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Life Actually By Kari Karnpakis

< 9 Want to like other parents? Presume positive intent

It happened when my daughter was 9, and 1
knew immediately by the look on her face that
something was wrong.

While the kids around her were all smiling
and running — thrilled that school had ended
early — she was trudging toward me with her
shoulders slumped and a defeated expression.

Before I could ask, my daughter told me that
a girl in her class had invited all her friends
except her to eat lunch down the street. Pointing
over my shoulder, she showed me the pack, and
my heart ached as I turned around and indeed
saw all her friends giggling and huddled tight
as they waltzed away together.

As my daughter tried not to cry, the Mama
Bear in me woke up. I was angry at this girl
and her mom, and when my daughter said,
“This makes me want to plan something and
not include her,” part of me agreed.

Deep down, however, I knew that was an
immature reaction. And since I was the adult, I
needed to think like one.

So I took a deep breath and tried not to
assume the worst. I didn’t know how this lunch
had transpired, and trying to guess would be
speculation. Rather than go there, I focused on
comforting my daughter.

I told her we’d do something special too, and
maybe this was an oversight, not an intentional
act of meanness. Maybe we should give this girl
and her mom the benefit of the doubt.

My daughter can’t keep things in, so the next
day at school, she told this girl that it hurt her
feelings being left out. That afternoon, the girl’s
mom texted me to ask if my daughter could

play at their house on Friday. At first my daugh-
ter was hesitant, but as we talked about how this
might be a peace offering, she agreed to go.

When I texted the mom yes, saying my child
could come, I got a long text back. The mom
said she and her daughter felt awful about hurt-
ing my child’s feelings, and it honestly slipped
her mind to include us when sending out a
quick text the night before.

I thanked her for letting me know, and on
Friday my daughter went to their house and had
a great time. The incident was put behind them.

It occurred to me as I picked my daughter up
— and she came sprinting down the driveway
laughing like old friends with this girl — how
differently the situation could have played if I’d
followed my knee-jerk reaction and let Mama
Bear take over.

It could have started a dynamic where the other
mom and I started intentionally leaving each oth-
er’s daughters out. It could have stirred up divi-
sion, anger and suspicion. It could have ruined
any chance we had of ever really liking each other.

Sadly, this dynamic happens often these
days, and the ones who pay the biggest price are
our kids, who learn to trust their worst assump-
tions and never develop the skills they need to
resolve relationship conflict.

T once asked a principal whom I met through
my work with teenagers what advice he had for
parents. After thinking a few seconds, he said
this: Presume positive intent. One thing he often
sees is people jumping to conclusions about the
intentions of others without knowing the facts.

He believes the media fosters this mindset by
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constantly feeding us stories of incidents gone
wrong that make us naturally suspicious. To
presume positive intent, we have to retrain our
minds to 1) not automatically assume the worst
and 2) presume that people go into situations
with positive intent.

Do some parents act deliberately mean and
malicious? Of course. I’'m sure everyone has
encountered some parents who intentionally
target victims (children and adults), stir up
suspicion and craft sneaky schemes.

But in my opinion, parents like that are not
the norm. They’re a small part of the population
who make life harder than it has to be.

Sometimes it’s hard to think clearly when
our emotions get involved. Sometimes our
imaginations run loose and head straight into
UMSU mode.

UMSU is shorthand for the University of
Making Stuff Up. In my daughter’s case, the
UMSU story could sound like this, “You know,
I once saw that girl’s mom scowl at my daughter.
Come to think of it, she’s scowled at me before
too. I bet she’s still mad about that time in first
grade when our kids exchanged words on the
playground. She’s probably trying to steal my
daughter’s friends and make her feel all alone.”

That is how a mind presumes negative intent.
Here is how a mind presumes positive intent.

“Maybe my daughter was left out by acci-
dent. I know I’ve certainly done that before.
Maybe the mom is busy and tired like the rest
of us, or she’s driving the girls somewhere and
only has six seats in her car. Whatever the case,
I won’t let it ruffle my feathers. I have bigger
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things to worry about, and I can use this event
to teach my daughter empathy for people who
get left out on a regular basis.”

Yes, some parents are untrustworthy, but
many are not. Many parents just want to raise
good kids and be good parents, not intention-
ally harm others. As parents we have a choice.
We can let the bad apples we know (or hear
about) taint our view of every parent, or we
can presume the best until the evidence proves
otherwise. We can parent with skepticism or
parent with joy, seeking truth and not revenge
when conflict does arise.

That incident with my daughter turned out
to be a blessing. She and I both learned invalu-
able lessons that have helped us in other rela-
tionships. There is always more to a story than
what we see or hear, and the key to liking other
parents is to parent with that in mind, replacing
knee-jerk reactions with honest conversations
that allow issues to be resolved, relationships to
be saved, and kids to develop the social skills
they need to succeed throughout their lives.

Kari Kubiszyn Kampakis is a Mountain
Brook mom of four girls, columnist and blog-
ger for The Huffington Post. She has written
two books for teen and tween girls, “LIKED:
Whose Approval Are You Living For?” and
“10 Ultimate Truths Girls Should Know,” that
are available online and everywhere books are
sold. You can join Kari'’s Facebook community
at “Kari Kampakis, Writer,” visit her blog at
karikampakis.com or contact her at kari@kari-
kampakis.com.
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