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This is dedicated to every parent who 
wants the absolute best for their children.
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Introduction

When I was a kid, my mom often said to me, “I wish you 
could have grown up in the sixties. It was the best.” Now, 
as a father, I often find myself telling my kids, “I wish you 
could have grown up in the eighties. It was the best.”

In the eighties we played outside in the dark, survived 
mullets and big hair, and walked around town without wor-
rying about being abducted. We rode our bikes to school and 
everywhere else, took the bus to the mall, hopped in the back 
of pickup trucks, and traveled in cars without airbags. We 
had hair- metal bands, arcades, Mongoose bikes, and Ferrari 
sunglasses. Boom boxes and Walkman cassette players were 
everywhere, but there were no flatscreens or smartphones. 
We had Atari and Nintendo but no TikTok or Instagram.

Some of my greatest memories are with my cousin and 
best friend, Paulie. We did everything together from the time 
we were born. One summer when we were twelve, our grand-
mother purchased memberships for us at the local swim club. 
We rode our bikes there practically every day and were the 
swim club Wiffle ball champions. After spending most of 
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Introduction

our day swimming, jumping off the high- dive, eating French 
fries, and smacking Wiffle balls over the fence, we’d bike back 
home, grab our fishing poles, and head over to the small lake 
nearby.

We were required to be home on time for dinner with our 
families. After dinner we’d head back outside to play some 
nighttime Manhunt with our friends in the neighborhood. In 
the winter we still spent most of our time outside and very 
little time inside. We played ice hockey after school, made 
snow forts, had snowball fights, went sledding, and earned 
money shoveling driveways in the neighborhood.

As teenagers, Paulie and I did what we had to do at school, 
worked as many jobs as we could after school and on week-
ends, and spent a lot of time around the fire in the woods 
with our friends. We went to high school parties, played 
sports, and were rarely home.

Although there was AIDS, the crack epidemic, and the fear 
of nuclear war with Russia, we didn’t worry all that much 
because we were more interested in watching The A- Team, 
not the news, and we didn’t have social media feeding us 
fear. Our minds were raw and unadulterated, and that was 
a good thing. We expected nothing from anyone, including 
our parents. If we wanted something, we worked for it.

Life is very different for today’s kids. Many practically live 
in a virtual reality and spend way more time indoors, alone 
in their bedrooms, than they do outdoors with their friends. 
They digest endless amounts of information, videos, pictures, 
and other content from their handheld devices, and they suf-
fer from more anxiety, depression, and other mental health 
conditions than any other generation in history. There are 
also more overweight and obese kids than at any other time 

_Kersting_RaisingHealthyTeenagers_LS_nr.indd   10_Kersting_RaisingHealthyTeenagers_LS_nr.indd   10 9/15/22   9:50 AM9/15/22   9:50 AM

Thomas Kersting, Raising Healthy Teenagers 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



Introduction

11

in history. The pressure to attend a “top” college is over the 
top— and the ensuing debt is even more crippling. The suicide 
rate is at an all- time high, overdose deaths are epidemic, and 
young people’s thoughts and beliefs are often controlled by 
media, politics, and TikTok videos.

The question is, What can we do about this? Should we 
just accept that this is the way their lives are nowadays, that 
it’s just a sign of the times? I don’t think so.

My goal in the coming chapters is to inform you, not scare 
you, about what is going on in our children’s minds and lives 
and why. I’m also going to provide simple strategies you can 
start to implement in your household so you can prepare 
your children to go out there and seize the world instead of 
the world seizing them.

One strategy is to ensure your children have plenty of in- 
person interaction with peers. Whether they are young chil-
dren who are play- saturated or teenagers who simply hang out 
and socialize on the bleachers, kids who are together develop 
strong social- emotional skill sets. They manage anxiety better, 
make friends more easily, and resolve conflicts more effectively.

Studies show that children who spend more time outside 
are happier and smarter, as well as more attentive and less 
anxious. Outdoor play also promotes creativity and imagi-
nation while teaching responsibility for nature. Kids who 
exercise regularly, whether by riding their bikes or playing 
sports, have higher levels of self- confidence and enhanced 
brain structures that lead to higher grades and test scores. 
They also experience a significant decrease in psychological 
stress and sleep disturbance.
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Introduction

Parents have the opportunity to be the greatest influencers 
on children’s thoughts, emotions, and lives. Having consis-
tent, meaningful conversations with our children and spend-
ing lots of time with them is key. This allows us to impart 
love and our adult wisdom upon them, providing them with 
an opportunity to experience lifelong success and happiness.

Children with strong mental health are always happier, 
more attentive, less anxious, and less aggressive. It opens up 
their creative imaginations and ambitions and also helps so-
lidify peer- to- peer relations. Finally, kids with robust mental 
foundations are more likely to be confident, excel in school, 
resist peer pressure, and lead by example. What more could 
we want for our children?

Let’s take a look into the lives of modern- day kids and try 
to sort all of this out. Yes, the world around us has changed, 
but it’s time for us to do what is necessary to help our chil-
dren live happy, productive lives so that the next generation 
will be better off.
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1
Mental Freedom

W hen children are little, their parents are often 
their heroes. This was true for our children. 
They spent their time with my wife and me 

playing games, reading books, going to the park, and watch-
ing cartoons. They also depended on us for everything, from 
the clothes they wore to the food they ate to the love and 
safety we provided.

When children move on to middle school, parents often 
become less heroic. Middle schoolers prefer not to be seen 
in public with their parents and would rather be on their 
phones, with their friends, or by themselves in their bed-
rooms. When we try our best to communicate with them 
and talk to them about important life issues, our words often 
fall on deaf ears as they roll their eyes and respond with 
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one- word answers. Most of them make it through adoles-
cence unharmed, but many do not. There’s a lot going on 
in the world out there.

As a therapist for nearly twenty- five years, I’ve counseled 
thousands of kids and dealt with every issue under the sun, 
from cutting and drug addiction to anxiety and suicide. Being 
a kid isn’t easy. It never has been, but in today’s super- charged 
world I’d argue that it’s harder than ever.

I know our parents said the same thing to us when we 
were kids. Every generation is different, and the world is con-
stantly changing. I get it! Regardless of the different issues 
that each generation of children faces, the most challenging 
thing they face is simply being a kid.

Adolescence is hard. It’s a natural stage of development 
with many obstacles. I call it the purgatory stage—a sort of 
limbo. It’s the slow transition from childhood to adulthood 
during which our children are going through puberty and 
experiencing hormonal and physical changes.

On top of that they feel insecure because they look awk-
ward, act weird, and are desperately trying to fit in some-
where. They want to be wanted. They want to be noticed by 
their peers. The good news is that all of this is normal, and 
in most cases our kids make it through this difficult stage 
and turn into fine men and women. However, the truth is 
that the challenges kids face today are so much different from 
the ones we faced as kids.

Remember the 1970s television sitcom Happy Days? It 
portrayed the stereotypical White, middle- class, American 
family of the 1950s and ’60s. The main character, Richie 
Cunningham, was a redheaded all- American teenager living 
in Milwaukee who didn’t have a bad bone in his body.
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A main setting for the show was Arnold’s Drive- In, a stan-
dard 1950s teen hangout, the place where Richie and other 
teens sipped milkshakes, pumped dimes into the jukebox, 
and showed off their Chevys and Thunderbirds.

In one of the earlier episodes, fifteen- year- old Richie was 
pressured into joining a drinking game and accidently be-
came drunk. After Richie stumbled home and came face- 
to- face with his father, he was surprised by his father’s 
reaction. Instead of getting angry, he remained calm. He 
walked Richie to his bedroom, made coffee for him, and 
tucked him under the covers. The episode showed the con-
sequences of teenage drinking and offered a strategy for 
parents on how to handle a similar situation appropriately. 
It also demonstrated the typical mistakes that teens of that 
generation made and how they learned and grew from them. 
In Richie’s case, getting sick from the alcohol was the lesson  
learned.

For me, the best part about Happy Days was its depic-
tion of how teenagers socialized in the 1950s and the issues 
they faced, because it was completely different from how 
kids today socialize and the things they face. The 1950s kids 
seemed like they had it easy in comparison.

When I research past generations, it seems like teenagers 
in 2011, just a decade ago, had more in common with 1950s 
teenagers than they do with 2022 teenagers.

Why? Because in 2012 our society changed like never be-
fore. Smartphones became mainstream, and they have al-
tered the way kids grow up. Although these minicomputer 
devices and the social media sites that are downloaded on 
them are designed to connect kids with one another, they 
have the opposite effect. They create a distance between kids, 
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leading to less in- person interaction, quite the opposite of 
what you’d find at Arnold’s Drive- In.

Teenagers today aren’t spending as much time outside 
of the house as previous generations did. Instead they’re 
spending most of their free time alone, in their bedrooms, 
scrolling through social media, watching other teens twerk 
and dance. Or they’re playing video games virtually with 
friends and strangers, or watching YouTube and flipping 
through TikTok for hours at a time.

According to a study conducted by Dr. Aric Sigman, screen 
time has replaced outdoor time. Sigman says,

This report confirms what most parents already know, that 
discretionary screen time is their children’s main activity. 
Whether watching TV, playing games on laptops and iPads 
or spending time on social media, recreational screen time is 
occupying hours of their day, and has replaced outdoor play.1

Ultimately, for many children today their sense of reality 
can be a virtual reality. All of that screen time drowns their 
brains with an endless flow of shallow content, distraction, 
and little purpose. If  you have a middle schooler or high 
schooler, you know exactly what I’m talking about.

Yes, I spent time in my bedroom as a kid too, but it wasn’t 
nearly as much as modern- day kids do. I was outside almost 
all of the time with friends, and I can honestly say that I had 
a phenomenal childhood. Although we didn’t have an Ar-
nold’s Drive- In, we did have Friendly’s and our Mongooses.

Furthermore, I don’t remember any kids in my neighbor-
hood having anxiety or depression or taking medication, and 
I certainly don’t recall anyone taking their own life. However, 
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if you were to ask your own children if they know anyone 
who is struggling with these issues, they would look at you 
as if you had two heads and say, “Uh . . . yeah. Duh!”

Yes, every generation changes. The 1950s kids were different 
from the ’60s kids, and the ’60s kids were different from the ’70s 
kids, and so on. In my previous book, Disconnected, I explored 
the modern- day screen world that kids today live in and the 
effects it has on their mental health. Some would argue that 
it’s just the way life is today and, like every other generation, 
we evolve. Nope! I’m not buying it, and neither should you.

There’s something more ominous happening in our world. 
There’s a reason more kids than ever before are suffering 
from serious mental health conditions and dying by suicide. 
To understand those reasons, let’s explore what’s going on 
inside their minds.

Generation Mindless

First off, what is the mind, and where do thoughts even come 
from?

Let’s say you were born on a deserted island, all by your-
self. What would you even think about? You wouldn’t know 
what a milkshake or a smartphone even were. Heck, you 
wouldn’t know what you were. Our thoughts come from 
the things we experience on a daily basis.

During my own childhood, the thoughts downloaded into 
my mind came from my experiences on the ball field, the 
schoolyard, and the swim club. For today’s kids, the thoughts 
circulating in their minds are downloaded by algorithms and 
screens, and it’s happening at lightning speeds. Upwards of 
nine hours a day of high- octane, highly stimulating images 
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and information are being driven deep into their malleable 
brains.2 All of this input shapes their thinking and impacts 
their emotions. Everyone knows this by now, but there’s an-
other piece to it: what they’re not experiencing.

As mammals, human beings have more advanced brains 
than the deer eating our flowers or the cow grazing in the 
pasture, but we also have a lot of similarities. We, too, are 
part of nature, and we always have been. Millions of years 
ago we had more in common with that deer in our backyard 
than we did with modern- day humans. We were outside, 
surviving by scavenging and hunting. That’s how humans 
are wired. It’s how God made us. We weren’t built to spend 
the majority of our time indoors, entranced by social media, 
“news,” and Netflix. It isn’t healthy for our brains, our de-
velopment, or our relationships.

Pause for a moment and think about all that has changed 
in our world in just the last ten years. I’d argue that the world 
has changed more in these last ten years than the previous 
ten thousand years, and it’s not going so well, especially for 
our children. They aren’t meant to be isolated from the rest 
of society and their family members. They’re meant to be 
socially and environmentally stimulated. That’s why humans 
are known as social- emotional beings. When the social part 
of a child’s development is compromised, the mental and 
emotional parts are too.

Val was a fifteen- year- old high school freshman when I 
first met her. She was referred to me by her high school coun-
selor because she was failing all of her classes and struggling 
with anxiety and depression. When I first opened my office 
door and saw Val in the waiting room, I immediately thought 
to myself, Houston, we have a problem.
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Val sat in the waiting room chair, hunched over and clutch-
ing a pink blanket. Her hair was dyed bright blue and she had 
eye shadow to match. A display of bright, beaded bracelets 
covered her arms in an attempt to cover dozens of deep scars. 
Fortunately, there were no fresh cuts that I could see, which 
was the first good sign. It was clear that I had a complicated 
fifteen- year- old on my hands.

When Val stood up from the waiting room chair and 
walked toward my office, her shoulders were slouched and 
her chin was down. I didn’t know what to expect. I didn’t 
know if she would even talk at all. She then comfortably 
plopped herself onto one of my reclining armchairs, looked 
me directly in the eyes, offered me a refreshing smile, and 
said, “Hello.” We immediately hit it off.

Interestingly, Val grew up in a relatively normal suburban 
household. Her parents were happily married with successful 
careers. There was no evidence of abuse, trauma, or drug 
and alcohol use in the home, and no family history of mental 
illness. As we got to know each other during our first session, 
I looked past Val’s melodramatic appearance and thought 
to myself, This girl seems pretty levelheaded.

If  you crossed paths with Val while walking your dog, 
you’d probably head to the other side of the street and keep 
your distance. But aside from Val’s wild appearance and 
demeanor, there was nothing in her language, tone, or facial 
expressions that screamed “crisis.” The alarm bells weren’t 
going off in my head.

After our first session ended, Val departed with a big smile 
and told me that she couldn’t wait to come back the follow-
ing week. As subsequent sessions evolved, a lot more came 
out. Val identified as gender neutral and had already been in 
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several relationships, with both girls and boys, all of which 
were abusive. Fortunately, Val had also become quite social 
just prior to our first meeting, and she enjoyed spending time 
with her new group of friends. She also diagnosed herself 
with ADHD, depression, and anxiety.

Eventually we explored her cutting, gender dysphoria, and 
other issues, and I began to realize how she had gotten to 
this place. She told me that both of her parents worked full- 
time throughout her childhood and that she was on her own 
most of the time. With that came no restrictions or oversight 
of her internet or social media use. She said that when she 
was in elementary and middle school, she spent most of her 
time alone, viewing anything and everything that no parent 
would ever allow their child to be exposed to. Things like 
hard- core pornography, violence, abuse, death, and more.

During the most important emotional and psychological 
stage of development, childhood, Val was victimized and 
psychologically abused by the internet. The many hours a 
day of exposure to the darkest of things during a very vul-
nerable age led to confusion, attention- seeking appearance, 
self- harm, and poor self- image. She had little sense of reality 
because she had lived in an evil virtual reality for most of 
her childhood.

Green Time over Screen Time

In a September 2020 ABC news article, “Screen Time vs ‘Green 
Time,’” Nick Kilvert, an environmental reporter, outlined the 
key points from a Plos One paper on the subject of green 
time.3 He argued that parents are right to nag their children 
to go outside and play because it’s good for their psycho-
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logical well- being. Although we constantly hear about the 
link between too much screen time and poor mental health 
outcomes, there’s something more to consider. According 
to Kilvert, studies found that spending time in nature, also 
known as “green time,” was associated with positive mental 
outcomes.

Additionally, the negative psychological associations with 
high amounts of screen time can be offset by extra time 
spent playing outside in nature. This begs the question of 
whether or not screen time is the true cause of our younger 
generation’s mental health decline. Could it have more to do 
with kids spending less time in nature? One survey found 
that American children spend 35 percent less time playing 
outside freely than their parents did.4

According to Danielle Cohen, a writer for Child Mind 
Institute, a nonprofit organization dedicated to transform-
ing the lives of children and families struggling with mental 
health and learning disorders, “The national panic about 
kids spending too much time indoors has become so extreme 
that the crisis has a name: nature- deficit disorder.”5

Although this disorder is not currently recognized in any 
medical manuals for mental disorders, some of the prelimi-
nary research shows that a lack of time outdoors has a nega-
tive effect on children’s mental well- being.6 Cohen explained 
that humans are instinctively drawn toward their natural 
surroundings, and that many twenty- first- century parents 
would question this theory as they watch their kids express 
a clear preference for indoor screen time versus outdoor play.

How much so? According to Cohen’s research, it’s esti-
mated that the average American child spends just four to 
seven minutes a day in unstructured outdoor play and over 
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seven hours a day indoors in front of a screen.7 Cohen cited re-
cent studies that prove that spending time outdoors isn’t only 
beneficial but also necessary for both kids and adults. Most 
of the studies agree that kids who play outside have better 
mental health. They are smarter, happier, more attentive, and 
less anxious than kids who spend most of their time indoors.

Outdoor play also promotes creativity and imagination, 
and it teaches kids responsibility for self and nature. “Al-
though nature seems less stimulating than your son’s violent 
video game, in reality it activates more senses— you can see, 
hear, smell, and touch outdoor environments,” said Cohen.8 
It also gets kids moving and gets the blood pumping, which 
is good for their bodies and good for their focus.

Finally, outdoor play reduces stress and fatigue. In natural 
environments we use something known as soft fascination, 
which forces us to ignore distractions that exhaust our brain 
and instead create feelings of pleasure rather than fatigue. 
All of the features of modern life— loud noises, distractions, 
and multitasking behaviors, for example— seem to promote 
attention fatigue, while spending time outdoors in nature 
reinvigorates the brain.

Although Val is an extreme example of a teenager whose 
mind and emotions were significantly affected by spending 
most of her childhood locked away in her bedroom, hypno-
tized by the deep, dark web, there are countless less extreme 
examples that are still concerning. One example is Danny, a 
patient I started seeing for therapy in July 2020, right in the 
middle of the COVID-19 pandemic. Danny had just turned 
nineteen and completed his first year of college. He was your 
typical friendly teenager who had a girlfriend, lived with his 
parents, and commuted to college.
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Danny also had anxiety, though it wasn’t a crippling type 
that prevented him from functioning in society. His anxiety 
was relatively mild, with little worries and fears that invaded 
his mind and seemed to feed off of one another.

One of his anxieties was driving. He was uncomfortable 
driving to unfamiliar places and wouldn’t drive on the high-
way, which is why his parents drove him to his first few ses-
sions with me. I used cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) 
to help him reframe his thinking as a way of offsetting the 
anxiety and panic. CBT focuses on challenging and changing 
cognitive distortions—a person’s thoughts, attitudes, and 
behaviors— in order to improve emotional regulation and 
develop effective coping strategies.

Gradually, Danny started driving by himself to my office 
every week. It took him about twenty- five minutes to get 
to my office by highway and about thirty- five minutes if he 
took back roads. He took the back roads at first, but I was 
eventually able to help him tackle his fear of highway driving, 
and he began taking the highway to my office.

Danny made nice progress, and by late August he didn’t 
need to see me weekly anymore, so we started meeting every 
two to three weeks. When his next semester of college started 
in September, all of his classes were virtual because of the 
pandemic. His bedroom became his classroom. Once school 
started, we began doing virtual teletherapy because he was 
very busy with schoolwork and couldn’t carve out the extra 
time to commute to my office.

Danny seemed to be doing well, but as the months passed, 
I started to notice a new trend: he wasn’t leaving his house 
at all. He wasn’t seeing friends or driving anywhere. In fact, 
when the school semester ended that December, our sessions 
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remained virtual, even though he now had plenty of time to 
drive to my office and meet in person.

I suspected that his fear of driving had returned, and I was 
right. In fact, it had turned into a full- blown phobia. Because 
he was forced to take classes online and was no longer in 
the routine of in- person learning and the social interactions 
that come with it, his house became his new comfort zone, 
particularly his bedroom. Anything outside of the home now 
felt uncomfortable and scary.

I worked with him and pushed him to confront this issue. 
I had him start slowly and begin driving every day up and 
down the street he lived on. He gradually progressed to driv-
ing short distances around the neighborhood. Time was of 
the essence because his next semester of school was right 
around the corner, and it would no longer be virtual. That 
meant he was going to have to drive to school and get com-
fortable being among other people again. Thankfully Danny 
followed my advice, and I am pleased to say he is back at 
school, driving normally and completely free of anxiety.

During the pandemic year, I noticed many others of my 
patients developing anxieties and avoidant behaviors, things 
they didn’t previously exhibit. One example is a fifteen- year- 
old boy named Graham. Graham was an amazing kid. He 
was a straight- A student with a magnetic personality, the 
kind of kid everyone wanted to be around. He even made 
the varsity baseball team as a freshman and quickly became 
the little brother the older players loved.

He was seeing me because he had stomach problems that 
often made him sick. Whenever he had a stomach episode 
it would really bring him down, to the point he would be-
come depressed for several days. The stomach issue he had 
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is often attributed to anxiety, and although he didn’t show 
any outward signs of it, my professional experience told me 
that anxiety was the root cause. Regardless, my job was to 
help him emotionally manage the situation better any time 
he had an episode.

All was going well with Graham until March 2021, when 
he was required by his school to self- quarantine for four-
teen days because of a possible COVID-19 exposure during 
baseball practice. I met with him virtually a couple of times 
during his quarantine, and he definitely seemed a bit down 
and was suffering from cabin fever. The Monday he was 
scheduled to return to school, I received a frantic phone 
call from his mother. Graham was refusing to go to school.

I arranged a virtual session with him that afternoon, and 
we explored the situation. He told me that the thought of 
going back to school was freaking him out; he was in a panic. 
I knew immediately that his pent- up anxiety had reared its 
ugly head toward school. I also knew that I had to act fast. 
During our virtual session, I pushed him. I knew he deeply 
trusted me, and I explained to him why he was feeling the 
way he was, and there was only one solution: he needed to 
push himself harder than he’d ever pushed himself before in 
order to get to school the following morning.

I even called him the next morning and coached him into 
finding the strength to plow through his fear. I knew that 
if he missed another day of school, it would only continue 
to get harder and could quickly turn into a school phobia. 
He went to school that day and hasn’t had a problem since.

One thing I witnessed firsthand during the pandemic was 
that it compounded the already troubling mental health cri-
sis in our nation. I also realized that for most of the kids I 

_Kersting_RaisingHealthyTeenagers_LS_nr.indd   25_Kersting_RaisingHealthyTeenagers_LS_nr.indd   25 9/15/22   9:50 AM9/15/22   9:50 AM

Thomas Kersting, Raising Healthy Teenagers 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



Raising Healthy Teenagers

26

was counseling, it wasn’t the fear of catching COVID that 
was causing all of the anxiety and depression, it was being 
locked down and secluded from the rest of society, something 
that Val unintentionally experienced long before COVID and 
something Graham experienced during COVID.

Ironically, the lockdowns actually helped Val, because her 
parents were required to work from home and were therefore 
able to monitor her screen time and set boundaries. The 
bottom line is that our children cannot spend the majority 
of their waking hours in their bedrooms transfixed on their 
screens and completely disconnected from society. It’s un-
healthy for their minds and emotions.

Cocooning

When a baby comes out of the womb, what often follows 
are the loudest, most bone- chilling screams imaginable. For 
nine months that baby was comfortably tucked away inside 
Mom’s warm belly, and now he or she has suddenly emerged 
into a cold, foreign place.

In many ways, the baby’s response to being removed from 
his or her comfort zone and brought into a strange, new 
environment isn’t much different from some of the stories 
I’ve shared. Humans are creatures of habit, even infants. 
An unborn baby’s natural habitat, or comfort zone, is the 
mother’s womb. Once removed from that warm, quiet womb 
and brought into the loud, cold world, he or she feels uncom-
fortable and doesn’t know what to do, panics, and begins 
crying and screaming.

My patient Graham, the one with the stomach problem, is 
a similar example. When he was required to self- quarantine, 
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alone in his quiet basement, the transition back to the 
crowded, loud world of school triggered a stress reaction. 
And it only took two weeks for this to happen. Although 
he didn’t cry and scream like a newborn baby, his brain sent 
similar stress signals to his body that almost caused him to 
stop going to school altogether.

Locked- In Trauma

As I mentioned earlier, the mental health decline among our 
youth started around 2012, when smartphones became main-
stream.9 Although the endless content coming from screens 
can be mentally damaging, the social isolation caused by the 
preference for being alone inside, staring at a device, rather 
than being outdoors with friends is a perfect recipe for devel-
oping anxiety or depression. It amazes me how quickly kids 
can develop a discomfort for their natural environment, to 
the point where just playing with friends can trigger stress.

A perfect example is a June 2021 piece that appeared on 
Breitbart entitled “‘Locked- In Trauma’: Young Children Hav-
ing Panic Attacks After Playdates.”10 According to the article, 
after more than a year of lockdowns due to the pandemic, 
children as young as five were experiencing anxiety, and ex-
perts believe that 1.5 million children will need treatment for 
mental health problems. The article outlines an investigation 
conducted by The Telegraph, which found that children had 
become frightened of everyday social interactions, fueled by 
social distancing.

Dame Rachel DeSouza, Children’s Commissioner for En-
gland, explained that children were having difficulties read-
justing to normal life. They didn’t know how to make friends 
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or talk to people. One parent admitted that her children 
had developed a fear of going outside while another parent 
said that her daughter had a panic attack after a playdate 
with friends.

A doctor revealed that his emergency ward had seen an 
increase in the number of children who had self- harmed 
them selves or overdosed on drugs, with the patients getting 
younger and younger. Another doctor said that he’d dealt 
with children as young as ten cutting themselves or trying 
to asphyxiate themselves, and even one child who was eight 
years old. The closing of schools, lack of contact with friends, 
and the stoppage of sports and other activities exacerbated 
the already problematic mental health crisis that began after 
smart phones became mainstream.

College students were also affected by social isolation and 
lockdowns, and the effects may go on for years to come. Ac-
cording to a piece that appeared on DNYUZ, young people’s 
social anxiety has worsened in the pandemic.11 The piece, 
which originally appeared in the New York Times, shared 
the experiences of young adults as well as insight and ad-
vice from experts. Roughly 10 percent of young adults and 
adolescents suffer from social anxiety, which is defined as an 
intense fear of being watched or judged by others.

All of the young adults interviewed for the article were 
living with some degree of social anxiety. Social anxiety has 
been a growing problem for many years and was only ampli-
fied by the pandemic. Months of isolation have fueled social 
withdrawal and entrenched young folks in reclusive habits.

One student named Garret Winton detected his social 
anxiety in middle school and was able to tame it when he 
started college. During the pandemic, however, he lost con-
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trol. He recalled one afternoon in May 2021 when he checked 
his heart rate and discovered it was 130 beats per minute— his 
fourth panic attack that week. He experienced shortness of 
breath and saw black spots. He lost all progress he had made 
prior to the pandemic.

As the country started to emerge from lockdowns in 2021, 
more and more young people began encountering newfound 
insecurities, a reluctance to hang out with friends, and a fear 
of public spaces—things that were a normal part of their 
lives prior to the pandemic. This is something I now see 
regularly at my private counseling practice. Even teens and 
young adults with no prior history of social anxiety began 
to experience its symptoms after the lockdown restrictions 
were lifted.

Twenty- one- year- old Nanichi Hidalgo- Gonzales, who 
was also interviewed for the New York Times piece, was a 
“social butterfly” prior to the pandemic and loved talking 
to people. She described one experience at a restaurant with 
friends for her birthday where she felt nauseous and claus-
trophobic, which are symptoms of a panic attack. Before the 
pandemic, she was excited about attending college and the 
whole college experience. After, she felt like she just wanted 
to stay home because she didn’t want to go out and become 
anxious. Wisely, she began seeing a therapist for her anxiety.

Colleges across the county have been offering more mental 
health resources because of the growing problem of anxiety 
and depression. The University of Alabama at Birmingham, 
for example, asked professors to look out for warning signs 
of socially anxious students after seeing a 20 percent increase 
in patients at the student counseling center starting in 2019. 
Experts are concerned that the growing problem of anxiety 
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will also lead to greater rates of depression, which already 
affects 13 percent of US teens ages twelve to seventeen.12

Lastly, one expert who was interviewed, Dr. Yanes- Lukin, 
was concerned about youths in particular, because it is dur-
ing the younger years that social skills are developed, and 
if kids are stuck indoors all the time, they aren’t using and 
developing those skills and will struggle as young adults.

Another article that appeared on NPR called the men-
tal health crisis among kids a national emergency.13 The 
American Academy of Pediatrics, the Children’s Hospi-
tal Association, and the American Academy of Child and 
Adolescent Psychiatry penned a letter stating that the rates 
of mental health concerns among children has been rising 
steadily for the last ten years, and the lockdowns made it 
worse. Frighteningly, from February to March 2021, emer-
gency room visits for suspected suicide attempts among girls 
ages twelve to seventeen rose 51 percent compared to the 
same period in 2019. Additionally, emergency department 
visits for mental health emergencies were up 24 percent for 
children ages five to eleven and 31 percent for children ages 
twelve to seventeen. These numbers are absolutely startling.

Do you see the pattern here? When humans are alone and 
isolated, away from social interactions, bad things happen. 
Too many kids in our world spend the majority of their 
down time alone in their bedrooms, on their screens, and this 
was going on long before the pandemic. This is precisely why 
rates of anxiety and depression have skyrocketed since 2012.

During the pandemic, those who were most vulnerable, or 
who already had mild anxiety and depression, were hit the 
hardest because they no longer had school and other activi-
ties to provide them with the social stimulation they needed.
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The question is, What can we do to help our children, our 
young adults, and even ourselves?

Get Out of the House

Ginny and Josh Yurich are parents to five children under age 
fourteen and live in Southeast Michigan. Seven years ago 
they noticed a consistent theme going on in the parks, trails, 
and campsites near them: there were very few children. With 
such natural beauty all around, how could this be?

They decided to conduct some research and discovered 
that four to six hours per day was an ideal amount of time 
for children to spend outdoors. Although this may sound 
excessive, considering that the average amount of time chil-
dren spend outdoors is under one hour per day, Ginny and 
Josh gave it a try with their family and haven’t looked back. 
According to Ginny, “Our greatest times as a family, and my 
most successful times mothering, almost exclusively point 
back to these fully immersive nature days, and the benefit 
after benefit to the wonderful time outside.”14

1000 Hours Outside is a global movement created by 
Ginny and Josh that has one specific goal: to encourage other 
families across the world to do what they did: ensure their 
children are receiving healthy doses of the great outdoors.15 
Through their blog, they inspire and inform others how to 
set aside the screens and get outside, as nature play aids 
children in every area of development: academically, socially, 
emotionally, and physically.

The Yurichs spread out their four- to- six- hour daily aver-
ages of outdoor time over the course of a few days, striving 
for roughly twenty hours per week, which adds up to around 
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one thousand hours a year. Sounds like a lot of hours, doesn’t 
it? Well, consider this: the average American child spends 
twelve hundred hours a year in front of a screen. So maybe 
it is possible.

Get Your Kids Exercising

Dr. John Ratey is a renowned Harvard psychiatrist and au-
thor of the bestselling book Spark: How Exercise Will Im-
prove the Performance of  Your Brain. In his book, Ratey 
writes about the town of Naperville, Illinois, which created 
the fittest and smartest students in the nation because of a 
unique physical fitness experiment they conducted in 2010.

While most high schools include physical education as 
part of their curriculum, along with after- school sports 
programs, physical education teachers at Naperville High 
School also created something called “Zero Hour PE,” where 
students schedule time to exercise before class starts and 
sometimes even during class. At Naperville, exercise doesn’t 
just happen in the school gym; there’s exercise equipment 
right in the classrooms. In an interview with ABC News, 
Paul Zientarski, chairman of the Physical Education Depart-
ment at Naperville, said, “What we’re trying to do here is 
jumpstart their brain.” Through Naperville’s unique fitness 
approach, “sophomore Caitlyn Porcaro used to get Cs and 
Ds. Now she gets As and Bs. She says exercise helps her 
focus.”16

Dr. John Ratey and Dr. Charles Hillman, a professor of 
kinesiology and community health at the University of Illi-
nois, were both interviewed as well. Both agree that exercise 
makes the brain more ready to learn and is good for atten-
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tion. In fact, whenever a teacher at Naperville suspected that 
a student was zoning out, they’d give them a short “brain 
break” by allowing them to use the exercise bike in the class-
room. The results of Naperville’s exercise experiment were 
astounding. Reading scores nearly doubled, and math scores 
increased by a factor of twenty.17

There is literally no brain function that exercise doesn’t 
affect in a positive way. It is also a natural and effective anti-
anxiety and anti depression treatment. Whenever we are 
physically moving, our brains release endorphins, which are 
powerful chemicals that make us feel good. Exercise boosts 
our mental energy while naturally relieving stress and ten-
sion. It also promotes better sleep, sharper thinking, and 
higher self- esteem.

Do your children a big favor and get them out of their 
bedrooms and onto the pavement, treadmill, or trail. And 
while you’re at it, make it a family affair. Not sure you’ll 
be able to pull it off? Remember, the average kid in Amer-
ica spends seven or more hours per day sedentary on their 
screens. Surely we can get them to carve out thirty minutes 
a day, four or five times a week, for a little exercise.

Regular exercise is something I prescribe to just about all 
of my patients, because the brain simply cannot function at 
its best if we aren’t moving, and if the brain isn’t functioning 
optimally, we won’t have outstanding mental health. Per-
sonally, exercise transformed my life. I attribute everything 
I’ve ever accomplished to exercise. It has kept me in great 
physical and mental shape. I am superenergized and happy 
almost all of the time, and some of my greatest ideas have 
come to me while running on a treadmill. I have been at it 
for twenty- five straight years, and I will never stop.
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In short, a sedentary lifestyle with little social interaction 
is the perfect formula for developing a mental health issue. 
Unfortunately, millions of kids of all ages live like this, and 
it’s up to parents to do something about it. Yes, the pandemic 
didn’t help, but this was going on long before that. If you 
have a child who is struggling with anxiety or depression, 
there are steps you can take that aren’t complicated. First 
and foremost, get them out of that bedroom and into the 
outdoors. Get them involved in as many sports or activities 
as you can, or start a family exercise regimen. Above all, get 
them interacting in person with other kids. You can do this!

CHAPTER TIPS

• Replace screen time with green time. The more time 
kids spend outside rather than inside, the more likely 
they are to be happier and successful.

• Monitor your children’s screen use. Set restrictions 
on your children’s devices and download a parent-
ing app that alerts you of any inappropriate content 
your children may be viewing. My favorite parenting 
app is Net Nanny, but there are plenty of other good 
ones. Do your research.

• Create family time. Most kids today, particularly 
teens, isolate themselves in their bedrooms. Put an 
end to this and make sure your children are part of 
the family.

• Get your kids involved in the family. Give them 
chores, make them clean up, or train them to do their 
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own laundry. This teaches them to be responsible and 
self- sufficient.

• If your child is on the quiet side, get them involved in 
after- school activities like sports or theater. The more 
time they spend with other kids, the stronger their 
social skills will become.
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