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In the headlines



The problem didn’t start 
with our kids! 

“The infant begins on a firm footing in her explorations 
of the social world and in those learning endeavors that 
will make her a fully functioning member of the human 
community.” 
   Philip Kellman & Dr. Martha E. Arterberry (1)



Society has lost 
touch with 
childhood(2, 3, 4).

(Hint: It doesn’t look like 
this…)



Skilled child 
psychologists 
aren’t where we 
need to be.

Without psychological training 
or oversight, courageous and 
sometimes well-intended 
entrepreneurs are scurrying to 
design and promote 
psychological interventions 
related to cognition, mood, and 
behavior. Some are creating 
strong riptides of 
pseudoscience (5, 6). 



Most parents 
don’t know 
there is a 
problem until a 
crisis strikes.

But kids are waiting 
for us all to do 
better.



Go Upstream



Through, Raising 
Moxie, LLC, I want to 
infuse society with the 
wisdom to watch the 
tides and to help young 
people become adept at 
diving into the ocean of 
life!(2)



Building Courage Everywhere



Courage 

1. Choosing some 
potentially painful 
experience such as fear, 
anxiety, grief, 
humiliation, failure, or 
physical pain (7). 

2. Trying to reach some 
greater outcome for 
ourselves or others (7).



Courage is not the 
absence of fear. 

These are not 
separate paths.

Courage requires 
fear (8).



•Our (adaptive) responses 
and thoughts related to 
perceived threats are never 
forgotten (9, 10, 11).

•Even if temporarily out of 
mind, our defensive responses 
can easily return, or fearful 
states recalled (9, 10, 11). 

Even if we wanted 
to wash away fear, 
we could not.



Being courageous includes 
holding risks…but it doesn’t 
need to include danger or 
threats to our physical 
health.



If courage were a 
person, what is your 
relationship to 
courage?

•Estrangement from 
courage / complete 
avoidance.

•Ambivalent engagement 
/ engage & retreat (fight / 
flight).

•Embrace courage: 
Tenacity, bravery, or 
SISU!



Courage 
may look 
like this.



Courage could 
look like this.



Courage is protective 
of psychological  
wellness.

Even if someone has low 
self worth and excessive 
fear, anger, shame, and 
guilt…

If they are also 
courageous, they are less 
likely to suffer from social 
anxiety(12).



Evidence-based mental 
health treatments are an 
exercise in COURAGE

Such treatment 
includes exposing 
oneself to scary, 
painful, fear inducing 
experiences and not 
running away (10, 13).



We inspire courage in clinical practice

Eight years ago, I took a 
pragmatic, evidence-based 
behavioral approach to patient 
care. I encouraged patients to 
engage courageous acts (10, 13).

Often, others’ treatment failures 
were my treatment successes - 
largely credited to this 
pragmatic behavioral 
approach.



Courageous kids

For years, I have compelled kids 
suffering from panic and anxiety 
to approach situations that elicited 
their fear response. 

The patients I saw – such brave 
souls - would eat stinky cheese, 
order at restaurants, engage in a 
day passively, choose to stay in 
their bed at night, compete in 
sports, stand in a dark closet, 
refrain from OCD rituals, and talk 
about traumas.



Sometimes exposure 
wasn’t feasible 

1. Some families were in 
survival mode.

2. Some parents or kids 
wanted instant relief. (I 
cannot delete adaptive brain 
circuitry, 15) 

3. Some parents or kids were 
too practiced in aggression. I 
could not compel a few 
families to kindly invite 
their children to do difficult 
things. 



I began to think more about the way courage develops 
in children over time and in context.

And I kept thinking…



What are the basic 
prerequisites for courage?



1. Freedom to choose. 

• Courage includes a cost-benefit analysis & choice. 
• Thus, for courage to happen, people need opportunities 

to volunteer to do difficult things. 
• Not all people have the freedom and power to choose 

courage. Some people may be over-controlled. 
• People may have the capacity to be courageous but it 

doesn’t mean they have the opportunity to be 
courageous.



2. Time

Courage is often thought of as a split-second decision. 
But nothing comes from nothing. Courage doesn’t 
emerge out of nowhere. I have come to appreciate that 
the capacity to engage courageous acts builds over time. 
Because the development of courage is a process, we 
must be patient with ourselves and others. 



What are the necessary 
components in courage?



Recall, courage is

Choosing some potentially 
painful experience (e.g., 
stress, fear, anxiety, grief, 
physical pain). It includes 
trying to reach some 
greater outcome for others 
or oneself (16, 17).

Altruism OR 
Self Care.

Courage



Altruism

Being courageous for someone 
else’s gain would be highly 
prosocial (18), and perhaps 
altruistic.

Altruism elicits reward regions 
of the brain and increases well-
being and happiness. This is one 
more way courage could serve 
kids (19).



Self Care

One may be courageous 
while seeking personal 
growth, learning, life 
satisfaction, self-protection, 
or more.

Learning to courageously 
care for oneself could have 
huge, lasting impact into 
adulthood.



Self Efficacy

Self efficacy is one’s 
belief that they 
embody what is 
needed to reach 
their goals (20, 21, 22).  

To engage 
courageously, one 
would need to think 
they may have the 
capacity to be 
successful. 



Stress Tolerance

In order to choose 
something 
potentially painful, 
one would require 
stress tolerance. 
They’d need to have 
some level of 
acceptance of stress 
and challenge. 



What are the environmental 
conditions that foster the 
ability to be courageous?



Courageous Adults

Avoidant parents, 
educators, physicians, 
and therapists instill 
avoidance in children. 

Courage must be 
modeled (23). We, the 
adults, must lead with 
courage.
 



Warmth

Kids with emotionally 
warm parents may feel 
guilty when unkind 
towards others, and 
therefore be more 
altruistic, or generous 
towards others. (26).



Reciprocal Relationships

Mutually satisfying 
relationships with parents, 
and additional role models 
outside of the home can 
results in kind engagement 
with peers; affiliation with 
other kids involved in 
civility rather than deviant 
act; strong connections to 
school; and caring, 
prosocial behavior. (24, 25). 



Expectations

Caregivers are 
ideally warm but 
expect a lot of their 
kids and they 
monitor and direct 
them in ways that 
foster success in 
life (33), which fuels 
confidence.



Developmentally Sensitive Guidance

When scaffolded and supported in 
developmentally appropriate ways, 
youth are more able to meet 
expectations. It becomes easier in 
this circumstance for adults to 
develop positive  feelings and views 
of the child or teen. Such positive 
views from  parents, teachers, and 
eventually peers have a huge impact 
on kids’ self-esteem and self worth 
(27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32), which could 
impact their desire to engage 
courage for their own benefit.



Opportunities to 
Acclimate to Stress

Adults have boundaries and 
hold kids in line so that kids 
learn to endure. This allows 
them to experience stress and 
to develop stress tolerance 
(34). 

Stress is the training ground 
for courage. 



Final Remarks

Nature evolves over time. So do we. Courage isn’t 
something that we just choose one day out of nowhere. It 
comes when the right circumstances are set. It arrives after 
societal values are respectfully modeled, instilled, and 
practiced; warm acceptance is offered allowing for self-
acceptance and self care; expectations are high; and 
boundaries are set so that stress tolerance can be built up 
over time. When all of the stage is set – we can reap the 
benefits of our labors and enjoy our courageous kids. 
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for Adults
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