, automatically, with little thought. And they probably won’t notice if an app starts to show them harmful or dangerous content, a game starts to interfere with their life, or a food starts to coax them to overeat.

Sometimes apps or games initially provide entertaining content for a child, but over time, the platform shifts what it shows the child once it figures out what holds their attention on the app the longest. Then the content can turn edgier, more mature, and even quite harmful.

A series of investigations, by journalists and lawmakers, have found extensive evidence that this bait-and-switch operation happens frequently with social media apps. In 2023, attorney generals from more than thirty states sued Meta, alleging Instagram not only targets children but also uses “addictive features” to maximize time on the apps. The lawyers claimed that Instagram starts off by showing children fun, entertaining content, but that over time the content can turn disturbing and even dangerous. In 2024, more than a dozen states sued TikTok with similar allegations. The states claimed that TikTok duped the public into thinking the app was safe for children. “They deployed a suite of manipulative features that exploited young people’s psychological vulnerabilities,” Attorney General Rob Bonta from California told NPR.

Meta’s own research teams have found that once a child uses Instagram habitually, they can find it difficult to stop logging into the app even when it shows the child dangerous and upsetting content, even when the child knows this content hurts them. Sometimes teenagers “feel ‘addicted’ [to Instagram] and know that what they’re seeing is bad for their mental health but [they] feel unable to stop themselves,” a leaked presentation from the company noted. “Teens who struggle with mental health say Instagram makes it worse,” the presentation said. “Young people know this, but they don’t adopt different patterns.”

Another internal study at Meta found that Instagram reliably recommended aggressive dieting ideas and pro-anorexia content to teenage girls who appeared most vulnerable to such content—that is, girls who felt badly about their bodies or were seeking out information about eating disorders. Why would an app do that? Because this harmful content increased the children’s time on Instagram. Yet the company was “practically not doing anything” to mitigate this harm, researchers at Meta wrote in a leaked internal document.

Every few years, lawmakers, journalists, and parents have launched a backlash against these practices at tech companies. They’ve criticized companies’ goals of maximizing time on the apps, or prioritizing profit and growth over the protection of children. They’ve condemned the inappropriate material that leaks through filters and safeguards. In turn, companies responded by changing their algorithms and adding more filters or more parental controls. But did these changes make the apps safer for children or reduce the time they spent on the apps? Did they generate healthier habits for our children? Data, even within the companies, showed the answer is likely no.

Take for instance TikTok’s own internal investigation about how children use its app. The company found that many of TikTok’s features were designed explicitly to hold teenagers on the app and led to a “constant and irresistible urge to keep opening the app,” NPR reported in 2024. Internal documents showed that TikTok was aware that this compulsive usage could cause an array of negative consequences. It “interferes with essential personal responsibilities like sufficient sleep, work/school responsibilities, and connecting with loved ones,” one lawsuit, filed by the Kentucky Attorney General’s Office, stated. It also correlates with “increased anxiety” and “loss of analytical skills,” the suit noted.

In response to a media backlash, TikTok’s parent company, ByteDance, created the option for parents to limit children’s time on the app. The company set the default time limit for children to sixty minutes each day. But internal research showed that this tool didn’t put a dent in the average time children spent on the app. Their usage dropped by less than 1 percent, from about 108.5 minutes each day to roughly 107 minutes on the app each day. Furthermore, according to internal documents at the company, the goal of this tool wasn’t to reduce time on the platform but rather to improve “public trust in the TikTok platform via media coverage.”

Over the past decade, social media and gaming companies haven’t actually set out to reduce the time that children spend on their apps, Harris explained to a crowd of more than five thousand people at a conference sponsored by the United Nations in 2024. They’ve actually done the opposite: They’ve doubled down on their effort to create stronger, stickier habits. Because now they have the most powerful tool they’ve ever had to accomplish this goal: artificial intelligence. “When your 13-year-old child—or you—flick your finger up like this on TikTok or on Twitter, you just activated a supercomputer… pointed at your kid’s brain,” Harris said. That supercomputer was “calculating from the behavior of 3 billion human social primates, the perfect video or photo or tweet to show” that thirteen-year-old, so they’ll stay on TikTok longer.



So more than a decade after Natasha Dow Schüll published her groundbreaking research on the gambling industry, parents need her findings more than ever. Her research not only helps explain what holds a thirteen-year-old on TikTok all day; it also tells us what we need to do to help pull them off it.





STEP 3 Celebrate to Habituate
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Tech and food corporations undoubtedly possess powerful tools to alter our behaviors and emotions. But, while researching persuasive design and writing this book, I began to understand a galvanizing counterfact: As Rosy’s parent, I actually have far more power than they do. I have more influence to build and sculpt my daughter’s habits.

What’s more, I could take all the knowledge that psychologists, neuroscientists, and corporations have accumulated over the past twenty years about how habits form, and I could apply that knowledge to my own household. I could use their insights toward a better end—to design healthier routines for our family.

Habits are so potent because we do them without much work or thought. They become the default action for a particular time of the day and a particular place. Why not use the tools of habit science to turn high-value activities into the effortless and easy ones—ones that Rosy does each day without thinking twice about it? Why not take all those ideas that we’ve been generating throughout the book and turn them into long-lasting habits?

If I can accomplish that transformation, then I will get to have my minimally processed homemade cake and eat it as well. Rosy will start to pursue activities that make her feel calm afterward—and that align with our values—and she’ll do them without a struggle. I won’t have to put in much effort. I won’t have to nag, police, or promise rewards. I won’t need to constantly come up with new ideas for dismounting. Rosy will pursue these high-value activities automatically.

Perhaps, at the same time, we could build daily routines that genuinely fulfilled her fundamental needs as a small, wonderful human being.

What I began to perceive was that, in my hands, some of these psychological and neurological tools become even more potent than in the hands of corporations. Because unlike these corporations, first off, I love Rosy. I have her best interests in mind, and I work hard, every single day, to create a homelife in a way that benefits her and our family.

I want you to take a moment here to feel the same elated power I did when I began to understand this. As caregivers, we have a massive influence on our children’s habits and our household’s daily routines. We get to shape our kids’ days, and demonstrate for them the values we’d like them to have. The key is understanding how these psychological and neurological tools work, knowing how to apply them, and then having the courage to wield them—the courage to say, “OK. Today I’m going to change our family’s habits around screens or ultraprocessed foods.”

I genuinely believe these tools give parents superpowers. Because they allow parents to take back control of our lives. They allow us not only to take the steering wheel but also to stay at the wheel as our children grow into adults.

But there’s a big caveat here: These superpowers are strongest when children are young. As kids grow into adolescence, they demand—and need—more autonomy, and these superpowers diminish. So I encourage you to take advantage of your superpowers while you have them.

That said, parents still have enormous influence over teenagers. Many adolescents tell therapists that they want their parents’ help regulating their time on their phone or video games. “Teenagers are quite clear about this point,” said therapist Bob Keane at Boston College. “They tell us, ‘We need help figuring out ways to manage technology. We can’t do it on our own.’ ”

In the Four-Week Transformation, I’ll provide a guide for helping a teenager place guardrails on their phone and video games. But first, we need to learn the ins and outs of these psychological tools. To do that I contacted the pioneer and originator of persuasive technology: BJ Fogg.



Today, Fogg still leads a research lab at Stanford University, but he also spends about half of his time teaching classes and workshops, mostly to businesspeople. He and his colleagues help company managers shape the behaviors of their employees and customers in order to enhance the lives of both, Fogg wrote on his website in 2024: “I always try to do groundbreaking work that will improve people’s lives through behavior change.”

So I signed up for one of Fogg’s free “office hours.” Essentially, it’s a Zoom call with Fogg and his chief of staff, Stephanie Weldy. During the hour, clients can ask them both questions about putting habit science into practice.

When the session started, I explained my purpose for attending and the goal of this book. And Fogg gamely made time to think alongside me about how parents can use his methodology. Specifically, how could I take his tools to build high-value habits for Rosy that improve our family’s life?

“Well, you have to be very clear and specific about the behavior you want,” he said immediately. “You have to think clearly about your aspirations.”

OK, I thought, writing down this sentence. Very clear and specific. We need to be very clear about what we want.

But how do you turn this specific behavior into an easy, long-lasting habit?

“Well, you have to align the task you want for the child with a task the child already desires to do. Find something they already desire to do.”

Ah-ha! Now we’re talking. Because Fogg just gave an alternative view of “ride the motivational wave,” right? Take what you want and link it to an activity that the child already wants too.

When you help the child do what they already desire, Fogg explained, the child becomes what he called “a dolphin.” They glide into the new activity smoothly, like the way a dolphin glides through the water. Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh! There’s no struggle or friction. The activity comes to them effortlessly. And the habit establishes with ease. “This is the key to lasting change,” Fogg said—making your child a dolphin.

On the other hand, when you try to force a child to do what they don’t want, the child turns into what Fogg called “a crab.” They move into the routine slowly and sluggishly, like the way a crab moves through the sand. Clank! Clank! Clank! They struggle to get going, and they fight at every step. If you try to coerce them, they pull up a giant pincer and snap. They try to nip you. The habit develops extremely slowly, or it doesn’t stick at all. “The behavior won’t last,” Fogg said.

The parents’ job, then, is to find activities that turn their children into dolphins, not crabs. We can achieve this goal with Fogg’s key piece of advice: “Get the task aligned with something they already desire to do,” or ride their motivation!

Then Fogg showed me a useful way to illustrate this idea. He drew a Venn diagram on a whiteboard, with two circles overlapping at the center. The left circle, he explained, included the activities that parents desired for the child. And the right circle included activities that the child desired. In the center, where the two circles overlapped, you have the activities that both the child and parent want.
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“You need to find the activities in the center,” he said.

OK. Was there anything else we needed to do to make the habit stick? I asked. He responded: “You need to give them an emotional payoff. You need to make the child feel successful.” And you do that, he explained, with celebrations—or what I call micro-celebrations.



If you think about it, apps and games constantly celebrate what a child does. Every click, press, and swipe earns a small but clear celebration. For example, a teen sends a text, and ding! A bell goes off, signaling success. When a tween finds a treasure box in a video game, ding-ding-ding! Many bells ring, and many icons whoosh, as they spread across the screen. When a four-year-old makes Peppa Pig a milkshake on an iPad app, stars explode like miniature fireworks, telling the child, You accomplished the task!

All these tiny sounds and animations tickle our dopamine circuitry and give us little bumps of motivation. They make us feel successful, as Fogg said. And they make us want to do the task again… and again… and again. They tell our brains, This activity is valuable! You’re learning! Keep doing it!

These micro-celebrations also create bursts of positive emotion inside a child (and an adult). It feels good to receive this feedback. It gives a child an emotional payoff. Over time, these positive emotions cover the device with a kind of neurological crazy glue. So the child sticks to the device when they have it and longs for the device when it’s absent. The emotional payoff “wires the habit quickly,” as Fogg said.

So when we introduce a child to a new high-value activity or food, we need to be sure to apply some of this crazy glue. We need to add our own micro-celebrations and help the child understand how good the new activity or food makes them feel and how much we love it ourselves.

When I say “micro-celebration” I mean extremely small celebrations. This strategy doesn’t involve piling on lavish and loud praise to the child.

We often think that strong, effusive praise motivates children. But studies suggest that’s not always true. If our praise doesn’t match the child’s effort or accomplishment, they will see right through it, and the praise may even demotivate them. They’ll know you’re being disingenuous. That deception will not generate a feeling of success in them. It will only make them feel like you’re trying to manipulate them.

Instead, make the celebrations quick, easy, and fun. Use a light touch, so it’s authentic.

It’s not about exclaiming with intense jubilation, “Good job, Rosy!!! You baked chocolate chip cookies! Oh my gosh! You’re so amazing!” Rather, it’s about genuinely noticing the work she put into baking and expressing authentic interest in her creation. It’s about conveying my true emotions and curiosity. So I could say, “Ooh, those cookies smell so good. How did you get them to be so golden brown? Did you use coconut oil in the recipe instead of butter?”

To show me how these micro-celebrations work in everyday life, I enlisted the guidance of Fogg’s chief of staff, Weldy. She has been helping Fogg run his company, workshops, and training programs for a decade. She knows his methodology almost as well as he does.

Weldy is also a parent. She has two young boys, ages four and six. And she deals with screen time and the dismount on a daily basis. In this example, she teaches us how to make the dismount conflict-free and create a high-value habit at the same time.

She also shows us how we can celebrate not only the child’s work but also the high-value activity itself.

Situation: Each day Weldy allows her boys to watch one TV show after school. And they have to stop watching twenty to thirty minutes later.

Weldy’s Question: Could she find a way to make the dismount not only easy but also enjoyable for both her and her boys? Could she use the dismount to build a habit for a high-value activity?

Solution: Instead of insisting the boys go play in their rooms “independently” or tolerate boredom after watching television, Weldy is going to harness their interest in their favorite TV shows to move them easily off the screen and onto a high-value activity. “I’m going to offer them an equally alluring activity as TV,” she said, but one that aligns with her goals for her family.

Here’s how she did it with her older son, who’s a bowerbird kid.



Step 1: Take the Wheel

Weldy has clear values for her boys. She mentioned about five of them while we talked. “Loving art” sits at the top of her list. That is, Weldy wants her sons to cultivate a habit of creating art, both after school and on the weekends.

“When children use a screen, they receive input. Information goes into their brains, but children also need activities in which they create output,” she said.

So that’s the high-value activity she focused on: creating art. Her dream chart for her family would look like this:





	Values and Goals

	Specific Behaviors That Support the Value or Goal





	A love of art and creating art

	??







Then Weldy needed to find a specific behavior or activity to achieve this goal. And she wanted that activity to turn her son into a dolphin, not a crab. How could she do that? As Fogg recommended: Figure out what her son already wanted to do.



Step 2: Ride the Motivational Wave

Weldy asked herself a few questions: What subject excited her older son the most? What topic did he talk about all the time? What energized him?

She knew the answer right away: Charlie Brown.

“He’s so into watching Charlie Brown right now,” she said. Anything related to that cartoon excited—and motivated—him.

“He has almost an encyclopedic memory for the characters,” she added. He memorized their catchphrases, their favorite colors, and what they loved to do. And he loved talking about them.

So Weldy knew exactly how to entice him into creating art—and how to dismount from the screen easily. She would tie Charlie Brown to creating art. She would ask him to draw characters from the Charlie Brown TV programs.

Here Weldy could tie together art and Snoopy in many ways. She could have her son paint a poster for the show, draw a scene from a recent episode, create a graphic novel or comic book, or build a scene from the show with Legos, air-dry clay, or dried pasta.

All of these activities would appeal to bowerbird kids. For beaver kids, she could have recommended larger-scale construction ideas, such as re-creating Snoopy’s motorcycle out of a bicycle, constructing Snoopy’s doghouse out of cardboard boxes or scrap wood, or reenacting a scene from a Charlie Brown TV program with living room furniture, pillows, or boxes.

The key here is to choose an activity that you think will get your child’s motivational juices flowing.



Step 3: Celebrate to Habituate

Weldy celebrated art creation in three key ways.


1. Celebrating the New Activity Itself

Before presenting the new activity to her son, Weldy invested a small amount of time and money into creating a special art room in her family’s home. She bought a few fresh drawing supplies and set up an art table in the room.

This art nook gave her boys easy and quick access to supplies whenever they had an itch to draw. But it also did something else critical: It started to celebrate the high-value activity. Weldy’s small investment demonstrated to her sons that creating art was important to their family. It said: We all value art so much that it deserves a special place in our home.

Through this type of celebration, Weldy shaped her children’s view of creating art. She helped them value it.

You don’t need to spend a bunch of time or money to show children that you value a high-quality activity. In Weldy’s case, a package of new markers and construction paper did the job. This step is more about carefully considering what you purchase for your child and what activities you prioritize in your home. What equipment and tools do you lift up, center, and use frequently in your home, and which ones do you deemphasize by putting them away in a drawer?



2. Presenting the New Activity Positively

After her son finished watching thirty minutes of television, it was time to dismount and to present the new activity to her son. She did that in a particular way: She focused on the advantages of turning the television off.

In this case, the huge advantage was getting to launch a new, fun art project with his mom. Weldy said to him, “Sweet Babboo, let’s go to the art room, and we can have an art date” (Sweet Babboo is the name that Charlie’s sister, Sally, uses for Linus). Then she explained all the positive benefits of drawing characters from Charlie Brown TV programs. She showed her son the cool art supplies he could use and then, with a flicker of excitement in her voice, she told him that he could draw any Charlie Brown character that he wanted. She emphasized how much fun the project would be, because drawing your favorite TV character is fun! (And you get to fulfill a fundamental need to boot.)

Studies have found that focusing on the advantages or benefits of a task boosts our motivation for that task. In contrast, when we focus on a task’s cost or disadvantages, it stifles our motivation. So at the moment of dismount, Weldy did not tell her son that turning off the television “would be hard” or “I know you’re not going to like to turn it off,” as many parenting experts advised. She did not say, “I know that watching TV is your favorite activity.” Those words focus the child’s attention on the benefits of screen time and the cost of stopping. They celebrate TV watching and make dismounting harder. Then the new activity feels like a punishment or second-rate alternative.




3. Celebrating the Child’s Work

Before her son began to draw, Weldy wielded one of the most powerful tools for celebrating that she possessed: She asked her son to present his drawings to her. “After you draw your characters, let’s do a little art show. And you can tell me about each of your characters,” she said.
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Children love sharing their accomplishments with other people, especially their parents. It makes them feel successful and gives them a huge emotional payoff, as Fogg mentioned. It’s how parents can genuinely celebrate their children’s work during high-value activities.

So this presentation is absolutely essential to forming a habit, Weldy noted. Because it boosts children’s pleasure gleaned from the activity, it boosts the dopamine released, and critically, it makes them want to do the task again. It gives them a megadose of motivation.

“I’m always trying to help my children feel a sense of true accomplishment when they’ve tackled something that isn’t so easy and effortless as playing a video game or watching TV,” she said.

While her son drew, Weldy didn’t sit with him and help. She didn’t instruct or guide his drawing. She backed off and let him work autonomously.

Then when he presented his work, Weldy listened intently, asked a few questions about each one, and expressed real interest in her son’s work.

“For example, I asked, ‘Why is Schroeder’s frame purple?’ And he said, ‘It’s Schroeder’s favorite color. His shirt is always purple.’

“So now we’re talking about something he cares about, and that he’s an expert about,” Weldy explained. “It’s a pretty small thing, but it signals to him that ‘I want to hear what you have to say. And I don’t always want to be barking orders at you.’ ”

Through her interest, Weldy again showed her son that she values and cares about drawing and creating. She demonstrated that these projects are important to their family and to Weldy.

Did her son like the new high-value activity? Nope. He loved it!

“He created thirteen characters from Charlie Brown,” Weldy said, each on a separate sheet of paper. “They’re all hand-drawn, and they’re all masterpieces,” Weldy said, showing me one.

And drawing quickly became a habit.



Parents have one more key way to help a child feel successful: point out how good the new hobby makes everyone feel afterward. You don’t have to say much. Something simple works well, such as “I always feel so good after drawing.” Or “I love seeing your drawings and hearing you explain them. It makes me feel good.”

Over time, you’re also teaching the child to pay attention to how activities and foods shift their moods and alter their emotions.

And don’t forget to thank them for the presentation. Hearing a simple “Thank you” makes everyone feel good—and motivated to do an activity again.


Your Turn

This three-step strategy works well for weaning children off many screen activities, including video games.

Because here’s what I didn’t realize until I tried this strategy and paid attention to what children discuss with each other: Kids want to talk and think about activities on screens almost just as much as they want to do them.

“Playing Minecraft is fun, but thinking about Minecraft is just as fun,” the video gamer blogger Annette Pew pointed out. So when children have problems dismounting from a game or trouble cultivating high-value hobbies, she recommended having them do some “offline planning.” They can write down new ideas for the game on paper or even draft their future Minecraft constructions on graph paper, she suggested. They could also create a graphic novel or comic book, depicting the action in the game.
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The three steps are always the same:


	1. Take the wheel: Figure out what goal you have for your child or value you want to transmit.

	2. Ride the motivational wave: Tie your goal to a task that your child already wants to do. Be extremely specific here. One useful approach is to link the activity to a subject that excites your child, such as their screen activity.

	3. Celebrate to habituate: Help the child feel awesome about the new hobby by having them present their work on it.



For example, say you would like to break a habit of playing Minecraft after school and replace it with playing outside, then try to find a way to connect playing Minecraft with playing outside.

Ask the child what they like most about the game or what they’re constructing in the game, Pew suggested. Then ask them to build real-life versions of those items with materials outside. They could create a castle with cardboard boxes, duct tape, and a knife, or a farm with sticks, dirt, and scraps of wood. For example, we have a whole pile of extra bricks and floor tiles lying around our backyard and basement that are perfect for “offline construction.” If you’re serious about cultivating this new habit, buy some scrap plywood, a hammer, and nails. Then set up a special offline construction area in your yard or garage.

If your child is more of a bowerbird, you can still move their offline planning outside. Have them build a tiny version of their game with Legos, figurines, or dolls in a hidden nook outside. For example, Rosy and her friends like to create tiny elf worlds under the shrubs in our front yard. Or try one of the art activities described in the Charlie Brown example earlier, but move the supplies outside, on a table or porch. (See Fundamental Need No. 1: Beaver and Bowerbird Kids for more ideas.)

Then be sure to give your child an emotional payoff. Say, “After you’re finished, I can’t wait to see what you’ve done. Can you show me the castle and explain it to me? It’s going to be so great to see what you can build.” (Celebration! Feeling successful!) Or ask them to put on a “special Minecraft exhibit” to display their creations.

Older kids, above age eight or so, may be interested in more complex offline planning, such as creating an offline version of a video game. Your child can write up the rules to their game or keep track of how the game works. What characters are in the game? What do they do? Then have your child explain to you how the game works or invite a friend over to play the new game.

If your child resists the new activity, encourage them, but don’t force the issue. That strategy will likely backfire. It can make them crave screen time more and even dislike the new hobby. Instead, try one of the following strategies:


	1. Offer to join them in the new project. People motivate us so beautifully. Say, “How about if we build the castle together? I’ll sit here and do it with you.” Then each day slowly reduce your involvement in the activity. The goal here is to jump-start their new habit but eventually have the child work autonomously.

	2. Ask them to show you how to draw a character or construct a building, Weldy recommended. Kids like telling their parents what to do. For example, you can say, “I’d like to learn how to draw Minecraft castles. Can you show me how you would do it?”

	3. Set a timer. Then the child knows that time on the new activity is finite. You can say something like “What about if we just do the painting for ten minutes? Here, I’ll set up a timer, and when it goes off, we’re finished.” All we’re after here is a few minutes a day to get started. But you might be surprised by how the child wants to keep going after the timer goes off.



If they still resist you, then you might need to add a fourth step to the method, which we’ll learn about in chapter 4.

Here are some more projects that you can link up to TV shows, video games, and even social media.

If you think your child might enjoy any of them, add them to your dream list. If you’re not sure, ask your child which activities sound the most exciting to them. Or figure out whether your child is more of a beaver kid or bowerbird kid.

Younger Children Can


	Paint or color a character from the scene or game

	Make a piece of jewelry or a weapon for a character, such as a beaded necklace, bracelet, or cardboard sword

	Design a card to send to their favorite character in a game or show

	Draw how the episode or game makes them or a character feel

	Use Legos or other toys to reenact an episode of the series or the plot of a video game

	Take some dry pasta and build a scene or create a character from the show or game

	Embroider or sew a character from the showI

	Solve a crossword puzzle or word find based on their favorite TV show or game

	Take their stuffed animals and reenact the show or video game

	Put on a play with siblings or friends that reenacts the show or game plot

	Build a fort outside for characters in the show or game



Kids in Middle Childhood and Tweens (About Ages Six to Twelve) Can


	Work on a graphic novel or comic for the show or video game

	Design costumes for the show or game

	Sew one of the costumes

	Create a garland or banner based on the show or game to decorate the house

	Design and construct the set for a show or game

	Construct a scene or tool from the game or show with cardboard boxes or scrap wood

	Whittle or lathe a weapon or tool from the show or game

	Write a letter to the show’s creators or writers

	Write the script for a live version of the show or game, then put on that production with friends or siblings

	Write a piece of music or a song for the episode or game level

	Record a news or radio story for the episode or game level

	Learn to play a role-playing game that’s similar to a video game

	Bake or cook a meal for the characters in the show or in the video game



Teenagers: For children aged thirteen and up, this strategy likely won’t work as well. Because as children grow into adolescence, they want to make decisions for themselves. They might not be into pretend play and, if they are, they likely want to figure out for themselves how to implement it.

But you can still encourage them to add more purpose, reward, and joy into their screen time—while also helping them start new hobbies and habits. I’ll present a few more strategies specifically for teenagers in the next practical chapter (Step 4) and in the Four-Week Transformation at the end of the book.




	I. Sewing, crocheting, knitting, beading, braiding, whittling, carving, lathing: These are wonderful ways for your child to practice concentrating and persisting on long-term projects that require high levels of attention and focus. They also relax and calm children. They can turn into habits that help our mental health for our entire lives—ones that children can return to again and again when they’re bored and don’t know what to do. And like an iPad, they’re portable. You can take them with you when you travel or run errands.









FUNDAMENTAL NEED NO. 3 Brawls, Brushes, and Bonds

[image: Two hands clasped together with the word Belonging written below.]
In 2024, pediatricians at Boston Children’s Hospital and Harvard Medical School released a surprising report about the connection between teenagers and video games. Some of the biggest names in the gaming industry funded the research, including Roblox, Twitch, and Discord. But the findings didn’t present a glowing picture of how gaming influences children’s mental health.

For the report, researchers interviewed about fifteen hundred teenagers, ages thirteen to seventeen, representative of adolescents across the United States. They asked the children questions about their gaming habits, their social life, and loneliness. For example, how often did a child play games with other teenagers? Were the other players online or in person? How often did the child feel lonely?

Surprisingly, the more time a child spent gaming, the lonelier the child felt. And playing games with other children, whether in person or online, was associated with more loneliness than playing games alone.

The study couldn’t determine if playing video games made a child lonelier—although many parents and psychologists have told me that they believe gaming can exacerbate the problem.I

But the research, together with prior studies, tells us something critical about gaming: It doesn’t fulfill a child’s fundamental need for people, connection, and friendship. It isn’t a cure for loneliness, and it might actually act as an accelerant.

I’ve experienced my own version of this phenomenon. Being on social media never relieved my loneliness. I now believe it worsened it because, eventually, my time online interfered with me deepening and nurturing relationships in real life. Also, the belief that I was “socializing” through social media prevented me from realizing how lonely I truly felt.

Neuroscientists and psychologists are beginning to see that, to our brains and bodies, online interaction provides only a hollow version of social connection. Because it’s missing key aspects of genuine connection—aspects that we need to be healthy but also aspects that make socializing feel so pleasurable, light up our hedonic hotspots, and give us that aaah feeling.

After studying the science around what’s missing in online friendships, I wanted to highlight three components that seem especially important for children and teenagers. I’ve been trying to prioritize these components in my own life but also in Rosy’s life.

The first: battles royal.


Piles of Boys and Flying, Spinning Girls

Sometimes when Katherine Martinko walks into a room, she suddenly fears that one of her three sons may be in trouble. “It sounds like somebody is getting beaten up horribly,” she told me one afternoon. “I walk into the room, and they’re all on top of each other in a heap. Then they start kicking, yelling, and screaming.” She frequently offers to help resolve the fight. “But they say, ‘No, no, no, we’re fine. We’re having fun!’ ”

Martinko’s a journalist, an editor, and author of the book Childhood Unplugged. Over the past fifteen years, she has managed to raise three lively boys, now ages nine, twelve, and fifteen, with no video games, no phones, and very little screen time. “Sometimes they watch Netflix movies, and they log into the family desktop computer so they can join group chats,” she explained. But otherwise, the three boys create their own entertainment after school and on weekends. And that entertainment often includes one key element: a whole bunch of wrestling. I’m talking about full-out, roll-around-on-the-ground, pile-on-top-of-each-other, kicking-and-screaming wrestling.

The boys need wrestling, Martinko believes: “I don’t think I was prepared for that need before I had three boys. My sister and I would sometimes wrestle and play physical games, but it didn’t dominate our play like it does with our boys. They wrestle every day.”

While traveling around the world for my first book, I saw similar heaps and piles of boys in every culture I visited. I watched boys wrestling, punching, roughhousing, or simply engaging in close, physical play. Even in incredibly peaceful cultures, kids participated in rough-and-tumble play, daily. And it could look quite violent.

Wrestling or physical play is a fundamental need for children. How much do they need and how rough does it have to be? Both answers depend on the child.

Some children need only a little, or versions of roughhousing that look more like acrobatics, Cirque du Soleil acts, or dancing. This version can involve lifting, spinning, tossing, and tumbling, instead of wrestling.

Psychologist Lawrence J. Cohen has cowritten a whole book, called The Art of Roughhousing (with Anthony T. DeBenedet), about the importance of rough-and-tumble play. It also describes how parents can participate in roughhousing with their children. Although many parents fear aggressive play, Cohen has observed that allowing kids to play physically brings more harmony into homes. Physical play deepens connections and bonds between family members and friends. It releases tension and stress from our bodies. And it’s needed for children to wire up their nervous systems properly.

He advises looking to your children for guidance about what kind of physical play they need. Provide your children ample opportunities to wrestle and roughhouse with siblings or other children. Resist the urge to interfere too much or stop it, as Martinko has to do. Then simply observe. Your children will show you what types of roughhousing they require.

Cohen and Martinko both believe that our society needs to change our view on roughhousing. “We need to accept roughhousing as a necessary part of raising boys,” Martinko told me.

She has seen firsthand what happens when a child doesn’t have their fill of wrestling. “My middle son has a friend, who I think doesn’t get enough of it at home. Every time he comes over, he immediately starts jumping on my sons. All he wants to do is wrestle. My sons tell me, ‘This is annoying. We want to go do something else.’

“But I think that this child craves that physicality,” Martinko said. Because here’s the thing about wrestling our society often forgets about: It doesn’t just involve aggression or acrobatics; it also involves a huge amount of touching.

That’s the second major component of socializing that kids need and that online interactions can’t provide.



Dedicated Neurological Highway to Dopamine

Every evening, Rosy and I participate in a short but intimate ritual. After she jumps into bed and pulls her flowered comforter over her bare arms and elbows, I hand her a stuffed bunny, named Bun-Bun. She snuggles the bunny against her chest and then whispers, “Tickle, Mama. Tickle.”

I gently rest my hand on her arm or the nape of her neck. Then I slowly run my fingers along the surface of her skin, barely grazing it with a soft caress. Rosy closes her eyes and quickly falls asleep. Some nights, this mutual touch lulls me to sleep, as well.

I rub Rosy’s neck or arm like this because my mom rubbed my back as a little girl, almost every night, until I was about eleven. This ritual and display of pure love is one of my fondest memories of my mom.

But while writing this book, I began to understand how this nightly habit helps to fulfill a fundamental need for both Rosy and me. It’s a need that starts in our skin and rides a neurological highway straight up to our dopamine circuitry.

Physical contact is a fundamental need of all human beings. And really anything counts: holding, hugging, squeezing, rubbing, pressing against, stroking, massaging, standing next to, or yes, piling on top of each other. (This kind of contact is separate from sexual touch.)

“Like having dinner when you’re hungry, touch is a need we have to fulfill,” said neuroscientist Helena Backlund Wasling, who has studied the neuroscience of touch for more than a decade. Today Wasling’s a physiotherapist at Sahlgrenska University Hospital in Gothenburg, Sweden. To reach a good, steady state in your body, everyone needs loving, gentle touches, she said. Children need these touches to feel safe enough to go out and explore the world.

At the end of the nineteenth century, many European pediatricians advised parents not to touch their children because they said it would weaken them and make them dependent. This idea hit a fever pitch in the 1920s when the psychologist John B. Watson wrote a parenting book, titled Psychological Care of Infant and Child, “even though he knew basically nothing about parenting,” Wasling pointed out. In the book, Watson advised mothers to stay away, physically, from children: You should only “shake hands with them in the morning,” or “give them a pat on the head if they have made an extraordinarily good job of a difficult task.”

Although parents all over the world had lovingly caressed children for thousands of years, Watson believed this type of love would prevent children from growing into independent, self-sufficient adults. “Then it turns out that the opposite is actually true,” Wasling told me. “Children who get a lot of touch, support, and closeness from their parents are actually the ones who dare to go out into the world and explore as they grow up because they have a basic safety that they can rely on. They have a solid foundation.”

But also, touch is simply pleasurable. It lights up our hedonic hotspots and gives us beautiful bursts of the aaah neurotransmitters.

In 2023, neuroscientists at Columbia University published a landmark study on the pleasure of gentle touch. In the study, Ishmail Abdus-Saboor and his colleagues identified special neurons inside the skin of mice that have direct connections to the dopamine circuitry in our brain. When a soft caress activates these neurons, they send a signal that travels from the skin up to our motivation circuitry. That signal releases dopamine and turns on the hedonic hotspots. It triggers that satisfying feeling of aaah that tells us we are both safe and content.
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All mammals have these special neurons. And all mammalian parents use a stroking touch or licking with their young babies to stimulate these neurons, Abdus-Saboor told me. “There’s evidence these neurons also respond to warmth as well,” he explained. “So these neurons detect social cues between two mammals as they caress, touch, and embrace one another.”

So when I tickle Rosy’s arm at night, I’m not just helping her fall asleep. I’m painting a gloss of pleasure over her life. I’m also telling her body and brain that she’s safe and loved.

How could a simple stroke of the arm do all this? Because that stroke tells her brain that she has somebody physically close to her every night—close enough to protect her and take care of her.

A virtual interaction—on Roblox, Minecraft, or Instagram—doesn’t light up these neurons. It can’t give a child this everything-is-good-with-the-world feeling. And it can’t tell a child that they are safe because virtual friends can’t touch our skin.

Sometimes virtual interactions trigger the opposite of this feeling. They create a yearning for genuine human contact. In her book BoyMom, journalist Ruth Whippman interviewed a sixteen-year-old boy, who spent almost all his waking hours online. He had an extensive network of friends online, but he told Ruth that these virtual interactions were “more painful” than having no social interactions at all. Why? “Because you can’t touch [your online friends],” he said. “You can’t hug them. I’m very touch starved. I like feeling, I like hugging. I like snuggling. I love all that stuff.”

Touch between family members and friends also tells a child something that’s absolutely essential for their survival: that they belong to a loving group.



Herd Creatures

In October 2017, a team of researchers at Meta published an internal report titled “Tweens and Social Media.” Children under age thirteen are not permitted to have accounts on Instagram. Nevertheless, the report included findings from an eighteen-month study on why children under age thirteen used social media and how the company could increase their time on its apps.

The study’s conclusions were clear: Tweens go on social media to try to fulfill their need for belonging. “Tweens are herd animals,” the report stated. They “want to find communities where they can fit in. They are particularly intrigued by products that highlight group experiences and feelings of belonging… [that] strengthen connections (not communication!) to a small circle of close friends… [and that] de-emphasize self-presentation and instead highlight fitting in. (Tweens are soooo [sic] different than teenagers on this one.)”

Belonging means that we feel connected and bonded to a group of people in a stable and mutually supportive way. If we stumble and hurt somebody’s feelings, or mess up in another way, the others in the group won’t reject us or stop loving us. They’ll accept our apology and continue to support us.

Although online communities give us the sense of belonging, many times these networks fall short of providing it. They are missing a critical factor required for a child to have genuine social support: stability.

Online communities typically have an extremely low bar of entry and exit. Children come and go, easily and quickly. And they can often treat other people in the community poorly, with few or no consequences. So online communities can create the opposite feeling of belonging. They can generate an underlying and simmering fear of rejection or ostracism.

So how do we provide our tweens and teenagers with a genuine sense of belonging? As parents, we demonstrate to our children that we prioritize and value in-person relationships and friendship groups. When they’re younger, we help them develop social skills so they learn how to treat other people kindly and respectfully. They learn how to have fun with other kids and what particular types of activities allow them to flourish socially. As they grow up, we help them find hobbies where other people interact face-to-face, through touching, hugging, or physical play. We celebrate these activities and help our children notice how good they make us all feel. And we teach our children that online interactions can be useful tools to coordinate and foster long-term and meaningful relationships. But they cannot replace them.



On the Dopamine Kids website, I’ll provide a whole bunch of ways to add more wrestling, touch, and belonging into children’s lives.

For now, here’s what we did with Rosy:

We bought a trampoline. Martinko gave me this idea. And it’s been a game changer for our family. It’s a fantastic way to boost physical roughhousing for children. It’s also a wonderful type of dopamine magnet: one that makes kids exercise!

But you need other kids for a trampoline to be fun. So we started a once-a-week book club, no screens allowed. This brought over four kids to our house every Friday afternoon. Afterward, they all bounced… and bounced… and bounced.

We returned to church. To help our whole family belong to a community, we started going to church each week. We picked one that left us all feeling good afterward. And I have to say, it has brought our family closer together while adding more pleasure into all of our lives.

We valued hugging. We’ve made it a priority to hug all our friends, no matter their age. We hug when we greet each other and when we say good-bye.


Your Turn

Bring out your dream list. Can you think of any activities for the right-hand column that will boost your child’s face-to-face social life, add more touch or physical play, or help foster a sense of belonging?





	I. Over time, online socializing can squeeze out in-person socializing, parents and psychologists told me. Children feel less and less motivated to go seek out the real deal. At the same time, their social skills may weaken, which can decrease their motivation to meet people in person further. So the games put them in a bit of a trap. Over time, their friend group moves almost entirely online. And so their world offline becomes so stripped down and barren that the only ways they feel connection to people are through games and chat rooms.







CHAPTER 4 The App Builder’s Recipe for Addiction

After Natasha Dow Schüll published her landmark book on the gambling industry, her life changed dramatically. She became a professor at New York University. She gave birth to a daughter. And she also became one of the world’s experts on persuasive design.

At first, Schüll felt reluctant to extrapolate her findings about slot machines to social media and video games. “I admit that I was a little uncomfortable about it all,” she told me one afternoon. She didn’t think the two technologies shared enough in common.

But as her daughter grew up, Schüll began to observe firsthand how much apps and games gripped children’s attention and interfered with their lives. “Just this week, at my daughter’s school, we had to have a meeting about the boys and these apps,” she told me. “These poor eleven- and twelve-year-old boys can’t stop themselves with both games and porn apps. Some of them are coming to school without any sleep. It’s freaking them out.”

At the same time, Schüll watched as games and apps slowly evolved and behaved more and more like video-based slot machines. Indeed, many apps today include games that are near spitting images of gambling apps. A study from 2020 found that nearly 60 percent of the top video games on the iPhone contained so-called loot boxes, which are essentially slot machines hidden inside the game. More than 90 percent of these games were targeted to children ages twelve and above. But even games marketed to younger children often involve gambling elements. For example, on the gaming platform Roblox, children spend a large amount of their time opening loot boxes and spinning kiddie roulette wheels, New York magazine reported in 2025.

Schüll realized that parents needed help. They needed more information about how apps and games wield control over children’s time and thoughts. How they form these tight bonds with children. Eventually, she set out on a new goal: to help parents evaluate the technologies that we have in terms of their addictive potential.

So Schüll began to investigate popular apps and games, including those marketed to children and teenagers. In her first wave of research she had identified addictive features of slot machines. To her surprise, these same features appeared prominently across products designed for children, in everything from sophisticated video games and social media apps to free streaming platforms, educational apps, and iPad games. Schüll even found these elements in apps designed for preschoolers and elementary kids.

“Children are especially vulnerable to these features,” Schüll told me. “These are not normal products and purchases, like a pair of shoes or a toy. These apps build a relationship with the child.” Through tiny increments of back-and-forth, between the child and the device, the child learns to desire the device, while the device learns what holds the child’s attention tighter and tighter to it.

To be clear, neither Schüll nor I is arguing that video games and social media are as addictive as video-based slot machines or poker. As we’re exploring throughout this book, parents can quickly change children’s habits with video games and apps. Parents can quickly remodel their own habits as well.

Still, Schüll’s work offers parents an invaluable tool. It allows us to assess how harmful an app or game might be for a child—how much the app may undermine a child’s motivation to fulfill their fundamental needs and engage with activities that bring long-term satisfaction and deep pleasure.

In her research, Schüll uncovered a recipe that game and app designers use to hold children on their products as long as possible. The recipe contains four key ingredients. As Schüll said, these ingredients produce “the opposite of human flourishing.” They drain us of energy and time. They strip away satisfaction and pleasure.

When mixed together these features can short-circuit a child’s (or adult’s) motivation circuitry, so their wanting for the activity can rise above the reward or pleasure they’re gaining from it. These ingredients can put children (and adults) into a trancelike state in which they lose track of time and the consequences of actions. And it can be difficult for anyone to pull out of the state, including myself.

Each year, Schüll gives her students at New York University this list of design features. “I say, ‘Pick a website or app. Then, using these criteria, figure out how harmful it is,’ ” she said. “So the list is almost like a rubric for auditing technology.

“And the list isn’t just a theory or a claim,” Schüll added. “We have empirical evidence from many, many trials, not just in animals but also in people”—evidence from hundreds of millions of people who have gambled in Vegas but also the billions of people, young and old, who log in daily to TikTok, Instagram, YouTube, et cetera.

By carefully dissecting Schüll’s recipe, we can also better understand how to pull ourselves and our children away from these magnets. Once I understood how these ingredients worked, especially the last one, I finally could see how to bring the color and pleasure back into my life.

Schüll’s list begins with a simple truth: Solitude makes us all more vulnerable to an app’s grip. It’s a lesson Schüll learned from studying the history of poker.


Ingredient #1: Solitude

Poker, as we know it today, likely originated in the late 1700s, somewhere around New Orleans. The game then spread north as steamboats headed up the Mississippi River. From its beginning, Schüll pointed out, poker was a social game, played by two or four people.

“My husband is a poker player,” Schüll said, to my surprise. “He loves it. Because it’s so social and it requires sophisticated social skills.” Each player, in a way, has to read other players’ minds to figure out what cards they have—or don’t have. “It involves theory of mind. You have to think, ‘What is the other person thinking?’ ” she added.

But by the early 1980s, the casino industry had moved the game of poker from green-felted tables onto a shiny glass screen. Poker transformed into a solitary game, played by only you and the device. And concomitantly, poker became more addictive, Schüll found.

“When the relationship occurs between only you and the screen, the activity isolates you,” Schüll explained. The solitude allows the machine to draw you in deeply because nobody is around to interrupt you.

In contrast, the presence of people in the room—not virtual people but real people—helps to pull us out of loops of wanting and chasing. We stay more conscious of our behavior and are better able to track when it’s time to step away. The presence of a parent or a friend helps to remind a teenager, Hmm, I’ve been scrolling on TikTok for an hour now, and don’t feel so great. Maybe I need a break.

Studies have found that virtual people actually increase our time on an app or game. So they have the opposite effect. Online interactions can make activities on screens more addictive, not less.

Think about how TV watching has evolved over the past forty years. Up until the twenty-first century, the activity usually involved other people. A family watched shows together after dinner. Kids watched movies together on the weekends. And even if you were alone, the television usually sat in a central, public area of the house. Everyone knew what you were watching, when you were watching, and how much.

But then, with the invention of laptops, tablets, and phones, watching television evolved into a more solitary hobby. You put on headphones, went into a room alone, and started interacting, in isolation, with streaming platforms and the internet. The activity now involved just you, the screen, and the algorithms running the apps.

For video games, the transformation has been even more striking. In the 1980s, most kids had to travel to an arcade or a friend’s house to play video games. Today many children have an endless arcade in their back pockets. They have another one on the device that they use for school, and yet another arcade next to their bed.I

Studies have found that children who regularly use screens alone in their bedrooms have a higher risk of developing what psychologists call problematic usage. That is, the activity on the screen starts to cause problems for a child, but they can’t stop using it. The app can make them feel sad, anxious, depressed, or even suicidal. It can interfere with their enjoyment of other hobbies and prevent them from doing well in school and sleeping well. And yet the child still feels compelled to log in and stay on the app for extended periods each day. They may become upset or angry if a parent tries to limit their time on the app.

In one study published in 2024, having a screen in a child’s bedroom was associated with higher levels of problematic usage of both social media and video games. This addictive-like behavior with a screen raised a child’s risk of depression and suicide, another study published in 2025 reported.

Personally, when I removed my phone from my bedroom, my problematic usage dropped dramatically—and my sleep improved in a way that I am still savoring and marveling at more than a year later. Just this morning I told my husband, “I can’t believe how deeply I sleep now—and how sleep-deprived I used to be when I stayed up at night scrolling in bed.”

Because many nights I’d end up ensnared by the second addictive ingredient on Schüll’s list, which created an endless earworm in my mind, whispering, Just one more.




Ingredient #2: Bottomless Nonclosure

Videos keep appearing on TikTok. Photos keep popping up on Instagram. The next YouTube video plays within seconds. The next episode of a cartoon starts playing automatically on Apple TV. New opponents on Fortnite crop up, incessantly. Apps seem to have a bottomless list of recommendations, picked by a supercomputer, especially for you. Why would you ever stop watching, scrolling, or playing?

When apps and games have no clear end point, they become more addictive, Schüll found. “So there’s no natural stopping point,” she said. “I call this feature ‘nonclosure.’ ”

Here’s where AI has made apps and games even more addictive. Essentially, the software tracks how your child uses an app or plays a video game. It harvests all the data about their behavior: What videos did they watch to the end, and which ones do they skip after a few seconds? What types of comments—positive or negative—did they post about each video? Which videos made them angry, outraged, and which ones likely made them laugh or smile? On video games, the software can track when the child becomes frustrated and quits, or when they get really excited and double down their effort, spending fifteen, then twenty, then thirty minutes more.

But then, instead of simply using your child’s own behavior on the app or game to select the next content that appears, the software taps into the behavior of everyone on the app to make this selection—and sometimes that’s data from three billion people.

A supercomputer combines your child’s data with the data collected from millions of children on the app and then builds a model of your child’s scrolling on social media or playing on a game. With this model, the AI algorithm predicts what videos will hold your child on the app for longer and longer times each day. On video games, the software can then adjust the difficulty of the game so your child won’t grow frustrated and quit.

In the future, AI supercomputers will only grow more powerful at predicting your child’s behavior on apps and what will hold them there longer, Tristan Harris explained in 2024. Because AI will not only choose what an app serves your child next, it will also create the content it recommends to them. So a supercomputer will design and create, personally, just for your child: the perfect photo to hold their attention on social media, the perfect enemy to beat on a video game, and the perfect version of Lego Girls, designed just for Rosy.

So even if you feel a hint of tiredness, or a sense of I’m ready to stop, within a second the app runs over that feeling with a Mack truck with its almost mind-reading recommendations. A new surge of wanting erases any thoughts of quitting. So you watch one more video, play for five more minutes, or make one more comment. Hmm, maybe just one more arises in your mind, over and over again.

Remarkably, scientists have found a similar effect with ultraprocessed foods. When families have a large quantity and a large variety of ultraprocessed snacks in their house, children tend to overeat or even binge.

Nonclosure, as Schüll put it. It’s this feeling of never feeling finished, accomplished, or satisfied. Of wanting one more of something, endlessly. As neuroscientist Mateusz Gola put it, you’re chasing the feeling of chasing. You’re stuck on a treadmill with a broken off switch. And the app helps facilitate or feeds that feeling, with prompts, cues, recommendations, notifications, and cliffhangers.

Now what happens if we take that treadmill and crank up its speed, so the cycles of wanting spin faster and faster? That’s Schüll’s third ingredient, and at high speeds, time can even warp, making the hours feel like minutes.



Ingredient #3: Speed

When the casino industry moved poker games and slot machines onto screens, the game changed in one remarkable way: It sped up. Way up.

People could play more games in an hour on the screen than with traditional versions of the games. Back in the days of traditional slot machines, you could only play about three hundred games per hour. But today, with video-based slots, you can play up to twelve hundred unique games per hour. That’s one game every three seconds, or twenty games in only a minute. “The speed is just incredible,” as Schüll put it.

And with video poker, you can now play up to six hundred games per hour, or nearly twenty-five times the number of hands you could play at a traditional card table.

Schüll’s research showed that the faster people play video slots and poker, the longer people play. Speed makes the gambling games more addictive, and it has a similar effect on apps, video games, and even food. The faster we can scroll, play, and digest, the harder time we have pulling away from these magnets.

Think about the evolution of videos online in the past decade. The stickiest, most trance-inducing apps don’t contain five-minute videos or even two-minute videos. They consist of thirty-second videos. Last weekend a thirteen-year-old boy came to our house to play with Rosy and showed me how he figured out a “better way” to watch TikTok. He doubles the speed of the videos.

For video games, the speed of the action and play has exploded in the past few decades. “So in the course of fifteen minutes, you can have maybe dozens, maybe hundreds of these little surprises coming at you,” said Martin Zack, a neuroscientist at the University of Toronto.

For social media and news apps, the speed at which we can find “new” material has jumped with several technological advancements, including the invention of infinite scroll and higher-speed internet.

Even our foods have become speedier in the past few decades. Many ultraprocessed foods dissolve quickly in our mouths and release calories into our blood lightning fast. This quickness likely triggers more dopamine both when we taste the food and when we digest it. Think of a chocolate bar versus an apple. The sugar in a bar of milk chocolate releases almost immediately, as it melts in our mouths, triggering a large and fast dopamine surge from the taste. The sugar in an apple releases more slowly as we chew and chew. Our mouths—and our stomachs—have to work hard to extract much of the apple’s sugars from the plant’s cell walls. But with the chocolate bar, there’s no work at all.

[image: A flowchart illustrates the dopamine-driven cycle of motivation, involving want, work, reward, and dopamine.]
The high speed of games, apps, and videos focuses and narrows children’s attention onto the screen, Schüll said. High-speed play and scrolling can even give children the sense that they’re merging physically with the game or becoming part of the app. “The speed really intensifies the experience.” It doesn’t leave you any room to think, Should I keep doing this? What are the consequences? How is this making me feel? You can even lose track of time and space, Schüll said. You forget where you are or how long you’ve been there.

And so, left alone with a screen, the child just sits there and does what the screen asks them to do—again and again and again. “The most hooking and holding little addictive games are really just about repetition,” Schüll said. “You’re just drawn into the next game, the next game, the next game, the next game.”

Even slower role-playing or narrative games, which tend to be less addictive, have increasingly included slot machine–like components in them, Schüll said. For example, in World of Warcraft players have to “grind” or repeatedly battle the same monster in the hopes of winning a rare item in the loot box.

Speed, solitude, and nonclosure (or bottomlessness) create a potent combination. Those three ingredients can turn a game as rich and complicated as chess into an incredibly addictive activity, a friend of mine pointed out. A classical chess game can last an hour or two. “It’s not exactly a recipe for addiction,” he wrote to me. But with what’s known as blitz and bullet chess, games last only one to five minutes. “And there’s always another game [available] if you lose or win,” he explained.

This form of chess became so alluring and sticky for him that he had to use an extremely strong app blocker on his phone and laptop to prevent himself from playing for hours each day.

Blitz and bullet chess also contain a dash of the fourth and final ingredient in our addiction recipe—which is all about chance.



Ingredient #4: Making Big Promises, Withholding the Reward

I will never forget the moment I learned how this last design feature worked. I was sitting in the dark, cramped office of Jonathan Morrow, a neuroscientist at the University of Michigan, but inside I felt the opposite of dark. A spark of excitement shot through my mind. A small grin spread across my face. In one fell swoop, Morrow had clarified so many of my questions about screens. I finally understood why I often felt so gray and gloomy. And why devices and apps in our lives make so many of us cranky, agitated, and depressed, and yet we still seek them out constantly.

It was like I had been at a magic show, watching a highly skilled illusionist do a trick on a stage. I knew it was a trick, but I could never explain to myself exactly how it worked. Now, at that moment, I could see the trick. I understood how it worked, and because of it the magician lost a lot of his power.

Morrow has studied the neuroscience of addiction for more than two decades. He’s also a father with two teenage sons. He has watched firsthand how dopamine magnets tug on children’s attention.

To really understand why they have this power over us, he explained, you first need to learn more about how modern slot machines work. It’s slightly different than most people think, he said.

First off, slot machines make a big promise to people. If you play, you could win a huge jackpot. That’s obvious. But if you think about it, the game essentially promises to fulfill a fundamental need in modern life: having enough money. Through this promise, the device taps into our dopamine circuitry, which can fuel an intense motivation to play.

At this point, I thought Morrow was going to tell me how the device doles out that reward randomly. As we’ve explored in earlier chapters, B. F. Skinner used this approach to coerce his pigeons to peck at a light many times inside a box. Psychologists call this strategy intermittent reward.

But that’s not how modern slot machines work, Morrow explained. Slot machines are way crueler and less generous than Skinner’s box. In Skinner’s experiments, the pigeon always received the reward. The morsel of food may have appeared at random moments, but it always arrived. With slot machines, the reward never arrives for the vast majority of people who gamble. They will never win a bunch of money. (They’re five times more likely to be struck by lightning than win a big jackpot.)

In fact, if a person plays video-based slot machines long enough, the opposite occurs: A person will lose all their money. The casino even explicitly tells people this fact because it posts the odds of winning on the machine.

In other words, video-based slot machines don’t dole out the reward “intermittently” or “randomly,” but rather they withhold the reward and even slowly take away what they’re promising. They coerce you to dole out money for essentially the entertainment or distraction of thinking that you could win.

But—and this is key—modern, video-based slot machines give the person the feeling that they’re making progress toward winning, Morrow explained. That the person is getting close to hitting the jackpot and even learning how that specific slot machine works.

The video app achieves this effect with a whole bag of tricks, including giving people what’s called “false wins” and “near misses.” But these crumbs aren’t real rewards because the person is still losing money as they play. They’re never drawing closer to the jackpot. Their odds of winning stay the same, every time they play.

This sense of progress has a massive impact on a person’s motivation, Morrow explained. As we learned in chapter 2, when we feel like we’re making progress toward our goal, our motivation circuitry revs up like a hot rod on a Saturday night. We triple, even quadruple, our effort. Over time, this feeling can scramble the circuitry, so we start wanting just the possibility of a reward.

“Social media apps and video games work in a similar way,” Morrow told me.

First, these apps promise big rewards. As BJ Fogg outlined in his book Persuasive Technology, they promise to fulfill fundamental needs of a human being, such as social support, belonging, exploration, purpose, and mastering of a skill. These promises tap into our dopamine-fueled circuitry that makes us work hard for the app and then ultimately use it habitually.

“Even if you, yourself, don’t know exactly what you want from an app or a video game, the app will figure it out,” Morrow said. “The software is great at figuring out what you want.”

But do they give you what you want? “No,” Morrow responded loudly. “They’ll give you almost what you want, something close to that. Then maybe a few clicks later they’ll give you something a little closer.” They toss out a few crumbs, slowly over time. But they rarely, if ever, give you what you’re looking for, because then you would feel satisfied and stop using the app.

The app’s goal is to give you the feeling that you’re making progress toward fulfilling your fundamental need. Like you’re so close to winning the top level on World of Warcraft, or so close to going viral on social media. It’s the feeling of If only I try a bit harder, or a few more times, or for five more minutes… then finally I’ll get the reward that I’m working so hard for. Finally, I’ll win the jackpot.

“While playing video games, my son says to me, ‘But I’m almost at the next level. I just need to play a bit more,’ ” Morrow said. “And I say to him, ‘I know. You will always be almost at the next level. That’s how the game gets you to keep playing.’ ”

Even if you’re only using an app for entertainment, relaxation, or a mood boost after a rough day, the platform often withholds that reward from you, said David Melnikoff, a psychologist at Stanford University. The platform often leaves us feeling grumpier and more stressed afterward than before we logged on.

Social media and news sites are “roulette wheels of emotions,” Melnikoff said. Some content on the sites makes us feel joy: A cute porcupine video! Two hundred and thirty-six likes on your post! A goat eating a pillow! A funny joke about the other political side! But many videos and stories trigger negative emotions, such as anxiety, anger, and even hopelessness. They offer what feels like a continuous supply of “emergencies” and crises: That jerk Caitlynn said something terrible about me! Oh gosh, that’s a horrible video of somebody getting eaten by a shark! Our president is doing what now?

So as you scroll on social media or read the news, you play emotional roulette. You have no clue what you’re going to feel next. But you know your emotion will likely change. You keep scrolling, Melnikoff said, because you want to answer the question: Will the next video make you laugh, trigger jealousy, or scare you to death? You never know! Scroll and find out. “So you’re constantly resolving the uncertainty of your own emotional state,” he explained. And your crumb of a “reward” for scrolling is answering a question that the app set up in the first place. Your reward is resolving uncertainty.

But here’s what I didn’t realize until I talked to Melnikoff: When I play this emotional roulette, I’m just as likely to leave the app feeling horrible as feeling relaxed or happy. “For sure,” Melnikoff told me. “Because you’re going to have some really negative emotions on the wheel.”

In fact, many social media apps have figured out that what keeps people on their platforms, spinning the emotional roulette wheel repeatedly, isn’t an abundance of positive emotions and optimism but the opposite—an abundance of negativity, fear, and disappointment. Once I started to pay attention to how social media altered my mood, I realized that I almost always landed on the “feel inadequate” or “feel enraged” spot of the roulette wheel. And these negative emotions didn’t stop once I logged off; they lingered for hours.

Even the inventor of Facebook’s “Like” button recognized the mood-lowering effect of social media. “I check [Facebook] and I feel bad,” Leah Pearlman said in 2017. “Whether there’s a notification or not, it doesn’t really feel that good. Whatever we’re hoping to see, it never quite meets that bar.” Regretting her invention, Leah eventually quit her high-paying job at Facebook, became an illustrator, and hired an assistant to promote her work on social media.



At the end of the day, withholding the reward wouldn’t be such a big deal if the device or app finally did fulfill your fundamental need, over time. For example, if Twitter actually made me feel less lonely, if Minecraft fulfilled a twelve-year-old boy’s need for adventure, exploration, and mastery, and if making milkshakes on the Peppa Pig app fulfilled a little four-year-old girl’s need for learning, autonomy, and purpose—well, then what would be so bad?

But what studies are beginning to show us (and what many parents have told me) is that devices and apps can’t actually fulfill our children’s fundamental needs as human beings. The technologies’ initial promises—to provide us with friendships and belonging, to enliven our lives with exploration and adventures, to provide us with purpose and teach us meaningful skills—have turned out to be false promises. They’re myths created by the tech industry and our society.

We can find a similar myth about ultraprocessed foods. We’re led to believe they’re just as nutritional and satisfying as whole and minimally processed foods. Labels tell us that ultraprocessed foods are “high in protein,” “low in sugar,” “made with all-natural ingredients,” or “part of a balanced breakfast.” Manufacturers claim they’ve designed these foods for optimal health. But again, these are false promises. Because many times after we eat a Nature Valley granola bar or a Harvest snap peas snack, we simply want more of them. There’s little or even no satisfaction (and as we’ll learn in chapter 6, we end up eating hundreds of more calories each day with these foods).

Neuroscientist Read Montague at Virginia Tech referred to relationships on social media as “skeletal” versions of friendships in real life. And I think this word applies to many rewards promised by dopamine magnets in our lives. These technologies give us only the skeletal versions of the real deal. They’re missing the muscles, the nerves, the organs, and the skin. They’re hollow or shadow versions of the rewards in real life. They’re pseudo-rewards.

Because, ultimately, a screen cannot give human beings what they fundamentally need, no matter what the tech companies tell us. Our brains evolved in a three-dimensional world, in which we can watch other people’s faces as they talk, we can touch other people’s skin when we hug, kiss, and love them, and where our five senses can burst to life in green grass, damp dirt, and the afternoon sunlight, as we play, explore, and take risks.

No wonder I felt so grumpy and gloomy all the time when I constantly looked at my phone and checked social media all day. No wonder I couldn’t enjoy being with my adorable daughter on that beautiful blue-sky day at the beach while she made a crumbly sandcastle.

The devices and foods in my life had scrambled up my motivation circuitry. They had boosted my motivation and desire for activities that never gave me the sweet rewards in life—or offered only crumbs of them. Like a video-based slot machine, they made me stop caring about the rewards themselves and start chasing the anticipation or the promise of a reward.

[image: A flowchart showing a dopamine-driven cycle where Dopamine leads to Want, Want leads to Work, Work leads back to Dopamine, with Reward crossed out.]
“Yeah, I think you’re a sign tracker,” neuroscientist Mateusz Gola at the University of California San Diego, told me one afternoon. “I’m one too. That’s why I stopped drinking. I don’t use social media often, and I don’t have their apps on my phone.”

So what can I do about it? How can I stop sign tracking so much?

“You need hobbies where you can see the end result and the real reward,” he explained. “I need them too. Otherwise, I get caught up in the chase. That’s why I surf. When I catch the wave, that’s the real reward. With social media, there’s no end. No real result.”

And without the reward, Gola pointed out, I was also missing out on the fabulous feelings that come from fulfilling a fundamental need. I was missing the aaah neurotransmitters and all the glorious emotions they produce, such as satisfaction, contentment, joy, and, of course, pleasure.

Life felt dull and gray because I had way too little pleasure in my life. My phone had tricked me into working so hard for rewards that rarely arrived. In the process, it had stripped the color out of my life.

But now Gola and Morrow were handing me what felt like a big can of glossy, rainbow-colored paint so that I could fill up my life again with all sorts of shades and hues. I had to find hobbies that gave me the real reward.


	I. The business model for video game companies has also flipped 180 degrees since the 1980s. Before, companies actually wanted kids to lose so they’d put more money into a machine or go to the store to buy another game. But today the business model depends on kids staying on the game as long as possible. As I told one mom recently: “The video games kids have today are not the ones we had in the eighties or nineties.”








STEP 4 Shine the Bright-Line Rule (and the 3Ps)

[image: A hand holding a flashlight, shining a bright beam of light upward toward power lines, with the text Shine the Bright Line encircling the image.]
After talking with the neuroscientist Mateusz Gola, I set off on a mission of my own: to find hobbies and foods that gave me the “real rewards.” At first, I wasn’t even sure what that meant. How do you know when the “real reward” arrives? What do small doses of daily pleasure feel like?

So I began experimenting. I tried out all sorts of leisure activities and cooked up a myriad of dishes for my family. During each experiment, I tried to identify the “real reward” and sense the long-term joy an activity or food gave me (or didn’t give me).

Eventually, I devised a simple litmus test for hobbies and foods that give the real reward: They leave you feeling satisfied or optimistic, instead of craving more or feeling glum. They consistently put a tiny spring in your step instead of adding a dash of heaviness or melancholy.

With this litmus test, I knew what I wanted to prioritize in my life: hobbies and foods that (nearly) always left me feeling better afterward than beforehand. I could finally add this goal to my own dream list.

During this experimentation, I also realized that I was quite lonely. I had cultivated and nourished all these relationships online, through social media, emails, and texts. But I could now see how these relationships didn’t fulfill my need for friendship. Virtual interactions often left me feeling frustrated, angry, or even lonelier. So I added a second goal to my chart: in-person friendships.





	Values and Goals

	Specific Behaviors That Support the Value or Goal





	Food and activities that leave me feeling better afterward and that give me the real reward

	?




	In-person friendships

	?







Along the way, I also began to understand something quite useful. We can modify activities on screens so that they provide our children (and us) with more of the real reward. We can add more satisfaction and meaning to activities that otherwise might leave us feeling unfilled, frustrated, or drained of energy.

Surprisingly, Natasha Dow Schüll’s research shows us how to do this.


The 3Ps

Through her research on video-based gambling, Schüll provided us with insights into how apps and games can quickly consume huge amounts of our time. How they use a series of tricks to grip our attention in fast cycles of wanting.

When you understand how these tricks work, you can devise strategies to counter them. That is, you can create antidotes that work against them.

I call these antidotes the 3Ps. They are price, people, and purpose. The 3Ps protect us and our children from the most addictive elements of dopamine magnets, so we and our children can pull away more easily from an app or game. Over time, the 3Ps also help weaken our desires for shallow activities while strengthening our desire and pull toward high-value activities. In the long run, they teach our children how to create relationships with these magnets that are healthier and less likely to cause problems later in life.

As we explore these antidotes, we’ll also learn the third step of our habit protocol: Shine the bright-line rule. Developed by a psychologist back in the 1990s, bright-line rules work in partnership with the 3Ps. They reduce conflict and frustration while adding the 3Ps, and empower us to build healthier habits permanently.

Let’s start with the first P: price.


P#1: Add a Price to Play

Schüll’s findings: Apps prevent flourishing when they’re bottomless.

At some point, I became fed up with Rosy’s screen time, and all the conflict it instigated. I could finally see that the cost of watching Netflix—the fighting, the struggle—way surpassed the crumb of reward she and I obtained from it.

So one weekend, I decided to try to start to end it, permanently.

Each Saturday, Rosy would beg me to watch a movie. The requests would continue until I gave in. Then one movie often turned into two movies. And she would end up spending her entire Saturday afternoon inside, staring at a screen.

As I learned more about our dopamine circuitry, and its role in motivating us, a question arose in mind: How hard would Rosy work for these Saturday movies? All of her begging showed me that she was super-motivated. What would Rosy be willing to do so she could watch a movie without getting upset? How far could I push her willingness to work? What price would she “pay” to watch a movie? And if I placed a high enough price on movie watching, would her desire for Netflix disappear?

Here’s how her motivation circuitry was running:
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So one Saturday afternoon, I launched an experiment. I said to Rosy, “OK, you can watch a movie, but beforehand I want you to write a two-page summary of the previous movie you watched last weekend.”

Rosy looked a little confused at first. But I could see the idea also piqued her interest. Then I remembered the key part of planting a new habit: celebration. Make her feel successful or give her an emotional payoff, I thought. What’s the best way for kids to celebrate? A presentation.

So I added, “Oh yeah! After you finish writing your summary, I’d love for you to read it to me. I can’t wait to learn more about the movie. I’m excited.”

What followed surprised me and filled me with enormous joy. Rosy hopped up from the kitchen stool, grabbed a notebook from her desk, and went to work. And she worked hard. She became super-focused—way more focused than she was on her homework. As I watched her, I could see firsthand how dopamine pumps up motivation and persistence. How it makes children dig in and tackle challenges. How it makes them want to work.

Afterward, she came over to me with a smug look of satisfaction on her face. She then proceeded to read me her summary, not once, but twice. She even called in her dad to listen to the second round of reading.

After she read the summary, she couldn’t stop talking about it or the movie. She elaborated on the details, including the characters and how the movie made her feel. Writing and reading her summary made her feel important, mature, and accomplished. It added a whole extra dimension to the movie, for both her and me.

Notice how this strategy differed slightly from the ones we’ve been learning so far in the book. In the previous examples, we rode a child’s motivation for a magnet to launch a new high-value habit. For example, in Step 3, habit expert Stephanie Weldy harnessed her son’s interest in watching Charlie Brown to launch his new habit of drawing. But here, my goal was less about seeding a new habit and more about eliminating a shallow habit (e.g., Rosy watching movies). So I created an obstacle that Rosy had to overcome before she could play a movie, and then she decided whether she wanted to overcome that obstacle or not.

In essence, I used Weldy’s protocol but I placed the high-value activity before the shallow one instead of afterward. I added a “price” to movie watching. In the process, I turned a bottomless activity into one with a clear end point. Because, on that day, we enacted a new policy in our house: Before watching a movie, Rosy first had to write a summary of the previous one.

To change Rosy’s behavior, I applied the three steps we’ve learned so far:

Take the wheel: I decided to take charge of our Saturday afternoons. I no longer wanted Rosy to stare at a screen all day long.

Ride the motivational wave: Rosy wanted the movies, but she also really wanted to talk about them with me. So I aligned my goal with what she already felt motivated to do.

Celebrate to habituate: By having Rosy read her summary, I helped her feel successful and excited about this new arrangement. I gave her an emotional payoff.

Now her motivation circuitry was running with much more pleasure and reward, while also fulfilling more needs.

[image: A flowchart shows a cycle where wanting a movie on Saturday afternoon leads to writing to earn the reward of satisfaction and personal fulfillment.]
At the same time, I learned something quite important: what she had gleaned from the movie that she watched last weekend. And that critical information made me realize that we would never watch that movie again. (Because the movie made her believe that “good moms” give their children days when they say yes to every demand from the child. “And Laura’s mom is going to do this so we have to too,” Rosy said. Clearly, this idea did not align with our values and goals.)

From then on, Rosy had to write a two-page summary of the previous movie before she could watch a new movie on Saturday. Can you guess how many movies she watched after I implemented this new strategy?

Three, maybe four. After that, she completely stopped asking for movies. Not a word for months. That was it. I had broken her unwanted habit, and I never once had to “take away” the movies. I simply added a price to movie watching. And her brain decided the reward wasn’t worth the work—or cost—of writing a two-page summary. She started consciously thinking about whether she really wanted to watch a movie. And she didn’t.

In other words, I broke her habit, without one tear, one tantrum, or one “Mama, just one more. Just one more.”

And, for the first time in a long while, I felt quite powerful as a mom. That our home is a place where we—Rosy, Matt, and I—decide what habits we cultivate, not the ones handed to us by Silicon Valley.

Now, to keep the movie-watching habit from creeping back into our lives, we also completed the other steps in the book. But for the moment, I celebrated this huge victory in life. And it made me realize that Rosy actually didn’t value or like watching movies all that much. Because, to her, it wasn’t even worth fifteen minutes of writing.

We eventually watched so few movies and shows that I took a bold step. I canceled all of our subscriptions to streaming services. And we started to buy movies and TV shows à la carte.

Now there was literally a “price to play” a movie or TV show. Initially, I thought we would end up spending way more money than with subscriptions. But we actually spent way less money.

All of a sudden, the streaming apps didn’t feel so bottomless, and we completely stopped “bingeing” shows.

When you have to buy each episode, your desire to watch another one can plummet. One movie or episode can feel much more satisfying. You start watching only the movies and shows you really care about. Having to click “buy” gives you a brief pause to ask yourself, Is it really worth sitting here for another thirty minutes when I actually want to sleep?

To be honest, I don’t miss bingeing. I don’t miss watching television until 2:00 a.m., only to wake up at 6:30 a.m. feeling like I went on a wine bender. I’m a happier person without streaming subscriptions.


Your Turn

Which of your child’s habits do you want to weaken or eventually break? Be as specific as possible. Think about when the behavior occurs, where it occurs, and what the child does.
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What “price” can you require before they perform the behavior?
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Make sure the activity connects to the shallow habit but also adds more value and purpose to it. And be sure the activity is purely optional for the child. It’s not something they have to do for school or your family. For example, before a tween logs into Minecraft, a parent could require them to write up a summary of what they accomplished on the game yesterday (i.e., do some offline planning), or what their plans are for today’s session. Then afterward, they can present you their plans. If a child wants ultraprocessed foods, you can require them to pay for snacks themselves with their own money; go to the store, on their own, to buy them; or make homemade versions.





P#2: Add People (with a Bright-Line Rule)

Schüll’s findings: Apps prevent flourishing when we use them in solitude.

An easy way to reduce the stickiness of an activity is to add back in socialization. Instead of having the screen activity occur in solitude, make it a social one.

Here “social” doesn’t refer to virtual interactions. Virtual people do not help pull us out of the cycles of wanting. As we learned in Fundamental Need No. 3: Brawls, Brushes, and Bonds, if you’re not close enough to tap the person on the shoulder, or hug them when you’re crying, they can’t fulfill your needs for social connection.

To add socialization to a habit, we’re going to bring in the third step of our habit protocol: Shine the bright-line rule.

In the early 1990s, psychologist George Ainslie grabbed the idea of bright-line rules from lawyers. In law, bright-line rules are ones that are so clear and simple, they leave no room for debate or discussion. For example: People under twenty-one can’t drink alcohol legally. With this law, the line between right and wrong shines so bright that there’s nothing for a judge or juror to discuss. You either broke the rule or not. There’s no wiggle room.

Ainslie realized that simple, clear rules are incredibly powerful for people who want to change or break habits because they don’t allow people to make exceptions. They prevent us from thinking up a reason or excuse to return to an unwanted habit. And they’re permanent. They don’t ever change. So there’s no going back from a bright-line rule.

Let’s look at an example. For a long time, I told Rosy that I wanted to reduce how much sugary foods we ate. But that rule is way too vague and imprecise. We can’t put it into action because what counts as a sugary food? What does “reduce” even mean? The rule doesn’t specify when we’re cutting back on sweets and what those sweets are.

I needed to add more details to the statement, such as time, place, and specific behaviors. And in this case, I also wanted to add people into the mix. I wanted to ride our motivation to eat sugary foods with my goal of having more in-person friendships. So I came up with this rule: In the Doucleff household, we only eat dessert when friends come over for dinner.

Now I’ve created a bright-line rule. And I’ve empowered us to make big changes. Because now there’s no room for argument or attempts at negotiation.

Perhaps, more important, the bright-line rule helped me stand firm when the requests for ice cream and chocolate brownies started flowing into my ears after dinner. It prevented me from allowing one-off exceptions. Instead, I simply reminded myself of the bright-line rule: We only eat dessert when friends come over for dinner.

When I shared this new rule with Rosy and Matt, I didn’t make a big deal about it. And I didn’t say it was forever. Instead, I said something like “We’re going to try a new experiment. We’re going to have dessert only when friends come over.” Then I gave them a healthy replacement for dessert each night. I said, “You can help yourself to as much fruit and nuts as you would like after dinner.”

After a few weeks of following the rule, everybody in the family forgot about dessert after dinner. And we shattered our nightly sweet habit into pieces.

For parents, bright-line rules are a superpower. Children can understand them easily, and you can convey them to children succinctly.

Here are a few examples of bright-line rules for adding more socialization into your life:


Video Streaming and Television


	Our family only watches videos together, as a whole family. (This doesn’t mean parents have to watch kids’ shows. It just means any movie or show needs to appeal to the whole family.)I

	Our family only streams videos or television shows with friends on Friday night.

	Our family doesn’t watch videos or the television alone. We never stream alone.





Video Games


	Our family only plays video games with friends who come over to our house.

	Our family only plays video games at other people’s houses (never in our house).

	Our family only plays video games in a public area of the house. Never alone and never in a bedroom.





Phones


	No phones alone. We never use our phones alone in our rooms.

	When our family uses phones, we do it in the device area, with others around. (You’ll learn about the device room during the Four-Week Transformation, when we create a sanctuary for focus.)





Ultraprocessed Foods


	Our family never eats ultraprocessed foods inside our home. (We’ll learn a step-by-step protocol for executing this bright-line rule in the Full Protocol.)

	Our family doesn’t buy ultraprocessed foods.

	Our family only eats ultraprocessed foods at parties and other social events.

	Our family only eats desserts at other people’s houses.



Adding socialization back into screen time has helped our family so much. We’ve developed many in-person relationships without really trying very hard, and we’ve cut out low-value scrolling and streaming.

The productivity expert Ali Abdaal agreed. “I’m only allowed to watch TV if it’s with other people,” he wrote in his newsletter. “This was the ‘rule’ I’d been subconsciously following for a lot of my university years. I’d seen watching TV on my own as ‘a waste of time’ whereas when it was with other people, it would fall under the category of ‘social activity’ and therefore be inherently valuable.

“I get that this philosophy won’t be for everyone.… [But] personally, when I look back on my university years, I don’t have a shred of regret that I didn’t watch more TV. I’m so glad I used that time to work on my hobbies, crank out videos and build my passive income instead.”



To be successful with bright-line rules, you need to start with tiny goals. For example, you could eliminate screens one day each week. Your rule could be: Our family doesn’t use screens on Sunday.

After a few weeks, you can expand it out to more days. You could block off Mondays, then Tuesdays, Wednesdays, et cetera, until you’ve blocked off every day except Friday and Saturday.

In this scenario, your bright-line rule would end up being: Our family doesn’t use screens during the weekdays beyond those needed for school or work. Several families have told me that this rule has been extremely helpful. It created a calmer and more peaceful home, especially with younger children.

When you combine bright-line rules with cue curation (which we’ll learn about in Step 5), they become immensely powerful. I used this combo to change my drinking habit permanently. I created bright-line rules that slowly expanded over three months:


	First month: I only drink wine with friends, outside my home.

	Second month: I only drink wine at parties, outside my home.

	Third month: I only drink wine with my neighbor Norma (who’s seventy-seven years old).



I’ve stuck with that third bright-line rule for two years. And I went from having seven to ten drinks each week to one or two drinks each month. At the same time, Norma became one of my closest and dearest friends.




P#3: Add Purpose a Priori

Schüll’s findings: Apps prevent flourishing when they withhold the reward.

As we’ve learned, apps and games can cause our motivation circuitry to short-circuit. We can lose track of why we’re on a device in the first place, and keep using it even when we no longer gain much pleasure from it, or even when it makes us feel bad.

Habit expert Stephanie Weldy struggled with this problem while scrolling on YouTube. “I watch videos on YouTube about art journaling,” she told me. “And I could do it forever. It’s just a bottomless activity for me.”

If YouTube was bottomless for Weldy, then clearly the app will be bottomless for the vast majority of children and teenagers. She agreed: “It’s sickeningly compelling for children.”

So Weldy doesn’t allow her sons on YouTube, except on vacations. (There’s a bright-line rule: No YouTube at home.) And for herself, she decides her purpose for using the app, a priori, and what it will take to fulfill that purpose.

Of the 3Ps, purpose is really the most important. If you must pick one of them to add to your shallow activity, go with purpose. Adding purpose to activities can help everyone, from tweens to twentysomethings, to Gen Xers and Boomers.

When I first implemented the 3Ps, I would ask myself throughout the day, What’s the purpose of a task? What’s the purpose of checking the New York Times again? What’s the purpose of going on Twitter? What’s the purpose of this snack—to relieve hunger or relieve boredom? What’s the purpose of this long, intense conversation with my mom?

Weldy’s purpose on YouTube is to find new ideas and techniques for art journaling. So before Weldy clicks on the app, she decides how many videos she needs to watch in order to fulfill that purpose. And then after that set number finishes, she funnels all the information she just learned into creating something tangible with her hands.

She takes a screenshot of what’s being shown on YouTube and then she has to create what’s on the screenshot. “I have to challenge myself,” she explains. “Otherwise, I won’t stop watching.” Just as Rosy couldn’t watch another movie until she wrote a summary of the previous one, Weldy can’t watch another YouTube video until she finishes her creation.

So instead of simply watching other people enjoy the process of creating art, she also now gives herself the reward of creating it too.

By adding a clear purpose to YouTube, Weldy transforms the app from a tool that’s largely using her (to make money off her attention) into a tool that helps enhance her life and bolster her high-value hobby of art journaling. In the process, she receives more aaah neurotransmitters, more satisfaction, and more pleasure.

Notice that Weldy also created a bright-line rule to strengthen her purpose: I watch only X number of videos before I stop and journal. And she added a bit of work or price to scrolling.

I used this approach to bring more pleasure to watching television. First, I defined a bright-line rule: I watched only movies or TV shows after I’d read a full review of them (not a review on social media, but an in-depth, greater-than-five-hundred-words review).

Then before I started the movie, I reminded myself of my purpose of watching: I wanted to relax, escape a bit, and feel good afterward. If I stopped feeling good while watching, I closed up my laptop and turned off the show.

You can teach teenagers to do the same—to identify their short-term purpose or goal on an app and then decide beforehand when they’ve met that goal.

There are three steps to the process, and they’ll look familiar.


1. Help Your Teenager Take the Wheel

Help your teenager find a specific purpose or goal to social media, video games, or video streaming. As internal research at Meta found, teenagers aim to “feel productive” on social media. But their brains aren’t mature enough to “help impose limits” on their usage. They need your help. Many of them want your guidance.

Help them identify what they’re looking for on the app in the first place, Weldy said. What are they trying to discover, create, and learn? What’s motivating them? What’s getting them jazzed up to keep scrolling or playing?

“When my teenage niece is scrolling on Instagram,” Weldy explained, “I come over to her and ask her, ‘What’cha working on?’ Because you know teenagers are usually working on something—they’re exploring; they’re investigating. Turns out, my niece was learning all about anime.”

Once you know what motivates your teenager, you can help them craft a project or activity offline that uses the information they’re acquiring online. You can start by asking a bunch of questions about their interest, like “What about it excites you most?”

So Weldy asked her niece, “What about anime do you enjoy most?”

Let the child steer the path of the conversation. Let their interest be the guide for what you discuss and the project you craft. When their eyes light up with excitement or they can’t stop talking about a specific idea, you know you’re starting to hit on a passion, and a wave of motivation. And you’ll want to ride that wave.

For example, Weldy could have asked her niece, “Would you be interested in learning how to create your own anime or manga? Maybe paint or draw a character? Or would you want to learn how to make fan art or fan fiction?”

Then once your child comes up with a new goal, help them achieve it. “You could say something like ‘I would love to help you bring these ideas to life,’ ” Weldy explained.

Then offer to to help order supplies and equipment for the new activity. For example, maybe they could order a new set of paints to create the comic, colored pencils and a sketch pad to design the character’s clothes.



2. Help Your Teenager Write the Bright-Line Rule

Now that your child has identified a purpose to their screen activity, you can help them figure out what they need from the app to fulfill this purpose.

For example, how many videos do they need to watch before they create their fan art? Then you and your child can come up with a bright-line rule. Perhaps, after watching fifteen videos, they take a screenshot and go draw one of the anime characters.

For video games, blogger Annette Pew called these stopping points “save spots.” She suggested a similar strategy for kids who can’t pull themself off games.

“Ask [your child] what he is doing in the game. What are his goals? What is he trying to build?” she explained. “Is he building a castle? Fighting off monsters? Did he just find a new cave and he’s exploring it?”

These accomplishments in the game can be a natural breakpoint for him to stop, she added. “So he can pace himself and put the game down for a little while.” Then you could say to your child, “Well, how about you finish that wall you’re working on, then take a break.” Or if he’s fighting a monster, you could say, “Why don’t you get somewhere safe and log off for now?” Pew wrote.

This strategy helps a child learn about “closure,” which is lacking in many games, she noted. It has helped her have a healthy relationship with gaming her entire life. “Don’t just unplug your kid,” she wrote. “Teach him how to unplug himself.”



3. Help Your Teenager Celebrate to Habituate

You can help your teenager turn this new activity into a hobby and even a habit, by generating big positive emotions around it and by making them feel successful with it.

Ask your child to present or explain their new creations to you. Or have them share their creations with the rest of the family, hang them on the wall of the kitchen or dining room, or buy a special book to help organize them. Maybe your child wants to submit them to a fan website or drawing competition. Or you could challenge them to draw or paint a special creation that the family frames and hangs up in the house or gives to family friends as a gift. Or maybe they’d like to make art to sell at a local farmers’ market.

Show genuine interest in—and love of—their hard work. Ask them about the new activity regularly. Remind them how good it feels to have a purpose and produce something real with your own hands.



You’ll notice that we’ve shifted the mind-set here about “screen time” (which even sounds purposeless, if you think about the term). The activity on the screen has now transformed into a tool to help launch a high-quality habit off the screen.

Instead of allowing children to use screens for a particular amount of time (to perform an ill-defined task), we’re teaching them how to use devices for a particular purpose. We set out, a priori, with a precise goal. And when we accomplish that goal, we turn the device off and put the new knowledge to use. The activity on the screen has now transformed into a tool to support a high-quality habit off the screen.

What if your child uses social media and games to see what their friends are doing? Well, that’s a clear purpose, right? And you can help them figure out how much they need to text, scroll, and comment to complete that purpose. You can ask them, “How much time on your phone do you think is sufficient to fulfill this purpose each evening?” Or, “How many times an evening do you need to check your phone to fulfill this purpose?” And their answer might surprise you. Once they define a limit for themself, then it’s your job to help hold them to that limit.

In addition, as we create sanctuaries in our lives for offline activities during the Four-Week Transformation, teenagers won’t have much time for mindless scrolling on apps anyway.





Swap It

Once we clearly understand a child’s purpose for being on an app, we can wield what I call the swap it tool. We swap out the shallow activity for a high-value activity offline that fulfills a similar purpose in the child’s life.

For example, with kids drawn strongly to video games, figure out their purpose for playing their favorite games. What needs are they trying to fulfill? Ask them what type of games they play and what they find rewarding about those games. Then identify a real-life activity that incorporates these characteristics and truly fulfills their need. For example, some children primarily play first-person shooters and sports games. These games give children a sense of danger (adventure) and a sense of acquiring new skills (progress). They also provide an opportunity for children to compete intensely.

Then think about what activities in real life give children the same feelings and could really fulfill these needs. Younger children could try martial arts, boxing, weight lifting, and competitive sports. Tweens and teenagers could try archery, skeet or trap shooting, bodybuilding, wilderness and survival training, and rock-climbing or skydiving.

For kids who love role-playing video games, you could invite a friend or two over and introduce them all to in-person role-playing games, such as the tabletop version of Dungeons & Dragons. Or you can teach them how to play board games with similar themes to their favorite video game.

I took a similar strategy with Rosy and cartoons. I realized that she wanted to watch cartoons because they entertained her and gave her a chance to escape reality for a moment. Like all humans, she loved storytelling. She loved following the arc of narratives and character development. Cartoons also gave her a sense of learning and adventure. (But of course, she wasn’t learning much and definitely not going on any adventures.)

One day, while she sat in a trance in front of Lego Girls, I began to wonder: What other activity could fulfill these needs and leave her feeling good afterward? What alternative activity could fill the same role in her life but also give her more purpose and pleasure?

For example, I could swap the cartoons for a language app (or math app).

Cartoons → swap it → Language app

We tried that for a while. But the habit never stuck and she would only beg for Lego Girls. Then I realized an even better option: audiobooks.

Cartoons → swap it → Audiobooks

One night, when I felt extra confident as a mom, I made the swap. Before dinner, I downloaded a book that I knew Rosy would love. When she came to me begging for cartoons after dinner, I introduced her to the wonderful world of audiobooks.

Talk about more value! Audiobooks fulfilled Rosy’s need for escape. But she also really learned while listening to them. After she had listened to several books in the Land of Stories series, I could hear her vocabulary and narrative skills improving.

For Rosy, listening to audiobooks required way more work than staring at a cartoon. She had to concentrate and create the story in her mind. And this extra bit of work slowed down the cycle of wanting, so stopping the books was much easier. No tears and little whining.

Listening to audiobooks seemed like a high-value habit I wanted to cultivate—one that would serve her well for the rest of her life, instead of preventing her from accomplishing meaningful and purposeful work. So I added it to my dream chart and to my growing list of screen-replacement activities that Rosy loves.



One note: The 3Ps and even bright-line rules aren’t enough to keep a shallow habit at bay forever. Furthermore, as children grow up and bring more devices and apps into your home, these rules can buckle under the pressure. You’ll also need to add the next step in the process (that is “Curate the Cues”). But the 3Ps are a great start for reshaping your family’s relationship with technology and food, or establishing an initial value system in your home. With these bright-line rules, you’re telling your child: We value purposeful and creative activities. We value socialization and being with people more than we value being on a device or game. And if we need escape or distraction, then it better leave us feeling joyful or relaxed afterward.

Also, the 3Ps can be hard to implement if an activity has become deeply entrenched in your daily routine. For example, if a child plays video games in their room with kids online for three hours each day, they’re likely going to find ways around any bright-line rule about video games. Start off really small and work through the plan outlined in the Four-Week Transformation, which will more slowly bring socialization and high-value hobbies into family life.


	I. Several psychology and psychiatry associations now recommend parents watch shows and movies with their children. I am never, never going to sit down and watch videos intended solely for Rosy. I will lose my mind. And so with this bright-line rule, we cut back on movies immensely.








FUNDAMENTAL NEED NO. 4 Scary—but Fun
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A few weeks ago, I took Rosy and three of her friends on a short hike along the rim of a desert canyon. At first, we strolled swiftly along a flat trail, swerving around thorny mesquite trees and dodging prickly pear cacti. Then around a half mile into the hike, we hit the edge of the canyon.

The trail became challenging as it plunged into a rocky, narrow creek bed. To reach the bottom, we needed to scamper over four large boulders, each about the size of a cow.

For Rosy and one of her friends, the boulders posed little challenge. They seemed to levitate over the rocks, bounding to the bottom with ease. But one friend, Valerie, immediately felt scared by the boulders. She stopped at the precipice and looked down in fright.

I resisted the urge to say anything or to help her because I knew Valerie well, and I knew she could handle these boulders. She’s strong, capable, and outspoken. If she needed my help, she would ask me.

So instead of looming over her as she mustered the nerve to take on the boulders, I quickly descended to the bottom of the creek bed and then watched her with an empathetic eye. With a grimace of fear on her face, Valerie squatted down onto her butt and gingerly slid down the surface of the first boulder. Then she slid down the second and third boulders. After a brief pause, she took a deep breath and then jumped off the last boulder, landing on the leafy creek bed with a big crunch.

A smile spread across her face. “That was scary—but fun!” she exclaimed. Then she ran to catch up with the other girls.

As she scampered off, a smile spread across my own face. Because Valerie had just told me explicitly what children need in their lives regularly, if not every day, to feel good. To feel fulfilled. They need “scary—but fun.” It’s a crucial part of what’s known as autonomy.



From New York City to Silver City, New Mexico, most children in the United States have little to no autonomy. That is, they rarely have moments in their lives when they make the key decisions for themselves, says psychologist Dorsa Amir at Duke University. From sunrise to sunset, a parent or teacher makes almost every decision for them.

That lack of decision-making ability can take a huge toll on children’s mental health, Amir said. “Imagine if somebody told you what to do all day in your job. I think you would find it pretty maddening.”

The same is true for kids. “Children’s autonomy has been such an important part of the human experience for so long,” Amir said. “Autonomy is such a deep need for children that it’s hard to know exactly what they’re missing when we take it away from them.”

Now, there is one place where many American children do make their own decisions and experience enormous freedom. That’s online. As one parent wrote in an email to me: “I give my child autonomy by giving them unlimited choices on Netflix.” But what many parents don’t realize is that freedom online—with unlimited choices—isn’t autonomy. Because online activities miss a core, critical component of autonomy: real adventure.

Choosing on Netflix cannot give children the exhilaration that Valerie felt while navigating the boulders. Same with building on Minecraft, roaming around Roblox, or achieving a Mythic+ ranking on World of Warcraft. It can never give children “scary—but fun.” It can’t give children adventure.

Over the past decade, psychologists and neuroscientists have come to realize that all children need to feel like their lives contain adventure. They have to feel like what they’re doing is slightly risky, difficult, or frightening—and, at the same time, surmountable and totally doable. And they need to feel this adventure, not just once in a while, but every week, even every day.

At first, this idea sounded like a nightmare to me. For me to fulfill Rosy’s needs in life, I would have to do what exactly? Take her to a trampoline park on Saturday and then drive to the mountains to ski on Sunday?

That thinking was totally wrong. It’s much easier (and much safer than having her connect with strangers on internet games). For children, adventure comes naturally and effortlessly from everyday, run-of-the-mill activities, such as using a sharp knife to open a package, handling a hot tray of muffins from the oven, or walking down the street to a friend’s house.

Adventure is exactly what Valerie felt sliding down the boulders in the desert canyon. It’s attempting something you’ve never done before—and you’re not sure you can do it. But a little voice inside you tells you that you might be able to do it. Then despite your fear, you try anyway. And you show yourself, Oh my goodness! Not only did I do this, but I kind of loved it too. And you know what? I want to do it again! (This is your brain’s circuitry saying, Value this! Do it again!)

Now compare the feeling that Valerie had at the bottom of the canyon with how she would have felt climbing over boulders in Roblox or Minecraft. Not quite the same.

Adventure is about having opportunities to take risks that you can handle, choosing to take those risks, and feeling the beautiful joy of overcoming your fears. It’s climbing farther up a tree than usual, riding faster downhill on your bike (maybe with no hands!), and, of course, jumping from rocks, porch ledges, and monkey bars. It’s swinging upside down on a bar, diving to the bottom of the deep end of a pool, or finally landing a perfect flip on the trampoline. It’s chopping wood with a sharp ax, adding a huge log to a hot fire, or slicing an avocado with the knife your dad usually doesn’t let you touch.

Adventure is “scary—but fun.” And that potent mixture gives your child something they need to feel relaxed and confident: proof that when a hard or scary situation arises, they can handle it. They can overcome their fear, feel OK afterward, and even enjoy scary moments.

Adventure protects children so well from anxiety that therapists are now using it to treat anxiety. Camilo Ortiz, a psychologist, and his colleagues at Long Island University Post have pioneered an experimental therapy for anxiety, which essentially helps tweens and teenagers learn to go on adventures. The therapy also teaches their parents how to relax and allow their children these opportunities.

Children deeply want to experience “scary—but fun” repeatedly throughout their days. Taking on these types of risks is a massive motivator for children, and it encourages them to learn and tackle new challenges. When we tie a task to a bit of risk, we’ll increase a child’s desire to do that task. Some children will even fight you to do it “right now! Alone! On my own!” (Ride that wave. Ride that wave.)

So how do we give kids “scary—but fun” daily? What activities allow me to say, “Yes, Rosy has autonomy in her life”?

First, let’s look at solutions for younger children. Then we’ll look at what we can do with older kids and teenagers. (You can also add adventure to any kid’s life by making them task rabbits; see Fundamental Need No. 2: Task Rabbits and Skunks in a Truck.)


Create a Roam Zone

Essentially, you want to create a space in a child’s life where they can explore, play, and move around autonomously. That is, a place where adults don’t have to stand over them and issue directions. Maybe you’re keeping an eye out from a window or from a park bench. But generally, you trust the child in this space to handle hazards and not hurt themselves.

The space needs to feel large to the child. So for a toddler, with little experience in a roam zone, a small part of a playground or a patch of yard is sufficient. But for an eight-year-old, who’s savvy in a playground, you’ll need more space—maybe an entire yard or entire city block.

Finally, you’ll want the roam zone to be in a location where children can go frequently, at least once a week, preferably once a day.

When you first introduce a child to a roam zone, you’ll need to watch over them initially to ensure they can keep themselves safe in the area. You’ll also need to teach them to avoid any hazards. Then let the child learn to master the area on their own. While keeping an eye out for any problems, let them explore and move. Over time, become less and less involved in this space and their behavior. You can move from keeping an eye out for them to keeping a side-eye out for them. Then you can go for long periods when you don’t watch at all; you don’t have to be there at all. The area turns into a place where the child is in charge of themselves. And they can create adventure.

What makes a good roam zone?

Kids! Kids! Kids! If you can, find a place where kids hang out, such as playgrounds, parks, skate areas, the beach, or public pools. For most children, having a bunch of kids around makes the roam zone much more fun and enticing. You can also enlist the help of older children to keep an eye (or side-eye) out for the younger ones.

Leaves, trees, mud, and ladybugs: Roam zones typically work best outside and with as much nature in them as possible, including sand, grass, logs, rocks, gullies, and hills.

Water is the king here. Not deep water but a small water feature or shallow stream is wonderful. Kids can quickly become bored of toys and playground equipment, but it takes much, much longer to become bored of water. It adds a dash of risk, and it engages their senses.

Close and easy: With young children, the closer your roam zone is to your house, the better. Proximity helps you use the roam zone more frequently and makes it easier for your child to quickly go there without you. As a child grows into a tween and teen, you can help them build roam zones farther from your house. But you want to start with something you can use regularly.

So your yard or nearby park is likely the best place to start creating a roam zone. The beauty here is that as the child grows, the roam zone grows with them. It can expand from your yard into your whole neighborhood and then flow into your town. For older children and tweens, you can start them off with the block and quickly move them up to the neighborhood.

So for example, when Rosy was age four, we set up a roam zone on our condo’s back porch so we no longer needed to watch her there. We also created one at a nearby park and at the beach.

When Rosy was six, we moved into a house, and we created a roam zone out of our entire yard, front and back. We also created one at the closest park, about a mile away. At first I took Rosy there after school, and I would work or read while she played. But by the time she was seven, I could drop her off there to play with other kids. Now at age nine, she rides her bike there alone.

For the roam zone in your yard or corner park, invite kids from the neighborhood over to join your kids. I assure you that some nearby parents would love—love, love, love—to have the opportunity to send their kid (or kids) over to your place to play in your yard or at the corner park.

As I mentioned to a friend the other day, if Rosy is alone in the yard for more than two days, she gets antsy and grumpy on day three. Kids need other kids, plain and simple. It doesn’t matter the age or even the personalities; the vast majority of kids would rather be with another kid than alone.

Once you set up one or two roam zones, you’re golden. Roam zones are super-rewarding for kids, and once they get the hang of the roam zones, they develop skills and confidence that seep into every aspect of their lives. These skills remove so much pressure off your shoulders because your child learns to play and explore without you. They learn the coveted skill of independent play.




Add a Few Independent Activities

This strategy comes from Ortiz. It’s a great option for tweens and teenagers with little experience in roam zones because it allows them to create their zones slowly over time.

First, Ortiz figures out what a teen or tween has been yearning to do alone, but for whatever reason, their parents haven’t let them do it. In a way, he figures out their secret desires or suppressed aspirations.

“I just say to a child, ‘What is something you’d like to do independently that you’re not currently doing?’ ” he explained to me. “And most kids’ faces light up because they can list a whole bunch of things that they would like to do.”

For example, one nine-year-old wanted to ride the bus to school in Brooklyn alone. Another wanted to play chess in the park with strangers. One middle schooler told his mom, “I don’t want you to come to school anymore to walk me home.”

“That statement really shocked this mom,” Ortiz said, “because this kid was really anxious when we began.”

Ortiz calls these desires Independent Activities, or IAs. He helps families add several of these IAs into a child’s life, by having a child accomplish one task every day for five weeks. (But you can start much slower and do one or two per week.) If a child can’t think of any activities, Ortiz has a whole list of ideas. Parents have veto power on the activity. For example, one child wanted to take Amtrak through multiple states. “His mom said, ‘That’s absolutely not happening,’ ” Ortiz said with a chuckle. “But we figured out other activities.”
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After a few weeks, children begin to flourish, Ortiz has found. Because they learn to love “scary—but fun.” As they learn to take on risks, their sense of security and confidence grows.

Children tell Ortiz that they come to realize, Hey, I’m more capable than I thought I was. The world is safer than I thought. And I can handle it when things don’t go as planned. “These thoughts are antidotes to future anxiety,” Ortiz explained. “Anxiety is thinking, ‘I’m not flexible enough or creative enough to handle it when things don’t turn out how I expect.’ And we’re just destroying that idea by replacing it with real experiences,” he added.


Your Turn

Pull out your dream chart for your family. Can you think of any specific activities for the right-hand column that will add adventure to your children’s lives? Is there anything they’ve been yearning to do alone that’s a bit scary or risky? For example:


	Ask your child if they’re interested in learning to travel alone somewhere. Do they want to take the metro or bus to school, ride their bikes through town alone, or walk to a friend’s house?

	Is your child interested in learning to use a sharp or powerful tool, like the oven, sharp knives, or sewing equipment?

	Ask your child if there are any other activities they’re dying to do but have felt too shy to ask or have been forbidden to try.

	Can you start to build a roam zone near your house? Where could it be—a yard or a nearby park? Can you set aside an hour each week to try it out?
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CHAPTER 5 Phone Noise and Phantom Limbs


What does the dopamine system do best? It teaches the rest of the brain about what’s going to happen.

—Ivan E. de Araujo, neuroscientist at the Max Planck Institute for Biological Cybernetics



Rosy and I were about six months into this project, of transforming our relationships with magnets, and I could feel a smidge of pleasure dripping slowly back into my life. And it felt lovely.

Rosy threw herself wholeheartedly into new hobbies. She journaled, baked and cooked, learned to embroider, braided friendship bracelets, and listened to oodles of audiobooks.

At the same time, I embarked on a few projects of my own. I studied woodworking and built a mini sushi tray. I learned how to sew clothes and made a pair of black-and-white-striped lounge pants (and realized sewing wasn’t going to be my passion; I’m a beaver, not a bowerbird). And on Sunday afternoons, Rosy and I volunteered in a community farm, perched on a hillside overlooking southern San Francisco. We weeded cabbage beds, planted fava beans, and dug up giant pink turnips. Talk about the real reward!

I kept track of how these new hobbies left me feeling afterward. And I especially loved the post-gardening glow I brought home from the farm.

I truly enjoyed the work there. I loved holding those turnips in my hand—and simply watching Rosy’s face as the pink-and-white spears emerged from the brown soil. Then those blessed turnips bestowed on Rosy and me a second reward: They allowed us to eat them.

I’d return after an hour of weeding with black dirt under my fingernails and a warm radiance diffusing through my body. As I fried up fresh yellow potatoes and sliced the pink turnips, I felt this wonderful mixture of calm and excitement. This is the real reward, I thought, as we ate the best potatoes of my life.

On these evenings, I felt optimistic about Rosy’s future, and aware that my life, right now, at this moment, was pretty darn good. It was a wildly different feeling from how I felt several months earlier, after spending Sunday afternoon on social media.

A few hours of gardening lifted away that gray, gloomy fog in my mind and replaced it with a soft golden glow, like my life was now being lit with flattering lighting.

But, at the same time, I still felt trapped.

During these wonderful activities, I still often struggled to savor and enjoy the time away from my phone. I felt agitated and antsy. Time seemed to pass excruciatingly slowly. And I still suffered from what I thought of as “phone noise.”

No matter what I was doing, I still felt a constant nagging to check my phone. While I sanded a sushi tray, a little voice would urge, Check social media. While we dug up turnips, the same voice would suggest that I check Google about the variety of turnips we were picking or to identify the bird that just flew by. And as the hour at the farm dragged on, the voice would grow increasingly louder: You better check your email. You’re going to miss something at work.

And if I didn’t go check it, I grew increasingly uncomfortable, irritated, and cranky.

Even when I didn’t have my phone close to me, I still felt these urges and heard these voices in my head, telling me to go grab it for a sneak peek. One Sunday afternoon, while pulling up dead cabbage plants, I found myself checking my watch every few minutes to see when our hour was up so I could return to my car and touch my phone.

Somewhere along the way, my phone had turned into the equivalent of a phantom limb. I could sense its presence and yearned for it even after I amputated it.

To stop the “noise,” I tried many popular tips and tricks. I turned off all my notifications and switched my screen to black-and-white mode. I removed every app I could. I tracked the time that I spent on the phone each day, as well as the time I spent on each app.

But these tweaks did little to silence my mind. I grew extremely frustrated with myself. Why couldn’t I spend sixty minutes in a garden and not desire an activity that literally short-circuited my ability to experience pleasure? And then why did my mere desire for my phone leave me so irritable?

Despite years of researching, I had overlooked one key piece of the dopamine puzzle: What activates our motivation circuitry and triggers our desires for a reward in the first place? I thought I understood it well. But I was mistaken.



Back in the late 1980s, a German neuroscientist named Wolfram Schultz performed what’s become one of the most important—and famous—sets of experiments in neuroscience. Through these experiments, he uncovered an invisible force in our lives that influences nearly everything we do each day. Why we pick up our phones when we do. Why we eat what we do. Why we yearn to return to our phones and laptops while cajoling young children to sleep each night.

On the surface, Schultz’s experiments looked quite similar to the ones B. F. Skinner performed back in the 1930s. But instead of placing a pigeon inside a box, Schultz placed a monkey on a chair. He then put a small spout in front of the animal’s mouth. He positioned the spout perfectly so that when juice poured out from it, the juice would squirt right into the animal’s mouth. Similar to Skinner’s experiments, Schultz also put a small light near the chair, so the monkey could see it.

At some point in the morning, Schultz ran an experiment. He flashed on the light and then, two seconds later, squirted apple juice into the monkey’s mouth. Like all mammals, the animal enjoyed the sweet, sugary reward. Aaah! I
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But Schultz could do something with his monkey that Skinner could only dream of doing with his pigeons: Schultz could spy on the dopamine neurons inside the monkey’s brain. He could pinpoint the exact moment the neurons released dopamine into the monkey’s motivation circuitry. Thus, Schultz could figure out what in the monkey’s environment triggered a dopamine surge. Did the taste of the juice send his dopamine flowing? Or was it the sight of the light? Or maybe it was something less obvious, like sitting down in the chair?

To accomplish this extraordinary feat, Schultz had taught himself how to insert a tiny electrode inside the monkey’s brain, precisely in the middle of the animal’s motivation center. With this electrode, he could measure how much dopamine various neurons released throughout his experiment.

When Schultz ran the experiment for the first time, the dopamine neurons behaved as he expected. They showed great interest in the juice and released a whole bunch of dopamine when the juice hit the monkey’s mouth. Sugar! the neurons screamed. This keeps us alive. Value this! Do it again! (Here “doing it again” meant sitting still and waiting for another squirt, just as TikTok and Fortnite tell our brains to sit still and do it again! Do it again!)

But then Schultz repeated the same experiment for a few days, and the dopamine neurons began to act strangely. They no longer seemed to care about the sweet juice. Before long, when the sweet reward hit the monkey’s tongue, the neurons fell eerily quiet. They continued to release a tiny trickle of dopamine, but they no longer surged with a huge flood of it.

Instead, the neurons surged earlier in time—exactly two seconds earlier. The neurons started to surge exactly when the light flashed.

The data suggested that, over time, dopamine neurons stopped caring about or paying attention to the juice (the reward) but instead shifted their interest onto the light (which predicted the reward).

At the time, scientists still believed dopamine encoded pleasure. Many researchers regarded Schultz’s results as completely absurd, he told me. “Some people said, ‘Oh, well, I mean, you have all these overtrained monkeys and overtrained tasks, and why don’t you just start from scratch?’ ” he said in a lovely German accent.

But with our new understanding of dopamine, Schultz’s results make perfect sense. We now know that dopamine encodes wanting and motivation, and therefore the neurotransmitter needs to act before the arrival of a reward. It needs to signal or predict the presence of a reward and then motivate us to go get it.II

On its own, this finding tells us something profound about our motivation system and those “dopamine hits” that people often reference. Yes, dopamine neurons burst when we see a funny video on TikTok, play the second hour of Fortnite, or bite into an Oreo cookie. But over time, as we use an app frequently or snack on cookies regularly, the neurons stop caring as much about what’s on our phone or how the cookies taste. Instead, our dopamine neurons—and all the motivation they spark—turn their attention to what’s happening beforehand. They burst before you pick up your phone or open the package of Oreos. In fact, these pre-activity surges are what drive us to a device or food, day after day.

Soon Schultz’s experiments revealed another critical role of these pre-activity surges—one that helps to explain why I felt so cranky when I couldn’t check my phone at the community farm. He discovered this second role, he told me, by accident.

One morning, during the monkey experiment, Schultz and his student grew bored and started telling jokes. “Because the neurons always behaved the same way,” he said.

While he and his student goofed off, the juice stopped squirting into the monkey’s mouth. The light flashed, but then two seconds later, the monkey didn’t receive the reward.

What happened surprised Schultz. The monkey’s dopamine neurons still responded to the light. They surged as the light flashed. But two seconds later, when the juice was supposed to arrive, the neurons did something that Schultz had never seen before. Instead of sitting around idly, as they did when the juice arrived, they actually withdrew the dopamine back into the neurons. Like a vacuum cleaner sucks up dust from the floor, the neurons sucked up the dopamine from outside the cells. So instead of creating a surge, the neurons created a trough or sinkhole. As Schultz put it, they “depressed [their] activity.”

And these depressions didn’t feel good to the animals. Sometimes they vocalized unhappy sounds, made sad facial expressions, and even grew angry. Where in the heck is the juice I’m supposed to have right now? the monkey may have thought.

The monkey had grown to expect the juice to arrive two seconds after the light. And when this expected reward didn’t arrive, the animal protested.

With that experiment, Schultz discovered that dopamine not only encodes motivation and wanting, but it also encodes expectation. And what triggers that expectation? The light.



Neuroscientists and psychologists call the light in Schultz’s experiment a cue. Sometimes you’ll hear the terms “trigger” and “prompt.” They’re all the same. Cues are signals in our environment that we connect to a pleasant reward in life or to an activity that helps us survive (or at least gives us the impression that it helps us survive). They set the dopamine flowing, ignite our desires, and create expectations—and disappointment when those rewards don’t arrive.

In modern life, the most famous cue, of course, is a “notification” on our phones or games. All those dings, beeps, trills, vibrations, and flashes of messages that tell us, Hey, a tiny reward or important item may be waiting for you. They trigger us to stop what we’re doing, switch tasks, and change our train of thought.

There’s no doubt that these conscious cues directed my priorities in life. Those bells and beeps decided what I focused on and what I valued throughout my day. Because when my phone flashed a notification, I stopped talking to the person in front of me and turned to the “person” on the phone. I stopped listening to Rosy, who would be next to me sharing a story about soccer practice, and started “listening” to a group of moms chatting about why Sarah Wilson was acting so childish and should just “mind her own business.”

But these notifications clearly weren’t causing my problem at the community farm that day, while pulling up dead cabbage plants. My phone wasn’t even near me. It was stuffed at the bottom of my backpack inside my car, which was four hundred feet away. I couldn’t hear the cues. And yet I still yearned for my phone.

I could sense that I was still missing a big concept here. I didn’t have the full story. So I dug deeper into Schultz’s thirty years of experiments. I interviewed more neuroscientists, focusing on people who spent their entire careers studying cues and cravings. And finally, I found a huge clue.

“You’re not thinking broadly enough about cues,” Terry E. Robinson told me one afternoon. Robinson has studied the neuroscience of addiction at the University of Michigan for almost forty years and has collaborated extensively with Kent Berridge.

First off, Robinson explained, cues typically aren’t super-obvious lights and sounds in our lives. They’re way sneakier than that.

Cues can be anything around us that predicts a reward or the fulfillment of a fundamental need, he explained. It’s the Instagram logo on your phone, prompting you to check your account. It’s the black cursive T at the top of your browser, causing you to stop working and check the New York Times. It’s the Starbucks sign, triggering a desire for a latte.

Even normal, innocuous household items can transform into potent, behavior-changing cues, Robinson explained. For example, when I thought carefully about my habit of drinking Chardonnay each night, I could see that I didn’t need a beep to trigger my desire for wine. My dopamine neurons spontaneously found a cue in my kitchen: onions.

For nearly twenty-five years, I sipped a glass of wine (or two) while preparing dinner. Almost every night, I would go into our kitchen, grab an onion from the refrigerator, and start slicing it. As soon as the vegetable’s sulfurous scent wafted into the air, an image arose in my mind. It showed me pouring a glass of Chardonnay into a wineglass. Then I would feel this visceral urge to execute this action. I would not just want wine. I would need wine. I expected wine, thanks to that onion and its pungent scent.III

As the years went by, chopping onions turned into a potent cue for me—one that I can still sometimes feel even two years after I stopped drinking in my kitchen.
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“Even your kitchen was a cue,” Robinson pointed out. “Because cues can be contexts, as well.” A context is a time and place in which we execute a behavior. “So it’s the world around you when that behavior occurs,” he said. So cues can also be specific times during the day, or a particular day in the week. They can be the smell of a room, or the sound of a friend’s voice in that room.

“For example, if you drink at a particular bar, then that bar becomes a cue.” Now that I drink only at my neighbor Norma’s house, I rarely think of drinking in my own house. But when I step foot in Norma’s door, my dopamine neurons erupt like Mount Vesuvius in AD 79, releasing their neurotransmitter, and giving me one visceral thought: Hmm, I’d really like a glass of wine.

Most of the time, Robinson explained, we don’t notice these cues or the instructions they trigger in our minds. We don’t perceive the shifts in thought that a cue can provoke or the behavior it changes. It all happens largely below our consciousness. So cues are what turns a deliberate choice to have a glass of Chardonnay or pick up your phone into an automatic, unconscious habit.

But, as Robinson explained, cues go beyond odors, onions, and hours of the day. As we spend more and more time with an app or repeatedly eat an ultraprocessed snack, its cues can start behaving quite strangely. They can creep back in time, earlier and earlier, so you’re thinking of a video game or an Oreo cookie long before you typically have it.

Cues can also invade our bodies. “They can become emotions or moods,” Robinson said. These triggers are known as “internal cues,” and they include strong and complex feelings but also subtle, even subconscious thoughts. So that you desire an app or food even when you’re not near it or around it.
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At this point, I could see that I had likely created unconscious cues in my life drawing me to my phone even when I didn’t want to use it—even when I longed to take a break from it. But I still didn’t understand the origin of my phone noise or grasp the scale of my problem until I examined a specific case study in detail. This example also helped me understand how cues shape our children’s thoughts and behaviors.

It’s a case study about a smart, sassy, and sweet boy named Sam.



At twelve years old, Sam is a dream kid. He does well in school and helps around the house. But he also spends a large amount of time playing Minecraft after school on his laptop. On the weekends, he can easily play twelve to fourteen hours.

This habit worries his mom, especially because Sam only interacts with friends through Minecraft. Sam’s mom would rather he spend time on activities that align more with her values and develop in-person friendships that actually fulfill his need for social support. She also suspects that time with these virtual friends only makes him lonelier.

So Sam’s mom sets up their living room as all the habit experts have recommended. She’s made the high-quality activities—the ones she values the most—obvious and easy. She stocked the bookshelf with several sixth-grade-level books, including Sam’s favorite series, Wings of Fire. She placed a piano in the corner for Sam to play. She filled another shelf with science experiment kits. On the coffee table, she even put math puzzles.

She has hidden his laptop inside a desk drawer in Sam’s bedroom.

Now let’s imagine, it’s a Wednesday afternoon around 4:00 p.m. Sam hops out of the car, runs into his living room, and throws down his backpack. With his homework completed for the day, Sam has a decision to make: how to spend his free time. What does Sam choose? Does he choose what he sees in the living room—the easy and obvious choice—or does he go after the hidden option in the drawer?

To answer that question, I called up two neuroscientists, Yevgenia Kozorovitskiy at Northwestern University and Anne-Noël Samaha at the University of Montreal. Both study the motivation system and both have children.

Kozorovitskiy and Samaha explained to me how Sam’s choice changed over time, just as the monkey’s dopamine neurons changed their behavior as Schultz repeated the juice experiment day after day.

When Sam first began playing Minecraft three years ago, dopamine surged in his brain only during the activity, as he chatted with friends, moved through virtual spaces, and clicked on surprise after surprise.

“When we encounter something that is quite exciting or an unexpected reward, your dopamine neurons go ‘boom,’ and you get dopamine release,” Kozorovitskiy told me. (Just like it did for the monkey when he first tasted the sweet, sugary juice that spurted into his mouth.)

At this point, Sam still probably wanted to try out and fiddle with other activities that his mom provided. Maybe he flipped through the books, practiced piano, or tried a science experiment. These activities also caused dopamine to surge in his brain because they involved learning, adventure, and progress too. But the piano didn’t have a team of engineers dedicated to figuring out tricks so that Sam would play the piano for six hours each day. The authors of Wings of Fire haven’t used AI to keep Sam reading as long as possible (not yet!). And those science experiments? Well, they take mental effort—hard mental effort—before you feel their reward. Nobody has tweaked them to deliver a surprising ding-a-ling-ling! or an unexpected burst of animated hearts flowing across your vision when you’ve realized why baking soda and vinegar bubble up.

So all these high-value hobbies will deliver smaller and fewer dopamine surges than Minecraft will create. By design, the video game will cause relatively large dopamine surges in Sam’s brain because the company has optimized the game to do just that—to boost wanting and desire.

Over time, as Sam plays Minecraft day after day his motivation circuitry will start to ignore the analog activities. They’re not the “biggest reward” in Sam’s environment, as Kozorovitskiy put it. Sam’s focus and desire will narrow down to one activity: playing Minecraft. At the same time, his dopamine neurons will start to identify clues in Sam’s life that predict the arrival of Minecraft (just like the monkey’s dopamine neurons found clues—the light—to predict the arrival of the sweet juice). One of the first and strongest cues he’ll identify is his laptop. The sight of the laptop reliably predicts the reward of Minecraft. And therefore, it will trigger a strong desire to play Minecraft. So the pathway looks like this:
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As time goes on, his dopamine neurons will pick up more and more cues for Minecraft, all around his house. The furniture in the living room could cue Sam’s motivation circuitry, as might the sight of the afternoon sun spilling through the blinds or the smell of the living room’s leather sofa.

These cues act largely below Sam’s conscious mind. He isn’t aware that the sight of the laptop or his sofa triggers a visceral need for him to play Minecraft. The feeling crops up automatically. And these subconscious desires eventually turn Sam’s casual play into a habit.

All these cues start triggering the release of dopamine, before Sam even logs in and launches the game. “The dopamine surge actually starts preceding the reward itself, right? So the unexpected reward turns into an expectation of a reward,” Kozorovitskiy said.

The dopamine can even start flowing before Sam enters the house. His neurons can identify cues that back way, way up in time. This is why children sometimes start asking for screen time hours before they typically have it.

As Sam’s habit strengthens, so do the cues driving him to want Minecraft. Eventually, these cues can play a trick on Sam. They occur only in his mind. He now associates specific feelings with playing Minecraft, and these feelings trigger a strong, visceral desire for playing. Internal cues for Sam could be any strong emotions, such as sadness, loneliness, anxiety, excitement, or joy.IV

But Sam’s internal cues could also be subtle changes in his mood or thoughts. A slight discomfort from a bad day at school or a flicker of tiredness could trigger the desire to play Minecraft. Sam may come to see Minecraft as a way of distracting himself from these uncomfortable feelings, and anytime he feels this way, Minecraft becomes the go-to relief.

Even a trace of boredom or the tiny thought of What do I do now? could form a cue for Sam. I know this internal cue well. Sometimes while I’m writing, I feel the slightest bit of frustration because I’m not sure what words or sentences will come next in this book. I have this barely perceptible feeling of being stuck or even the sense that extra mental effort may be required.

Over the past decade, I have trained my motivation circuitry so that this feeling—this cue—triggers what I think of as the go-check-a-bunch-of-websites algorithm. I stop what I’m doing and go check my email, go check Twitter, go check the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, the New Yorker. Then I go check the weather on two different websites. Then… wait for it… I go check my email and Twitter again! Sometimes I would cycle through nearly a dozen websites and waste about thirty minutes of my life on this shallow and useless task, which often ended up making me feel anxious (from the news), insufficient (from social media), or dreary (from a combination of both). Luckily, I’ve now set up my environment to protect myself from this behavior. (I use the app blocker that the writer Zadie Smith also uses while writing; I’ll discuss app blockers in Week #2 of the Four-Week Transformation.)

The time of day can also act as an internal cue. It does for Sam and Minecraft. His brain is excellent at keeping track of time. And eventually he will start to associate “after school” or “around 4:00 p.m.” with playing Minecraft.

At the same time, Sam’s laptop begins a remarkable metamorphosis. It turns into what neuroscientists call a motivational magnet. You can think of motivational magnets as cues on steroids or high-octane cues, because they motivate us like no one’s business to obtain a reward. They trigger a strong, urgent desire for the reward and give us extra oomph to go seek out the reward.

But motivational magnets work differently than regular cues. Because they create an invisible force field that pulls you to the cue itself, similar to the way a magnet attracts a piece of metal. Even if a magnet sits behind a wall, it can still draw a piece of metal to it if the magnetic field is strong enough. Analogously, with motivational magnets, you don’t need to see, hear, or smell the cue anymore to feel its effect. Just the knowledge that the cue is near you is enough to ignite an intense desire or craving for the reward and for the cue itself.V

That’s what Sam’s laptop now does. It creates an invisible field that can pass through his desk drawer and his backpack. This field pulls Sam to the laptop even when he can’t see it. Just knowing where the laptop sits and that it’s available to him is enough to trigger a strong, visceral desire in him to touch his laptop.

So when Sam flies through his front door at 4:00 p.m., throws down his backpack, and stands in the living room, all the cues around him (the furniture, the smells, the light, the time) and the hidden motivational magnet (the laptop in the drawer) combine together to generate one loud, unanimous signal to Sam: It’s Minecraft time. Go grab that laptop and play Minecraft.

It doesn’t matter that he can’t see the laptop. Because his motivation system doesn’t need to see it anymore to trigger a desire. After months and months of exposure to Minecraft in this context, his dopamine neurons know exactly where to find Minecraft.

And so Sam rushes past the shelf of books, the piano, and the cool, interesting science experiments. He doesn’t even notice them. His motivation circuitry has long forgotten them. Their little whispers of dopamine can’t compete with the rip-roaring surges created by Minecraft.

He runs into his room, pulls up a chair to his desk, and whips out the laptop. He’ll do this every day, as long as he knows the laptop is available.

The take-home message becomes clear: Video games, streaming platforms, and social media—which, by design, produce strong motivational magnetics—will always outcompete the slow, analog activities for Sam’s attention and choice. No matter how easy and obvious Sam’s mom makes these activities. If Sam’s motivation circuitry has learned, over time, that there’s a chance to play Minecraft, in a particular context, the motivational magnet will guide him to it, even if it’s hidden inside his desk drawer, Samaha said.

“If you’re teaching your brain that in this context, and in the presence of these cues, you’re going to go and play video games… then whenever you’re in that situation, you’re basically primed to do it, and to do it again the next day,” she said. “Those cues gain a lot of control over our behavior. These activities can very easily become habits that are inflexible.”

They can easily become obsessions. As a friend of mine who struggles with video games put it: “You can prime yourself to play in any window of time when it’s allowed or remotely possible—without realizing that’s what you’ve conditioned yourself to do.”

Sam now expects to play Minecraft in this context, just as the monkey in Schultz’s experiments expected the juice. And if Sam doesn’t get to play the game, he’ll work extremely hard to fulfill his expectations. He may even become angry, just as you yourself might become angry when expectation turns into disappointment.

So Sam’s brain—any child’s brain—is just doing what it evolved to do, Samaha said. That is, learn where to find the easiest, quickest, most valued activities in its environment. That is, the activities that triggered the most dopamine. Never mind that Minecraft isn’t needed for survival or genuinely fulfilling Sam’s needs for friends, exploration, and creativity. That’s the sleight of hand here practiced by the makers of games, apps, and platforms.



As Samaha and I continued our conversation that day an ominous question arose in my mind. If playing Minecraft in his room each day at 4:00 p.m. created this strong motivational magnet, pulling his attention to his laptop and urging him to log onto the game, then what would happen if Sam could carry Minecraft around with him? Would he feel this pull, this visceral desire, to play Minecraft everywhere he goes? Would his dopamine neurons create cues everywhere?

And then it hit me: Oh my gosh, I thought. That’s exactly what I’ve been doing with my smartphone. After I had been carrying my phone around with me, all the time, for about ten years, my dopamine neurons had mapped out cues all over my day. At the park, at the beach, at the café, on the bus, in the car, in the kitchen, on the toilet. You name it, cues were coming at me all day long.

And they were coming from inside myself, as well.

Every time I felt a flicker of frustration, curiosity, anxiety, boredom, even joy or excitement, I checked my phone. Every pause in my life, from stopping at a traffic light to standing at the microwave while heating up leftover lasagna, triggered the desire to check my phone. Every time I switched tasks or emotional states, I checked my phone. I had come to associate almost every minute of the day, from morning till bedtime, with checking my phone.
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So no wonder, when I was kneeling in the dirt at the community garden, digging up old cabbage plants, all I could hear was “noise” in my head, calling me to get up and go check my phone. Because, of course, my phone had become an ultra-strong magnet. So even when it sat in the car, it pulled me to it from across the vegetable beds. Every time we finished a row of weeding and switched tasks, I triggered a cue to look at my phone. Every time my mind wandered, and I thought of my job, I triggered a cue to look at my phone. Every time Rosy came over and looked so cute carrying giant turnip plants around, I triggered another cue—the Oh-I-need-to-take-a-photo-for-social-media cue.

Maddeningly, what should have been a beautiful moment of calm connection with the earth, Rosy, and turnip plants blurred into every other moment in my life: a time to connect to the internet.

The result, at least for me, was a near-constant desire to check my phone, no matter where I went. Even when I didn’t have my phone with me, I still had the cues around me, telling me to check my email, check Twitter, check texts. It didn’t matter.

I asked Samaha if this could be true: Could this be the cause of my “phone noise”?

“Most adults have become like robots with their phones,” she said. “We go to the bathroom, we take the phone. We’re on public transportation, we take the phone. We’re waiting in line, we take the phone. And so all these places become cues for ‘Oh, social media or some video is waiting for me,’ or ‘Oh, I’ll check how many likes I got.’

“It becomes very insidious because our phones and tablets are accessible essentially all the time,” she added. “And it’s socially accepted for you to take them out and use them.”

On top of that, she said, we don’t have to pay for most of these apps monetarily, so we think it’s affordable. We think it’s doing no harm. But, as Samaha pointed out, we live in a society in which we are paid for our time. So we are paying dearly for the constant attention we all pay to our phones. Not to mention the emotional toll we bear.

While I had found my phone and Twitter fun and rewarding at the start, over time they evolved into a burden and a trap. Because, similar to young Sam standing in his living room, I had lost the neurological pathways telling me to want other activities—ones that might motivate me to read a magazine (uninterrupted by a text), talk to a friend in the park (uninterrupted by a text), go on a walk with Rosy (uninterrupted by a text), and fall asleep at night (uninterrupted by a text). That’s why I felt distracted and unsettled so often.

The apps on my phone had pulled on my attention so hard and so often that they ended up erasing the cues for other hobbies and joys of my life. The only cues left in my world pointed me to activities that I actually didn’t like anymore—that withheld the reward and didn’t fulfill my needs. That left me feeling unsatisfied and anxious.

Sam and I were in the same boat. For Sam, the cues told him to play Minecraft. For me, the cues told me to check my phone. I didn’t want Rosy to end up in that boat with us.

For all my best efforts, I had gotten caught up in a trap—my whole family had. But during our conversation, Samaha had helped me to recognize the last step that we needed to escape this trap, permanently. We needed to remove the motivational magnets.


	I. I have simplified the explanation slightly. In the original version, the monkey had to touch a lever, after the light flashed, to receive the juice. So the experiment went: flash → lever touch → juice.

	II. Since Schultz could measure dopamine release directly, he could also see that dopamine neurons help to set the value of a reward. Bigger surges meant higher-value rewards. He could also see that dopamine neurons actually encode an error in the reward values, not the absolute value of that reward. This error measurement is what makes us all go after bigger and bigger rewards in life and is called reward prediction error.

	III. Alcohol is a tough habit to crack—way harder than social media or my phone. I had to set strong bright-line rules and move all the cues that I could out of my house, especially the wine itself. Finally, after about a year, the power of my alcohol cues faded away, and I no longer saw these images every evening at 6:00 p.m. I was largely free from the intense desire for wine.

	IV. For many people, any strong emotion, positive or negative, is a potent cue for drinking alcohol. So excitement and the desire to celebrate can trigger the desire for drinking, just as much as sadness, despair, or anxiety can.

	V. In essence, the cue has turned into the reward itself. It’s turned into a dopamine magnet. You start wanting the cue and working for it. You start valuing the cue as much as you value the reward. For example, many people eventually start valuing and wanting their smartphones (the cue), in addition to the messages and information on them (the rewards.)







STEP 5 Curate the Cues

[image: A monochromatic illustration of a hand holding paintbrushes, with the text Curate the Cues encircling the image.]

Sometimes all you need to do is tackle the prompt and you’re done [with the habit], and there are three ways to do this: remove the prompt, avoid the prompt, or ignore the prompt.

—BJ Fogg, Tiny Habits



Today parents face an unprecedented challenge: We have devices in our lives that are intentionally designed to pull children to them and then hold children on them for as long as possible. We have technologies designed for overconsumption.

“These products plug right into their reward circuitry and become the only thing the child wants to do or eat,” said Read Montague, a neuroscientist at Virginia Tech and one of the world’s leading experts on dopamine. Montague helped Wolfram Schultz decipher his famous monkey experiments and discover how cues trigger expectations.

Montague has five children, from age ten to above age twenty-five. Through the past two decades, he has watched these products come into his family’s home and change his children, he told me. One child developed a mental health problem as an adolescent, and Montague pointed to social media as a key factor. Another child is “less trapped” by apps and games, Montague said, but the smartphone still transformed him. Last year, Montague and his wife took the child’s phone away for eight months, and Montague said the teenager “reappeared” to him.

“We could feel the person that we knew before the phone coming back to us,” he said. “It was palpable.”

These unprecedented products require unprecedented parenting strategies, Montague told me.

“Parents can’t control these technologies with the normal tactics they’ve used for generations,” he said. You can’t simply put a child’s laptop in her desk drawer and tell the child to go read a book, instead of playing a video game, after school. You can’t hand a thirteen-year-old girl her phone on a Friday evening and expect her to go hang out with her friends, instead of sitting in her room, scrolling on social media. As we’ll learn in the next chapter, you can’t put a tray of ultraprocessed chicken tenders and french fries on the dinner table each night and expect a child to scoop up the sautéed broccoli and corn salad.

As I realized while digging up cabbage plants at the community farm, our brains will crave and pull us to the internet every time we believe there’s the slightest chance of going online—no matter how much we want to enjoy richer, more fulfilling rewards in life. No matter our good intentions. In a similar fashion, our motivation circuitry will draw us to the ultraprocessed foods almost every time. No matter how many times we serve the broccoli and corn.

And so during this new, uncharted age, our job as parents has changed. We now have to protect children from the cues and magnets these products create.

As Anne-Noël Samaha told me: Magnets become “very insidious because our phones and tablets are accessible essentially all the time.”

So, in essence, we need to build little zones in our lives—specific times and places—in which high-value habits and the goals that we want for our children can flourish, Montague explained. We need to ensure children have spaces in their life where they’re protected from motivational magnets pulling them to shallow activities and unsatisfying ultraprocessed foods.

For me, I needed to create places where Rosy’s own priorities for herself—and my priorities for her—are her central focus. Places where she can experiment with hobbies and pastimes so she can find her true passions and pleasures in life, ones that get her excited to get out of bed each morning and leave her feeling energized and relaxed afterward, instead of in a state of stress that leads to fighting and screaming. Ones that fulfill her needs.

In these curated zones, we’re going to make the cues work in our favor. The cues and context will join together and unanimously tell her, It’s piano time! or It’s time to play outside! or It’s split-pea soup time!

In these zones, Rosy’s desire for low-value activities would wane and, concomitantly, her desire for high-value ones would strengthen. Her brain would create a strong pathway of wanting. “The more you expose yourself to a rewarding food or activity, the more your reward circuitry reconfigures the rest of the brain so that you respond to its cues and want that food or activity,” Ivan de Araujo, a neuroscientist at the Max Planck Institute, told me.

In these zones, Rosy’s motivation circuitry would have the chance to run as it had evolved to run: to fuel her desire for what’s truly rewarding—and satisfying—for her. To compel her to work hard for challenging and fulfilling goals.

To build these zones, we’re going to combine together all four steps and skills that we’ve learned so far in this book. Then we’re going to add on the fifth and final step, which I call curating the cues.

These five steps together create a protocol that you can use to break any shallow habit you want and replace it with a high-value one (or you can use the protocol to strengthen and protect a high-value habit that you already have).

This final step is important for helping the new habit persist and even become permanent. It’s critical for making the new activity come easily and effortlessly to the child—and therefore making your life easier and more peaceful as their parent. This fifth step also helps to keep the shallow habit from creeping back into our lives.

Essentially, we’re going to ensure the motivational magnets stay out of the “zone” of the time and place we’re creating. If you don’t remove the magnets properly, this process will likely fail.

The ability to curate the cues in our children’s lives is our most potent superpower. Because it gives us the capacity not only to break unwanted habits quickly but also to create the homelife we want for our family. With this tool, we can give our children an incredible gift: the chance to nurture lifelong hobbies and passions that make them feel just as good afterward as they feel during the activity.

To demonstrate how the protocol works, I’m going to show how I used it to break Rosy’s habit of screen time after dinner. At the end of the chapter, I’ll provide a guide so you can try the whole method yourself with your children.

OK, let’s bring pleasure back into our lives, and make our lives easier.


Step 1: Take the Wheel

While writing this book, I grew quite tired of Rosy watching Netflix in the evenings. It created conflict, interfered with her homework, and prevented her from calming down at night. But I also realized she was happier and enjoyed life more without Netflix. So I wanted to cut out the cartoons on the weekdays, and I wanted them gone forever.

As we’ve learned, I needed to be more specific here. I needed to narrow down the activity to one time, one place, and one particular behavior.


Habits occur in a slice of your day.
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One way to make this situation more specific was to think about how habits crop up in our lives. They occur in a particular context. That is, a precise place and time.

So I asked myself three questions:

When does the activity occur? Right after we clean up the dinner table.

Where does it occur? At our house, in the living room.

What specifically is the behavior? What is she doing? Watching cartoons on my laptop.

Now I have identified the specific habit that I want to break: I wanted Rosy to stop watching Netflix after dinner on my laptop. (And I really wanted it to go away forever.)

Now I needed a replacement activity. So I looked back at my dream list to see what I wanted our family to prioritize in the evenings. I knew right away which value I hoped to nourish: a love for playing outside.

I wanted Rosy to develop the habit of playing outside after dinner, especially in the summer when the days are long and nobody wants to sleep until 10:00 p.m. I wanted her to go outside, get sweaty, dirty, and become oh so tired. (Eventually, I hoped that she would do this voluntarily, without me begging, nagging, or bribing.)

Now, at this point, the activity didn’t have to be too precise, because I was going to have Rosy help me flesh out the activity and decide for herself what she longed to do outside. That is, I was going to ride her wave of motivation.
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Step 2: Ride the Motivational Wave

After dinner, all the cues in Rosy’s life were telling her to crave and work for Lego Girls. She was expecting to fulfill a need in her life. If I then told her she couldn’t do that tonight and the only other option was “free play” or “independent play,” I’m basically saying to her, “Go sit over there in the place you usually watch Lego Girls and stew in your cues. Think about how much you yearn for something you can’t have.” What misery!

But what if I come along and offer something just as enticing as Lego Girls? Perhaps even more enticing (and way more purposeful). And even better, what if we leave the living room and do this fun, new activity in a place away from all those pesky prompts calling her to my laptop? Then giving up Lego Girls doesn’t feel so bad. In fact, she may even choose to give it up.

So instead of forcing Rosy to white-knuckle her way through these cravings and cues, I’m going to ease her struggle by using the tool we picked up in Step 2: riding her motivational wave.

I’m going to align my goal for her with a task that she already wanted to do—a task that revs up her motivation circuitry and sets the dopamine flowing. As habit expert Stephanie Weldy said: “I’m going to offer them an equally alluring activity” as the shallow activity.

So I went and looked at Rosy’s dream list. Was there any activity that’s outside and could work after dinner?

For example, one of Rosy’s dream activities is to ride her bike without me. That’s not specific enough. Because it doesn’t tell me, as a parent, what I need to do. So I asked her to be more specific. Where did she want to bike? How long?


	Where: To the corner market

	How long: Until it gets dark

	In what fashion: Without her mom!



Now we’re talking. We have a specific replacement activity: “Rosy wants to learn to ride her bike to the market, alone, before dark.” I can teach her that—and teach her quickly.

It’s a good replacement because it contains three characteristics:


	1. The child wants it (and so they have motivation to do it).

	2. The parent wants it (because it aligns with the family’s values).

	3. It’s sustainable (because it doesn’t involve me over the long run).





Step 3: Celebrate to Habituate

Once I had decided on a replacement activity, I could start to celebrate it. I created a list in my mind of all the advantages and benefits of Rosy biking after dinner instead of watching cartoons (e.g., biking will put her in a better mood; it will relax and tire her; it will teach her a useful skill; I’ll never need to convince her to get off her bike). I began to think about the new activity as a “biking adventure,” a “chance for Rosy to have freedom,” and something “she always wanted to do.”

I shared these positive ideas with Rosy when opportunities arose. In a way, I started to hype up biking. One day I told her, “Once you learn to bike around town alone, you’re a free woman.”

I also invested a small amount of time and money into improving her bike. I had the local mechanic tune it up and fill the tires with green slime so they wouldn’t go flat easily. And I made a special place on our front porch for her bike so she could keep it there and have easy access to it. These small investments signaled to her that biking was important to our family.

Then throughout the rest of the protocol, I continued to celebrate biking and Rosy’s progress with it. So you’ll find micro-celebrations sprinkled throughout the next steps.



Step 4: Shine the Bright-Line Rule

At this point I decided that Lego Girls was never coming back after dinner. So in my mind I created an extremely clear bright-line rule: Our family doesn’t use screens after dinner. Never again.

I didn’t tell Rosy about this bright-line rule—not yet. At this point, telling her would have only created conflict and chaos. It would have launched a big conversation about whether or not she’ll ever watch Lego Girls again. And my short-term goal isn’t to make her feel like Lego Girls is permanently gone (although that’s the plan). That would have just upset her immensely.I

So I kept the bright-line rule to myself for a while. But I created one for myself so that I could stay firm when she begged or tried to change my mind about Lego Girls. The bright-line rule helped me value and stick to our new goal as a family.

On top of that, Matt and I agreed beforehand that this rule would apply to us as well. We decided not to use phones and laptops for entertainment purposes after dinner. If we had to work, then we would do it in our office or at our desk. And we would try to do it after Rosy went to bed. Our inclusion in this rule sent a strong signal to Rosy that we were all in this together, and what our family valued was being outside, not on a screen.

Besides, if I brought out my phone or laptop, I knew bike riding would be over. One sight of those magnets would set off a whole round of begging and negotiating for screen time. So I essentially told myself, They’re off-limits for you too, Michaeleen.

At first, this rule felt like it would be hard for me to follow. But then two actions made it easy:


	1. I did a little math. The time between dinner and Rosy’s bedtime was quite slim, only about two hours. I decided I could handle that amount of time without my phone, for Rosy’s sake.

	2. And I curated my own cues, while I curated Rosy’s cues.





Step 5: Curate the Cues

Over the past few decades, habit experts have realized that the simplest way to stop an unwanted behavior is to remove the cue—or, in the case of technology and foods, remove the motivational magnet.

“Removing the prompt is your best first move to stop a behavior from happening,” BJ Fogg wrote in his book Tiny Habits.

But here’s what often goes unmentioned in these books (and why those strategies failed me repeatedly): You can’t simply put the laptop away on a shelf or in a desk drawer, as Sam’s mom did in chapter 5. You can’t simply place the video game console in a cabinet, where the child knows it sits. Because the motivational magnets work through walls and will pull the child to them.

Instead, you have to perform a modicum of magic yourself. You have to make the magnet—the device, app, or ultraprocessed food—completely vanish from your home. Poof! It has to disappear in the child’s mind.

The child needs to believe that they no longer have an option of playing the game, watching videos, or eating Cheez-It crackers. It’s off-limits for good in this context. It’s vaporized or sublimated into air.

If the child believes there’s even an iota of a chance to go online or have one Cheez-It, their dopamine circuitry will light up like the Las Vegas skyline. It will tell them, There’s a reward here! What are you waiting for, silly? Go get it! They’ll feel a strong, visceral craving for the activity or food, and they’ll work hard to obtain it. They’ll beg, cry, and try to wear you down. You’ll struggle, day after day, to pull them away from the old routine and focus on the high-value habit you want to introduce.

But—and this is critical—if a child knows the device or ultraprocessed food isn’t available in a particular context, the motivation circuitry relaxes. The magnet shuts off. And that extreme desire and need fades away. The child can focus their attention and desires on more fulfilling activities.

“It’s like a smoker being on a plane,” said psychologist Ashley Gearhardt at the University of Michigan. They know they can’t smoke so their brains eventually stop craving nicotine while flying.

This relaxation doesn’t happen immediately, but it’s pretty darn fast. Usually the magnetic pull shuts off in a few days, especially if a child hasn’t had that much exposure to the device or an ultraprocessed food. But even for tweens and teens who have entrenched, long-term habits, the magnets will shut off if the child truly believes they can’t use the device in a given context.

So you have to be strong here. You have to be the pack leader. If a child has even a slight hope that they can override you and obtain the device, they will work extremely hard to fulfill that desire. (That’s what dopamine tells them to do: Work! Persist! Fight!) You have to ensure that they will fail.

These motivational magnets may be strong at the moment. But you’re stronger. And they demagnetize remarkably easily—way more easily than you might think.II



So I was going to exploit this feature of Rosy’s dopamine system to remodel her behavior after dinner. To do that, I first needed to identify the motivational magnets for watching Netflix.

In most circumstances, devices themselves turn into some of the strongest magnets we have. So for Rosy, the sight of my laptop triggered an intense desire to watch cartoons. The sight of my phone also sparked her desire because she had watched Netflix on that device too.

[image: A circular flowchart illustrates the cycle of wanting, working for, and watching Netflix, triggered by the sight of a laptop.]

Cue: Sight of laptop → Want Netflix → Work for Netflix

Cue: Sight of phone → Want Netflix → Work for Netflix



As children build a relationship with a device, they also come to associate particular feelings and emotions with it. For Rosy, I think she grew to associate the feeling of boredom with Netflix. Whenever she felt a bit like Oh, I’m not sure what to do, it prompted her to ask for Netflix.

So her cues included:


	Sight of my laptop or her dad’s laptop

	Sight of my phone

	The feeling of boredom, maybe loneliness too



These prompts become most powerful for her in the “after dinner” context. In our living room, around 7:00 p.m. each night, the cues triggered one strong feeling in Rosy: Dinner’s over, it’s cartoon time! III

That meant I needed to remove the motivational magnets before—way before—this context arrived in the Doucleff household. My laptop and phone had to vanish before I started cooking dinner. So there would be no chance she would see them after dinner.

To do that, I needed to put my laptop and phone in a place where I knew Rosy wouldn’t find them, even if she went on a tirade, searching all over our house. (Since they were motivational magnets for her, she might be super-willing to work for them.) They also needed to be in a place where it would be difficult for me to retrieve them. Then I’d be less tempted to cave in if she started whining or pleading. I could stand firm and believe in the process.

And so before I started making dinner, I wrapped my laptop and phone in a blanket and put them in the dryer.

Another option is deep, deep in a closet, buried behind clothes. Or up high and hidden in a box of shoes. If you have an attic or secret spot in the basement, now’s the time to use it.

What if your child needs their magnet for schoolwork? I’ll discuss that situation during the Four-Week Transformation Week #2.

OK, so I removed the motivational magnets for the shallow activity. But to finish curating the cues, I needed a second step: refilling the cues. I needed to add cues for the new high-value activity.

This is supercritical. If we don’t build prompts and triggers for the new activity, the habit won’t form (or will form extremely slowly). And the shallow habit will sneak its way back into your life.

Sometimes I forget to do this, and then we all struggle.

In this case, I was swapping out watching cartoons for the adventure of learning to bike to the store alone. What a wonderful gift for Rosy!

Lego Girls → swap it → Biking alone to the market

To do that I had to prepare the cues for biking. I had to make it so easy for Rosy to hop on her bike that she didn’t have time to whine, complain, or think about Lego Girls.

I brought both our bikes outside and stood them up on the front walkway. So we could leave our house right after dinner.

Just in case she resisted the new routine, I had a second alternative activity to offer her, one that I already knew she loved: audiobooks.IV



OK, now I was ready to make the swap. As we’ve learned, I presented the new activity to Rosy with as much positivity as possible. That is, I continued to celebrate before, during, and after the new activity. Here’s how I did it.

After dinner, as I was scraping the leftover chicken and rice into the dog bowl, Rosy came over and began making her case for cartoons: “Mama, can I watch? Can I watch?”

I looked over at her, and responded with a positive but tempered tone: “Oh my gosh, Rosy, tonight I have a wonderful surprise for you. Something that may just be better than watching cartoons… if you’re up for it.” (Here I’m boosting her drive a bit by implying she has the option not to do the new activity.)

“What is it?” she asked with great curiosity. (Curiosity is such a big motivator. By my setting up the project as a mystery, she’s now super-motivated to find out what this activity is.)

“Give me a few minutes to finish cleaning up,” I responded. “Can you sweep the floor and wipe the table first?”

Then after we finished cleaning, I said to her, “OK. Let’s go outside for the surprise. It’s going to be a fun adventure.”

Now we were leaving behind all those pesky prompts in the living room—and the magnet hiding in the dryer. I said, “Tonight I’m going to teach you to ride to the market so you can start doing it alone. Can you believe it? All by yourself. It’s going to be scary… but fun.” (Challenges motivate children. And fun does too.)

“I’ve got your bike all ready to go,” I added. “Are you ready? Do you think you can do it?”

My bike celebration distracted Rosy from the thought of Lego Girls long enough to walk outside (and into a fresh context). We hopped on the bikes and… plop! Her new habit seed went into the soft, moist soil with surprising ease. And I immediately started watering it.

While we were riding together, I tossed out a few micro-celebrations, every now and then. I said something as simple as “This is fun,” or “I love riding. It feels good.” I didn’t need to say much. Even the smile on my face was probably enough.

Because, to be honest, riding together did feel good to me. Like really good! The cool evening breeze striking my face. The thrill of riding fast down the hill. Talk about a whoosh and ding! Biking felt wonderful. And my mood shifted immediately from stressed and worried about work to relaxed and happy to be outside.

Then when I looked over at Rosy, I saw the same happiness. Her face lit up with pure delight. As we looked at each other, with huge grins across our faces, I sensed us connect in a new way. I felt love spread throughout my whole body.

All those big sensory elements—hearing the wind whoosh in my ears, smelling the spicy scent of cedar in the air, watching the pink clouds float above us—lit up my hedonic hotspots and filled me with a genuine joy. So I said that too: “I love being together with you. And being outside! What a beautiful night.”

After we biked to the market and then around the neighborhood for about twenty minutes, we returned home, and I thanked Rosy for the fun ride: “That was great! Thank you, Rosy, for going with me.” And I pointed out how good I felt: “Gosh, I feel so relaxed and good after riding our bikes. I love it. I can’t wait to do it again tomorrow night.” And she continued to ride alone until dark.

And that’s what we did for the next few evenings. We cleaned up dinner and hopped on the bikes. I started to realize something surprising: Being outside made me feel way better after dinner than being on my phone. I had planted my own habit seed, and it sprouted a strong, healthy seedling.



Now, of course, Rosy didn’t immediately forget Lego Girls and the hundreds of other TV shows Netflix offers children. (Just think about that: hundreds of TV shows. Talk about bottomless.)

Instead, she asked for it, many times. I can’t remember the exact number. Maybe a dozen. Maybe twenty. I could sense that, for about a week, she carried around a feeling of Biking is great, but when are we watching Lego Girls?

The first few nights when she asked for the show, I intentionally brushed it off quickly. I made a point to act like it wasn’t a big deal that we were completely changing our evening habits. My own mom surely didn’t think that it was a big deal to turn off the television and chase me and my sister out of the house, regularly (and she didn’t once go bike riding with us). Why should I think it’s a big deal? The bigger deal that I made of Lego Girls, the bigger deal Rosy would make of it. As I’ve been discussing, children decide what’s important by looking at how we act.

I also intentionally didn’t tell her that this routine was permanent. I said something like “Yeah, we’re not watching Netflix tonight.” And after a few days, I expanded that out to, “It’s a good time to take a break from Netflix. I need a break.”

And I continued to celebrate the new activity and disparage the old one.

I noted how Netflix soured our mood. “We always argue afterward, and you cry and scream,” I told her. “I want to do activities that make us feel good afterward.” At times, I also told her, “We deserve better than Netflix” and “Our lives are better without Netflix.”

At one point, I said that the new activity was an experiment that we were trying out. Because that’s true. Forming new habits is always experimental because you never know what will stick.

I don’t have an official name for this last step. But I think of this process as “shaping perspective.” By focusing on the advantages of biking and the disadvantages of Netflix, I’m shaping Rosy’s view of these activities and how much she and our family value or devalue each one. I’m reinforcing the idea that We love biking because it makes us feel good and We don’t really like Netflix because it leaves us all feeling bad afterward.

And so I held strong even when Rosy begged for Lego Girls or asked to watch YouTube instead. (Our family doesn’t use screens after dinner, I would say to myself, repeating the bright-line rule.)

Eventually, after a month or so, Rosy’s new habit had grown into a healthy seedling, with several shoots and a few leaves. She forgot Lego Girls, almost entirely.

After about six months, she brought up the idea of watching Netflix again one night at dinner. I decided I could finally share our family’s bright-line rule. I told her, “You know, we’re a family that doesn’t need screens to have fun. In fact, we all feel better without screens, especially at night. So we don’t use them after dinner.”

And that’s how our family began to build a new identity for ourselves as one that enjoys being outside after dinner.

You know what happened? I started to really savor this time without devices. It took a few weeks (OK, maybe a few months), but eventually my own magnets turned off. And my brain felt freer, more relaxed, and more able to enjoy my family.


And that’s how our family began to build a new identity for ourselves as one that enjoys being outside after dinner.
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I had finally liberated myself from the feeling of What’s next? What’s next? What’s next? At least for a few hours each day.

Then one day, Rosy surprised the heck out of me. She started to do the holy grail of modern parenting: She went and played outside, voluntarily, for hours, on her own or with friends.

One Saturday afternoon, she and a friend spent six hours outside, climbing trees and zooming around the neighborhood on their bikes. When they finally came inside around 7:00 p.m., they were giggling and reminiscing about their adventures that day. Their faces were flushed red from the sun, wind, and exercise, and I could see that those biking escapades gave the girls two things that Lego Girls or YouTube never could: joie de vivre and a bone-deep tiredness.


Putting All the Steps Together
[image: Five circular illustrations show motivational themes, driving, surfing, cycling, shining a flashlight, and holding art tools, each with a phrase.]

Now you have all the steps you need to break a shallow habit in your child’s life permanently and replace it with a high-value one. Here’s a quick guide to get you started.


Step 1: Take the Wheel

Situation: Take out your dream chart, and scan through the left-hand column. Now think about your daily routine around screens or ultraprocessed foods. Is there a habit or activity that no longer serves your family or aligns with your values? Is there a moment in the day or time during the week when you’re ready to say good riddance to an app or device? Is there an ultraprocessed food that you would like to eliminate? Pick one shallow habit that you want to ax from your life.


	Questions: Ask yourself:

	What specifically is the behavior?

	When does it occur?

	Where does it occur?



Now you have your habit to break. Write it down here.
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Now you’re ready find a replacement activity for it. Here’s where all the effort you put into brainstorming earlier pays off. Scan through the activities in the right-hand column of your dream chart. Is there an activity that could occur in the same context as the shallow habit that you’re trying to break? This new activity doesn’t need to be super-specific because we’re going to have the child’s own desires and needs help focus it into a specific activity.

What new habit are you going to plant? Write it down here.
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Step 2: Ride the Motivational Wave

Here you’re looking for a way to light up your child’s motivation circuitry and get them excited about the new habit so the shallow habit will vanish with as little struggle as possible. Ask yourself the question: Is there a way to connect the new activity to a topic they love or they talk about often? You can also ask your child to help you make the new activity more specific. What are they yearning to do?

If you’re stuck here, then one approach is to pick an activity that fulfills a child’s need for adventure. Why? The chance for adventure gives many children a massive boost of motivation, and therefore it will make the transition off the screen much easier. Briefly, this activity is one your child is dying to do, on their own, without you, but that you haven’t let them do for various reasons. (See Fundamental Need No. 4: Scary—but Fun to learn how to find one of these activities.)

If you’re eliminating an ultraprocessed food, figure out a replacement food that your child might still love. Or give them the opportunity to create their own foods. For example, when Rosy and I were eliminating ultraprocessed foods, we replaced sweets and snacks with homemade smoothies, which she loved to design and blend up herself.

What specific activity are you going to use as a replacement for the old habit? Can you find a backup activity just in case they resist the first one? Be as specific as possible.


	Replacement activity 1: ______________________________

	Replacement activity 2: ______________________________





Step 3: Celebrate to Habituate

Once you’ve decided on a replacement activity, you can start celebrating it both in your mind and with the child. Your goal here is to tap into your own positive feelings for the activity.

Think about why you’re excited about this activity and why you want your child to start this new project. What about the activity or food makes you feel good? List off three advantages or benefits:


	1. [image: ]
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If you’re stuck, here are a few questions to ask yourself:


	How does the high-value activity or food help your family over the old routine?

	What fundamental needs will it fulfill?

	Will the new activity or food improve your child’s mood or sleep or your relationship with them?

	Will it teach them any useful skills?

	If it’s a new food, think of the nutritional benefits and how it helps a child achieve their goals (e.g., builds muscles, helps them grow taller, keeps their skin and hair shiny).



Can you think of a way to convey to your child how valuable and important this new activity is to you? Jot down what you can say to your child.
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Now invest a small amount of time and money to support the new activity.

What does the child need to do this activity? Do you need to buy any new supplies or pull out equipment from the basement or closet? Does the equipment work or does it need repairs? Do you need new foods, ingredients, or kitchen equipment to replace a food? List any supplies you need to buy:
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Step 4: Shine the Bright-Line Rule

Create a clear-cut, easy rule to break the old habit. The rule should leave no room for debate in your mind or your child’s. For me, the most effective bright-line rules include time and place in them. So for example, Our family doesn’t do [old habit] at X time and in this Y place.

Don’t be too ambitious. Start off with a rule that you can actually follow and achieve. Then, over time, you can expand it out. Remember, the idea is to make this rule permanent.

Your bright-line rule for the shallow habit:

[image: A sentence Our family doesn’t do blank at blank and blank, with blanks labeled old habit, specific time, and specific place for reflection.]



Step 5: Curate the Cues

This step has two key parts:


	A. Remove the motivational magnets.

	B. Refill with the new cues.



What are the magnets and cues for the old habit? Here are a few questions to consider.


	What prompts the child to start watching videos, playing video games, or scrolling on social media (including YouTube)?

	What app or device does the child use for the activity or associate with the activity?

	Are there other devices on which the child can access the activity?

	What prompts the child to snack on the food that you’re trying to eliminate? When do they typically snack?

	Does the child have special, internal cues?

	What emotion triggers the use of a screen or to start snacking? Ask your child what they think prompts them.

	What activity or routine comes before the habit? What feelings do you think prompt the habit?



Write down all the motivational magnets and cues for the shallow habit:
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Now prepare for the habit swap. Before the context arrives (the time you’ve given earlier), remove the magnets. Put them in a place where your child can’t find them, and where you won’t feel tempted to retrieve them. If you’re breaking a snacking habit, consider throwing away the low-value foods. That’ll make it easier for everyone in the house to forget their existence in the zone of time and place you’re creating.

Where are you going to hide the magnets?
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Refill the cues. (Don’t forget to do this.)

Think for a moment: How can you make the new activity easy for them to start? Where can you place the supplies so the child can see them and use them quickly? The key here is easy and obvious.

What new cues will you add to replace the old ones?
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Now even if your replacement activity isn’t as enticing as learning to ride a bike around the neighborhood, alone, this method will still work. Why? Because you’re going to get the child’s motivation circuitry revved up when you present the new activity or food. And you’ve already got the skills to do that. Time to celebrate.


Continue to Celebrate

Now decide how you’re going to help the child generate their own positive feelings during and after the activity.

For example, you can have them present their creations, describe their adventure outside, tell you about their time with a friend, demonstrate how to prepare a new food, or show you their progress on an instrument, new sports equipment, or a new tool.

How can you give the child emotional payoff after the new activity?
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When you present the new activity to your child, focus on its advantages and benefits. Share your positive feelings with your child. You don’t need to do a huge amount of talking or praising here. Your own valuing and love of the activity is enough for your child to see and feel the value of the activity too.

In the end, don’t forget to thank them for their hard work and for joining you in the new adventure.

How will you help them identify the good feelings the activity gives them?
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Bonus Step: Over Time, Shape Their Perspective

Be ready to respond to future requests for the shallow habit. What will you say? You can always reiterate the positive benefits of the new activity or food.

And eventually, you can point out the costs or negative aspects of the shallow habit. Think of three disadvantages that you can point out for the low-value habit.
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	I. Once Rosy has a break from Lego Girls and she starts loving more satisfying activities, she’ll stop thinking about and wanting Lego Girls. Then she won’t care so much, or even at all, about not having the cartoon.

	II. You just need to weather those first few hours or days during which the child may feel like you’re taking their lifeline away. The new habits that we seeded throughout the book should help ease this pain. Of course, you can commiserate with the child and tell them that you’re sorry they feel so bad. You can also point out the cost and disadvantages of the games or apps: how they intentionally create this intense desire in kids so they never want to stop using them, or how they leave the child feeling so miserable afterward. Children deserve activities that make them feel good afterward.

	III. We can’t remove this internal cue yet. But over time, we can teach her motivation circuitry to associate another activity with the feeling of boredom. This internal cue will point her toward a different activity. So that the “after dinner” context and “boredom” cue trigger her desire for a high-quality activity, such as playing outside.

	IV. So on nights she didn’t want to bike or play outside, I offered her the audiobooks. And if that didn’t suit her and she still complained of boredom, I pulled out my dream list for her and gently made some suggestions: “There are so many great activities. Let’s figure one out together.”









FUNDAMENTAL NEED NO. 5 Little by Little, Step by Step

[image: A sprouting plant with the word Progress beneath it, framed by a hexagonal border.]
Back in 2012, I started to work at NPR’s headquarters in Washington, DC, and I had one primary goal at my new job: grow a Twitter following.

I had just spent nearly ten years as a laboratory chemist, and now, at age thirty-five, I was “trying to be a science journalist,” as a senior editor on the science desk told me one afternoon. He had hired me essentially to post on Twitter… all day long.

I desperately wanted to succeed. I worked voraciously, all day, sometimes twelve hours a day, scrolling, commenting, and posting.

Over the course of a year, I built a marginally successful account. Nothing impressive. I accumulated only about twenty-five thousand followers. Along the way, thankfully, I learned how to report and write. I earned a promotion to global health reporter. I could finally break away from feeding the insatiable beast of social media.

But it was too late. Because I was hooked. And hooked hard. I remember one hot humid Saturday in August, my husband drove me and our German shepherd to the Chesapeake Bay for a cool dip. For the entire two-hour ride in the car, I sat in the back stretched out across both seats, tweeting and retweeting.

If you asked me then why I spent so much time on social media, I would have enthused about the amazing amount of information and interesting stories I could discover on it and the fascinating discussions that I had with other scientists. But in retrospect, I can see that the app pulled me to it—and held me on it—because of one key reason: to watch my follower count go up.

I looked forward to seeing that darn number rise every day. I would check it right when I woke up each morning and right before I closed my eyes to sleep each night. Seeing that number tick up and up filled me with hope and excitement. It made me feel like I was making progress in life—clear, continual progress. And that boosted my motivation to return to the site over and over again. But was I really making meaningful progress? Or had Twitter tricked me into working very hard for very little?



Whether you’re a toddler learning to crawl or a thirty-five-year-old chemist “trying to be a science journalist,” every one of us loves to see, feel, and achieve progress in life. We want to experience that satisfying drumbeat sensation that, step by step, we’re advancing toward a goal. This is why most of us love to-do lists. And why kids love little progress charts at school. It’s a fundamental need in us and a powerful motivator that makes us dig in, try harder, and work through the weekends and holidays.

Social media and video games provide us with these super-clear ways to experience this fantastic sensation. With these apps, we watch likes go up. Heart counts go up. Comments go up. Points go up. Kills go up. Levels go up. So many aspects of life rising up, up, up, and up. And along the way, dopamine in our motivation circuitry does the same. It rises like the mercury in Death Valley on a July day.

Our brains evolved to like and seek out progress. It’s so rewarding to us (because making progress likely helped to keep us alive during evolution). And, in turn, it triggers more dopamine. Which, of course, tells us Value this! Do that again!

Some of us, like me, fall in love with the feeling of sweet progress—or at least what seems like progress—and that’s why we become so enamored of social media and video games.

Cam Adair knows this love affair intimately. He recovered from video game addiction at age twenty-one, and he has spent the past decade helping other young adults and teenagers recover as well. He founded and runs one of the world’s largest communities for video game addiction. The urge to see progress is “one of the absolute most crucial reasons” people play, he said. “You get to see your progress. You get to receive feedback.”

Adair calls this aspect of games and social media “constant measurable growth.” As he noted, you see constant measurable growth almost as soon as you log in to any app. You don’t need to put in much work or effort at the start. There’s little “price to play.”

Take World of Warcraft. For new players, it’s super-easy to advance from level 1 to level 2, but to advance from level 59 to 60 requires much more work, Adair explained. “Level one to two might take you two minutes. Level fifty-nine to sixty might take you two months, and [the game designers] do that specifically so you get that feedback loop of, ‘Oh wow, I put in an effort and I get progress; I put in an effort and I get progress.’

“In life it just doesn’t work that way,” he added. “It’s more abstract.” And more difficult to make progress.

When you’re trying to master a real-life skill, at first you often fail—and fail frequently. You have to work really hard in the beginning, and the progress you make often happens quite slowly. For instance, after Adair quit playing video games, he took up surfing because it’s a great way to experience growth: “But it’s much harder to see my progress [than with gaming]. I don’t have a scoreboard, a badge or a new level to achieve; I just fall on my face less.”

This slow-as-molasses progress can feel quite frustrating for children (and adults too). As you try to learn to surf—or speak Italian, play guitar, grow tomatoes—you might even sometimes feel like you’re going backward, such as when a baby skunk comes at night and eats all your ripe tomatoes.

But if you stick with it, such pursuits will eventually yield what gaming and social media rarely do: real rewards. Your effort repays you with useful life skills, leisure time that rejuvenates instead of drains you, and new friendships with the people who help you make progress (because you’re going to need them). All of these “real rewards” will light up your hedonic hotspots and impart the long-term satisfaction and aaah feeling that games and social media withhold.

It’s true that some people make money off their social media accounts and video-gaming prowess. But if you look at the statistics, these individuals are the rare exception, not the rule. Becoming rich or famous from social media is like hitting the jackpot on a slot machine. For the vast majority of people, it’s never going to happen. It’s a fantasy. Like casinos, these platforms offer a big promise that they just don’t fulfill.

Some people, like me, are really motivated by seeing signs of progress. Being able to measure growth, little by little and step by step, supercharges my motivation (and puts a little spring in my step). I need it every day, and I need it repeatedly. This makes me especially sensitive to the tricks and traps of social media, and the illusions they present of making genuine progress and personal growth.

For a while, I felt embarrassed by this need of mine. I thought of it as one aspect of an “addictive personality.” But lately I’ve come to see this thinking as rubbish. I’ve realized that being hypermotivated by progress is a wonderful skill—and a gift.

For starters, people who love progress also love to learn. We crave and desperately seek out activities that allow us to feel this advancement and growth. And we have the extra oomph that’s needed to tackle long-term, hard projects. Ones that require years to master but show us tidbits of progress week by week. In fact, we need such activities to feel good in life.
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We also love “checking” for signs of progress and growth with long-term projects. The trick—and the fun—is in figuring out how to channel this aspect of ourselves. For instance, now, instead of checking social media on my writing breaks, I go check the cauliflower, kale, and spinach in my own garden. Or I check the cucumber and tomato sprouts that I have growing on our kitchen counter. How many sprouted? Are they growing as they should? Are aphids or caterpillars eating them? Do they need fertilizer? Shade? Less water? Seeing these plants’ progress fills me with a deep and joyous satisfaction (which Twitter never provided). And eventually these plants fill my belly with the best-tasting salads that I’ve ever eaten.

I’m using all my hunger and love of checking repeatedly on a true fundamental need: growing food. At the same time, I’m fulfilling a slew of other needs, including purpose, learning, and connection to living creatures.



Once I identified progress as a fundamental need for human beings, I wanted to help Rosy fulfill this need as well. So we started looking for hobbies that offer her constant measurable growth, as Adair called it. Ideally, I think we should all have at least one or two of these types of activities in our lives that we can turn to daily when we’re bored.

The key is to find long-term projects that allow you and your child to quantify progress over an extended period of time. For instance, for many tweens and teenagers, weight lifting and other individual sports (e.g., running, swimming, rock-climbing) offer a great opportunity to document progress. You can track reps, weights, or times. You can clearly see how you grow stronger and faster.

Creative hobbies, such as ones described in Step 1, allow kids to watch their progress as the objects they create take shape. And learning to play an instrument or speak a new language offers nearly an unlimited chance to see, hear, and track progress.

For teenagers, having a job can also provide this feedback because they can track their earnings. Even younger kids can set up a tiny business and watch their savings accumulate. For example, one summer Rosy ran a small dog-walking business in our neighborhood. Watching her piggy bank fill up motivated her and gave her a great sense of satisfaction.

Let your child try out one of these progress-producing activities and see how much they enjoy it. If they don’t connect with it deeply, try another one. Experimenting is essential to finding passions and long-term hobbies. Your child’s interests may fluctuate over time. Maybe they like weight lifting this season but then switch to surfing in the summer. Maybe they’ll return to weight lifting later. You can keep encouraging them to pursue all these activities and help them circle back to ones they’ve loved.

Rosy tried a bunch of different activities (e.g., jujitsu, ukulele, guitar) until she finally hit on piano, which turned out to be a wonderful way for her to scratch her itch for progress and growth. She started practicing just five minutes a day. Then ten minutes. Then fifteen minutes. To help her measure her progress, we gave her a little calendar to track her practice time. She could also see her advancement as she traded in her lesson one book for her lesson two book. Then at a recital, we all celebrated her progress and budding musical skills. She beamed with pride as a roomful of adults clapped and cheered after she played two pieces (almost) perfectly.

These progress-charting activities are great ways to fill the nooks and crannies of time that crop up in a kid’s day, in the transition periods between school, meals, and extracurricular activities. I used to fill these times with a screen activity. But now, when I have fifteen minutes between work and dinner, I go check on my garden. If Rosy has ten minutes before she leaves for school, she practices the piano.

Her playing had started slowly, but within a few months, we could all hear huge progress. Now, almost a year later, playing piano is one of her favorite ways to spend bits and pieces of free time on weekends. The other day she told me, “It feels so good to play this song.” And you know, those words made me feel so good.


Your Turn

Take out your dream chart. If you can, add a few activities to the right-hand column that could fulfill your child’s need for constant measurable growth. Has your child shown any interest in the activities described in this chapter?







CHAPTER 6 What’s Better than Willpower?


Habits did something special, and with such simplicity. They had essentially replaced self-control. Out of habit, participants ate more carrots than candy.

—Wendy Wood, Good Habits, Bad Habits



One spring afternoon, I ran an experiment on Rosy and her best friend at the swimming pool. The experiment occurred accidentally, but the results helped me to understand why Rosy has such a hard time eating the whole foods that I prepared for her at meals. And why my strategy for teaching her how to have willpower had been failing me.

It was a gorgeous afternoon in May. A slight breeze cooled down the 95-degree air temperature, and the sun warmed our skin and faces. I set up a beach towel, grabbed a book from my bag, and lay down. With my phone back at home, my brain relaxed. Any desire to check my email quickly faded away because I couldn’t. That option wasn’t available. Instead, I could focus on enjoying a peaceful afternoon with my daughter.

Rosy adjusted her navy-and-white polka-dot swim shirt, grabbed a pair of pink goggles, and jumped into the pool. Her best friend quickly followed. They cannonballed off the edge and performed endless backflips under the water. For more than two hours, the girls lit up their hedonic hotspots with gentle exercise, face-to-face friendship, and the pleasure of their bodies slicing through the cold, velvety water.

Then, around 5:30 p.m., they came running back to me, shivering, dripping with water, and extremely hungry. I opened my backpack and pulled out a pint of ripe, ruby-red strawberries. Sweet and juicy, they tasted so good! I had eaten a whole basket the day before. I also grabbed a bag of edamame beans and poured them into a bowl. The girls dug in with gusto. They popped bean after bean into their mouths and sucked the juice from the strawberries.

Then I realized I had another item in my bag: Veggie Straws. You know, those pastel yellow, green, and orange “straws” made with potatoes. They sit next to the potato chips and Doritos in the grocery store, but they promise a “healthier” choice. They’re low in sugar, and they contain spinach. (It’s actually spinach powder, but what could be the difference?)

I opened the bag of Veggie Straws and set it next to the strawberries. Then Rosy and her friend did something so unexpected that I couldn’t take my eyes off of them. Over the next couple of minutes, they ate every straw in the bag without saying a word to each other. Each girl would put one straw into her mouth, start chewing, and right before she swallowed she would pick up another straw and load it into her mouth. So their mouths possessed a continuous stream of salty potato starch until… poof! The straws vanished from the bag. They now sat in mushy lumps inside the girls’ stomachs.

And the strawberries and bowl of beans sat on the beach towel completely forgotten.

At that point, I tried to intervene. Make the beans easy and obvious, Michaeleen, as I read in bestselling books about habits. I poured a small pile of edamame onto their plate and said, “How about some edamame?” But it was too late. The girls no longer felt hungry and were ready to go back into the pool.

What had just happened? Once I had brought out the Veggie Straws, it was as if the berries and soybeans no longer existed. Furthermore, these crunchy, colorful straws seemed to have completely wiped out Rosy’s ability to control how much she ate. She and her friend gobbled them up until there were none left.

To be honest, I felt puzzled. Why did these straws hold such power over the children, enough to divert their entire attention and appetite? The straws aren’t particularly high in sugar or even fat. When I read the label, the crunchy tubes seemed like a pretty good option for kids:


Ingredients: POTATO STARCH, POTATO FLOUR, EXPELLER PRESSED CANOLA OIL AND/OR SAFFLOWER OIL AND/OR SUNFLOWER OIL, SPINACH POWDER, TOMATO PASTE, SALT, CANE SUGAR, CORNSTARCH, POTASSIUM CHLORIDE, TURMERIC (COLOR), BEETROOT POWDER (COLOR), SEA SALT.

1 gram of sugar per serving

7 grams of fat per serving



Later in the car, I asked Rosy and her friend a question: “Hey, girls, I have a question for you. What do you like better? Veggie Straws or strawberries?”

“Strawberries,” they both agreed.

So the puzzle grew. And concern arose inside me.

If Rosy didn’t like the Veggie Straws more than the strawberries, why did she want those straws so darn much that she couldn’t even see the strawberries? And how on earth was I supposed to teach Rosy how to have willpower against sugary foods, like cupcakes and brownies, if I couldn’t even teach her to “self-regulate” with potato straws?



Psychologists define willpower, and its sister, self-control, in a myriad of ways. But in broad strokes, they’re both your ability to resist a desire, or your capacity to deny yourself a temptation that’s near you.

In terms of dopamine, willpower allows you to ignore the instructions your motivation circuitry sends to the rest of your brain. For example, I once hid a bag of chocolate-covered almonds on the top shelf of our pantry, behind packages of curried lentils. Every now and then, while writing, I would think, Hmm, I’d like to eat a few of those almonds. But my willpower, or self-control, prevented me from climbing on a step stool and grabbing a few almonds each day from our pantry.

As a parent, I’ve been told that willpower is like a muscle. It strengthens with use and atrophies without it. So it’s my job to build up Rosy’s willpower, like the way a body builder pumps up their biceps. I do that, psychologists advise, with one key strategy: exposure.

If I shield Rosy too much from Oreo cookies, gummy bears, and Veggie Straws, psychologists have warned, then at some point, when Rosy governed her life on her own, she would go “wild” and overconsume them. She’d have no self-control because I hadn’t helped her develop that piece of her personality.

So I’m supposed to expose Rosy to temptations regularly so she can learn how to resist them and bulk up her self-control. She will learn to block her motivation circuitry the way a boxer learns to block a punch. As she moves through her life, she’ll have the strength and wherewithal to resist all the enticing “white marshmallows” people put in front of her.

Parenting experts have applied the same theories and advice to devices and apps. If you withhold video games, social media, and video streaming from your children, experts have claimed, your children will never learn to regulate with these technologies.

This idea dates back to the 1940s when the pediatrician Benjamin Spock warned parents never to ban or forbid any foods because that would only magnify a child’s desire for them. Parents, he said, should never withhold dessert from a child, even if they didn’t eat a bite of dinner.

Although Spock and other psychologists had little scientific evidence to back up these recommendations (and the advice went against centuries of parenting practices), these concepts became linchpins of twenty-first-century parenting practices around food and technology. Versions of this advice splash across venerable news sites every few months and crop up inside blockbuster parenting books every few years. Some popular child psychologists today even recommend that I serve Rosy a dessert with her dinner. I’m supposed to put a chocolate brownie on her plate right next to baked chicken and steamed broccoli. This approach, psychologists claim, will help Rosy build a healthy relationship with high-sugar, high-fat foods. It will teach her to eat the amount that feels good for her body, and over time, she’ll “be less dessert focused.”

So when I tell parents about the concept of curating the cues, sometimes a troubled look arises on their face, and they push back with a remark like, “But we need to teach children how to have self-control around junk food.” To their ears, the ideas that I’m expounding here sound dangerously like they might leave their children ill-equipped for the world.

But after that day at the pool, I started to pay close attention to Rosy and my husband at meals and with snacks. And I began to see that this strategy of exposure wasn’t working—at all. If anything, exposing Rosy and Matt to ultraprocessed foods only made them eat more of them.

So I decided to run a series of follow-up experiments to the Veggie Straw one. At dinner I filled Rosy and Matt’s plates with wonderful whole foods, such as wild rice, curried beans, and fresh cucumbers. Then I would place an ultraprocessed food option on the table as well, like a bowl of corn chips or a basket of baked dinner rolls. Then I would simply watch them eat.

Every single night, both Rosy and Matt behaved in identical ways. They both ate all of the ultraprocessed food and then picked at the whole foods, leaving a large amount of it on their plates. Some evenings, Rosy would fill up entirely on the ultraprocessed food so that she would finish dinner without even touching her rice and beans.(And to be fair, I really wanted to scarf down the corn chips and rolls too. But I was trying to model a different behavior.)

One afternoon, after school, I upped the ante and gave the whole foods a huge advantage. I made a fresh bowl of homemade hummus—one of Rosy’s favorite snacks—and then placed it on the kitchen island with a plate of carrots. Both the hummus and carrots were the easy and obvious choice. Then I sat in the dining room and watched in awe as Rosy walked right past the hummus and started digging through the pantry.

“What are you doing?” I asked her.

“I’m trying to find those granola bars we bought yesterday,” she said, with her head and chest inside the pantry.

“Don’t you want some fresh hummus?” I countered. “It’s still warm.”

“Nah, I want those granola bars,” she said, pulling a chocolate-nut bar from the box that she eventually located. Then she ran outside, munching on the bar. And the homemade hummus sat there untouched—just like the edamame and strawberries sat at the pool on that lovely May day.

Hmm, I thought. I am failing on two fronts. I am neither building up Rosy’s willpower nor helping her learn to love whole foods.

I thought for weeks about what happened with the hummus. The image of Rosy unearthing those granola bars from our pantry reminded me of another child unearthing an object: Sam and his laptop. Exposure to Minecraft didn’t help Sam play less Minecraft. It only strengthened the cues pointing him to the game. Eventually it created motivational magnets pulling him to his laptop and the game, unconsciously, each day. And I started to wonder if ultraprocessed foods did the same.

Turns out, those granola bars, Veggie Straws, and many other ultraprocessed foods possess a secret signal inside them that not only dismantles children’s willpower but can also derail their ability to eat the amount of food that leaves them feeling good afterward.



As we learned in an earlier chapter, children and adults choose activities on screens because these activities create the strongest cues in their lives. They even produce ultra-strong cues, the motivational magnets. Over the past few decades, neuroscientists and psychologists have accumulated an impressive amount of evidence that ultraprocessed foods work in a similar way. We choose and eat these foods not necessarily because they give us the most pleasure but because they generate the strongest cues.

For foods and drinks, cues include sensory elements such as the scent of lasagna baking in the oven or the sight of the blue-and-white bag of Oreo cookies, but cues can also be thoughts and feelings. So simply thinking about french fries might trigger your motivation to go buy lunch. Or feeling a bit tired might prompt me to stop writing, walk downstairs, and grab a few chocolate-covered almonds.

These cues have an enormous influence on our behavior, studies have found, including when we eat, what we buy, and even how much we weigh. It’s our reaction to these cues—and not our willpower—that largely determines our weight and BMI, recent studies have shown. “I am one hundred percent sure that the cause of obesity and diabetes is not a lack of willpower,” neuroscientist Dana Small at McGill University told me.

Studies have found that children and adults who are overweight or obese don’t derive more pleasure from eating. But they do respond more strongly to food cues, and they’re more likely to eat in the presence of these cues, even if they’re not hungry.

Small and her colleagues wanted to figure out why. Why do ultraprocessed foods create such strong, irresistible cues that prevent us from even seeing the hummus on the kitchen counter or the edamame at the pool?

The short answer, according to nearly twenty years of research: calorie density. That is, how many calories the food packs into a tiny space. The more calories per gram, in general, the stronger we want and desire the food. The stronger its motivational pull.

Here’s the amazing part. Our bodies calculate and know, quite well, the calorie density of the foods we eat. We don’t know this value consciously. We can’t name it. But our dopamine circuitry knows it and even keeps track of it.

Small and her colleague Ivan de Araujo, at the Max Planck Institute for Biological Cybernetics, have found that our bodies have multiple ways of counting the calorie density of the foods we eat. And then, incredibly, we remember this measurement. So that in the future, when we see the foods again, we know which ones are going to give us the most—and the fastest—calories in every bite (and which ones our stomachs will have to do a little work to digest).

Guess what most ultraprocessed foods have compared with whole foods? Yup, higher calorie density.

For the vast majority of human history, people have eaten whole and minimally processed foods. Most of these foods, including fruits, vegetables, whole grains, wild meat, and wild fish, have a low calorie density. It falls below a threshold of about 1.75 calories per gram of food. Yes, some whole foods have a high calorie density, such as nuts and oils. But over the course of human history, people generally had limited quantities of these fatty foods.

So for hundreds of thousands of years, children grew up eating mostly low calorie–dense foods with a few high calorie–dense foods sprinkled into the mix.
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Then in the twentieth century, this dietary pattern abruptly flipped 180 degrees. The rise of ultraprocessed foods brought a tsunami of high-calorie snacks and pre-made dishes into grocery stores, including mass-produced breads and crackers, ready-to-eat dinners and lunches, and a sea of colorful cookies and candies. So that by the twenty-first century, American children were eating almost exclusively high calorie–dense foods with only a few low calorie–dense ones sprinkled into the mix.

At the same time, food corporations have invented new ways to raise the calorie density of foods way beyond what’s found in nature. They have even created new types of high-calorie foods that humans had never experienced before—ones with high concentrations of both fat and carbohydrates, or ones stuffed with uberhigh levels of only carbohydrates. For example, take the granola bar that Rosy unearthed from the pantry. It’s low in sugar and fat but jam-packed with refined carbohydrates and has a calorie density of about 4.6 calories per gram. That’s higher than the calorie density of french fries from McDonald’s (about 3.2 calories per gram) and about eight times the density of an apple or pear.

But that granola bar still isn’t as calorie dense as our family’s go-to snack food: crackers. Oh, these snacks are sneaky fellas! All the crackers—the Goldfish, the Ritzes, the Clubs, the Cheez-Its, the pretzel twists—have a whopping 5.0 calories per gram.
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Same goes for all those protein bars that sell themselves as “fitness” bars and part of a healthy diet. My health-conscious sister packs her pantry with Luna bars, which have a calorie density of 4.0 calories per gram. “Do you eat these?” she asked me, handing me a Luna bar one afternoon while I was writing this book. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that her brain treats these bars quite similarly to the way it treats a basket of McDonald’s french fries—a flood of quick calories that require basically no work at all to reach.


Calories in each bite
[image: A bar chart comparing the volume of ultra processed foods to whole foods, with ultra processed foods shown as significantly larger.]

Because our brains evolved in an environment in which we didn’t have a huge amount of food—and only small amounts of high-calorie foods—it served us well to seek out and gobble up the foods that gave us the most calorie bang for the digestive buck. So over the course of human history, our dopamine system evolved to value and prioritize foods with a high calorie density over other foods around us.

Which brings us back to Rosy and her friend at the pool. We can now understand why the girls turned their entire attention and appetite to the Veggie Straws and completely ignored the strawberries and edamame. The humble fruit and beans were simply outgunned.

Veggie Straws belong to a class of snack foods that contain processed potato starch and vegetable oil. They have a calorie density of roughly 4.6 calories per gram—or fourteen times the density of the juicy strawberries. On top of that, Rosy’s body doesn’t have to work at all to get those calories. Because the refined starch in the straws simply dissolves in Rosy’s mouth.

To create these crunchy, dry straws, a big food corporation takes potatoes, cooks the hell out of them, and extracts out the potatoes’ starch from the indigestible fiber. They then take this purified starch, extrude it through a hole (say, in the shape of a straw or ball), and simultaneously fry it with heat, friction, and pressure. Yum!

You end up with a stick of oily potato starch that’s a calorie speedster. So as Rosy pops one straw after another into her mouth, a lot of calories rush into her blood in a short period of time. The calorie blast creates a large and fast dopamine surge in her motivation circuitry.

The strawberries, on the other hand, are calorie tortoises. The beautiful berries have more sugar than the potato sticks, but, like all fruits and vegetables, they have extremely low calorie density (about 0.3 calories per gram). In addition, Rosy’s gut has to work really hard—and for a long time—to extract those calories from the darn strawberries (because the sugar is locked up inside plant cells and surrounded by a lot of indigestible fiber). So the calories reach her blood at a very slow, steady speed. Both of these factors—low calorie content and slow release—knock down and slow down the dopamine release in her brain while she eats them.

Here’s what blows my mind: Rosy’s motivation circuitry measures and tracks these properties of the Veggie Straws and the berries. She knows roughly the calorie density of each one.

Here’s how it works: When Rosy pops a Veggie Straw into her mouth, it quickly melts into an oily, starchy mush. As this mush travels from her stomach into her small intestine, the oil activates a neuron inside her gut. This neuron sends a signal all the way to her motivation circuitry in her brain, releasing a surge of dopamine. Studies have found that the size of that surge roughly correlates with the calories inside the oil. So this signal gives Rosy’s brain the first estimate of the calories in the Veggie Straws.

Next, the carbohydrates in the straw quickly rush from her small intestine into her bloodstream. As her body starts to burn the energy in these sugars, her body sends a second signal to her brain, measuring the calories provided by the carbohydrates in the straw.

So when Rosy eats foods that contain both speedy fat and speedy carbohydrates, such as the Veggie Straws, the two dopamine surges combine together to create an even bigger release in dopamine. And her dopamine circuitry screams, Holy mackerel! These straws have superhigh calorie density and calorie speed. This food will keep us alive better than the other food around! Remember these straws. Remember the signals and cues for these straws. And when you see these straws again, eat them. Eat all of them. Forget other foods and eat this!

So Rosy and her friend did exactly what their dopamine circuitry told them to do. They ate another Veggie Straw… and another Veggie Straw… and another Veggie Straw… and another Veggie Straw…

So calorie density drives children’s—and adults’—desire for ultraprocessed foods, and over time, it also makes us prefer these foods over lower-calorie ones, de Araujo told me.


“Whether you’re aware of it or not, calorie density also drives your purchasing of ultraprocessed food, too.”
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All this happens without children or adults really thinking or considering it. Because our hankering for high-density food falls below our consciousness, said Alain Dagher, a neurologist at McGill University.

“Whether you’re aware of it or not, calorie density also drives your purchasing of ultraprocessed food, too,” Dagher added. Because I’ve eaten my fair share of Veggie Straws, my brain also knows their calorie density and has identified cues for them. So I’m drawn to their green-and-red bag in the grocery store just as Rosy and her friend were drawn to the straws at the pool. The mere sight of their logo can trigger my desire to buy them. I think, Hmm, Veggie Straws, at least they’re not as bad as chips or candy.

“We make up all kinds of stories about why we like foods,” Dagher explained. They’re healthier. They taste better. They’re crunchy, chewy, sweet, salty… the list goes on. But at the end of the day, Rosy and I eat Veggie Straws, granola bars, Ritz Crackers, peanut butter crackers, protein bars, and pretzel sticks for one major reason: They’re densely packed with calories—and our brains have evolved to value sources of easy and abundant energy.

“Ultraprocessed foods are so implicated in obesity mainly because of their calorie density,” Dagher said. “Food companies can increase the caloric density way beyond what nature can do.”

While Dagher explained this idea, I had to admit something that I didn’t really want to: All those ultraprocessed snacks that I gave Rosy aren’t that much better for us than cookies, cupcakes, McDonald’s french fries, or a Sonic burger. No matter if the label shows a person exercising. No matter how many nuts the bar supposedly contains.

Of course, calorie density isn’t the only factor that influences our food choices. But many of the other aspects of ultraprocessed foods only strengthen our desire for them—and the cues they create, Dagher pointed out. Ultraprocessed foods are often cheaper than whole foods. They make our lives easier because they require little chopping, cooking, or cleaning. And they don’t spoil. So if you’re on a tight budget or pressed for time, ultraprocessed foods are a lifesaver.

They’re also quick to eat. You can knock back four hundred calories of Luna bars in a few minutes (that’s two bars). But it’s going to take you much longer to eat four hundred calories’ worth of apples (that’s about four medium apples).

Finally, ultraprocessed foods taste different from whole foods. They’re uncannily sweet, extraordinarily salty, and often contain magical bursts of flavor molecules (both artificial and natural) that can tickle our taste buds and our brains, like Franz Liszt could tickle piano keys.

All these factors mix together to create exceptionally strong motivational magnets so that these foods are the ones that we want, buy, and eat over and over again, without much thought. They become the foods that we prefer. They become habitual.

So when the glistening red strawberries appear at the pool, Rosy’s motivation circuitry won’t be impressed. It’s going to say, Meh, I eat those red fruits only if nothing else is around. And even then, I’ll often just wait for an ultraprocessed option that’s easier to digest and packed with more calories.

Over time, the ultraprocessed foods do exactly what activities on screens do: They squeeze out the foods that actually make us feel good. They wear down our willpower until we don’t even consider the whole and minimally processed food options sitting on our dinner plate.

But just as we all need face-to-face socialization and exciting adventures to stay healthy, we also need whole foods too. They ensure our hearts and intestines work properly. They prevent us from developing diabetes, cancer, even mental health problems. And, for most of us, we need low-density foods to stay at a healthy weight.

So what can parents do?

Luckily, in the past decade, behavioral psychologists have developed a strategy that’s way easier than building up a child’s willpower. And ironically, they discovered this strategy while also uncovering a major flaw in the research on willpower and self-control.



In the early 2000s, psychologists attempted to do something they had never tried before: to measure a person’s self-control in real life. They had successfully measured this ability in the laboratory, but they had never tried to assess it while a person moved through their daily routines, outside the lab.

To make this measurement, scientists created a survey. They gave people a list of thirteen statements about temptations they faced each day and their ability to control their impulses. For each statement, respondents said how much they agreed or disagreed with the statement, such as:


	1. I am good at resisting temptation.

	2. I have a hard time breaking bad habits.

	3. I am lazy.

	4. I say inappropriate things.

	5. I do certain things that are bad for me, if they are fun.



…


	12. Sometimes I can’t stop myself from doing something, even if I know it is wrong.

	13. I often act without thinking through all the alternatives.



Over the past several decades, scientists have used this questionnaire in hundreds of studies. And they’ve generally come to the same conclusion: People who score high on this survey tend to do better in life. They have higher grade-point averages, higher self-esteem, better relationships, better interpersonal skills, and fewer problems with disordered eating or abusing drugs. They parent children with less anger, enjoy better marriages, eat healthier diets, and have lower BMIs. They even have “more optimal emotional responses,” as psychologists wrote in a 2004 study. In other words, if you score high on this survey, you will be more likely to live a happier, more fulfilled life.

“Clearly, it’s beneficial to score higher on the self-control scale,” psychologist Wendy Wood wrote in her book Good Habits, Bad Habits. “You’re able to meet a whole range of life goals.”

High self-control seemed to be the ticket to the good life. That’s why psychologists began advising parents to boost children’s self-control. Because that’s what this survey measured, right? One’s capacity to resist desires or temptations in the moment?

“At face value, the items in the [survey] seem to be measuring the ability to deny oneself life’s pleasures and be conscientious,” Wood wrote. Your ability to say no to immediate pleasures in your environment so you can achieve longer-term goals. “This has been the assumption of most researchers: People high in self-control apply white-knuckle tactics to forgo immediate pleasures in favor of long-term rewards,” Wood added.

But that assumption was completely wrong. Over the past decade, Wood and other psychologists have probed more carefully into what this survey actually measures. They wanted to pinpoint what people do, in real life, to help them resist temptations. What strategies actually prevent a child from gobbling up the marshmallows, not just in front of them, but also the ones inside their kitchen pantry? Or what stops a mom from grabbing a pumpkin bread at the corner Starbucks each day? What long-term technique allows us to ignore our motivation circuitry when it fires, not just once in a laboratory but day after day and month after month?

In 2012, a study in Germany offered a huge clue to the answer. In the study, researchers administered the traditional self-control survey to about two hundred college students, just as other studies had for decades.

So far, the experiment looked like any other study that used the survey. With these survey results in hand, the researchers could see which students appeared to have good willpower and which ones struggled to deny desires in front of them.

But then the researchers did something quite clever—and powerful. They studied how frequently the students resisted temptations around them. How many times each day did a student need to “apply white-knuckle tactics to forgo immediate pleasures”?

To do this, the researchers gave each student a device to carry around with them for a week. The device randomly beeped seven times throughout each day. After the sound, the students wrote down details about any desires they had in that moment or within the past thirty minutes. They answered these questions:


	1. What did they desire? Food, nonalcoholic drinks, alcohol, coffee, tobacco, other drugs, sex, media, shopping, work, social interaction, escape or leisure, sleep, or hygiene-related activities (e.g., washing your hands).

	2. Did the desire go against their long-term goals?

	3. Did they try to resist the desire?

	4. Did they successfully resist or did they give in and follow through with their desire?



Now the scientists could answer the key questions: Did the students who scored high on the self-control survey in fact resist their desires more often than students who scored poorly on the survey? Did they apply more willpower throughout the day than the students who scored poorly on the survey?

Surprisingly, the answers to both questions were clearly no. The students with apparently high levels of self-control, from the survey, didn’t do any better at resisting unwanted desires in front of them throughout the day than the students who scored poorly. They didn’t have any more willpower than the other students. They caved in to temptations just as frequently as other students.

But—and this was key—the students who scored high on the self-control survey experienced fewer temptations in the first place than the other students. They had fewer times during their daily routine when they faced an unwanted desire and needed to use willpower to resist it.

How did these students reduce temptations throughout the day? They had structured their lives so that they avoided the cues triggering their desires in the first place. They had planned their routines so that they didn’t have to fight their motivation circuitry so often. For example, instead of studying in their room next to a video game console, a student habitually went to the campus library to study, away from distractions.

In contrast, students who scored the lowest on the self-control survey structured their daily routine so that they frequently needed to battle their desires. So they often felt desires that conflicted with their long-term goals in life. “They had to work hard to get their impulses under control. They had to keep fighting temptation over and over again, in a constant, unhappy tug-of-war with their unwanted cravings,” Wood wrote.


The self-control survey didn’t measure self-control. It measured how well a person protected themselves from distractions and the cues that trigger the need for self-control.
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This study suggested something extraordinary. What scientists had been calling willpower for decades was, in real life, a different skill: the ability to build a daily routine so that you don’t need to exert willpower, or, at least, exert it much less often.

The self-control survey didn’t measure self-control. It measured how well a person protected themselves from distractions and the cues that trigger the need for self-control.

Since the study’s publication, scientists have replicated its findings in several countries, and in the process, they’ve uncovered another surprising fact about willpower: Relying on it prevents you from reaching your goals. It exhausts you.

A 2017 study found that college students didn’t make as much progress in school as they wanted when they frequently needed to exert self-control throughout their days. They also didn’t eat as healthy as they wanted. Relying on self-control only left students feeling drained and depleted at the end of the semester because they were constantly putting forth effort to block unwanted desires.

So what did help the college students reach their academic and health goals? Bypassing the need for willpower altogether. They created zones in their life where all the cues pointed away from distractions and toward the activity and foods that helped them reach their goals. For example, some students worked on homework at the same time each day, in the same place, and with the same people and sounds around them (e.g., music playing). Through this regularity, they created strong cues in this environment that triggered their desire to study. In this context, studying occurred more automatically. These students didn’t need to convince themselves, each day, to buckle down and work. Studying in this time and place became a habit.

This series of studies paints a striking picture of what’s key to the “good life”—that is, to better grades, better relationships, a productive career, and healthier eating. It isn’t building up your willpower muscle so you can resist the motivational magnets tugging on your attention and appetite throughout the day. So you can resist the Veggie Straws in front of you and eat the strawberries instead.

The ticket to the good life is learning to protect yourself from motivational magnets that try to pull you to activities and foods that don’t fulfill your needs or help you meet your goals. The ticket to the good life is learning how to curate your cues.

“There’s a strong assumption still that exerting self-control is beneficial,” said psychologist Marina Milyavskaya, who led the 2017 study at Carleton University. “And we’re showing in the long term, it’s not.”

Essentially, if you’re trying to resist the Veggie Straws at the pool, you’re wasting your energy. Because you’ve already decided to eat them. It’s just a matter of time. That decision occurred back at the grocery store when you chose to buy them and bring them to the pool, not when you’re staring at the open bag and fighting a hundred thousand years of evolution telling you to eat every single one.



This research offers great news for parents. Because it means we don’t need to teach a fifteen-year-old to resist her smartphone while she’s trying to do homework, or teach a twelve-year-old to stop playing World of Warcraft at 10:00 p.m. in his bedroom so he can sleep, or even coerce the eight-year-old to stop eating the Veggie Straws at the pool. We don’t need to monitor, police, and constantly tug children away from devices, games, and fried potato straws. We don’t need to build up or teach them willpower. That’s a fool’s errand.

We can do something that’s much easier. We can free our children from having to use willpower in the first place.

To do that, we need only to shape the children’s environment—their bedroom, your kitchen, your car—so they don’t have to exhaust themselves by resisting temptations. So they’re protected from the motivational magnets.

We can teach our children how to form strong, stable habits for high-value activities. So they automatically choose hobbies that fulfill their fundamental needs and nutrient-dense foods that nourish their whole bodies. So that the healthy choices become the effortless choices. We can teach children how to build sanctuaries to protect what’s most important in life.





FULL PROTOCOL How to Build a Sanctuary (and Protect Your Family from Ultraprocessed Foods)

While I was interviewing the neuroscientist Ivan de Araujo about how our bodies measure the calorie density of foods, he made a statement that lingered in my mind for days afterward: “Food cues likely wield even more power over children than adults because most children don’t understand what’s inside food.”

Children don’t typically read ingredient lists, and they probably couldn’t tell you the difference between an ultraprocessed cherry pie from the corner market and a slice of homemade cherry pie from your neighbor’s house.

Could that be true? I wondered. Did Rosy not know what she was eating?

So one day, while Rosy crunched on a few Ritz Crackers, I asked her, “What are you eating when you eat that Ritz Cracker? What ingredients are in the cracker?”

She thought for a moment, then grew frustrated and angry. Because she had no clue what was inside the cracker. She finally exclaimed in exasperation, “I have no idea what I’m eating, Mama!”

Her comment—and frustration—gave me the perfect opportunity to shape her perspective about ultraprocessed food (because in that moment she was super-motivated to know).

I started by explaining to her how a corporation manufactures a Ritz Cracker and other ultraprocessed foods. How scientists essentially predigest the potato or wheat. They strip away the carbohydrates from other parts of the plant, smash that starch back together with some oil, then press it through a mold and cook it.

And what do you know? Her incredible eight-year-old brain devised the best way to think about these foods and bias our brains away from them. “So it’s like food that people have eaten and pooped out,” she said.

“Well… in a way,” I said, not wanting to squash this imaginative but also helpful way of viewing a Ritz Cracker. “It’s more like food that people have chewed, swallowed, and then thrown up.” But it was too late. She didn’t hear me. And she had already made up her mind about ultraprocessed foods.

“So it’s poopy food!” she exclaimed with a big laugh. And then she came up with a new name for ultraprocessed foods that has stuck with us ever since. “So it’s not food; it’s pood. Eww, that’s gross. Pood is gross.”

“Yes!” I exclaimed. “It’s pood. Let’s call it pood.” Because she’s right—pood can be gross.

Then she ran into the kitchen and started grabbing boxes and jars, holding them up in the air and asking, “Is this pood, Mama? Why is it pood?”

We spent the afternoon talking about what makes a food pood (or ultraprocessed food). And during that time, I realized this information was key to helping her form strong, stable habits around eating healthy foods. It was critical for building a sanctuary for minimally processed foods. And ultimately transforming our diets.



We now have all the skills and knowledge needed to build large, expansive zones in our life where we consciously cultivate strong habits and routines that we want for our family. I like to think of these zones as sanctuaries, to emphasize their importance in elevating our daily life.

Sanctuaries provide protection for critical skills and needs that you’ve decided are priorities for your family and are essential for your child’s growth as a human. They help eliminate the need for willpower or self-control, throughout the day. They allow us to engage in high-value activities and eat high-value food without even thinking about it. There’s no struggle or conflict.

To build these sanctuaries, we’re going to take the five-step protocol that we’ve already learned and then apply it not only to an individual habit but to a whole domain in our lives, such as our family’s diet. And in the process we’re going to transform our relationship with these dopamine magnets, permanently.

At the end of the book, we’re going to create four sanctuaries in your family’s life to protect and nourish four important life skills: socializing face-to-face with people, focusing on productive work, sleeping well, and learning to have fun adventures.

But before we embark on that project, I want to show you how to create a sanctuary for whole and minimally processed foods. Because this sanctuary radically changed our lives, especially mine. It brought pleasure back to our meals, finally quieted my food noise, and ended Rosy’s picky eating.

When you build a sanctuary for whole foods, you give your child a priceless gift: the chance to learn how to love and want foods that genuinely fill them up. Foods that not only bring satisfaction but also make their body feel good afterward.



Step 1: Take the Wheel

I started off by asking the one critical question: What did I want for our family’s diet? What did I want in terms of meals and snacks?

On my dream list, I had written:





	Values and Goals

	Specific Behaviors That Support the Value or Goal





	More whole and minimally processed foods (less ultraprocessed foods)

	?







Now I knew what specific behavior could achieve my goal (and I could fill in the right-hand column). Our family needed long periods in the day when whole and minimally processed foods were the only option (and pood wasn’t available). So I decided to create a sanctuary for real foods.

To get started, we first needed to decide on a definition of pood. Scientists don’t unanimously agree on what ingredients make food pood or not pood. And clearly, some foods are more processed than others. So it’s really up to you and your family to decide what aspects of pood are most important.

For our family, I wanted the easiest, clearest definition we could find, so that Rosy could understand it and be able to identify pood at the grocery store by reading an ingredient list on a box.

We discussed it and agreed that if a food contained an ingredient that wasn’t in our pantry, then it was pood. With that definition, any food with natural flavors, artificial flavors, or artificial sweeteners fell into the pood category at our house, as well as any foods with added vitamins and preservatives. We also decided that if a food contained refined white flour, we would call it pood.

This definition was quite strict. It eliminated the vast majority of store-bought crackers, cereals, breads, pretzels, granola bars, and the baked goods at our local coffee shops. It meant giving up a bunch of our favorite foods: Cheez-Its, Ritz Crackers, Pirate’s Booty, bagels, pita chips, milk chocolate, and flavored sparkling waters.

But feel free to craft your definition so it gives you more options. For example, you might want to still eat products with added vitamins or natural flavors in them. But if you can, I would avoid foods with refined white flour in them because they typically have high calorie densities (and our bodies treat the refined carbohydrates similar to the way that we treat simple sugars).



Step 2: Ride the Motivational Wave

What’s the source of motivation that will kick-start children’s love for whole foods? Hunger. Children love to eat. They need to eat. And if they’re hungry enough, they will eat whole and minimally processed foods that are in front of them, especially if they truly believe that no pood options will be available later on in the day. Children have been doing this for hundreds of thousands of years.

Over time, as kids eat more of these healthy foods, they will start to love and prefer them. They will get excited about having fruit, beans, nuts, and non-pood muffins. They will crave them and ask for them.

But again, you have to create long periods of time in your day when the child doesn’t have access to any pood—and doesn’t think that they’ll have access later either (e.g., after dinner).



Step 3: Celebrate to Habituate

“Gosh, I love these blueberries!” I said to Rosy, after I ate the second pint in about five minutes. “They make me feel so good, especially compared to those poody Pringles.” She looked at me a bit suspiciously but continued to eat the blueberries.

Celebrating whole foods came easily once I really thought about them. Because fruits, nuts, and vegetables are amazing. They are colorful. They smell good. They are juicy, sweet, and tart. And I never have to regulate how much Rosy eats of them. She could eat them all day. How freeing!

So I decided that I would become the hype woman for whole foods, as Ashley Gearhardt called it. At meals and snacks, I would celebrate all the wonderful aspects of fruits, nuts, vegetables, beans, chicken, and fish.

“I frequently talk about the benefits of whole foods with my sons,” said Gearhardt, a psychologist at the University of Michigan, who has two young boys. “I just hype them up—blueberries, meat, even cucumbers. I’m the hype woman for cucumbers. I tell my boys, ‘Cucumbers give you water so you run faster.’ ”

In our family, I also started to celebrate homemade meals without pood, including the dinners that I put together six times a week. I talked about how yummy my bean chili tasted, how amazing my lentil curries smelled, and how seared salmon paired delightfully with barley and baby bok choy. That’s right, I celebrated bok choy. Because it was crunchy, it was juicy, and it soaked up all that delicious garlic sauce that we sautéed it in. And here was the best part: That baby bok choy wasn’t trying to trick our motivation circuitry into eating huge quantities of it. It never launched us into an endless cycle of wanting bok choy. Thank you, bok choy.

To further celebrate whole foods—and show Rosy how much I valued them—we made a special run to the grocery store to stock up on non-pood snacks. As you and I have learned, you can’t simply take away a habit and leave everyone empty-handed. We needed replacements for the pood.I

I pitched this activity to Rosy as a treasure hunt: “Let’s go find foods in the store that aren’t pood.” I showed her how to read the labels on products, and then we went down the aisles, carefully evaluating boxes of crackers, jars of pasta sauces, and bags of corn tortillas. If Rosy wasn’t sure if any item qualified as pood or not, I had her read the label out loud and then asked her, “Can you find that ingredient in our kitchen?”

I paid attention to what foods Rosy naturally gravitated toward in the store and added extra of those items to our cart (I’m always looking for ways to ride the wave).

We stocked up on a bunch of tasty snacks and easy-to-eat foods that aren’t pood, including:


Nuts and nut spreads

These are nature’s high-density, easy-to-eat foods, and if you remove pood from your diet, you will likely start to crave them. At one point during our first pood-free month, I found Rosy at the kitchen island spooning peanut butter into her mouth, saying, “I love peanut butter. I love peanut butter so much.” Without pood in our kitchen, her motivation circuitry knew exactly where she could find a high-density replacement.




Fresh fruit

The first week, we bought ten pints of blueberries and a whole bunch of grapes because they pop into your mouth like pood (and they’re high in sugar). We stacked apples, oranges, and bananas on the kitchen counter. In the summer, we bought fresh cantaloupe and watermelons, sliced them into chunks, and stored them in the refrigerator in Tupperware containers for easy grabbing.



Frozen fruit

My husband loves frozen mangos, frozen berries, and frozen peaches. They’re packed with sugar, so they squelch a craving for something sweet. And they tend to be less expensive than their fresh versions. They also make quick and easy smoothies.



Veggies

Great pood replacements include lunchbox peppers, baby carrots, green beans, cucumbers, homemade popcorn, snap peas, edamame, and garbanzo beans. We cook a batch of garbanzo beans in the pressure cooker each Sunday and then store them in the refrigerator to use throughout the week. We simply heat up a bowl in the microwave and sprinkle it with salt for a quick after-school snack.



Homemade muffins

After two years of baking non-pood muffins regularly, I’ve developed four versions that we still mix up almost each week. Then I leave the muffins out on the kitchen counter for snacking. (See the Dopamine Kids website for these recipes.)



Mineral water

Most beverages fall into the pood category because they have “natural or artificial flavors” in them. So that really leaves only mineral water and soda water as beverage options from grocery stores and quick marts.





Step 4: Shine the Bright-Line Rule

Now Rosy and I needed to agree on what part of our daily routine would become pood-free. That is, what time in our day and in what places ultraprocessed foods would no longer be available to us.

After I experimented with food sanctuaries for about six months, my advice is to start small and go slow. Pood cravings can be quite strong for all of us if you try to cut back too quickly. Both children and adults can become agitated, grumpy, anxious, and antsy when they stop eating ultraprocessed foods, Gearhardt has found. They can feel blue or slightly depressed. Children can even misbehave and act out. Sometimes they may sneak food behind your back or lie about what they’re eating.

During our second month of experimenting with a pood-free home, a thirteen-year-old boy came to stay with us for a week. After three days he had to make an emergency trip to the grocery store for M&M’s and Skittles. “Not eating processed foods is so hard,” he told his mom later. “Like really, really hard.”

These symptoms peak about three to five days after going pood-free, Gearhardt has found. If you can hold on, and make it through those first several days, the symptoms subside and then everyone will start to feel better than before the change in their diet.

So at the beginning, try not to bite off more whole foods than you can chew. Start off with a bright-line rule that everyone can follow without much effort. Remember, feeling successful is the key to building new habits.

With all that in mind, Rosy and I decided to start by removing what I called “pood on the go.” We wouldn’t take pood with us in the car or on errands. And we wouldn’t buy pood snacks while we were out of the house.

Our bright-line rule was: We don’t have pood in the car or out of the house.

Because I had included Rosy in defining pood and crafting this bright-line rule, I had her buy-in from the beginning for this experiment. So I went ahead and told her the bright-line rule at the start. To my surprise, she was actually really excited about the experiment, as I called it.

Notice how I’m not saying “we can’t have pood in the car.” Instead, it’s “we don’t have pood in the car.” Studies have found that when children (and adults) feel like they “can’t” do an activity, they feel like they’re missing out or being punished. But when a family chooses not to do an activity because it doesn’t fit their identity or values, they don’t feel deprived. They feel empowered.

For younger children, you don’t have to make a big deal about the new sanctuary. You can simply continue with the next steps, without telling them the bright-line rule. If they protest, you can say something like “We’re trying a new experiment with all these wonderful new foods.” Or “We’re going to take a break from the granola bars/fruit chews/crackers. Don’t worry, they’ll always be in the grocery store waiting for you.”



Step 5: Curate the Cues

This step consists of two critical actions:


	A. Remove the magnets: That’s all the pood on the go.

	B. Refill the cues: That’s all the whole food we bought in Step 3.



For me and Rosy, removing the magnets turned out to be easy. We simply threw out all pood from the car and our backpacks and purses. If somebody offered us pood outside our house, we decided it would be OK to accept it if we wanted to. But we weren’t going to bring it into the car or carry it in our backpacks.

Instead, we filled our backpacks and purses with the non-pood foods—the fruits, veggies, nuts, and muffins.

On top of that, we were no longer going to buy pood while we were out of the house. We were no longer hopping into a corner market and buying belVita biscuits. Or popping into a coffee shop to pick up a slice of pumpkin bread. “No pood on the go” became my mantra.

I quickly realized that to accomplish this goal, we had to stop going into these stores altogether. Because there was actually very little in these stores that wasn’t pood. In the corner market, you could find nuts and some versions of minimally processed popcorn. In coffee shops, you could buy fruit and milk, but that was almost it. So we stopped patronizing these shops for the week.



Continue to Celebrate

Throughout the week, I continued to toss out micro-celebrations about whole foods and how good they tasted and how good they made us feel.

We began to buy homemade pupusas and tamales from several food trucks. I asked very politely about their ingredients, and learned that they contained only corn, beans, meat, cheese, and vegetable oil (no refined grains, no emulsifiers). I celebrated these foods before we bought them (“I can’t wait to get those pupusas tonight for dinner”), during the meal (“I love these pupusas!”), and afterward too, wholeheartedly (“Gosh, tamales are my favorite food by far”).


“It’s pood. Let’s buy something that makes us feel better instead.”
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Along the way, I also kept reminding Rosy of the disadvantages of the pood we encountered. How it often left us feeling hungrier afterward. How it never satisfied me. How it hurt the critters inside our guts. And how, if you really thought about it, some of the ultraprocessed foods were pretty gross. Predigested food, eww!

If Rosy asked for a box of granola bars, I would casually respond with my go-to comment: “It’s pood. Let’s buy something that makes us feel better instead.”

After we successfully followed our bright-line rule for a day or afternoon, I would ask Rosy for a high five, just to seal the celebration.



So how did the experiment go? Way better than I expected.

Rosy and I had a super-successful Week #1. We knocked the no-pood-on-the-go out of the park. And we decided to continue for a few more weeks.

We didn’t visit the coffee shop or quick mart during that time. And in doing so, we totally erased the cues from our motivation circuitry that would pull us into these shops. That saved us a hefty amount of time and money. I think I was spending about fifteen dollars a day on coffee shop pood, or about seventy-five dollars each week (which turns into nearly four thousand dollars a year).

After about a week of no pood on the go, something surprising happened: We stopped snacking on the go altogether. So I stopped carrying snacks with me in my bag or in the car. Rosy didn’t even notice. What a wonderful simplification to our lives! I no longer had to clean out rotting food from the car or month-old, hard-as-rock granola bars from my bag.

At the same time, I started to feel a miraculous shift in my mind. I noticed that I wasn’t thinking about food so often. I stopped wanting Pringles while I was in the car, or pretzels after picking up Rosy from school. Hmm, I wondered, what would happen if we eliminated the pood altogether? Would my food noise quiet down?

So after the success of the first few weeks, Rosy and I decided to expand the whole-food sanctuary into more contexts, including meals and other snack times.

Here’s the schedule Rosy, Matt, and I (roughly) followed to squeeze pood out of our lives, as much as possible, and to enjoy more whole foods:


	Month #1: No pood on the go

	Month #2: Prior step, plus no pood for breakfast

	Month #3: Prior steps, plus no pood for lunch or dinner

	Month #4: Prior steps, plus no pood after dinner



After building these sanctuaries, we had almost removed all pood from our diet. Our family decided to make one bold bright-line rule: We would stop buying pood altogether. We would keep our home and cars pood-free. Together, Rosy and I went through the pantry and refrigerator, throwing out any item with an ingredient we couldn’t pronounce or couldn’t find in our kitchen. We officially became a pood-free family.

The habit expert Nir Eyal calls this approach to breaking habits “progressive extremism.”

With this process, you start off by eliminating one food from your life, permanently. “To become part of your identity, the commitment needs to be forever, just as vegetarians believe they’ll eat the same way for the rest of their life—it’s who they are,” Eyal wrote on his website. When you feel ready, you cut out another food, permanently. And you repeat the process again and again. “If the commitment feels like too much, you’re doing too much,” he noted. “Each step needs to feel almost effortless, no big deal, but involve something you can be proud to give up forever,” he wrote.

So slow down this no-pood process if your children give you backlash or you find yourself struggling to follow a bright-line rule. There’s no rush or race. And we don’t want sour moods and grumpy children. We want the feeling of success.



Building these whole-food sanctuaries radically reshaped Rosy’s relationship with food. She cut down her consumption of pood tremendously, and I hardly had to say a word about it.

After a few weeks with no pood in our house, she did something I hadn’t seen in years: She ate a homemade dinner with gusto. It was turkey meatballs, wild rice, and sautéed bok choy. Typically, she would pick at the meat, poke at the rice, and ignore the bok choy. She’s just a picky eater, I thought. But that night, she popped a meatball into her mouth, scooped up the wild rice, and even tasted the bok choy.

Over the next few weeks, her enthusiasm for homemade meals climbed higher. She chowed down on chickpea chili, scarfed down seared salmon, and even started asking for roasted chicken.

Rosy wasn’t a picky eater, I realized. Not at all. The presence of pood in her life had undermined her motivation to eat whole and minimally processed foods. Because ultraprocessed foods derailed her ability to eat only when she was genuinely hungry.
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All the pood in our life had created cravings in both me and Rosy, which prompted us to snack every few hours. By the time Rosy sat down to dinner, she had no desire for curried okra or stewed lamb. “It’s hard to have the hunger for real food if you’ve already eaten so many energy-dense foods throughout the day,” Gearhardt explained.

Once Rosy and I removed the pood from our life, our cravings faded away. Our snacking plummeted. And all that food noise that I carried for years vanished. (I’m not the only one who has experienced this effect. In a 2025 study, people felt their cravings decline when they stopped eating ultraprocessed foods, and they also lost weight.)


At meals, I could finally hear a tiny voice inside my head, saying, “That’s enough, Michaeleen,” long before my stomach felt full.
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And finally, after twenty years of trying, I learned how to stop overeating at meals. For decades, ultraprocessed foods had scrambled my motivation circuitry. They launched me into frustrating cycles of wanting at almost every meal. My dopamine circuitry cheered me on while I ate, telling me to eat another bite, eat another bite, eat another bite, similar to how the video-based slot machines cheered on Darlene, telling her to play another game, play another game, play another game. And so I often would eat way past what felt good, in my stomach but also in my mind. While eating pood, I couldn’t hear the signals in my body telling me, If you keep eating, you’re going to feel bad afterward.

But once we switched to whole and minimally processed foods and we all ate enough fiber (see Fundamental Need No. 6: Beans, Barley, and All That Ferments), this loud cheering in my brain faded into the background. At meals, I could finally hear a tiny voice inside my head, saying, That’s enough, Michaeleen, long before my stomach felt full.

So I could finally eat in the way that everyone calls intuitively. I could identify when I felt satisfied—not full, but satisfied. This sensation made it easy to put my fork down and stop eating at meals. Eventually, I lost fifteen pounds without trying. My goal was never to lose weight but to lose the cycles of wanting. To lose the feeling of What’s next? What’s next? What’s next?

I’m not alone in experiencing this dramatic shift with whole foods. Studies have found that ultraprocessed foods—and foods with a high calorie density—trigger people to overeat. “In our lab, we see that people are pretty good at understanding their satiety signals when they’re eating real foods,” Gearhardt said. “But once we start putting ultraprocessed foods on their plates, many people don’t eat what their body needs to maintain their weight.” In one study, people ate eight hundred extra calories each day when their diets consisted primarily of high calorie–dense foods.



It’s been a year since Rosy and I built our whole-food sanctuary, and currently, I still avoid pood as much as possible. I feel better, physically and mentally, when I abstain from it.

I’ve also lost a desire for pood. I realized that it wasn’t as pleasurable as real, whole foods. Pood often tasted… how should I put it? Off. It was too sweet, too salty, too chocolatey, too sour, too artificial, or too oily. “Ultraprocessed foods just don’t taste as good as minimally processed foods,” said Dr. Dariush Mozaffarian at the Tufts Food Is Medicine Institute. “I often tell my teenage children, ‘Eating whole foods doesn’t mean deprivation, or not having delicious food. It’s actually the converse. Foods that are better for you often taste better too.’ ”

To be clear, I’m not saying that Rosy never eats pood. Not in the slightest. Pood is so ubiquitous in our society that it will be part of her life even when we don’t buy it ourselves. People give her pood nearly everywhere we go—at friends’ houses, parties, parades, sporting events, sports camps, farmers’ markets, street fairs, and church events. Outside our home, we are surrounded by pood.

Sometimes pood creeps back into our pantry and refrigerator. We forget what constitutes pood and accidentally buy it. Or a neighbor brings it to our house. And that’s OK. We’re not after perfection here. That’s just setting us up for failure. Instead, I remind everyone of our bright-line rule, and the next time we go shopping, we try to keep the pood out of the cart.

With all these sanctuaries and new habits, throw away the idea of perfection from the start. It will only hamper your ability to make long-term changes.

“This is a crucial point,” psychologist Wendy Wood wrote in her book Good Habits, Bad Habits. “You can miss a day or two and you will not be set back to zero. An omission is not a license to cheat or keep failing. Your habit-in-formation is not so fragile that it requires perfection.”

Changing habits, especially breaking habits, is a circular process, not a linear one. Each week and month you will likely—almost inevitably—find yourself falling back into old routines. Shallow habits are like weeds. They come back no matter how many times you pull them up. So expect them to reappear.

In many ways, we want these old habits to sneak back in because, every time they do, they give us the opportunity to teach our brains something critical—the cost and disadvantages of our old way of doing things. They help us learn why we don’t want these habits in our life anymore. Why pood makes us feel bad and reduces pleasure in life.

So when an old habit creeps back, try not to dwell on it or feel set back by it. Don’t let it stop you or distract you from your goal of growing a beautiful sanctuary. We’re playing the long game here of building a life for our family that aligns with our values. We don’t care about short-term blips and blunders. As Wendy Wood wrote: “Overthinking makes it harder to be positive. And, more to the point, it also might stop habits from forming.”

Besides, even if you succeed with no pood on the go only 50 percent of the time, think about what an amazing accomplishment that is.

We’re simply bringing more control back into our own hands, instead of the hands of the food corporations. We’re pushing the needle a bit further in the direction of whole foods so that we all feel better. So that we’re not craving foods that set up endless cycles of wanting and leave us feeling so unsatisfied all the time. We’re after ease and enjoyment in life, instead of struggle, conflict, and constant consumption.

We’re after the good life.


	I. When you reduce or cut out pood, you need to replace it with a large volume of non-pood because whole and minimally processed foods typically have much lower calorie densities. So you need to provide a larger quantity of them to consume enough calories each day.







FUNDAMENTAL NEED NO. 6 Beans, Barley, and All That Ferments
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So far, throughout this book, we’ve focused primarily on what drives us to eat—what presses on our hunger accelerator and gives us that feeling of Ooh, I really want a scoop of mint chocolate chip ice cream right now. And then, Ooh, I really want another scoop of that ice cream.

Now we’re going to explore the flip side of eating: What aspects of food press on the brake inside our brains and make us finally think, You know what? I feel just right, and don’t want any more food? What components of food give us satisfaction?

Neuroscientists and nutritionists have struggled for decades to answer that question. Along the way, they’ve found that protein—as found in meat, beans, and dairy—plays a major role in creating satisfaction. As a result, I thought that all I needed to do was add some protein—say, a chicken breast or hard-boiled egg—to each meal and our family would feel satisfied between meals.

More recently, though, scientists have discovered that protein isn’t the panacea for feeling satisfied, especially over the long run. There’s another nutrient that takes satisfaction to the next level. It not only helps us feel full—and finished—at meals; it also decreases our hunger at the next meal, and even the next day. It’s the marathoner of satisfaction. And unlike protein, you can’t eat too much of it. The more you consume, the lower your risk of heart disease, diabetes, and many cancers.

Yes, I’m raving about that humble, oft-overlooked but highly honorable carbohydrate called fiber. When we hear the word “fiber,” we often think of regularity—that is, keeping the trains running on time in our lower intestine. But we should also think about our waistline and slimming down our bodies. Because, over the past decade, scientists have found fiber plays a huge role in regulating your body weight. If you eat enough of certain types of fiber, it helps your body make a hormone that’s similar to the new class of drugs that cause dramatic weight loss, such as Ozempic and Wegovy.

That’s why gut physiologist Frank Duca at the University of Arizona extols fiber as well: “I study obesity and diabetes. And whenever my family or friends find that out about me, they ask, ‘Oh, what’s the wonder drug? What do I need to take? What do I need to do to lose weight?’ And I say, ‘Eat more fiber.’ ”

Ozempic and Wegovy squelch hunger like a flyswatter smashes a mosquito. While taking this medication, people say they no longer have constant cravings for food. The food noise they experience quiets down and they stop snacking between meals.

Turns out, these weight-loss medications mimic a hormone that our bodies naturally produce, called GLP-1. Neuroscientists and physiologists have recently found that we can raise our natural levels of GLP-1 with our diets. Yes, adding protein can help. But for long-term GLP-1 release, we need fiber, and we need a specific type of it.

To understand how fiber boosts GLP-1 levels, let’s look at what happens when you don’t eat much of it. Let’s say you wake up in the morning feeling hungry and you eat two slices of white bread and a fried egg (so basically zero fiber). As you digest the food and it moves into your small intestine, many nutrients from the bread and egg trigger the release of a bunch of hormones.

About twenty of these hormones, including GLP-1, are known as satiation hormones. “They tell your body to start absorbing the food and to suppress your hunger signals,” said Sinju Sundaresan, who is a gut physiologist at Midwestern University.

As GLP-1 kicks into action, it slows down how quickly the bread and egg move from your stomach into the intestine, so you don’t use up their energy all at once—and you feel satisfied for longer. It also likely sends a signal to your brain, telling your motivation circuitry to quiet down because you have fulfilled your fundamental need for food. So you stop eating because you feel satisfied.

But all this satisfaction fades incredibly fast. Because GLP-1 degrades rapidly inside our blood. An hour or two after you eat this breakfast, GLP-1 levels in your blood plummet, and by the time lunch rolls around, you’re already wolfishly hungry.I

OK. Now let’s look at what happens if we add a bunch of fiber to the meal. Instead of eating white bread, let’s say you eat a serving of oatmeal with a tablespoon of chia seeds. That meal contains about eight grams of fiber. That hefty portion of fiber gives your intestine a second opportunity to release GLP-1, and that release occurs many, many hours after the meal.

You see, our stomachs and small intestines don’t have the capacity to break down fiber. So as the breakfast moves through your digestive tract, the fiber goes along for the ride and remains largely unchanged. Approximately four to ten hours after a meal—it reaches your colon. Finally, the fiber has met its match.

Here, inside your large intestine, a whole crew of microbes chew up the fiber and spit out smaller molecules. Some of these molecules likely suppress your appetite on their own, but they also trigger your colon cells to release satiation hormones, including GLP-1 and another key one, called PYY (peptide YY).

This extra boost of GLP-1 and PYY occurs hours and hours after you eat, so it can tamp down cravings between meals. It helps to disarm food cues and quiet the food noise. So you no longer feel like snacking so much between meals.

You may also eat less at your next meal, studies have found, because your large intestine may still be releasing this extra GLP-1 and PYY. So, you’re already feeling somewhat full and satisfied before you take your first bite.

But here’s the hitch: To get this extra boost of satiation hormones, you need to eat a fiber that gut bacteria can digest and break down. These fibers are called fermentable because microbes literally ferment them, in a similar way to how yeast ferments barley into beer.

In general, there are three main food groups that contain large amounts of fermentable fibers:


	Grains, including whole oats, rye, barley, wheat, and corn

	Legumes, including beans, lentils, and peas

	Seeds and nuts, especially chia seeds



Several fruits also provide fermentable fiber, including apples, pears, avocados, unripe bananas, and raspberries.



Our bodies evolved to eat oodles of fiber, every day. I’m not talking about a few grams, but dozens of grams each day.II For adults, the recommended amount is about 20 to 30 grams per day. And for children, it’s about 10 to 20 grams, depending on their age. To calculate how much fiber a child needs each day, take their age and then add 5 to that value. So at age nine, Rosy needed about 14 (9 + 5) grams of fiber each day.

And here’s what I didn’t appreciate until I started researching this book: There’s really no way Rosy is going to eat that much fiber (and especially fermentable fiber) if I serve her only fruits and vegetables, even if we add a serving of whole grains along the way.

Low-starch vegetables, such as leafy greens, cucumbers, and broccoli, are incredibly nutritious, but they generally contain little fiber per serving—far less than you might expect they do (and they don’t provide much fermentable fiber). To reach your daily quota, you and your children would have to eat a huge quantity of them. For example, to receive 14 grams of fiber, Rosy would need to eat about seven cups of chopped cauliflower or fourteen cups of raw kale. Meanwhile, I’m jubilant when she eats a half a cup of cauliflower or a tiny handful of kale each week, never mind each day.

Yes, raspberries will definitely help kids meet their fiber needs. One cup of raspberries provides 8 grams of fiber. But they will only take you so far. Raspberries are expensive; they’re not always in season; and your child will likely start to turn up their nose at raspberries if you serve them every morning. While blueberries can offer a nice alternative, one full cup offers only 3 grams of fiber.

So how in the heck can children eat enough fiber? On my quest to eat 30 grams of fiber each day and ensure Rosy eats about 14 grams daily, I’ve experimented with our meals and snacks for more than three years. I finally came upon a pretty easy way to do it. It boils down to eating two foods every day, ones that families have relied on for thousands of years: beans and seeds (particularly chia seeds).

Essentially, for Rosy to reach her fiber quota—and boost the satisfaction she feels between meals—all she needs to eat is:


	1 tablespoon of Chia seeds = 4 grams of fiber

	½ cup of cooked Beans = about 7 grams of fiber

	A piece of fruit = 2 to 4 grams of fiber

	ABCs of fiber = 13 to 15 grams



Sometimes she doesn’t need the fruit or chia seeds at all if she eats more beans or we have a whole grain at the meal (e.g., brown rice, barley, bulgur, corn, oatmeal). For instance, one of my husband’s smashed pinto bean and cheese burritos has a whopping 9 grams of fiber in it (and the burrito is quite small).

Basically, I’m saying don’t worry so much about the amount of fruits and vegetables your child eats. Focus more on the beans and seeds. They’re super-nutritious on their own. They’ll cut the cravings and slash the snacking between meals way more than a few carrots or peppers will.


Your Turn

Adding beans to a child’s diet isn’t as hard as you might think. Your child may fuss a bit at first, especially if they’re not familiar with them. But all you need to do is mix them in with foods they already want to eat (ride their motivational wave).

Make a pot of beans each week in a pressure cooker, or buy canned or frozen beans. Then add a quarter cup of beans to the foods that children love and eat every day. For example, instead of serving plain rice or pasta, mix in green peas, chickpeas, edamame, or black beans. Add the beans to quesadillas, tacos, enchiladas, and soups. Or simply hand them a bowl of salted chickpeas as a snack after school.

You can use a similar strategy with the chia seeds. Each morning, add them to cereals, oatmeal, muffins, smoothies, and yogurt.




	I. This is where GLP-1 differs substantially from the active ingredient in weight-loss drugs, called semaglutide. GLP-1 sticks around in the blood for only a few minutes, but semaglutide persists for days. This stability allows the drug to do something that GLP-1 can’t: go into your brain. Inside your brain, semaglutide squelches appetite and cravings directly, said Darleen Sandoval at the University of Colorado, Boulder. That’s why people on these drugs lose so much weight. “In mice or rats, we can give naturally occurring GLP-1 directly into the animals’ brains, and it stops them from eating,” Sandoval said.

	II. When people were hunter-gatherers, we probably ate more than 100 grams of fiber each day. So yeah, we need a lot of fiber.







Epilogue: When Pleasure Returns to Life

Back in 2019, while sitting on the beach with my four-year-old daughter, I began to notice a gray netting had settled between me and the world. I didn’t realize it then, but that netting had prevented me from experiencing all the delight and pleasure in my life. It had narrowed down my desires to activities and foods that left me feeling lonely and empty afterward.

After years of research and experimenting, I finally had the tools to cut through that netting. I needed to build sanctuaries in my life where fulfilling hobbies took center stage, and all the dopamine magnets moved aside to their rightful place in the wings of my life.

Once our family created a few of these protective zones, something unexpected happened. We yearned for more of them. Because we could feel how these slices of our day shined brighter and felt more joyful than our times with screens and pood.

One morning Rosy even launched a new sanctuary for all of us, without realizing it. It was about 9:00 a.m. on a Saturday, and I had just finished cooking oatmeal and scrambling eggs. Rosy still hadn’t emerged from her room. So I called to her: “Rosy, breakfast is almost ready.” But she didn’t answer. Typically, she didn’t sleep so late. Is she OK? I wondered.

Ten more minutes passed by, and I finally went into her room to check on her. There, sitting in her bed, still wearing her pajamas, Rosy had her head dropped deep into a new book from the library. She told me that she had woken up an hour earlier and had immediately grabbed the book. She couldn’t pull herself away from it to get dressed. “I just want to finish this chapter, Mama,” she said.

At that moment, I realized Rosy was creating, in her own way, a book-reading sanctuary for our family. She was telling me that Saturdays (and eventually Sundays) should be reserved for reading books. Because who needs Netflix or an iPad when you have a stack of fresh library books on your bedside table, pulling you to them all day?

And when she grew tired of reading, she had a bicycle on the front porch waiting for her to ride around town with her best friend all day. Who needs a screen when you have a life full of real adventure, escape, and pleasure?

After that morning, I watched with awe as Rosy’s daily routine transformed in remarkable ways. Slowly, she embraced one high-value habit after another. She started practicing piano voluntarily in the afternoons, playing outside with gusto at all times of the day, and sewing whenever she felt a hint of boredom. She even began to attend our library’s Yarn Arts club, at which a whole bunch of grandmas gleefully taught her how to crochet winter hats and scarves (something I could never do).

My habits followed Rosy’s habits. I stopped carrying my phone in the car (see “Week #1 Sanctuary for Conversation”), and we created the device area (see “Week #2 Sanctuary for Focus”). With those two sanctuaries in place, all that phone noise buzzing in my head grew quieter. After a few months, the chatter began to fade away entirely. Initially, it left for only a few hours at a time. But soon it vanished for entire days. Then entire weekends. Some Saturdays I wouldn’t even think about my phone until early evening. Some Sundays I didn’t check my phone at all.

One Saturday morning, I noticed my phone needed charging, and instead of plugging it in, I just let it sit there dead for the rest of the weekend.

And you know what? That weekend—and every weekend away from the internet—felt marvelous. During these hard breaks from my phone and computer, I stopped worrying about work so much. I stopped feeling anxious about the news. And I completely quit caring about what strangers on social media said about me. All that banter and arguing seemed inconsequential and even childish compared to the life in front of me, which was turning into a darn good one.

Rosy and I filled our leisure time with hobbies that gave us real rewards, daily. We built our own garden and packed it with kale, bok choy, and green peas. We started raising a flock of chickens and harvesting their chocolate-brown eggs each morning (the best eggs that I’ve ever eaten). We learned to identify the birds in our neighborhood and the constellations in our night sky. We hung out with neighbors, wrote thank-you notes, played Wiffle ball, cooked, baked, and sat together on the front porch chatting.

Once the phone noise vanished, I could actually enjoy these activities. I could feel them fill me up with what I needed as a human being. I could savor the pleasures that my senses provide me. The smell of wet dirt on my hands as I planted lettuce seedlings. The sheer wonder of a glistening Venus hanging next to a crescent moon. The softness of Rosy’s hand on my arm as we snuggled on the couch. And the deep belly laughs that my neighbor Norma and I shared while poking fun at our husbands. One time in the car, Rosy, Matt, and I laughed so hard that I started crying, which I hadn’t done in at least ten years.

Slowly over time, as a family, we permanently changed our attitudes, our daily routines, and our awareness of what brings meaning to our lives. We no longer had that much time for screen activities, and we also didn’t desire them that much either. Because life was way more fun, interesting, and easy without them. It was something to protect, preserve, and nurture.

At the same time, I honed a skill that has helped me keep the pleasure flowing in my life—and prevented me from falling into the traps of the magnets around me.

I learned to differentiate between wanting and liking.



A few weeks ago, I felt exhausted and overwhelmed. I had been working long days on this book, and I needed a distraction.

Rosy sat on the floor in the living room, engrossed in an audiobook, and my husband lay on the couch reading a sea adventure. And so, at 8:00 p.m., I sneaked into my office, bought a movie, and started to break my own rule of not using screens after 7:00 p.m.

I hadn’t watched a movie for months. Aaah, I thought as the film began, just what I needed. A mental break.

But about thirty minutes into the movie, something unexpected happened. A tiny thought crept into my mind: Hmm, am I really enjoying this?

Before writing this book, I don’t think I would have even noticed this thought. Maybe it wouldn’t have occurred in the first place. But if it did, I surely would have dismissed it unequivocally. I would have thought, Of course I am enjoying it. Movies are my source of joy and my reward at the end of a long day. I love them.

But for the past two years, I’ve been paying close attention to what it feels like to want something intensely but not actually be enjoying it (or “liking” it, as Kent Berridge said). To identify when an activity on the screen, or the taste of food, no longer brings me pleasure, even if a part of me still desires it.

And so that night, I didn’t dismiss that voice of concern. I took it seriously. I considered the question. And then said, Yes. I’m enjoying this movie. And I kept watching.

But a few minutes later, the voice cropped up again, louder and more emphatic: Really, Michaeleen? You’re enjoying this? You want to spend your Tuesday night watching this, alone?

I paused and considered those questions. I thought about Rosy downstairs. I thought about all the fun things we could be doing together. But really, I concentrated deeply on how this movie—this screen—made me feel right here and now. And you know what I realized? That I had way more pleasurable activities in my life than watching this movie. And not just one or two options, more like five or six activities that I knew would provide more relaxation and bring more joy.

So without thinking further, I slammed my laptop shut and ran downstairs. “Rosy, I’m going to take Savanna [our dog] on a walk. Do you want to come with me?”

Rosy grumbled a bit but then hopped up and put on her shoes and we headed outdoors. It was a glorious winter night. The air felt chilly on our cheeks but also clean and refreshing. We strolled down the middle of the street in our neighborhood, holding hands, in silence. We admired the moon rising over the mountains in the east, and I pointed out the three bright stars of Orion’s Belt, above our heads, shining together in a perfect line. Rosy sang an original composition about moon shadows and dancing in them.

Then about fifteen minutes into the walk, Rosy began to talk about her day, not banal details about grammar and math, but rather about the troubles she had been having with one of the girls at school. She told me how hard she had been trying to be kind to this girl and keep her as a friend. But the girl continued to be rude and hurtful to Rosy. And eventually, Rosy burst into tears.

“Oh gosh, lover,” I said to her, wrapping my arms around her puffy orange jacket. “I’m so sorry. I know how hard you try.” But she kept crying, harder and harder. As I pulled her little blond head into my chest, I thought about what I’d learned from the neuroscientist Ishmail Abdus-Saboor, and how we all need “the rub” and “pressing” when we hurt. So I squeezed her firmer. “You’re OK, Rosemary, because I’m always here for you,” I said, as I stroked her hair gently. “You always have me here supporting you.”

And then abruptly, she stopped crying and asked me, “Did you have trouble with girls in school?”

“Oh, for sure,” I said. “My troubles with girls started in middle school…” As Rosy and I walked home, I shared my experiences of mean girls with her. Hearing those memories made her feel much better. When we arrived back home, she ran into the house, singing again about moon shadows.

I bent over to take off Savanna’s red leash and my thoughts returned to the movie that I had been watching. I wondered what would have happened if I had continued watching it. Would Rosy and I have had that important conversation? Would Rosy have received the support and “rub” that she needed? Maybe we would have talked at a later time. But maybe not.

I also thought about what would have happened if I had brought my phone with me on that walk and checked it six times. Would she still have felt comfortable to release her emotions? I don’t know. But I do know that I wouldn’t have enjoyed our walk as much. I would have missed out on so much—the moon rising, the diamonds sparkling on Orion’s Belt, and Rosy’s little hand holding my hand.

In that moment, standing at our door, I felt overwhelmed with gratitude. I felt so thankful for finally having the knowledge and skills to create time in our lives when Rosy could share her innermost secrets and problems with me. And I could, in return, help her learn to handle them, hold her close, and tell her that I was there for her—deeply there for her.

Because it’s these moments of connection—these precious, fleeting moments of two people feeling intense love from each other—that fill our lives with color. They turn a dull, gray evening into a warm, glowing one. They tell our dopamine system that it can relax for a moment because we have everything we need, right now, even if just for an evening.






FOUR-WEEK TRANSFORMATION

Over the next four weeks, we’re going to combine all the tools we’ve developed to revamp your family’s relationship with activities on the screens and bring more pleasure back into your life.

We’re going to create four sanctuaries in your child’s life where four critical life skills can flourish: talking to their family, focusing on productive work, sleeping well, and going on fun adventures.

If you already have sanctuaries in place for these skills, then I recommend still reading through the chapters and even implementing some of the steps, because they will help protect these skills as your child ages and stronger magnets creep into your home.

If you have teenagers and worry they might protest this process, keep in mind that many teenagers want their parents to help them manage technologies. They want to reduce their time scrolling on social media and playing video games. They frequently don’t ask for help because they’re afraid their parents will take away their devices. So we’re going to make this process more collaborative with teenagers.

With all these sanctuaries, try to have as much fun as possible and enjoy the new activities. Our goal is to bring pleasure and calmness back into our lives and find passions that our children can enjoy for the rest of their lives.

Let’s get started!







WEEK 1 Sanctuary for Conversation

    [image: A sketch of a boy and a woman standing together in a small square surrounded by hedges.]
Fundamental need to protect:

Talking to people

Some possible mantras to try (see which one sticks in your head or resonates with your children):

“No devices on the go”

“People before technology”

“Talking together feels so good.”

“We love talking to each other.”

“Our family values people over technology.”

“Humans before technology”

We’re going to begin with a context in our lives that’s surprisingly devilish when it comes to screens: our lives on the go. We’re going to clean up the commute.

When we use devices in the car, train, or metro, or while running errands, we paint cues all over our daily routine, pulling us toward magnets at every pause or transitional moment in our lives. Over time, these habits set up internal cues in children. So that anytime they feel a hint of boredom or have a five-minute pause in life, they feel the urge to go online or play games.

But we can flip this situation around and have the cues work toward our advantage as parents. Instead of training a child to hop on an iPad in the car, we can teach a child that commute time—and pauses in life—mean conversation time (or at least working on a high-quality activity).

Kids need real, three-dimensional people. They need to learn how to talk to and deal with in-the-flesh humans. A ten-minute car or train ride can offer a huge boost in developing these skills. It can also provide a wonderful ritual for parents and children. They can catch up on each other’s lives, learn about each other’s world views (instead of the views emanating from TikTok or Instagram), or simply sit together and be quiet.

“We spend a good amount of time together as a family shuttling to and from school and activities,” said Brooke Shannon, a mother who heads up the campaign Wait Until 8th, an organization that encourages parents to hold off on giving their kids smartphones until they’re in eighth grade. “These short trips can be avenues for great conversations as a family or an opportunity for kids to catch up with friends on your carpool turn.”

To build the sanctuary, we start at the top of the protocol.


Step 1: Take the Wheel

We’ve decided to value paying attention to the people in front of us, in real life. As before, we need to be extremely specific about when and where this new habit occurs. For our family, we primarily commute in the car and on our bikes. So:


SANCTUARY FOR CONVERSATION
[image: A circular 24-hour clock shows two shaded commute periods, morning and evening, labeled Commute, with text below.]


Slice of Life


	When: Anytime you’re away from home

	Where: Car, train, other forms of transportation commute

	Habit to break: Screens on the go (that is, using gadgets while we’re out of the house)

	Habit to build: Talking to people




Humans before techology.

[image: ]





Step 2: Ride the Motivational Wave

We need to find a source of motivation for children to help wean them off a magnet and open communication with their family. As BJ Fogg says: Help children do what they already want to do.

If you have a chatty child who loves to talk about their life, you’ve already found the motivational wave. You can ride their chatty nature into a beautiful new habit of conversing during their commute.

Personally, I was like this as a kid. If my parents asked about my day, I loved to share what happened. My dad rarely tried to chat with me, so if he asked a question I felt extra excited and happily stopped whatever I was doing to talk with him.

Screens in the car → swap in → Conversations in the car

But Rosy isn’t talkative like that. If I ask about how her day went, she typically gives me a curt answer, such as “OK,” and then the conversation stops. But, over time, as we built this sanctuary, I learned that Rosy did want to talk. She actually had quite a lot to say. She just needed some quiet time together, without a screen in front of her, before she would open up and share her inner life with me.

Like Rosy, some kids (and parents) may find it hard to switch from looking at a phone or iPad to talking or being quiet in the car. That’s a tough sell. And conversations with kids don’t happen if we force them. If you sit your child down and say, “OK, talk to me,” many children will do just the opposite. They’ll shut down. That’s not a positive feeling.

Screens prevent us from talking to the people in front of us because they hold our attention so strongly. But many high-quality activities can have the opposite effect: They can encourage us to chat or open up because they provide quiet moments with other people.

So you can slowly wean a child off their devices during the commute by swapping in a high-quality activity that doesn’t grip their attention so tightly. For example, Rosy loved braiding bracelets for friends and learning to crochet scarves. Matt and I also wanted Rosy to develop a love of reading while on the go. I saw this as a lifelong gift to her. Because no matter where we go—whether it’s a long drive, long flight, or long wait at the doctor’s office—she can pull out a book and enjoy waiting, by learning to enjoy reading.

Screens in the car → swap in → Books and bracelets in the car

So we started off by first switching screens in the car for books and braiding bracelets. Then eventually our commute became a time for us to share our thoughts and learn about each other’s lives.

Screens in the car → Books in the car → Conversations in the car

Here’s the truly wonderful repercussion of this approach: Over time, the habit created in the car or on the commute can spread across the child’s whole day, like a dandelion casting its seeds into the wind. Their internal cues will begin to shift. When they have a sense of boredom or loneliness, instead of thinking, I’ll go play on the iPad, they’ll begin to associate boredom with the high-quality activity they do on the commute: Hmm, I’m bored. I’ll talk to the people around me. Or, I’ll go read a book.

So pull out your child’s dream list that you’ve been creating, and think back to what activities you’ve introduced to your child so far as you’ve read the book. Have any of these activities particularly excited them or given them a big boost of pride or satisfaction? Which activity engaged them the longest? Or triggered the most enthusiasm? Which activity did they talk about the most?

[image: Two children sit side by side in a subway car, reading books in a sketch style.]
Could any of these activities work well in the car or on the bus or train? Write them down here:
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You can also look at your goals for your child and the values you want to pass on to them.

Could you find an activity they really want to do but that also aligns with your priorities? Jot it down.
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We are now extremely clear on what sanctuary we’re building: a place where conversations have a chance to develop, along with a calm, quiet activity.



Step 3: Celebrate to Habituate

It’s time to invest a small amount of money and effort into the high-value activities. Maybe you need to buy a few fresh supplies. Novelty motivates everyone (and triggers the release of dopamine).

For example, I took Rosy to the library and asked her to pick out a few new graphic novels that she wanted to read. I also bought her a new bracelet-making kit just for the car.

Don’t forget about yourself! If you’re accustomed to checking your phone on your commute, you’ll also need a replacement activity. I ordered a new subscription to a magazine about stargazing to help me learn to identify planets and constellations. I put a few issues in my bag, along with a book or a New Yorker issue.

You’ll also want to buy each family member their own old-school wristwatch (not a smartwatch), including yourself. Many adults and children rely on their phones to tell time. Having a convenient replacement will break this habit quickly and facilitate the transition to a phone-free life on the go.

Also start to think of all the advantages of your child not using a device on the commute. For example, it gave Rosy quiet moments to relax before and after school. Plus, we grew to know each other much better. And her habit of reading grew stronger. Finally, going device-free sent Rosy a strong signal that I valued talking to her more than anything on a screen.

Can you write down three advantages for getting rid of devices on your commute?
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Step 4: Shine the Bright-Line Rule

Here we put up a mental fence to prevent the devices from invading our sanctuary while also helping us hold firm when children fight against the process.

Remember that bright-line rules are clear, simple, and easy to follow. For example, parenting coach Randi Rubenstein used this bright-line rule with her three teenage children: When we enter the car, all the devices go into the center console and stay there.

Here are a few other ideas, depending on what your child needs for school.


For the Car


	No screens in the car

	When we enter the car, all devices are turned off and go into the glove compartment.

	When we enter the car, all devices are turned off and go into a bag that’s zipped up.

	When we enter the car, all devices go into the trunk.





For a Train or Bus Ride


	When we leave the house, all devices are turned off, handed to a parent, and stored in their bag.

	When we leave the house, all devices are turned off and zipped up in the backpack.



Circle the one that’s right for you. Or write down your version here:
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Write down this bright-line rule and tape the paper to a place in your car (maybe on the side of the door) or put it on the refrigerator to remind you each day: No devices in the car. Commute time is conversation time.




Step 5: Curate the Cues

Now we’re going to swap out the old magnets and replace them with prompts, or cues, for the new activity.


A. Remove the Magnets

Decide which devices are necessary for school or work. Write them down here:
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Now what are the unnecessary devices? Ones that you and your family don’t need for school or work. Write them down here:

[image: ]
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In the morning, before you leave for work, go around the house and collect all unnecessary mobile devices. Be sure to take them out of your purse, your bag, or the car. Stow them in a box and put it deep inside a closet. Or in a very good hiding place. You don’t want to feel tempted to go grab them if your child feels upset.

This is key: For the new habit to take hold, the child needs to feel like they can’t access the device—at all—while on their commute. Otherwise, the magnet will stay strong. And you’ll be fighting their strong desire to use their screen. If they know the screen is unavailable, the magnet gradually shuts off and all the cues in the car will quickly evaporate away. Of course, this works best if the device is at home, so try as much as possible to leave gadgets at home. Nobody needs a screen in a car or on a train. Children have been going tech-free while on the move with their parents for thousands of years.

What about your own phone? If a child has played games on your phone before or watched videos on it, then just the sight of it will likely trigger an urge to play a game, watch videos, or do whatever activity the child has performed on your phone.

If you put your own phone away, you’re going to help everyone succeed with the sanctuary. You’re also going to send a critical message to your child: We’re all in this together. This isn’t a punishment, deprivation, or “you [the child] can’t use the phone.” This is something our family does together. We don’t use the phone in the cars.

Finally, conversation requires at least two people. If you’re building a sanctuary for conversation, your phone, in many ways, can get in the way.

So for this week, if possible, leave your phone at home, or turn it off and put it deep inside a purse, backpack, or glove compartment. The deeper, the better. Or stash it with your child’s device.

I started leaving my phone at home, when I could, because I knew that the less I looked at my own phone the easier it would be for Rosy to stop wanting the magnet herself. And the more we would talk. Besides, I wanted to fix my own dysfunctional relationship with my phone. I needed to curate the cues in my life even more than Rosy did. And I realized that I probably shouldn’t be texting while I was in the driver’s seat in front of Rosy. I wasn’t modeling safe behavior.

Using a phone in front of a child who’s trying to reduce their screen time is like eating a juicy filet mignon at dinner in front of a child who’s trying to become vegetarian. It’s going to make both of your lives harder, and it will add tension to your relationship. So for this week, try to power down and tuck it away. If you simply can’t do this, skip to the end of this section for a few ideas.



B. Refill the Cues

Before your commute, fill up the context with the cues for the high-quality activity. For Rosy, I put the graphic novels from the library on our back seat. And I put the new bracelet-making supplies in my bag so that if she whined or complained about being bored, I had an ace in my purse.

If your child has their own phone, wait to put out the new supplies until you obtain their buy-in for the new project. The new supplies could be helpful in encouraging them to hop on board with the experiment. You can ride the wave of their desire for something new.

What about the necessary devices for work or school? The easiest approach may be to turn off the devices and put them in your purse or your child’s backpack, in the glove compartment, or in the side compartment of the door. Decide what is best for you and your child and be ready to share the rule with them.

Think of it this way: By disappearing your child’s phone on their commute, you’re freeing their brain from the nagging thoughts in their head about what “pseudo-rewards” could be on their phone. You’re helping them erase the cues they’ve painted all across their commute. You’re giving their brain a much-needed break from their virtual life. And you’re sending a strong message that you value their company over whatever messages or videos are on phones.




Present the New Routine to Your Child and Continue to Celebrate

Now you’re ready to share this exciting new project with your child. Remember we want them to feel good about the high-value activity and talking to you. We want to boost their motivation for this project and the new activity. We want dolphins, not crabs.

At this point, I would be careful not to make a huge deal about the permanence of this change. As I mentioned in Step 5, I didn’t tell Rosy that Lego Girls was never returning to our home because at the time that idea would have really upset her. And to be honest, I wasn’t 100 percent confident that we would be able to keep it out.

Instead, pitch the project as an experiment and something to try out together. Describe the bright-line rule in a way that helps the child feel positive about the change—that celebrates the new activities and focuses on the advantages, not the disadvantages.

Again, your goal is to generate a genuine, positive emotion inside the child when they’re engaging in the new activity and right afterward. As BJ Fogg said: Help make the child feel successful.

So, for example, I said to Rosy:


You know, I’m trying to spend less time on my phone and more time really enjoying life with you. I want to focus on you instead of my phone while we’re in the car. So I’m leaving my phone at home so we can talk while we’re out of the house.

Being with you—talking to you—is more important than anything on my phone. I would love to hear more about what you did at Valerie’s house last night. I love talking with you.




My brain deserves better than scrolling and texting all the time.
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Then when she started to whine or complain, I presented the new, fun activities waiting for her in the back seat:


I thought this might be a fun time for you to read those new graphic novels you picked out. I would love to hear what happens to Raina at the end of the book. Does she ever stop vomiting? [Rosy loved a graphic novel called Guts, whose main character was named Raina.]



Then periodically, if she asked for my phone to watch videos, I pointed out the disadvantages of the phone—and how it hurts me. I told her:


My brain deserves better than scrolling and texting all the time. It gives me a headache! I’d much rather spend the time talking to you. Tell me more about Raina and her sister’s argument.



Each day during the commute, I continued to celebrate the new activities. I just tossed off a quick phrase or two. Nothing big or dramatic. I said something like “Gosh, I feel so much better without my phone in the car.” Or “I really do love talking with you. Thank you.”

And after Rosy finished reading a graphic novel, or created a bracelet, I noted her progress: “You’ve already read the whole book. What happened? Did Raina finally eat artichokes?” Or “Wow, what a beautiful bracelet. Are you going to give it to a friend or keep it?”

For teenagers, with devices, you’ll need to obtain their buy-in for this project. Parenting coach Randi Rubenstein pitched the idea to her three teenagers as a way of treating the driver with kindness and respect. She told them:


Look, it’s not safe for me to be on the phone, because I’m driving. And so if you’re all on your devices, being entertained, then you’re leaving me alone and bored. And I’m not your chauffeur. So is that fair? Does that make sense? So therefore we should all be off our phones, and enjoy being together in the car.



Rubenstein would periodically remind her kids about the benefits of face-to-face conversations. “I would tell them that being with people always made them feel better than being with technology,” she said. “I was always anchoring it back to our family’s rule of ‘humans before technology.’ ”

Then if her kids broke their bright-line rule and used their phones, she would ask them all a key question: “Oh, do you want me to send a text right now too?”

Rubenstein’s daughter remembered one time her brother started texting in the car while Rubenstein was driving fast on a crowded freeway. “When my mom asked us that question, we were all like, ‘No, no, no!’ and my brother put his phone down. He rolled his eyes, but it was no big deal.”

Did this approach work? “Yes,” her daughter, who’s now in her twenties, told me. “I don’t remember a ton of backlash to the rule. Still, today I follow my mom’s rule. I don’t go on my phone in someone else’s car.”



What If You Encounter Resistance to the Experiment?

I wouldn’t make a big deal about some resistance. Simply remind your child that you’re just experimenting with the project. You’re trying it out for a week and seeing how it goes. Stick to the plan.

If a child becomes quite upset or refuses to give up their phone, try this:

Instead of simply telling the child your plan, make them a full-fledged participant in the process. Make them your accountability partner. Ask them to help you achieve your goal with the phone, while you do the same for them. So you hold each other accountable.


OK, I actually need your help with this project. I realize that I’m wasting time on my phone.
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This strategy turns the project into one of collaboration, where you and your child have a shared goal, instead of something you’re imposing on the child. Collaborating with other people makes it easier to do hard tasks or tackle challenges. And it taps into children’s desires to help their family and be part of a team. Plus, what child doesn’t like having the power dynamic flip and being the one keeping the parent in line? Kids find this fun and empowering.

You could say something like:


OK, I actually need your help with this project. I realize that I’m wasting time on my phone. Looking at all those apps and text messages makes me feel anxious and stressed. I really need a break, but the sight of your [phone/iPad] makes me want to check mine!

I’m not kidding; just seeing it triggers an urge to check my texts.

So would you hand me your phone this week, for me, because I need the help? Then can you make sure I stick to my goal and not use my phone? You can call me out if I slip up.



I bet your child’s face will light up like a lightning bug on a summer evening.



What If You Feel Like You Can’t Power Down Your Own Phone?

As soon as I thought about not having my phone in the car, I started creating a giant list of reasons in my mind for why I needed my phone near me during our commute. I needed the GPS, texts from other moms, work emails, music… The list went on and on.

Then I realized that’s how the dopamine circuitry shapes our decision-making process. It focuses our attention on the advantages of an activity and blinds us to the costs. (As Anna Lembke, a psychiatrist at Stanford University, once told me: “There’s always a reason to use your phone just like there’s always a reason to have a drink.”)

I needed to apply Step 3 to myself. I needed to celebrate powering down my own phone in the car. So I listed off all the advantages of not having my phone in the car. For example, I would feel more relaxed while driving. I could focus more on Rosy’s life and being with her. I could spend more mental energy on what I cared about—this book, my stories for NPR, what I’m making for dinner—instead of the news or other families’ texts. Besides, I needed a break from work emails, and without my phone I enjoy life more.

Of course, the less parents use their own phones, the easier it is for children to engage in activities offline, especially older children.

After listing off these advantages, I really wanted to power down my phone and go without it.


I want to concentrate on talking to you and being with you.
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I guarantee if you try it for five days, you’ll feel better (you might even start to love it). You’ll feel a freedom or lightness that you haven’t felt since you first started carrying around a smartphone. And you’ll send a powerful message to your child: that their voice, their thoughts, and their ideas are more important than your device. You’ll light up their hedonic hotspots and create a warm glow in their bodies.

And if you really, really need an app on your phone, then decide on its specific purpose ahead of time, tell your child that purpose, and use it only for that purpose. For example, “We’re going to use the phone for the GPS, but everything else is turned off. I want to concentrate on talking to you and being with you. Can you make sure I stick to my word?”

Here’s the surprise reward of creating this sanctuary in your car or on your daily commute: It expands to every moment outside of your house.

Now that you’ve kept the devices out of the car or powered down in your purse, you can keep them that way while you’re going out to eat together or running errands (e.g., grocery shopping, going to a doctor’s appointment, standing in line at the post office). Just keep the magnets in the bag or designated locations inside the car and bring along the new supplies—books, coloring pages, et cetera—with you.

Don’t forget to buy that watch. If you don’t have a watch, you’re going to be pulling your phone out (or thinking about it) so you can check the time.

Finally, don’t forget to bring along your new activity too. For me, I took a magazine or a book with me everywhere I went. So I was never bored. And I taught myself that a pause in life = picking up a book (not checking work emails).

Whenever I faced a long wait at a doctor’s office, I was so glad for that issue of the New Yorker in my purse. Then the wait turned into enjoyment and something that I used to never have: time to read for pleasure.

Once the first week is complete, you’re in a wonderful position to build the next sanctuary: one for focus.






FUNDAMENTAL NEED NO. 7 Distraction, Escape, and Goldilocks Challenges

[image: A hexagonal patch featuring a brain with arrows pointing outward, with the text distraction below.]
Here’s a little riddle for you: What did sixth-century monks across Europe and the Middle East have in common with this twenty-first-century journalist and mom?

The answer: We couldn’t focus as well as we’d like. We saw distraction as a waste of time and something we needed to squash, like a fat, black fly in our kitchens. And yet we failed to squash that bug daily. Then we felt guilty about our failure.

In our society, we believe that our inability to concentrate is a modern ailment—a predicament foisted upon us by office jobs and near-endless options for entertainment. But our struggle to stay focused at work is an ancient one—more ancient than gunpowder, the compass, or windmills.

During the early Middle Ages, monks, from Ireland to Qatar, fought an unending battle against their desire for distraction, as the historian Jamie Kreiner chronicled in her book The Wandering Mind. “Although they didn’t have Twitter, or YouTube, or text threads full of links from friends… [monks were] constantly distracted,” she wrote. And they felt horrible about it.

Like me, these ancient monks, both men and women, thought of distraction as a pull toward unwanted activities or thoughts. While my diversions pushed me away from my writing and being an uberproductive journalist, the monks’ diversions pushed them away from connecting with and feeling God.

In her book, Kreiner analyzed monks’ journals, handbooks, and treatises from AD 300 to AD 900. She showed that across the whole time span, monks disdained distractions. They called them “snakeskins that needed to be sloughed off… flies that needed swatting… smells luring a dog around a meat market,” and, my personal favorite, “hair poking your eye.”

Just as I’ve tried to create the perfect conditions for concentration, with apps blocking news sites and social media, the monks tried to do the same. They lived in solitude, vowed not to talk to others, and attempted to rid themselves of distracting commitments (such as taking care of a monastery’s cellars). But alas, even then, they sometimes found it hard to keep their focus on what was most important to them: specifically, God.

Because, just like with me at my desk writing, many times the distracting cues originated from within the monks themselves, not from another person at the monastery or a courier on horseback, delivering an annoying notification. (Turn off your horseback couriers, for goodness’ sake!)

Some monks even saw distraction as a “primordial struggle,” one that had existed for as long as Homo sapiens have walked the earth. They thought of it as “evil” and something to banish or exorcise from your mind.


But maybe what we need isn’t less distraction and escape but better, higher-quality versions of both.
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As Kreiner argued in her book, these monks are likely the reason why today, more than a thousand years later, we still use moralizing language when talking about diversions and escapes, and we feel a visceral need to vanquish them from our families’ lives.

Still, distraction always wins. Day after day, we distract ourselves, repeatedly and sometimes for long periods of time. Often we throw up our hands in complete surrender to this need and say, “Screw it! I’m going to scroll on TikTok for as long as I please. I’m going to let my daughter watch episodes of Bluey until she’s literally bluey in the face. We deserve it! We are not monks.”

Yes, we are not monks. But maybe what we need isn’t less distraction and escape but better, higher-quality versions of both.



Over the past few decades, neuroscientists have begun to study why people find it so difficult to concentrate on difficult mental tasks for long stretches of time. Why are we all so easily distracted?

Their research suggested that this characteristic of our brains wasn’t a sign of weakness or even something to fight but, more likely, an asset that helped early humans survive. “Evolution built this characteristic into our brains over time,” said neuroscientist Matthew Botvinick at Google DeepMind. “Evolution is pretty smart. It rarely created characteristics for no reason.”

Botvinick has devoted his career to understanding why mental calculations can feel like such hard work to people, and why we are constantly pulled away from this work to easier tasks.

One hypothesis is that a distractible mind prevented early humans from wasting too much time on difficult tasks that didn’t produce clear, fast benefits. It encouraged us to look for the easiest, most efficient ways to satisfy our needs for food, water, safety, love, or social support.

“Our brains seem to have an aversion to hard cognitive tasks,” Botvinick explained. “This aversion allows us to constantly survey, or scan the horizon, in search of other tasks that we could be doing”—tasks that might require less work but perhaps produce more benefits and so increase the likelihood of our survival.

In other words, switching tasks can feel pleasurable and rewarding, probably because it helped us survive as hunter-gatherers hundreds of thousands of years ago.

If true, this theory would explain why working on a laptop that’s attached to the internet poses such a challenge for this twenty-first-century Homo sapiens. While I am writing at my desk, my brain constantly scans my environment for tasks that provide quick, easy rewards. And my environment—a.k.a. the internet—offers endless options.

Therefore, my hunter-gatherer brain constantly questions whether it’s worth spending another hour writing this book. Or would my time be better spent on short-term accomplishments readily available to me? I could send emails. I could pay bills. I could find a new salmon recipe to try for tonight’s dinner. Or I could spend fifteen minutes scrolling through another author’s social media pages to learn what I could do ostensibly to be a more successful writer. The list of low-hanging tasks is absolutely unbelievable. If I also have my smartphone next to me while I work, I will wind up writing very little and switching tasks very frequently.


First, I can accept that Rosy and I, like every person on the planet, need distraction and escape to feel good in our lives.
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That’s just the way our brains have evolved: To constantly question hard cognitive tasks that take so much time and effort. To constantly feel a tug pulling us away from them.

But instead of judging, damning, or trying to rein in my wandering mind, I can apply the strategy that we’ve learned throughout this book.

First, I can accept that Rosy and I, like every person on the planet, need distraction and escape to feel good in our lives. We need breaks from work, school, commitments, family and friends. Perhaps most important, we often need breaks from ourselves—breaks from our thoughts, fears, worries, anxieties, and stresses.

Then we can find activities that offer us high-quality breaks. Activities that don’t leave us feeling snarled or in a gray mood afterward. Ones that truly rejuvenate us and give us energy.

I believe there are three categories of high-quality distraction that everyone needs, depending on how much energy you have, mentally and physically. Let’s start with ones that don’t require any energy.


Veg-Out Distractions: Low Mental Work, Low Physical Energy

Every child and adult needs hobbies and activities they can do when they’re tired or bored. When you don’t have energy to be creative, learn a hard skill (hello, new language or instrument), explore, or go on adventures. When you just want to veg out.

I would argue that we all deserve versions of these hobbies that don’t manipulate our emotions, or are not designed to tempt us into doing the activity for as long as possible.

What are some possible choices? I’ve talked about many of them throughout the book. In our house, reading is our go-to low-energy activity for everyone. We don’t judge what we’re reading. If you’re holding pages with words on them, we count it as a high-quality distraction.

There are also easy art projects such as needlepoint, crocheting, and coloring that kids can pick up and resume anytime they’re bored. Today our society is also blessed with a massive array of audio entertainment, such as podcasts and audiobooks. Given what we know about cues and our distractible mind, you might consider having your child listen to books offline or use an analog device for them. (We bought Rosy a CD player for audiobooks.)

For beavers like me, vegging out may require a small amount of body movement. My mind relaxes best when I bake muffins, make sourdough bread, or go hang out with our chickens after dinner.

Cam Adair, who helps young adults recover from video game addiction, provides a whole list of hobbies that require light mental work and can easily take the place of gaming. Besides the ones above, he suggests:


	Making cocktails or mocktails

	Beer brewing

	Producing music

	Singing

	Origami or paper quilling

	Beading and weaving



He and habit expert Stephanie Weldy have found that people feel best when they have several of these resting hobbies available to them and rotating into their mix of daily activities. Because you can easily tire of one hobby or simply not be in the mood for it. With several options in your hobby cupboard, you’ll feel less pull toward more shallow activities.

Adair and Weldy recommend that you make these restful activities easy to access in your house. Ensure you have the supplies and equipment out in the open so you can see them (hello, cues!). Ensure they’re in working condition and calling you to them.

Yes, you could choose to scroll on the internet or binge-watch a show as a passive, resting activity. But a few tips: First off, don’t make this your default activity for rest or boredom. Both the internet and binge-watching have a way of squeezing out other high-value activities. Instead, consciously plan a specific time each week, or each day, for scrolling or watching television (instead of allowing it to leak into every nook and cranny of extra time).

Second, pay attention to how you feel during and after these activities. Does this passive activity actually rejuvenate you? Are you able to stop when the activity no longer feels pleasurable?

For example, I can watch a thirty-minute TV show and feel better afterward than beforehand, especially if the show makes me think or makes me laugh. But when I watch for more than an hour, I start to feel lethargic and a bit yucky, as if I’m only watching because I can’t stop watching. That’s when I know it’s time to turn off the screen. I tell myself what I tell Rosy: TV will be here tomorrow. Because, for good or bad, the internet is not going anywhere, anytime soon.




Move-Out Distractions: Low Mental Work, Medium Physical Energy

Going outside is truly an underutilized and undervalued form of distraction. Whether you live in the city, the suburbs, or the country, the outside world stimulates and relaxes our minds in a way that a screen or book never can.

In our house, we have a list of activities that we each do outdoors when we need a mental break but have some extra physical energy that we need to shake off. For me, I garden, go on bike rides with our dog (she’s running; I’m biking), and hike on the trails near our house.

My husband cuts grass, rakes leaves, fertilizes grass, then obsesses over whether he put too little or too much fertilizer on the grass. He also goes sprinting at the track and does pull-ups and push-ups.

Rosy jumps on the trampoline, bikes to the store, bikes around the park with a friend, plays soccer in the yard, and takes care of our chickens.

Experiment and find simple, quick outdoor activities that energize and relax your child at the same time.



Nerd-Out Distractions: High Mental Work, Low Energy

Sometimes the best distractions are not the easiest ones but hobbies that require some mental effort. As the late, great psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi discovered, we often find wonderful escape and relaxation with a sort of Goldilocks amount of cognitive challenge—not so difficult that you struggle to make progress and feel frustrated but also not so easy that you grow bored.

These types of tasks distract us because “a person must concentrate attention on the task at hand and momentarily forget everything else,” Csikszentmihalyi wrote in his book Flow.

Indeed, Adair says many children play video games because the apps provide this Goldilocks amount of cognitive effort. These games precisely titrate the amount of challenge to match the child’s skill.

And so in addition to hobbies that take little mental energy, we all need ones that also require mental work (away from work or school). For example:


	Crossword and math puzzles

	Floor and jigsaw puzzles

	Word finds

	Solo board games

	Learning magic tricks

	Learning to juggle

	Learning to produce music



When I decided to stop watching Netflix and find high-quality relaxation offline, I was shocked at what happened. I started to have all this energy on the weekends and evenings that I didn’t have before. I woke up on Saturday ready to transplant seedlings in the greenhouse, bake up sourdough loaves, go hiking in the mountains with Rosy, or even mop the kitchen floor.

I didn’t realize how sluggish streaming videos and scrolling on the internet made me feel until I stopped doing them. When I took distraction and escape seriously—and gave them a little thought and structure—they became some of the most pleasurable and satisfying parts of my life.



Your Turn

What are two mindless veg-out activities your children can do offline when they’re bored and tired?
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What are two activities they can do offline when they’re bored and need mental or physical stimulation?
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WEEK 2 Sanctuary for Focus
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Fundamental needs to protect:

purpose, progress, creation

Mantras to try:

“I don’t do two things at once.”

“I can’t do two things at once.”

“All screens go in the device area.”

“I don’t need to feel stressed all the time.”

After I stopped bringing my phone with me in the car and on errands, I noticed a profound shift in my stress levels. While out of our house, I felt so much more relaxed and simply OK with the world. Was it because I was looking at the news less often? Or because, with less access to my email, I was thinking about work a whole lot less? At different times, I had different theories.


I can’t do two things at once.
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Then one morning, at the breakfast table, I looked over at my husband. In his left hand he held a slice of toast, and with his right hand he was typing on this laptop. It hit me: I felt better because I had stopped multitasking so much.

I had been walking through life executing two tasks simultaneously at almost every moment. My phone coerced me to multitask. I glanced at texts while trying to console Rosy after she fell off her bike; I scrolled on Twitter while grocery shopping; I responded to work emails at stoplights (why would I do that?).

But multitasking created all this frustration and stress for me. Because I struggled to execute either task well. I found it nearly impossible to respond to a group text from six highly opinionated parents while also consoling a crying eight-year-old. Just impossible. And yet I kept trying. Why?


And you know what? Life was calmer this way. And, hallelujah, I felt less stressed.
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Now without my phone in my back pocket or at my side in the car, I didn’t feel the compulsion to look at it and try to respond to whatever was blinking there, while also dealing with the crises du jour of Rosy. And as a result, I was now multitasking way less frequently. That small shift in my habits freed me in a powerful way: I could concentrate much better.

I could focus on—and actually enjoy—the task right in front of me, whether that meant picking out groceries, chatting with my neighbor Norma on the front porch, or eating a scrambled-egg sandwich for breakfast. And you know what? Life was calmer this way. And, hallelujah, I felt less stressed.

In the past decade or so, psychologists have figured out that adults are really lousy at multitasking. As we switch tasks repeatedly, our performance and concentration on each task suffers (unless one of them is completely mindless).

When we multitask, “we may have the illusion that we are doing more and that our human capacity has expanded… but actually we are doing less,” wrote psychologist Gloria Mark in her book Attention Span.

Children and teenagers may be even more sensitive to the repercussions of multitasking than adults because they take longer to regain their concentration after interruptions. Take a thirteen-year-old boy I know who does nightly homework on his laptop. He also uses this laptop to play World of Warcraft and chat with friends on Discord. Every now and then he texts with his friends or checks Instagram too. That texting and checking seems harmless, but the mere switching of tasks repeatedly makes it much harder for him to concentrate on his homework. Why? Research shows that after he switches back to his homework, he needs a moment—or two—to reorganize his thoughts and regain his focus on math. Even after he returns to the math problems, he’s probably still thinking about the text or Instagram posts and can’t concentrate fully on his homework. The text and social media posts leave lingering thoughts or “residues” of attention in his brain, as one psychologist put it.

Multitasking has another disadvantage: It robs us of pleasure. If I’m checking texts and emails while I eat a ripe peach, I can’t pay attention to the way the sweet and juicy fruit tastes on my tongue. I can’t feel all the hedonic hotspots lighting up.

Pleasure comes from savoring our senses—hearing a crowd erupt at a baseball game after a home run, sniffing the earthy, honeyed scent of your child’s skin after they’ve played outside all day, or tasting the tart sweetness after biting into a peach.

But if I’m texting about Saturday’s soccer game while I eat that peach, I’m missing most of the fruit’s pleasure.

The same goes for conversations and being with friends and family. If my phone is near me, I don’t feel as deeply the warmth and love that comes from listening, laughing, and focusing on another person, from seeing them and having them really see me. My mind is elsewhere: Soccer game. My story on NPR. That email I don’t want to answer.

I lose out because I’m not in the here and now, so to speak. I’m in the future. That’s actually one function of our motivation system and dopamine: to pull us out of the present moment and into the future. To make us want something we don’t have.

So our thinking about multitasking is completely wrong. We check our phones for a text or watch a TikTok video because we think these tasks are rewarding or add pleasure, but actually the multitasking strips out the pleasure—and satisfaction—gleaned from either task. And so by trying to do more, we lose out. And we teach our children to do the same and so they come to miss out on all the many and varied pleasures of daily life.



This week, we’re continuing no screens on the go and we’re going to expand the gadget-free zone. We’re going to make most of our home a sanctuary for focus—for enjoying and engaging with one task at a time, including homework.


Step 1: Take the Wheel

Now we’re prioritizing and valuing less stress in our lives. To do that, we’re going to learn how to concentrate on one task at a time, instead of being interrupted by our phones and gadgets all the time. So if we’re eating dinner, we eat dinner. If we’re cooking dinner, we cook dinner. If we’re chatting with our family and friends, face-to-face, we chat with them. And if we’re working on homework, we create an environment in which we can minimize distractions.



Slice of Life


	When: Anytime you’re at home

	Where: All throughout the house, except for one small area

	Habits to break: Multitasking and carrying phones around the house, moving devices around the house

	Habits to build: Focusing on one task at a time



To accomplish this goal, we’re bringing back the rec room from the 1980s. You know, where parents put all the electronics—the television, RadioShack computer, Atari game console, and VHS player—all in the basement.

Well, we’re going to do the same, but we’ll add a little twenty-first-century twist: Instead of the rec room being out of sight from parental intrusion, we’re making it as public as possible.

This idea comes from Read Montague, the dopamine expert at Virginia Tech, who’s also the father of five children.

With his older children, Montague and his wife made a few big mistakes around phones and social media. So they revamped their strategy with the younger children. First, they won’t be giving their youngest daughter, who’s ten, a smartphone, anytime soon, even though her friends already have one. “I may not even buy her a phone until she’s capable of buying it herself,” he said.

Second, he and his wife don’t allow any teenagers to have social media accounts. “No Instagram. No Snapchat. Nothing,” he said.

Third, they block these apps and other websites directly at their router. “I had to install software on my router to make sure other kids weren’t bringing social media into our house,” he explained.

And finally, with all their children, the family uses what I call the rec room method. They squeeze all the motivational magnets for phones, games, and apps into one small—and very public—place in their home. Note: A big mistake here is to make the rec room a secluded part of the house, such as the basement.

“So we’ve got a living room full of computer chairs and desks where you bring your laptop and phones,” Montague explained. “Kids can sit there and work on devices all they want.”

You can call it whatever you want—device zone, tech area, rec room. Either way, make it a public area, not a child’s room. And ideally it’s located in a central part of the home, so there’s lots of foot traffic. Just having other people around reins in time on magnets—and prevents kids from diving too deeply into the seedier, darker corners of the Web.

“I sit in this area a lot with the kids,” Montague said. “And I’ll say to them, ‘What are you doing?’ I’ve developed a sixth sense for when they’re doing something they probably shouldn’t.”

As he noted, if you’re sitting nearby kids, you can tell if they’re looking at sexualized images or worse. You don’t need to overreact, he said. Just your presence will keep the investigations from heading into territory that your kid is probably not ready for, or turning into an unhealthy habit or compulsion.

Some families that I’ve interviewed have opted to get rid of all personal devices and iPads for kids and instead have only one desktop computer that the whole family uses in the rec room, or keep only computers that children use for school. Kids can log in to the shared computer to do research for homework or for group chats with friends. But either way, the technologies are in a stationary spot in a well-trafficked room of the house.

“The key is that your phone [and other devices] stay in a fixed location while you’re at home instead of traveling with you as a constant companion,” computer scientist and productivity guru Cal Newport wrote. “Many who have tried this technique are surprised to discover the degree to which not having a phone with them at all times completely transforms their experience when at home.” Why? Because this strategy erases the cues you’ve painted all over your house to use your phone. Your brain relaxes, and you can focus on what you’re doing, instead of the noise in your head telling you to pick up your phone. In other words, this method makes us multitask less often. And over time, multitasking exhausts us all.

Laptops, phones, and game consoles don’t go to the kitchen, to the bathroom, or into bedrooms. They don’t come with us to meals. And they don’t come with children while they do homework.

This last part is so important. In order for children (and adults) to concentrate on tough cognitive tasks for school, ideally they would work in a location that’s away from where they browse the internet, play games, or stream videos. Otherwise, the magnetic pull of these apps will tug on their attention constantly—just like the New York Times tugs on my attention while writing and Minecraft tugs on Sam’s attention in chapter 5. We all need a sanctuary for focus. Everyone. So we can more easily accomplish the tough tasks in our lives that are important, help us grow, and give us purpose.

So, if possible, find a work area or “office” away from the rec room for children to do homework. For example, in their own room or a guest room. When the child sits at this desk, all the cues in their motivation circuitry tell them in unison, It’s homework time! It’s homework time!

What about a TV screen? Television is a massive, strong magnet that pulls most Homo sapiens to it, prompting them to turn it on and stay near it for hours at a time. To create a focus sanctuary this week, consider these options for your television:


	1. Put the television in a closet.

	2. Cancel streaming platform subscriptions or log off for the week (only parents know the passwords).

	3. Cover the television with a blanket, unplug it, and remove the box that connects to the internet.

	4. At the very least, put the television in or near the tech area. Make it public.






Step 2: Ride the Motivational Wave

For some children (and adults too) this change will feel difficult at first. So instead of simply saying, “You can no longer use your phone throughout the house, except in this one corner,” we’ll ease them into the new regime by providing a few alternative activities.

Essentially, we’re going to divert the child’s motivation to look at their phone or game toward a higher-quality activity, as we did on the commute (see a pattern?).

So take out your child’s dream list, and figure out a few activities that they would like to do in your home—ones that they’ve asked for or been excited about and ones that they can pick up easily and do without much preparation. For example, maybe they’ve wanted to cook a dish for dinner or bake a dessert. Or maybe they’ve wanted to try a new type of knitting or woodworking project.

If the new activities on the commute are working well, bring them into the house. Or ask your child what they’re interested in trying.

What replacement activities will you provide?
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Step 3: Celebrate to Habituate

Start to celebrate the idea of learning to focus on one task at a time and not being attached to your phone at every moment. What are all the advantages and benefits of forming the rec room? For example, your child will start to have an easier time finishing homework. They may feel less stressed because they’ll have more breaks from the internet.

At the same time, you’re going to model to them what you value in life: eating together, talking together, enjoying one task at a time, and learning how to create a space in your life where you can concentrate deeply.

List off a few more advantages that come to mind:
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As we did with Week #1, we also need to invest a small amount of money or time into celebrating the new replacement activities.

Buy the supplies you need for them, and also stock up on a few new magazines or books. Consider bringing a few other dinosaurs back into your home, such as a deck of cards, board games, word and math puzzles, table puzzles. Ask your kid what puzzles or games they would like to try too.

You might also want to create a designated space in your home for the replacement activities. For example, we bought Rosy a secondhand craft table at a thrift shop and used it to create an art nook for her. All her art and sewing supplies were there and ready for her to pick up whenever she was bored.

When my husband was a kid, he set up a table in his basement devoted solely to building model airplanes. He could see his progress every time he passed by the table. And he could work on a model a little bit each day, or whenever he felt bored.

For the beaver kids, you can set up areas in your house for them to whittle, lathe, and perform other woodworking tasks. Writer Katherine Martinko gives all three of her boys, ages nine, twelve, and fifteen, pocketknives so they can whittle anytime they’re bored. “They also like to cut up cardboard boxes in the garage and build structures with them too,” she told me.

One of my editors at NPR has an eight-year-old boy who loves all activities with sharp tools. So she bought him a kids’ woodworking set that wasn’t too expensive and set up a micro-woodshop on the porch of their house. “I’m not going to lie; it’s a bit messy,” she said. But she could easily clean up the wood shavings with a vacuum. For her son, woodworking provided a much-needed alternative to watching cartoons after dinner.



Step 4: Shine the Bright-Line Rule

This week the bright-line rule is easy to state: When we are at home, all devices, including personal phones, go into the tech area and stay there.

Write this down on a piece of paper and stick it somewhere that’s easy to see when you enter the house.

Notice what this all means: When you walk in the door, all phones, tablets, and laptops go into the tech area.

Write that down too and put it by the door you usually use.

When we started to enact this new plan, I realized that I had inadvertently created a second habit: If I see a device anywhere outside the tech area, I pick it up and put it back in the area.



Step 5: Curate the Cues


A. Remove the Magnets

Here’s how the rec room worked in our home: We set up a desk at one edge of the living room and designated it the rec room. Then I went around the house and gathered all the gadgets in our home that we use for entertainment and put them in the rec room. Laptops sat on the desk. Phones went into the drawer. All devices stayed there (except my work computer, which stayed in my office, closed up when I’m not working; we’ll get to work computers in a second).

If somebody in our family wanted to use a device, they went to the desk, sat down, and used it. When they were finished, they left the laptop on the desk or put the phone back into the drawer.

If a child has a gaming console or PC in their room, or they take screens into their room at night, don’t worry too much about that now (unless they bring it up). We’ll get to that in Week #3.

Where will you set up your rec room? What devices go in the rec room?
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Is there another place in your home for children to do homework?
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B. Refill the Cues

Bring out the dinosaurs or other supplies that you’ve bought and put them to work. Sprinkle them around your house—in the kitchen, in the living room, in the bathroom. Set the deck of cards out in your kitchen. And when your child asks about them, show them how to play a game from your childhood (War, Bullsh*t, Go Fish, 21, et cetera). Set up a puzzle in your living room and get it started.

The idea is to give the child something else to do when they feel the need to go online. If they’re bored and an interesting magazine is sitting right there in front of them, it’s so much easier for them to pick it up than having to go search for one.

We’re raising a bookworm in our house (and turning me and Matt into old-school bookworms as well), so we have books all over the house. They’re sitting on the dining room table, the kitchen island, the back of the toilet seat, and, of course, bed stands and clothes chests. You can’t walk into a room of our house without seeing a book or magazine, calling out to you to grab it and flip through.

I moved Rosy’s keyboard into a prominent location in the living room so it would pull her to it more often.





Present the New Routine to Your Child and Continue to Celebrate

You already know what you need to do here: create positive emotions about this new habit while also pointing out the costs of the old habit.

So when you share the idea of the rec room project, focus on what the child gains—the new magazines, games, the woodworking tools. You can mention how this change will help you and them have more free time because it’ll be easier to finish their homework (although tweens and teenagers might give you an eye roll).

You can also point out how good everyone felt after last week’s changes. (Yesterday I literally told Rosy, “I love when we talk in the car.” And we’ve had conversations in the car now for over a year.)

For younger kids, try something like:


I loved being free of the phone in the car. I loved our conversations. It felt so good to be able to really talk to you and not have those screens in the way.

Since that project worked out so well, and you made such great progress [reading your books/drawing your Roblox characters], I was thinking we could try something similar in the house. Instead of having the [iPads/gaming consoles] all around the house, let’s keep them in one location. We could call it the rec room or device area. What do you think?

From now on all the devices stay here in this [cabinet/drawer/room]. And when it’s time to use them, you come here and use them.

I’m going to do the same with my phone. I’m charging it here and I will use it only here. Then I can really focus on you and the family at mealtimes.



Then present the replacement activity in a positive way:


I also bought that [magazine/art supply/carving tool] you’re interested in. I know you love [reading about wild animals/creating comic books/whittling]. And I thought we could [do this puzzle together/play this game together]. This is going to be so fun.



Note: Even if your child already has limited time on screens, still consider creating a rec room with your own phone and other gadgets at home. This method teaches a child how to build healthy habits with mobile devices and their apps. You’re showing them that the best way to use technologies isn’t constantly exerting your willpower over them but rather to cordon them off into a small place in your life (as Wendy Wood showed us in chapter 6). You’re preparing your child for when they do have a phone and other devices, and demonstrating for them how your family relates to technology. That is, “In our family, there’s a time and place for technology. And at other times, we focus on each other, friends, and the task in front of us.”

For children who use devices at school, you can use a similar script. But you need to also explain the new place where they’re going to do homework and help them set up their school device in such a way that it becomes a sanctuary for their focus. Your aim is to create a device with as few distractions as possible.

If you can, remove any apps that could distract your child from their homework, including video games, video-streaming platforms (e.g., YouTube), social media apps, messaging apps, and videoconferencing apps. Then block your child’s ability to download any new apps onto the device by requiring a password for downloads.

If possible, consider removing the internet browser or access to the internet on a child’s school device. You can also block the device’s access to the internet and specific websites through the parental controls on your router. If a child needs to do research on the internet, they can use a family computer in the rec room.

At first, I thought removing a computer’s internet browser sounded extreme, but it’s how Cal Newport and many highly productive adults often work. They either don’t allow themselves access to the internet or set up strict fences that restrict its use. For example, many writers rely on an app blocker, such as SelfControl, to stay focused. These apps prevent you from accessing distracting websites (or the internet) while you work.

If your child has access to the internet while doing homework, then teach them how to use one of these app blockers during their study time. I’ll have more instructions about setting up a child’s device for homework on the Dopamine Kids website.

If you encounter resistance, you can try two strategies, depending on your child’s age and inclination.

For teenagers, who like science and “proof,” you can present the research on how devices prevent high schoolers from finishing homework easily. You can explain how long it takes for a person to regain their concentration after switching tasks (sometimes ten or even twenty-five minutes), and how when you leave one task you don’t simply forget about it and focus again on your homework. But rather, these checks of texts or social media can leave “attention residue” in your brain, making it more difficult to complete your homework. You could also explain how multitasking, over time, can make it harder for a person to concentrate even when their phone or device isn’t with them (that is, multitasking hurts our ability to focus deeply and for extended periods of time).

And explain to them how you’re trying similar strategies with your work. For example, besides using SelfControl, I also stay logged off all social media accounts and have my phone far away from me, in the rec room, while working (it’s on a different floor in our house).

You can also talk to them about the research insights we went over in chapter 6 about how people who are considered to have high “self-control” and “willpower” are actually just adept at protecting themselves against temptation, and how it will benefit them to cultivate similar skills. (I’ll have a full guide to talking to your teenager in Week #3.)

Some kids will be completely uninterested in data and research. They may even roll their eyes at you and be more motivated to do the opposite. With these kids, an alternative approach is to make them your accountability partner again (as I did in the car).

Explain your struggle with distractions, such as the news. Then ask them to help you set up your work computer so it’s free of cues and distraction. Engage them in the process of learning to use an app blocker: “What apps do you think are best to try? Could we try one together and then report back to each other how it worked or didn’t work? And then maybe try another app?”

Make it a project that they lead and you follow. Then slowly nudge them into fixing up their own computer so it’s a fine-tuned device for focus.



OK, I Tried to Create the Rec Room, but Immediately My Child Forgot and Brought Their Phone to the Dinner Table And…

There’s no doubt that kids are going to forget. Adults are also going to forget. And we’re going to forget over and over again. Why? Because we execute our habits on autopilot, without consciously thinking (that’s why they’re so powerful in coordinating our routines). And it’s why we call these devices magnets. They draw us in and then hold us tight.

But here’s the great news. We don’t need—and really aren’t after—perfection here. We’re after trying and engaging with the process and doing it 80 percent of the time. We’re after showing our kids what we value in life. And demonstrating to them that we are stronger and more powerful than these magnets.

Don’t make it a big deal when a phone appears at dinner. Just remind them how much you enjoy paying attention to them and talking with them. Maybe you could say, “I really want to focus on talking to you and hearing about your [favorite project]. Can we turn the phone off or put it back in the rec room?”

When you see devices hanging outside the rec room, don’t say anything. Just pick them up and move them back. Keep moving them back, with the optimistic certainty that you and your family are moving toward success. Because if you commit to this design and don’t make a big deal about lapses, you and your children will pick up the new habit. It will have a huge impact on your and your children’s lives as you reap the benefits that come when you stop multitasking around your house.






WEEK 3 Sanctuary for Sleep

    [image: A sketch of a bed placed in a small square surrounded by hedges.]
Fundamental need to protect:

Good sleep

Mantras to try:

“Sleeping is better than streaming or scrolling.”

“We value sleep more than screens.”

“We all sleep better without screens.”

“We are a family that loves to sleep well.”

“I don’t need to feel tired all the time.”

For decades, psychologists have debated about how much gaming, screen time, and social media may hurt children’s physical and mental health.I But researchers unanimously agree on one aspect of electronics and health, because the evidence has been overwhelming: Screens in bedrooms interfere with sleep, both kids’ and parents’ alike.


We are a family that loves to sleep well.
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American teenagers collectively have insomnia. In 2021, a study of high schoolers found that nearly half of them were sleeping less than seven hours a night. At that age, children need about nine hours of sleep each night, as Jean M. Twenge, a psychologist at San Diego State University, noted. “So less than seven hours is a really serious problem.”

Decades of studies have shown that using screens at night correlates with less sleep, lower-quality sleep, and more difficulty going to sleep. More recent studies have found that insomnia can worsen over time as children form long-term habits with screens in their bedrooms. When children can’t go to sleep, they often use their devices to try to relax. But this strategy backfires and only exacerbates their insomnia, leading to a vicious cycle in which screen time continues to rise as sleep time plummets.

So it comes as no surprise that every neuroscientist and psychologist who I interviewed for this book said they don’t allow screens in their children’s bedrooms at night. None. Not at all.

It’s Twenge’s top bright-line rule for her three teenage daughters. “That means not just no phones, tablets, or laptops, but also no TVs or gaming consoles in your kid’s bedroom,” she wrote in her book 10 Rules for Raising Kids in a High-Tech World.


With no apps or games in their rooms, Montague noticed, his kids feel more motivated to come out of their rooms and socialize with their family and friends.
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Neuroscientist Read Montague doesn’t even allow electronic devices upstairs at his home. All screens must stay in the rec room. “Even friends or kids around the neighborhood know they can’t bring their phones upstairs,” he said. When friends come over to the Montague home, they place their phones on the counter before they can head upstairs.

With no apps or games in their rooms, Montague noticed, his kids feel more motivated to come out of their rooms and socialize with their family and friends. They’re more likely to engage with the real world. “My analogy is, ‘Look at me, sitting by myself in my room, taking a stupid-ass selfie. I’m so cool,’ ” he said. “I’m like, ‘How is that cool? That seems pathetic and lonely. Go out and introduce yourself to real people.’ ”

If we think about the way cues work, removing gadgets from bedrooms makes so much sense. With a phone, game console, or PC in a room, the brain learns to associate the room with playing games, scrolling, or streaming videos. As Anne-Noël Samaha said, “You learn, ‘Oh, this is the time and place for Minecraft.’ ” The cues pull the child to check social media one more time, or watch one more video. Sleeping can become a distant thought.II

But even when the child uses magnets outside the bedroom, it can still disrupt sleep if it’s too close to bedtime, said neuroscientist Yevgenia Kozorovitskiy at Northwestern University. She has two teen boys, so she knows the bedtime struggle well.

She said that kids should, ideally, stop using devices three hours before bedtime. When she said this, I gasped. “Three hours? Well, that rule would limit screens enormously, right?”

“Exactly,” she said, and laughed. “But yes, stopping screens a good three hours before bedtime, that would be amazing. That’s aspirational,” she admitted. “But it’s good to recognize that, at night, you need to protect your eyes and your brain from the blue light that screens emit.” Because that blue light tricks our brains into thinking it’s still daytime and the sun is still high in the sky.

The sun emits a huge amount of blue light, and that hefty dose tells your brain, Wake up! It’s daytime. But once the sun sets in the evening, the blue light in the sky goes away. That shift tells your brain, It’s time to go to sleep.

Blue light flips around the hormones that keep our sleep-wake cycle working properly, including melatonin and cortisol. As night falls, melatonin, which helps you fall asleep, is supposed to rise, and cortisol, which wakes you up and keeps you alert, is supposed to drop. But the blue light in screens causes the opposite: Melatonin decreases and cortisol rises. So when you’re supposed to feel drowsy, you feel alert. In a way, day and night start merging into one inside your body.

“Blue light at night has all these kinds of cascading effects in adults,” Kozorovitskiy said. “And children are even more sensitive to it.” To feel sleepy at night, you need to avoid blue light, she explained, not stare at a screen that creates a whole bunch of it. “That’s been found in every species studied.”

Of course, for many families, it’s not feasible to cut out all technology three hours before bedtime. Many children use devices for schoolwork after dinner, Kozorovitskiy pointed out. “For that, you can use an app to reduce the blue light that the screen emits,” she recommended.

Our family started with a screen cutoff time of 9:00 p.m. and from there gradually worked our way to 7:00 p.m. Of course, sometimes I cheat and text in the rec room. (Parents get a bit of leeway in all this.) But even with those occasional lapses, the quality of my sleep has improved so much since we built the sleep sanctuary that I can only describe it as delicious. Delicious sleep.

There are nights when I crave a movie, no doubt about it. Sometimes I’ll buy one to watch. But it’s rare because most nights I want to protect this delicious sleep. A movie typically isn’t worth messing it up. I value this wondrous, potent sleep more than fumbling around on Netflix for some random movie to watch.

And so during this week of sanctuary making, let’s protect your children’s sleep (and your own) by removing all the devices from your bedrooms and agreeing that everyone will stop using screens at a certain time each night.


SANCTUARY FOR SLEEP
[image: A circular chart shows time spent in the bedroom from 8 PM to 6 AM, with a note that no screens are allowed after 8 PM or in the bedroom.]


Step 1: Take the Wheel

We know how this process works now, so I’ll skip through these first few steps quickly.


Slice of Life


	When: One to three hours before bedtime

	Where: Everywhere in the house, but especially the bedroom

	Habits to break: Screens in the bedroom, screens before bedtime

	Habit to build: Delicious sleep



For our family, sleep has become a tip-top priority. Because good sleep—and enough of it—is one of the most pleasurable and rewarding activities we do in life. I’m not exaggerating. Once you have it for a few weeks, you’ll understand what I’m saying.

So essentially every other priority—people, purpose, progress, et cetera—bows down to good sleep and comes after it.



Step 2: Ride the Motivational Wave

We’re going to help boost children’s motivation for this new regime by offering up a high-value activity that they desire—and bringing it into the bedroom before it’s time to go to sleep.

But this activity must be relaxing and calming. We don’t want to start dance class or woodworking before sleep.

The best choices really are:


	Reading

	Writing in a journal

	Solving word or math puzzles on paper

	Drawing or coloring



Is there a new book or magazine that your child really wants to have? If they love to solve puzzles online, can you find a paper version of the puzzles as a replacement? For example, if they love Wordle online, you could purchase a Wordle book for their bedroom.

At the time, Rosy was obsessed with listening to the Land of Stories audiobooks. She had been begging me for the fifth book. So I finally saw the opportunity to use this motivation in a purposeful way. I said, “OK, I’ll buy the book. But only if you read it in your bedroom before bed.”

What new offline activity will you present to your child for this sanctuary?
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Step 3: Celebrate to Habituate

For me, removing my phone from the bedroom initially sounded daunting and even scary. During the first couple nights without my phone, I felt incredibly anxious.

Rosy went to bed fine. She was totally unfazed by our new habit. But I was a mess. I paced around the kitchen in the dark, trying to figure out what to do instead of reading news websites or watching Netflix.

I literally felt scared of the thoughts in my head. I wasn’t sure what thoughts were there, but for some reason, I was frightened to find out. I felt afraid to lie down and deal with whatever might be percolating in my mind. Without my phone in my face to tell me what to think about, what would crop up in my mind?

There was no doubt it was hard—at first. To make it through those first few nights (even those first few weeks), I had to really focus on celebrating good sleep. I had to remind myself repeatedly of how good I would feel the next day if I didn’t go on my phone. Slowly, over the course of about a month, my cravings for my phone at night waned and eventually disappeared completely.

So now’s the time to think of all the wonderful benefits of removing your child’s devices from their bedroom. This sanctuary will not only improve your children’s mood and alertness at school, but it will also greatly improve their physical and mental health. “Not getting enough sleep is a risk factor for just about everything we’d like our kids to avoid, from getting sick to feeling depressed,” Twenge wrote in her book.

What are a few advantages of removing screens from your child’s room? How will your life improve?
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At this point, you’ll also want to purchase an alarm clock for each bedroom (if they don’t have one or can’t use their wristwatch). Consider purchasing a reading light for your children so they can read or write with the lights low. Matt and I also bought ones for ourselves.

If you think your family may struggle with the cutoff time, then consider buying an outlet timer. Essentially, you plug the timer into your router and then set it to turn off the router whenever you’d like—say, 9:00 p.m.III

Nir Eyal, a behavioral psychologist, literally wrote the book about how technology hooks us into compulsive habits. It’s called Hooked. He also cofounded the Habit Summit, which I discussed in chapter 3. Guess what he uses at night to safeguard his sleep? An outlet timer on his router. He and his teenage daughter decided together on a cutoff time of 9:00 p.m. (Here’s a not-small additional incentive: Eyal also reports that this habit has improved his sex life with his wife.)

Is using an outlet timer a fail-safe method? Not at all. As my very smart husband reminds me, you can use cellular data. And you can simply unplug the timer. But both of those work-arounds take a bit of effort and, eventually, extra money. So you have to really need or want that internet time. By plugging in an outlet timer router, we’re biasing ourselves to go to sleep instead of going to Instagram. We’re telling our brains—and our families—that sleep is more important than giving social media and games our attention and money.

The outlet timer has another beautiful aspect to it. You can use it to shut off the internet before school, after school, or whenever you’d like to create a no-internet pocket of time for your family.




Step 4: Shine the Bright-Line Rule

For this week, the bright-line rule is super-clear: No devices allowed in the bedroom, and no screens after [7:00 p.m./8:00 p.m./9:00 p.m.].

With your partner, decide on a cutoff time that works for your family. If you have teenagers, you’ll want to include them in the decision-making process. Ask them what time seems reasonable, given their schedule. Show them the evidence for how blue light disrupts sleep and explain how devices in rooms exacerbate sleep problems. Then experiment with them. Try out a cutoff time and see how everyone’s sleep improves. If you’re having success, you can move the cutoff time to earlier in the evening as the habit wires up in your child’s brain.



Step 5: Curate the Cues

First, we’ll look at curating the cues for younger children, and then for teenagers, we’ll take a different tack.


A. Remove the Magnets

For younger children, you can simply remove the gadgets from their rooms, long before bedtime, and place them in the rec room (most of them should be there by now anyway). Then you can explain to them the reasoning for this new routine (and, as always, highlight the benefits of the change and what the child will gain, including the new activity for the bedroom).



B. Refill the Cues

Make sure you’re ready with the supplies for the new activity in the bedroom, including a reading light, an alarm clock, and a book or journal for your child.





Present the New Routine to Your Child and Continue to Celebrate (Delicious Sleep)

Now’s the time to help your child understand how important sleep is to their life. How everything in their life improves when they have enough sleep, including their grades, their moods, and their relationships.

Here’s roughly what I told Rosy and my husband:


So I’ve noticed that I don’t sleep so well when I have my phone or laptop in the bedroom. I wake up grumpy and then feel tired all day. Do you feel that way when you don’t sleep well?

I don’t want you to feel that way! I don’t want to feel that way either. Sleep is so important for all of us.

Turns out, screens trick our eyes and brains into thinking it’s daytime. And that makes it really hard to go to sleep and sleep well at night.

So I was thinking we could move all our devices into the rec room. I’m going to move my phone there in the evenings. So I can sleep better. We can move your [PC/gaming console/iPad] into the rec room so that when you go to bed you don’t have trouble falling asleep. And you can sleep super-well.



Then present the new activity, in a positive way:


And to make this easier and more fun… guess what I bought you? The fifth book of The Land of Stories!! Oh my gosh! And… a little reading lamp. So you can read in bed before falling asleep.



Then explain when screens will stop each night, but also note what opportunities arise when we stay off devices in the evening.


To keep the screens from tricking our eyes and brains, we’re going to stop looking at them around [7:00 p.m./8:00 p.m./9:00 p.m.] each night. That will give you a chance to read that new book, write in your journal, and do other great hobbies you’ve been making progress on. [List off the hobbies they’ve enjoyed, such as coloring, sewing, baking, biking, whittling.]



To get Rosy started on her book I actually read to her a few chapters of The Land of Stories before she fell asleep (because this new routine also gave me more free time in the evenings).



For Tweens and Teens Who Already Have Devices in Their Rooms

Here we’re going to change up the strategy. Instead of focusing on the positive aspects of getting more sleep, we’re going to emphasize the negative aspects of having a phone or console in a child’s bedroom—and the disadvantages of having unlimited time on these devices in general.

The goal is to start shaping the child’s perspective about the technologies they use, so they can see and even feel the costs of them, said neuroscientist Jonathan Morrow at the University of Michigan. Morrow has firsthand experience at keeping phones and gaming consoles out of adolescents’ bedrooms. He has two teenage boys, and their family has a strict policy of no devices in the bedroom at night.

When his oldest son wanted to add social media apps onto his smartphone, Morrow decided his son was ready for what he called “the talk.” Not the one about sexual development or the dangers Black children face because of racism, but “the talk” about modern technologies.

He gave his son a full PowerPoint presentation on how dopamine magnets work in children’s brains. Then Morrow explained to him how devices try to manipulate your thoughts, organize your time, and even coerce you to spend money. “How they’re designed to put your money in other people’s pockets,” he said.

While you’re restructuring your family’s nighttime routine with screens, he said, it could be a great opportunity to have a similar talk with your teen or tween. To educate them about how these technologies work and how they, the child, can take back the power from tech companies.

You can find a full presentation on the Dopamine Kids website. But here’s a quick outline on what you can do:


Present the Facts


	Explain to your child what you’ve learned in this book.

	Explain how tech companies use neurological tricks to coax you to stay on the apps for as long as possible. Their goal is to have you stay on the phone or game all night long because that’s how they make the most money. Oftentimes, tech executives don’t even allow their own children to use these apps and devices because they don’t want their children manipulated like this.

	Explain how social media and video games promise to fulfill your needs for friendship, exploration, and adventure. Although they give you the sense that they’re fulfilling these needs, they can’t deliver on these promises. Ask your child what they’re hoping to accomplish by staying on a device at night. What needs are they trying to meet? Do they feel like the device helps meet these needs?

	Explain the research showing how screen time at night prevents and damages sleep.





Decide on the Child’s Usage a Priori

Work together with your child to decide on how much time they actually want to spend on the phone or games each day, Morrow explained.


	Figure out what your child wants their life to look like and include. What activities are most important to them? What are their goals at school and personally? What activities do they want to ensure they do each day? What activities do they want to minimize? In the evenings, what should be most important and prioritized? What do they want their evenings to involve?

	Given what they know about apps and games, how much of their day do they want to spend scrolling on social media or playing games? How much of their day do they want these apps to fill?

	Ask them, “When do you want to shut down your phone each day so you can protect the activities you care so much about? And so you can protect your sleep?”



You give them information about how the technology works and help them identify their priorities in life, and then hopefully they can say, “OK, given all this, I’m going to choose not to be on screens for much of my day,” Morrow explained.

Write down what you and your child agree on.
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Here Morrow mentioned an important point: If the child isn’t capable of having this nuanced and sophisticated conversation, he said, then the child isn’t ready to use the technology. It’s best to delay giving them the device or app until they’re mature and can understand the costs and pitfalls of the technology.



Help the Child Stick to the Plan

Now, it’s your job as a parent, Morrow explained, to help your child, even a teenager, follow through on the goals that they’ve set for themselves. In a way, you’re their executive function, until their own matures in their brain.

Once you and your child agree on the time to shut off their phone each night, explain the new experiment for moving devices out of the bedroom, shutting them down each night, and then keeping them in the rec room. Explain how the timer on the router will work. That each night, the internet will turn off at a particular time. “You’ll be much, much more effective at helping them regulate their usage because they came up with the amounts and times,” Morrow said.

Decide on a few mottos or questions that you can toss out to your teenager if they’re distracted by their phone or not meeting the goals they’ve set for themselves in the evening. Try ones that appeal to teenagers’ desire for autonomy and aversion to manipulation. For example, you could say:


	“Do you really want to give your time and money to Meta and TikTok?”

	“Is that scrolling making you feel good?”

	“Is this activity helping you reach your goal of [getting all As this semester]?”

	“Accomplishing goals feels so much better than procrastinating.”



“I tried this and my child won’t agree to the plan or gets up in the middle of the night to use their phone or game console in the rec room.…”



Make them your accountability partner

Focus on your need for better sleep and how you need their help to fix your problem. Ask them to help you keep screens out of your bedroom and to ensure you stick to the arrangement too.



Build a bigger, stronger fence together

If the child has a long-term habit of gaming or being on social media for many hours each evening, they may need strong, firm controls in place at first, while they’re weaning themselves off the apps at night.

For example, some families opt to lock up devices in a safe overnight, Twenge noted in her book. Some lockboxes have timers on them, so that kids can’t open them until the morning. You can also use a box with a key, but you’ll need to hide the key.

You may also have to help your child install extremely strong app blockers on their devices. For example, some app blockers require another person’s approval (e.g., Canopy) or a physical key to release the block (e.g., Unpluq).



Search for a gap in your child’s needs

Figure out if your child may need an additional hobby or activity in their life to fulfill a missing need. Is there a need that’s not being met? Do they need a job or internship? Do they have ways to release stress, explore the world around them, and be adventurous? Do they have ways to connect with others, in person, and help others? Do they feel like their life matters and they have a purpose? Help them figure out what might be missing in their life and a way to fill that need.




Don’t Forget to Help the Child Celebrate Their Own Better Sleep

Over the next week, point out how much better everybody feels with higher-quality sleep. Notice when your child falls asleep and wakes up more easily. Notice if their mood has improved in the morning, or if they seem better able to focus.

“Gosh, we all sleep so much better without screens in our rooms,” you could say. “I can’t imagine bringing my phone back into my bedroom again. Good sleep is too important to me.”


Gosh, we all sleep so much better without screens in our rooms.
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For tweens and teens, check in to see if they notice any changes in their sleep or moods. Do they have an easier time in the mornings waking up? Do they feel more alert at school? Do they fall asleep more easily? Are they experiencing any problems with the experiment?


If you stick with your bright-line rule life in your home will start to become brighter and more joyful.
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It may take a few days (or weeks) of adjustment before they’re used to the routine and able to gauge the benefits of the better sleep they’re having, but I guarantee if you stick with your bright-line rule, life in your home will start to become brighter and more joyful. Your daily routine will run more smoothly because everyone will be less grumpy in the mornings, have more energy throughout the day, and settle down more easily in the evenings.

One parent told me that after they created a sanctuary for sleep, she noticed a substantial change in her fourteen-year-old daughter’s moods. “She has so much less anxiety,” the mom said.

For myself, I’ve kept my phone out of the bedroom for about eighteen months now. And I have to say, I don’t miss Mr. X and Mr. Email in my bed at all. They ended up being like a bad college boyfriend: You think you need them. You think you can’t live without them. But then after a few weeks without them, you realize neither was true. Your life is much better without them. Good riddance.



	I. There’s a growing consensus that these activities don’t help children. And in large amounts (e.g., more than three hours a day), they raise the risk of depression, anxiety, obesity, and suicide.

	II. For decades, sleep therapists have applied a similar strategy to treat insomnia. Psychologists call it stimulus control, and it falls under the umbrella of cognitive behavioral therapy. It’s based on the same idea I’ve been discussing: If you remove cues from the bedroom pointing you away from sleep, your brain starts to associate your bedroom and your bed with falling asleep, not with streaming videos or playing games.

	III. With some kids, you might consider bringing the router into your bedroom so you have control over the outlet. You can also program your router to work only at specific times, or buy a router that’s set up explicitly with parental controls. See the Dopamine Kids website for more information on this topic.








WEEK 4 Sanctuary for Adventure

    [image: A sketch of a tent and a bicycle inside a small square surrounded by hedges.]
Fundamental needs to protect:

adventure, people, high-quality distraction

Mantras to try:

“After-school time is for playing outside.”

“We don’t use devices when we come home from school.”

“We value outside time over screen time.”

“Being outside is way more fun than being on the screen.”

In the past three weeks, we’ve slowly been squeezing all the cues for screens into one small time and place in our lives. We’ve pushed them out of our commute and cleaned them out of the nooks and crannies of the day. We’ve moved them out of the dining room, kitchen, and bedrooms. And we’ve shut down the magnets at least an hour before bedtime.


After-school time is for playing outside.
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There’s one more critical time that we need to protect in our child’s life: the hours right after school. And we’re going to fill this time with an activity that all children need: adventure.

You now have all the knowledge, skills, and practice to build this sanctuary without me. But I’ll offer a few prompts to guide you through the process. Before we do that, I want to make a short case for why this time of the day is worth its own sanctuary.


“It is important that she not become dependent upon screen time activities for releasing pent-up stress from the school day or other situations.”
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For the past fifteen years, psychologist Randy Kulman has devoted his life to doing what seems like the opposite of creating a sanctuary for adventure. He promotes the use of video games. Kulman holds classes and workshops to show parents how to use video games “mindfully and responsibly.” Then video games “can be powerful tools for sharpening and improving children’s academic performance,” he writes on his website.

So Kulman is clearly not a Luddite. He’s pro gaming, and he believes video games can have a place in children’s lives.

Yet even Kulman agrees that the time right after school deserves special attention. When your child comes home from school, he writes, “the first thing your child does… should not be to sit in front of a screen. While she may need to relax, it is important that she not become dependent upon screen time activities for releasing pent-up stress from the school day or other situations.”I

School feels quite stressful for many children and exhausts them, emotionally and cognitively. They need to let out steam afterward. That’s a big reason I gave Rosy screen time after school. So she could “decompress,” as I would say (and I could take a break as well).

But here’s what I didn’t understand: Sitting in front of a screen, whether they’re watching Paw Patrol or playing World of Warcraft, is a pretty lousy way for kids to decompress (same goes for many adults, including me).

“After a long day at work, the most tempting thing can be to sink into the couch and binge-watch TV shows on Netflix until bedtime (and then just one more episode),” psychologist Siri Helle writes in her book Smarter than Your Phone. “It’s a bad idea and I’ll explain why.”

We’ve come to associate “leisure time” or “breaks” with passive activities, such as scrolling on TikTok and watching streaming platforms, Helle writes. But if we stay physically passive all day at our jobs—or at school—then these sedentary hobbies don’t actually “recharge your batteries.” They drain us of energy instead of refilling our tanks. “Resting our bodies thus becomes a misguided break,” she writes.

To decompress and recharge, we need to move. We need to explore, be outside, and feel the freedom of choosing what we do. We need to smell and touch, not just see and listen. And we need to connect with three-dimensional, alive creatures, whether they’re Croc-wearing nine-year-olds, silver-feathered chickens, or six-foot-tall tomato plants.

Screen time doesn’t work the parts of children’s bodies and brains that need working after school, Kulman and Helle explain. Plus, it doesn’t give kids a chance to take risks and explore autonomously.

If your kids are outside, exerting their autonomy, guess what you receive? A break without them!

Here’s the key: I can’t just open the door and say, “Go play outside independently! Go enjoy nature, and take some risks while you’re at it.” Kids will have no idea what to do. We need to introduce them first to an activity (or two) that they can eventually do on their own. Or we need to identify a reliable source of other children. Because other children somehow know exactly what our kids need and want to do outside.

Turns out, we’ve already learned how to do both tasks in Step 5: Curate the Cues and in Fundamental Need No. 4: Scary—but Fun.

Now let’s use these skills to build a sanctuary for adventure.


SANCTUARY FOR ADVENTURE
[image: A 24-hour circular chart shows a 6–8 PM after-school period with no screens for 2 hours, while the rest of the day remains unshaded.]



Step 1: Take the Wheel

We’ve decided that being outside (or at least off a gadget) after school is important for our family. And therefore we’re going to take a week to build a strong, stable habit of it.

Slice of Life


	When: Right after school or after extracurricular activities

	Where:??

	Habit to break: Watching videos or playing video games

	Habit to build: Playing outside



Here you’ll need to decide where you want your child to play outside. In your yard? At a nearby park? You can also use their own desires to figure it out. And ride that wave.



Step 2: Ride the Motivational Wave

So now you align being outside with something your child really, really wants to do.

As we’ve learned, parents have two main ways to motivate children outside. First, you can connect being outdoors with autonomy and adventure. To do that, you can help your child execute an Independent Activity. Second, you can connect being outdoors with playing with other children. For that, you can set up a roam zone. With some practice, even young children can learn to explore in a roam zone without you hovering over them. (See Fundamental Need No. 4: Scary—but Fun, to learn about both of these strategies.)

If you can connect being outdoors to both playing with other kids and having autonomy, you’ll find a whole new gear of motivation and willingness to work. For example, after school on Friday I said to Rosy, “Andrea called and wants to bike around the park together. Do you want to go with her?” “Yes!” Rosy exclaimed, as she ran across the room, grabbed her shoes, and dashed out the door. We didn’t see her again until dinner at 6:30 p.m.

Finally, a third option is to link up being outside with an element of their screen time activity. For example, you can have the child build real-life versions of their Minecraft creations outside with cardboard boxes, scrap wood, or scrap tiles. (See Step 3: Celebrate to Habituate for more details about this option.)

Which method will work best for you and your child?
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Here are a few questions that may help you identify a source of motivation:


	Is there an activity outside that they are dying to do alone or learn how to do?

	Do they have neighborhood kids they could cajole to come outside after school a few times during the week? (Maybe you can team up with their families and build the adventure sanctuary together?)

	Could you help your child establish a weekly playdate exchange with a friend from school? So one day each week the friend comes to your house, and another day your child goes to their house?

	Do you have a park nearby where they can learn to play on their own with other children? Could you team up with another family and take turns bringing kids to the park after school?

	Could you hire a teenager in the neighborhood to take your child to the park each day after school, or play with them outside in your neighborhood? (Just make sure they know not to use their phones. This is time to be physically active.)



If you’re still not sure how to motivate your child, ask them. What excites them most about being outside?

Conclusion: What’s your source of motivation to compel your children outdoors after school?
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Step 3: Celebrate to Habituate

Once you’ve decided on a new activity outside, start hyping it up in your mind and to your child when opportunities arise. Start focusing on the benefits of this sanctuary instead of the costs or problems that could arise. Loving to play outside is a skill that will help your child for their entire life, but it will also benefit you in the short term because your children will become more autonomous and self-sufficient.

Think of two or three big advantages of your child playing outside after school and not being on screens. Write them down and share them with your child if an opportunity arises.


	1. [image: ]

	2. [image: ]

	3. [image: ]



Do you need to purchase any equipment for the activity or ensure your existing equipment is ready to use?
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Step 4: Shine the Bright-Line Rule

Here are a few options to consider for your family’s bright-line rule:


	In our family, we play outside after school.

	In our family, we don’t look at screens between school and dinner.

	In our family, we go to the park after school.



What will be your bright-line rule?
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Step 5: Curate the Cues


A. Remove the Magnets

You know what to do! You need to remove all the gadgets before the kid comes home from school, even the ones in the rec room or tech area. Then you need to hide them extremely well. Your child needs to believe that there’s absolutely zero chance of using a screen. Then the magnets will shut off, and your child will glide into the new activity much more easily (like a dolphin instead of a crab).

Be sure that you keep your own phone and devices out of sight, as well. By now, your commute home should be device-free (if not, remove the magnets, refill the cues, and reset the sanctuary). If your child walks home from school or rides a bus, power down your own phone before they return home and hide it. The sight or sound of your phone could make the process harder. It could prompt everyone to want to go online—and not go outside.

What magnets will you remove from the rec area? What about your own technology? Which ones do you need to power down? Where will you put them?
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B. Refill the Cues

Try to have all the supplies and equipment for the new activity waiting outside for you and your child when they arrive home.

Remember cues work in contexts—that is, at a specific time and in a specific place. So the best approach here is to not go inside after school but rather explain and start the new activity outside. Then the child doesn’t even have the chance to be in the room where they typically go online (and feel those strong cues).

If you’re planning to go to a park or teach your child to stay at a park alone, go straight there. Then you’ve crushed the cue!




Present the New Activity to Your Child and Continue to Celebrate

On the way home from school, explain this exciting new adventure to your child. By now, you know how the script works. Focus on the positive and fun parts to build up enthusiasm for being outside or being with friends.

If they don’t bring up the screen or TV time, let it be. Don’t mention it either. If they do ask about screen time, you can assure them that the internet, Netflix, YouTube, or Minecraft is never going away. It will be waiting for them at home, and they will have other chances to go online.

Besides, playing at the park (or riding a bike to a friend’s house) will be so much more exciting and fun than pretending to play at a park on Roblox. Once a child can have true adventures (and autonomy) outside, they’ll gradually forget about iPads, cartoons, and virtual worlds.

Now it’s time to go to the park or launch an Independent Activity at home. At the park, stay twenty feet away on the first day, and then move up to fifty feet away the next day. Gradually let them develop independence there. With the Independent Activity, also help them get started, but then back away. The goal is freedom, autonomy outside, every day, no matter the weather or their mood.

Then afterward, give them the big emotional payoff. Ask them how it all went. Ask them what they did, what they can’t wait to do tomorrow, and how it all made them feel inside. Show genuine interest and joy about their burgeoning skills. If they made something during the activity, ask them to explain and show off their creation.



Again, throw out the idea of perfection with these sanctuaries. Instead, think of each one as a low-stakes experiment to figure out what brings the most long-term joy and peace into your home.

Yes, there may be some tears or whining at first. But if you continue to celebrate the benefits and advantages of the new activity—and remind everyone of the costs and disadvantages of the magnets—grumpiness and complaints will fade. In their places, calmer and more confident children will emerge.

If you find that one of these sanctuaries is working beautifully while others are faltering, focus your attention on strengthening the successful one and celebrating your progress. Then try to rebuild another sanctuary when you and your children feel ready.

Then start at the top of the protocol. Go back to Step 1, take the wheel, and reconfirm what’s most important to you and your partner. Allow your goals and values to steer your choices and slowly, little by little, you’ll drive your family to where you’ve always wanted to go.



	I. Kulman also notes what other psychologists have told me, and what we learned in Step 2: “There is compelling data to suggest that playing video games may not be a very good reward for homework completion.”
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	Meta’s own research teams: Horwitz, Broken Code, 173–74, originally in “The Facebook Papers,” accessed October 3, 2025, https://facebookpapers.com.

	recommended aggressive dieting ideas: Horwitz, Broken Code, 277–78.

	The company found that: Bobby Allyn, Sylvia Goodman, and Dara Kerr, “TikTok Executives Know About App’s Effect on Teens, Lawsuit Documents Allege,” NPR, October 11, 2024, https://www.npr.org/2024/10/11/g-s1-27676/tiktok-redacted-documents-in-teen-safety-lawsuit-revealed.

	In response to a media backlash: Allyn, Goodman, and Kerr, “TikTok Executives Know.”

	“When your 13-year-old child”: Tristan Harris, “The AI Dilemma: Navigating the Road Ahead with Tristan Harris,” AI for Good, June 10, 2024, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F6XR0byERZY.





Step 3: Celebrate to Habituate


	“Teenagers are quite clear”: Author interview with Bob Keane; Keegan W. Lee, “A Message from Gen Z to Parents,” Log Off Movement, October 18, 2022, https://www.logoffmovement.org/2022/04/18/a-message-from-gen-z-to-parents/; Jane Harness et al., “Youth Insight about Social Media Effects on Well/Ill-Being and Self-Modulating Efforts,” Journal of Adolescent Health: Official Publication of the Society for Adolescent Medicine 71, no. 3 (2022): 324–33, doi:10.1016/j.jadohealth.2022.04.011.

	Studies have found that focusing: Author interview with Todd Braver; Andrew Westbrook et al., “Dopamine Promotes Cognitive Effort by Biasing the Benefits Versus Costs of Cognitive Work,” Science 367 (2020): 1362–66, doi:10.1126/science.aaz5891.





Fundamental Need No. 3: Brawls, Brushes, and Bonds


	pediatricians at Boston Children’s Hospital: Zhiying (Zoey) Yue et al., “Adolescent Media Use: Digital Gaming and Social Interaction,” Boston Children’s Digital Wellness Lab, April 2024, accessed October 3, 2025, https://digitalwellnesslab.org/wp-content/uploads/Digital-Wellness-Lab-Pulse-Report-Apr-2024.pdf.

	allowing kids to play physically: Anthony T. DeBenedet and Lawrence J. Cohen, The Art of Roughhouse: Good Old-Fashioned Horseplay and Why Every Kid Needs It (Quirk Books, 2010), 12–13, 15, 23; Lawrence J. Cohen, “Larry’s Rules of Roughhousing,” Psychology Today, March 19, 2023, https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/playful-parenting/202303/larrys-rules-of-roughhousing.

	This idea hit a fever pitch: John B. Watson, Psychological Care of Infant and Child (George Allen & Unwin, 1928), 72.

	neuroscientists at Columbia University: Carissa J. Cascio et al., “Social Touch and Human Development,” Developmental Cognitive Neuroscience 35 (2019): 5–11, doi.org/10.1016/j.dcn.2018.04.009; Leah J. Elias et al., “Touch Neurons Underlying Dopaminergic Pleasurable Touch and Sexual Receptivity,” Cell 186, no. 3 (2023): 577–90, doi:/10.1016/j.cell.2022.12.034.

	Sometimes virtual interactions: Ruth Whippman, BoyMom: Reimagining Boyhood in the Age of Impossible Masculinity (Harmony Books, 2024), 138.

	researchers at Meta published: Kathleen Alexis and Jeffrey Spence v. Meta Platforms, Inc., Case 3:22-cv-03294, Northern District of California, United States District Court, June 6, 2022.

	Online communities typically: Jonathan Haidt, The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness (Penguin Press, 2024), 12.





Chapter 4: The App Builder’s Recipe for Addiction


	images of gambling apps: David Zendle et al., “The Prevalence of Loot Boxes in Mobile and Desktop Games,” Addiction 115, no. 9 (2020): 1768–72; Scott Van Voorhis, “The $15 Billion Question: Have Loot Boxes Turned Video Gaming into Gambling?,” Harvard Business School, April 21, 2023, https://www.library.hbs.edu/working-knowledge/the-15-billion-question-have-loot-boxes-turned-video-gaming-into-gambling.

	on the gaming platform Roblox: Sam Biddle, “It’s 10 p.m. Do You Know Where on Roblox Your Children Are?,” Intelligencer, September 9, 2025, https://nymag.com/intelligencer/article/what-is-roblox-video-game-app-metaverse-safe-children-ban.html; Zendle et al., “The Prevalence of Loot Boxes in Mobile and Desktop Games”; Van Voorhis, “The $15 Billion Question.”

	Poker, as we know it today: Martin Harris, Poker & Pop Culture: Telling the Story of America’s Favorite Card Game (D&B Publishing, 2019), 47, 52, 62.

	“When the relationship occurs”: Author interview with Natasha Dow Schüll.

	psychologists call problematic usage: Julia H. Raney et al., “Associations Between Adverse Childhood Experiences and Early Adolescent Problematic Screen Use in the United States,” BMC Public Health 23, no. 1213 (2023), doi:10.1186/s12889-023-16111-x.

	In one study published in 2024: Jason M. Nagata et al., “Associations between Media Parenting Practices and Early Adolescent Screen Use,” Pediatric Research 97 (2025): 403–10, doi:/10.1038/s41390-024-03243-y; Yunyu Xiao et al., “Addictive Screen Use Trajectories and Suicidal Behaviors, Suicidal Ideation, and Mental Health in US Youths,” JAMA 334, no. 3 (2025): 219–28, doi:10.1001/jama.2025.7829.

	scientists have found a similar effect: Author interview with Kerri N. Boutelle.

	People could play more games: Author interview with Natasha Dow Schüll; Natasha Dow Schüll, “Digital Gambling: The Coincidence of Desire and Design,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 597, no. 1 (2005): 65–81, doi:10.1177/0002716204270435.

	The high speed of games: Author interview with Natasha Dow Schüll.

	Slot machines are way crueler: Author interview with Jonathan Haidt; “The Real Odds of Winning When Gambling,” Queensland Government, last modified October 2, 2024, https://www.qld.gov.au/community/getting-support-health-social-issue/gambling-harm-support/gambling-winning-odds; “How Dangerous Is Lightning?,” National Weather Service, accessed October 4, 2025, https://www.weather.gov/safety/lightning-odds.

	The video app achieves: K. R. Barton et al., “The Effect of Losses Disguised as Wins and Near Misses in Electronic Gaming Machines: A Systematic Review,” Journal of Gambling Studies 33, no. 4 (2017): 1241–60, doi:10.1007/s10899-017-9688-0.

	“Social media apps and video games”: Author interview with Jonathan Morrow.

	First, these apps promise: Fogg, Persuasive Technology, 25–27, 197–207, 217–20; Fogg, “A Behavior Model for Persuasive Design.” The companies explicitly state this promise. Instagram calls one of its key features “Explore.”

	“I check [Facebook]”: Victor Luckerson, “The Rise of the Like Economy,” Ringer, February 15, 2017, https://www.theringer.com/2017/02/15/tech/how-the-like-button-took-over-the-internet-ebe778be2459.





Step 4: Shine the Bright-Line Rule (and the 3Ps)


	In the early 1990s: George Ainslie, Picoeconomics: The Strategic Interaction of Successive Motivational States Within the Person (Cambridge University Press, 1992), 165–70.

	“I’m only allowed to watch TV”: Ali Abdaal, “My Rule for Watching TV,” February 24, 2019, https://aliabdaal.com/newsletter/my-rule-for-watching-tv.

	As internal research at Meta: Alexis and Spence v. Meta Platforms, Inc., 23–24.

	called these stopping points: Annette Pew, “My 11-Year-Old Son Plays a Game Called Minecraft Where He Can Kill People and Get Killed by Scary Monsters. How Do I Convince Him to Play Something More Friendly?,” Quora, accessed October 4, 2025, https://www.quora.com/My-11-year-old-son-plays-a-game-called-Minecraft-where-he-can-kill-people-and-get-killed-by-scary-monsters-How-do-I-convince-him-to-play-something-more-friendly.

	figure out their purpose: Kabir L., “12 Alternatives to Video Games (Based on Gamer Type),” Healthy Gamer (blog), August 25, 2020, https://www.healthygamer.gg/blog/13-hobbies-to-replace-video-games.





Fundamental Need No. 4: Scary—but Fun


	Adventure protects children: Camilo Ortiz and Matthew Fastman, “A Novel Independence Intervention to Treat Child Anxiety: A Nonconcurrent Multiple Baseline Evaluation,” Journal of Anxiety Disorders 105 (2024), doi:10.1016/j.janxdis.2024.102893.

	For the roam zone: Ortiz and Fastman, “A Novel Independence Intervention”; Helen F. Dodd and Kathryn J. Lester, “Adventurous Play as a Mechanism for Reducing Risk for Childhood Anxiety: A Conceptual Model,” Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review 24 (2021): 164–81, doi:10.1007/s10567-020-00338-w.

	one nine-year-old: Author interview with Camilo Ortiz; Matthew Fastman, “A Nonconcurrent Multiple Baseline Evaluation of an Independence Intervention to Treat Child Anxiety” (PhD diss., Long Island University, 2023), https://digitalcommons.liu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1066&context=post_fultext_dis.





Chapter 5: Phone Noise and Phantom Limbs


	But Schultz could do something: Author interview with Wolfram Schultz; Wolfram Schultz, “Wolfram Schultz,” in The History of Neuroscience in Autobiography, vol. 12, ed. Thomas D. Albright and Larry R. Squire (Society for Neuroscience, 2022), 514–59.

	When Schultz ran: Author interview with Wolfram Schultz.

	What happened surprised: Schultz, “Wolfram Schultz.”

	The monkey had grown to expect: Charles Duhigg, The Power of Habit: Why We Do What We Do in Life and Business (Random House, 2023), 41.

	Cues can be anything: Author interviews with Terry E. Robinson and Shelly Flagel.

	neuroscientists call a motivational magnet: Author interview with Kent Berridge; Alexandra G. DiFeliceantonio and Kent C. Berridge, “Which Cue to ‘Want’? Opioid Stimulation of Central Amygdala Makes Goal-Trackers Show Stronger Goal-Tracking, Just as Sign-Trackers Show Stronger Sign-Tracking,” Behavioural Brain Research 230, no. 2 (2012): 399–408, doi:10.1016/j.bbr.2012.02.032.






Step 5: Curate the Cues


	“Sometimes all you need”: Fogg, Tiny Habits, 214.





Fundamental Need No. 5: Little by Little, Step by Step


	Cam Adair knows this: Cam Adair, “How Video Games Fulfill Your Need for Growth and Progress,” Game Quitters, August 25, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WF6Wf5aCMqo.

	“Level one to two might take”: “Outplaying Video Game Addiction,” Recovery Unscripted podcast, May 10, 2017, https://foundationsrecoverynetwork.com/recovery-unscripted-podcast/outplaying-video-game-addiction/.

	“But it’s much harder to see”: “Cam Adair’s Video Game Addiction Story,” Game Quitters, accessed October 5, 2025, https://gamequitters.com/cam.





Chapter 6: What’s Better than Willpower?


	This idea dates back to the 1940s: Helen Zoe Veit, Picky: How American Children Became the Fussiest Eaters in History (St. Martin’s Press, 2026), Kindle, chapter 5; Benjamin Spock, The Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care (Duell, Sloan and Pearce, 1946), 242–43, 356.

	Although Spock and other psychologists: Veit, Picky, chapter 5.

	dessert with her dinner: Becky Kennedy, Good Inside: A Practical Guide to Resilient Parenting Prioritizing Connection over Correction (Harper Wave, 2022), 137.

	These cues have an enormous influence: Author interviews with Dana Small, Kerri N. Boutelle, and Kathryn Demos; Elissa S. Epel et al., “The Reward-Based Eating Drive Scale: A Self-Report Index of Reward-Based Eating,” PloS One 9, no. 6 (2014), doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0101350; Kerri N. Boutelle et al., “Appetitive Traits as Targets for Weight Loss: The Role of Food Cue Responsiveness and Satiety Responsiveness,” Physiology & Behavior 224 (2020), doi:10.1016/j.physbeh.2020.113018; Kathryn E. Demos et al., “Individual Differences in Nucleus Accumbens Activity to Food and Sexual Images Predict Weight Gain and Sexual Behavior,” Journal of Neuroscience 32, no. 16 (2012): 5549–52, doi:10.1523/JNEUROSCI.5958-11.2012; Kathryn E. Demos McDermott et al., “Effects of Cognitive Strategies on Neural Food Cue Reactivity in Adults with Overweight/Obesity,” Obesity 27, no. 10 (2019): 1577–83, doi:10.1002/oby.22572.

	Studies have found that children: Ivan E. de Araujo et al., “Rethinking Food Reward,” Annual Review of Psychology 71 (2020): 139–64, doi:10.1146/annurev-psych-122216-011643.

	So when Rosy eats foods: Alexandra G. DiFeliceantonio et al., “Supra-Additive Effects of Combining Fat and Carbohydrate on Food Reward,” Cell Metabolism 28, no. 1 (2018): 33–44, doi:10.1016/j.cmet.2018.05.018; Molly McDougle et al., “Separate Gut-Brain Circuits for Fat and Sugar Reinforcement Combine to Promote Overeating,” Cell Metabolism 36, no. 2 (2024): 393–407, doi:10.1016/j.cmet.2023.12.014.

	So calorie density drives: E. L. Gibson and J. Wardle, “Energy Density Predicts Preferences for Fruit and Vegetables in 4-Year-Old Children,” Appetite 41, no. 1 (2003): 97–98, doi:10.1016/S0195-6663(03)00077-1.

	All this happens without: Author interview with Alain Dagher; Deborah W. Tang et al., “Behavioral and Neural Valuation of Foods Is Driven by Implicit Knowledge of Caloric Content,” Psychological Science 25, no. 12 (2014): 2168–76, doi:10.1177/0956797614552081.

	In the early 2000s: Andreas Schleicher and Stefano Scarpetta, “Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC),” Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, December 2024, https://www.oecd.org/en/about/programmes/piaac.html; Patrick D. Manapat et al., “A Psychometric Analysis of the Brief Self-Control Scale,” Assessment 28, no. 2 (2021): 395–412, doi:10.1177/1073191119890021.

	Over the past several decades: June P. Tangney et al., “High Self-Control Predicts Good Adjustment, Less Pathology, Better Grades, and Interpersonal Success,” Journal of Personality 72, no. 2 (2004): 271–324, doi:10.1111/j.0022-3506.2004.00263.x.

	“Clearly, it’s beneficial”: Wood, Good Habits, 47.

	In 2012, a study in Germany: Wilhelm Hofmann et al., “Everyday Temptations: An Experience Sampling Study of Desire, Conflict, and Self-Control,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 102, no. 6 (2012): 1318–35, doi:10.1037/a0026545.

	“They had to work hard”: Wood, Good Habits, 48.

	A 2017 study found: Marina Milyavskaya and Michael Inzlicht, “What’s So Great About Self-Control? Examining the Importance of Effortful Self-Control and Temptation in Predicting Real-Life Depletion and Goal Attainment,” Social Psychological and Personality Science 8, no. 6 (2017): 603–11, doi:10.1177/1948550616679237.

	They created zones: Brian M. Galla and Angela L. Duckworth, “More than Resisting Temptation: Beneficial Habits Mediate the Relationship Between Self-Control and Positive Life Outcomes,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 109, no. 3 (2015): 508–25, doi:10.1037/pspp0000026.

	“There’s a strong assumption”: Brian Resnick, “The Myth of Self-Control,” Vox, November 24, 2016, https://www.vox.com/science-and-health/2016/11/3/13486940/self-control-psychology-myth.





Full Protocol: How to Build a Sanctuary (and Protect Your Family from Ultraprocessed Foods)


	agitated, grumpy, anxious, and antsy: “Can You Be Addicted to Food?,” Speaking of Psychology podcast, Episode 202, American Psychological Association, August 17, 2022, https://www.apa.org/news/podcasts/speaking-of-psychology/food-addiction.

	when children (and adults) feel: Vanessa M. Patrick and Henrik Hagtvedt, “ ‘I Don’t’ Versus ‘I Can’t’: When Empowered Refusal Motivates Goal-Directed Behavior,” Journal of Consumer Research 39, no. 2 (2012): 371–81, doi:10.1086/663212.

	this approach to breaking habits: Nir Eyal, “Can’t Kick a Bad Habit? You’re Probably Doing It Wrong,” Nir and Far, accessed October 5, 2025, https://www.nirandfar.com/bad-habits.

	people felt their cravings decline: Samuel J. Dicken et al., “Ultraprocessed or Minimally Processed Diets Following Healthy Dietary Guidelines on Weight and Cardiometabolic Health: A Randomized, Crossover Trial,” Nature Medicine (2025), doi:10.1038/s41591-025-03842-0.

	eight hundred extra calories: Author interview with Kevin D. Hall; Dhruv Khullar, “Why Is the American Diet So Deadly?,” The New Yorker, January 6, 2025, https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/01/13/why-is-the-american-diet-so-deadly.

	“You can miss a day or two”: Wood, Good Habits, 104.






Fundamental Need No. 6: Beans, Barley, and All That Ferments


	It not only helps us: Masoumeh Akhlaghi, “The Role of Dietary Fibers in Regulating Appetite, an Overview of Mechanisms and Weight Consequences,” Critical Reviews in Food Science and Nutrition 64, no. 10 (2024): 3139–50, doi:10.1080/10408398.2022.2130160.

	The more you consume: Layla A. Alahmari, “Dietary Fiber Influence on Overall Health, with an Emphasis on CVD, Diabetes, Obesity, Colon Cancer, and Inflammation,” Frontiers in Nutrition 11 (December 13, 2024), doi:10.3389/fnut.2024.1510564.

	Ozempic and Wegovy squelch hunger: Dani Blum, “People on Drugs Like Ozempic Say Their ‘Food Noise’ Has Disappeared,” New York Times, June 21, 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/2023/06/21/well/eat/ozempic-food-noise.html.

	weight-loss medications mimic: T. D. Müller et al., “Glucagon-Like Peptide 1 (GLP-1),” Molecular Metabolism 30 (2019): 72–130, doi:10.1016/j.molmet.2019.09.010.

	As GLP-1 kicks into action: Author interview with Gary Schwartz.

	sends a signal to your brain: Author interview with Gary Schwartz.

	But all this satisfaction fades: Author interview with Darleen Sandoval.

	whole crew of microbes: Virginie Mansuy-Aubert and Yann Ravussin, “Short Chain Fatty Acids: The Messengers from Down Below,” Frontiers in Neuroscience 17 (2023), doi:10.3389/fnins.2023.1197759; Efthimia Karra et al., “The Role of Peptide YY in Appetite Regulation and Obesity,” Journal of Physiology 587, no. 1 (2009): 19–25, doi:10.1113/jphysiol.2008.164269.

	This extra boost of GLP-1: Author interview with Frank Duca.

	You may also eat less: Author interview with Edward Deehan.





Week #1: Sanctuary for Conversation


	“We spend a good amount”: Anne Campbell, “An Expert Weighs In—Everything You Should Know Before Your Kid Gets a Phone,” Camille Styles, last modified April 10, 2023, https://camillestyles.com/wellness/when-should-kids-get-phones/.





Fundamental Need No. 7: Distraction, Escape, and Goldilocks Challenges


	During the early Middle Ages: Jamie Kreiner, The Wandering Mind: What Medieval Monks Tell Us About Distraction (Liveright, 2023), 3.

	monks’ journals, handbooks, and treatises: Kreiner, The Wandering Mind, 10.

	They lived in solitude: Kreiner, The Wandering Mind, 9.

	distraction as a “primordial struggle”: Kreiner, The Wandering Mind, 7.

	“a person must concentrate”: Csikszentmihalyi, Flow, 15.





Week #2: Sanctuary for Focus


	“we may have the illusion”: Gloria Mark, Attention Span: A Groundbreaking Way to Restore Balance, Happiness and Productivity—a Must-Read Guide to Dealing with Distractions and Regaining Focus in the Modern World (Hanover Square Press, 2023), 12.

	“residues” of attention: “Sophie Leroy,” University of Washington Bothell, accessed October 4, 2025, https://www.uwb.edu/business/faculty/sophie-leroy/attention-residue.

	“The key is that your phone”: Cal Newport, “A Piece of Advice I Wish I’d Included in My Book,” Study Hacks (blog), October 21, 2019, https://calnewport.com/a-piece-of-advice-i-wish-id-included-in-my-book.






Week #3: Sanctuary for Sleep


	“So less than seven hours”: Author interview with Jean M. Twenge; Jean M. Twenge, Generations: The Real Differences Between Gen Z, Millennials, Gen X, Boomers, and Silents—and What They Mean for America’s Future (Atria, 2023), 416.

	insomnia can worsen: Ben Carter et al., “Association Between Portable Screen-Based Media Device Access or Use and Sleep Outcomes: A Systematic Review and Meta-analysis,” JAMA Pediatrics 170, no. 12 (2016): 1202–8, doi:10.1001/jamapediatrics.2016.2341; Maria Pagano et al., “Using Digital Media or Sleeping… That Is the Question: A Meta-Analysis on Digital Media Use and Unhealthy Sleep in Adolescence,” Computers in Human Behavior 146 (2023), doi:10.1016/j.chb.2023.107813; Douglas A. Gentile et al., “Bedroom Media: One Risk Factor for Development,” Developmental Psychology 53, no. 12 (2017): 2340–55, doi:10.1037dev0000399.

	“That means not just no phones”: Jean M. Twenge, 10 Rules for Raising Kids in a High-Tech World: How Parents Can Stop Smartphones, Social Media, and Gaming from Taking Over Their Children’s Lives (Atria, 2025), 47.

	the way cues work: Richard R. Bootzin and Michael L. Perlis, “Stimulus Control Therapy,” in Behavioral Treatments for Sleep Disorders: A Comprehensive Primer of Behavioral Sleep Medicine Interventions, ed. Michael L. Perlis, Mark Aloia, and Brett Kuhn (Academic Press, 2011), 21–30.

	“Not getting enough sleep”: Twenge, 10 Rules for Raising Kids in a High-Tech World, 43.

	to safeguard his sleep: Nir Eyal, “Strange Sex Habits of Silicon Valley,” Nir and Far, accessed October 4, 2015, https://www.nirandfar.com/strange-sex-habits-of-silicon-valley.





Week #4: Sanctuary for Adventure


	“the first thing your child does”: Randy Kulman, “Setting Limits: Limiting Screentime by Scheduling,” Learning Works for Kids, January 6, 2015, accessed October 4, 2025, https://learningworksforkids.com/2015/01/setting-limits-limiting-screen-time-scheduling.

	“After a long day at work”: Siri Helle, Smarter than Your Phone, trans. Alice E. Olsson, accessed October 4, 2025, https://static1.squarespace.com/static/59959df4a5790affcaef5daf/t/5d0ba791d7587a00014de52b/1561044886353/Smarter+Than+Your+Phone_ENG+sample.pdf.
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