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As kids grow and develop, the roles of “nature” and “nurture” are interwoven.

Boys and girls, more alike than different?
By Lise Eliot, PhD

Height, for example, is strongly determined by genes.
But despite one’s genetic potential, a child cannot grow
ho isn’t curious about boy-girl differences? But tall if he or she is undernourished.
what we’ve learned from our research shows that,
overall, males and females are remarkably alike at Some gender traits are surprising
birth. They are not hardwired differently.
To be sure, there are differences. And these are magni- Early in infancy, boys are a bit larger but, surprisingly,
fied through parenting, marketing and children’s own cul- are more vulnerable than girls. They’re likely to be fussiture. However, boys are not, in fact, “better at math” but er, harder to soothe and, at three or four months of age,
at certain kinds of spatial reasoning. However, girls are not less socially attuned. Boys’ senses of touch, smell and
naturally more empathetic than boys. They’re just allowed hearing are also less acute than girls’, and their language
and fine motor skills lag modestly behind girls during the
to express their feelings more.
Of course, genes and hormones play a role in creating first year of life.
Where boys hold their own is in their gross motor
boy-girl differences, but they are only the beginning. Social
development.
Despite their slower maturation, boys sit,
factors, such as how we speak to our sons and daughters
stand
and
walk
at the same ages as girls. And while girls
and whether we encourage their physical adventurousness,
can
be
easier
babies
and more socially responsive, they
are proving to be far more powerful than we previously
typically
do
not
get
as
much encouragement as boys do
realized or most parents acknowledge.
for
their
physical
skills
and
emotional independence.
What we’ve found is that the infant brain is malleable.
It changes in response to its own experiences. So every task What parents can do
that kids spend time on—reading, watching TV, crying,
throwing balls, playing video games—builds and reinforces These boy-girl tendencies become more pronounced
later in childhood, but they can be addressed from inactive brain circuits at the expense of other inactive ones.
These days scientists no longer pit “nature” and “nur- fancy. The earlier parents become aware of the particuture” against each other—but, rather, they see the two as lar needs of boys and girls—and the power of gender
intricately interwoven. The environment acts on our genes.
Continued on page 2...
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Boys and girls...

Keep girls active. Girls begin fall-

Continued from page 1...

ing behind in certain spatial skills
by the end of the preschool period.
Give them opportunities to play
ball, hit targets and meet other
hand-eye challenges. By age four
or five, girls may benefit from a Tball, soccer or tennis program.
Get girls involved in home repair projects such as assembling
a piece of furniture or changing
a furnace filter. Girls who show
little interest in toy tools become
more enthusiastic when they can
help fix or create something real
for their household.

stereotyping—the better. Here are
some suggestions of what to look
for and ways to interact with infants and preschoolers.
Be responsive and sensitive. Boys

tend to be more needy as infants.
They take longer to develop selfcalming skills such as hand-sucking or pulling into a tucked posture
that helps them compensate when
they’re overwhelmed. Parents may
need to step in sooner with a boy,
picking him up, changing his position or giving him a soothing ring
to grasp and suck on.
Here’s where stereotyping gets
in the way. In the spirit of “toughening them up,” parents may let
their baby boys fuss and squirm
longer, or resort to videos or electronic swings to entertain them
without helping them to discover
their own self-calming skills.

Be flexible. As babies, boys and

to ask questions, coaxing along
speech and vocal practice.
Toddlers and preschool-age
boys especially need lots of interaction to boost their vocabulary
and other language skills. Without
putting pressure on a child, parents
can read ABC books, pronounce
Talk to babies, especially boys.
letter sounds and encourage boys
The amount of language addressed
to practice writing their name.
to children dramatically influences
their vocabulary size, reading abil- Focus on feelings. Parents can
ity and writing skills (see Research help boys give voice to their feelReview on talking to babies). Par- ings, distinguishing happiness,
ents of boys should be especially sadness, anger, fear, disappointtalkative. Use every interaction to ment and shame. By nurturing the
communicate. For example, nar- habit and vocabulary of emotional
rate your activities: Now, I’m going expression, we can give boys a verto change your diaper. Let’s put on bal outlet for their feelings and
your coat so we can go outside. Sing promote empathy skills. Pet care is
songs and introduce rhymes.
another great way to teach young
Watching DVDs and TV or boys nurturing skills and cultivate
playing with digital devices does their sensitive, caring side.
not teach kids to communicate.
Watch out for ear infections.
Listen, too. Babies learn as much Boys tend to be more susceptible

about language from their own attempts to speak as they do from
our chatter. Listen and respond
to their vocalizations, coos and
babbles. Talk to your baby, not
over him or her. Speech is such an
intricate skill, anything you can
do to encourage your baby’s vocal
practice will help—especially with
boys, who are more likely than
girls to develop speech problems.
Read books. Start when they are

infants. Point to pictures that create concrete meanings in a baby’s
mind. Books also inspire parents
2

girls both start out liking dolls,
but boys are drawn more to balls
and vehicles during their second
year as their higher activity level
and physicality kick in.
Because your new baby is a girl
doesn’t mean she will not be interested in trucks and trains or rolling a ball across the floor with you.
And just because he’s a boy doesn’t
mean he will not be afraid of going down a slide or that he doesn’t
need lots of cuddling. Praise girls
for their strength, praise boys for
their kindness.

“If my big brother can play soccer, so can I.”

than girls, so this can be another
factor working against them during the critical period of language
development. After a cold or other
illness, check your baby’s ears for
several weeks to monitor how long
they remain filled with fluid.
Don’t “park” your baby. If young

children are parked for a long time
in car seats, strollers, high chairs,
bouncy seats and electric swings,
they’re not getting the physical exercise they need to improve their
balance and strength. This “parking” trend is bad for both boys

and girls, for different reasons.
Girls tend to fall behind in their
physicality and spatial skills during the preschool years. Parents
need to get girl babies moving.
This will benefit their later fitness,
gross motor abilities and perhaps
even spatial skills.
Boys’ motor development also
suffers from being parked in various infant holders. But an added
issue for them is the social isolation the seats enforce. Babies simply don’t get talked to as much
when they’re left in baby seats.
Avoid stereotyping
Encourage fine motor skills. They Follow babies’ own cues as to
don’t come as easily to boys as to what they need as individuals
girls, and they are important for rather than as miniature boys and
paper and pencil tasks at school. girls. Well before young children
Encourage preschool boys to cut, start to demand their own “pink”
draw, paint on easels, stamp, build or “blue” clothes (which they may
with small construction toys, type do later), boys and girls can be
and use a clipboard.
seen for who they truly are regardless of gender: social, active, fussy,
Get kids moving. Boys need to
move around at home and at pre- compliant, vocal, quiet, alert, inschool. This means shutting off tense, relaxed, funny, curious or
the TV or DVD player, getting squirmy.
In an increasingly complex and
them on swings, scooters or tricompetitive
world, we need our
cycles and playing sports. Rough
boys
to
be
emotionally
intelligent
and tumble time with firm rules
and
our
girls
to
be
technologically
(no kicking, biting, pinching or
savvy. By appreciating how sex
holding) should also be okay.
Girls don’t lag behind boys differences emerge—rather than
in gross motor skills during the assuming them to be fixed biologifirst year, but they are slower cal facts—we can help all children
and weaker from preschool on- reach their fullest potential. u
ward. Enhance girls’ reflexes and
large motor development by giving them opportunities to spin,
throw, swing, run and jump.

—Adapted from the author’s
book “Pink Brain, Blue Brain”
(Houghton Mifflin Harcourt).
See We Recommend on page 8.
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Interchange

My boss shares too much information

Q

I just started working for a
small, family-owned company.
My boss is the founder and CEO.
He’s a very nice guy but is way too
chatty about other employees’ personal lives—their marital issues,
children’s medical conditions and,
most recently, who’s struggling to
repay her student loans.
I don’t want to come off as disrespectful. But is there a good way
to let him know that this kind of
sharing is TMI and not OK?
—C.R., Harrisburg, PA

A

Larger organizations typically
have employee handbooks that
spell out the rules on worker privacy, but those guidelines may not
be in place at a smaller company.

Because state laws differ, your
boss may or may not be crossing
legal lines that protect employee
privacy. But, at the very least, he’s
running the risk of infuriating
workers who discover how much
he’s sharing and with whom.
The New York Times Workologist columnist Rob Walker suggests two ways to approach a situation like this. One is to have a
conversation with your boss.
“Let him know that you feel
uncomfortable hearing personal
information about other workers
that is not relevant to your duties,” he says. “You could add that
you’re worried about possibly violating a confidence without meaning to do so.”

The second approach is potentially more constructive but could
be riskier, says Walker. This would
involve educating yourself by researching worker-privacy practices
at other companies and presenting
the results to your boss.
You could offer it as a goodnatured, helpful gesture by saying,
“Here are some excellent articles I
found on the Internet.” Of course,
this would involve extra work for
you, and your boss might see it as
confrontational or accusatory.
But doing nothing at all may
be an even greater risk, given the
media-oriented world we live in.
Supposedly “private information”
just seems to have a way of getting
around. u

research review

Can positive thinking be a hindrance?

T

he idea that positive thinking is both powerful
and healthy is widely accepted. “But the truth
is that positive thinking often hinders us,” says
Gabriele Oettingen, a professor of psychology
at New York University and the University of Hamburg in Germany and author of Rethinking Positive
Thinking: Inside the New Science of Motivation.
Dr. Oettingen and her colleagues have conducted
studies over many years that suggest positive thinking does not work the way we might wish or assume.
“Dreaming about the future calms you down, measurably reducing systolic blood pressure,” she says,
“but it also can drain you of the energy you need
to take action in pursuit of your goals.”
In other words, positive thinking can be
a feel-good exercise that actually lessens
one’s personal readiness to pursue a needed
or desired goal.
The solution is not to
simply discard all of the
happy talk and “get real”
with whatever challenging tasks
need to be done. This is too extreme a correction and, as a strategy,
doesn’t work any better than entertaining positive fantasies, says
Dr. Oettingen.
What will work better, she
says, is a hybrid approach that
combines positive thinking with realism. It works
this way: You think of a wish and, for a few minWFL February 2015 w www.workandfamilylife.com

utes, let your mind wander freely and imagine that
wish coming true. Then consciously shift gears,
and spend a few more minutes thinking about the
potential obstacles that are likely to stand in the
way of realizing your wish—such as your own tendency to procrastinate or to engage in some form
of denial.
Dr. Oettinger and her colleagues call this process “mental contrasting,” and they say it has produced powerful results in their studies.
“When participants have performed mental
contrasting with reasonable, potentially attainable
wishes,” she says, “they have come away more energized and achieved better results compared with participants who either positively fantasized or dwelt
on the obstacles.”
Mental contrasting
spurred people on when
their wishes made sense.
It allowed them to abandon
wishes that didn’t make sense—so
they could go after more reasonable
ambitions.
“Positive thinking is pleasurable, but that doesn’t mean it’s good for
us,” Dr. Oettingen says. “Like so much
in life, attaining goals requires a balanced and moderate approach, neither dwelling on the downsides nor a forced jumping for joy.” u
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Talking to baby
is the key to
early learning

T

he importance of talking to
babies is based on research
from the 1960s. Then, in 1995,
a study by Betty Hart and Todd
Risley showed how parents from
different backgrounds talk to their
babies. And in 2008, researcher
Meredith Rowe of the University
of Maryland reported that many
moms were simply unaware of
the need to talk to a baby.
The renewed emphasis on talking
to babies is based on new technology from the LENA Research
Foundation that measures family
conversations. For example, the
program Providence Talks found
that families using the LENA device increased their word average
from 8,000 to 13,000 a day.
Parents are encouraged to make
their vocabulary more enriching.
For example, instead of telling a
child, “Put your shoes on,” one
might say, “It is time to go out.
What do we have to do?”
For more information, visit
www.lenafoundation.org. u
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ELDER ISSUES

Rapid response system can be a lifesaver

M

ore than 2.4 million
Americans over the age of
65 were treated in emergency departments for
injuries from falls in 2012. Falls
are now the leading cause of injury and death in older adults, according to the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention.
A CDC study also found that
(a) one out of three Americans
65 and older fall at least once a
year, (b) falls happen most often
in one’s own home and (c) the inability to get up without help is
common among older people who
live alone.
Having a communication system that offers outside contact
and rapid response in an emergency can give you and your older
relative some peace of mind—and
may make the difference between
life and death.

I

f you or an older relative or
friend are thinking about
subscribing to a home personal
emergency response system
(PERS), here’s what you can do:
Compare prices and services
offered by several different companies.
Talk to people who already
have installed a personal
response system. Ask them what
they like about it—and what they
don’t like.
“Just set that alarm and it will remind you to take your medication.”

“The two main things are simplicity and clear communication,”
says Barton. “Some systems have
attachments that remind people
to take medication, for example.
People with memory disorders or
with vision and hearing problems
use these devices. It’s really imporHow it works
tant for any system to be easy to
Personal emergency response sys- operate—and loud.”
tems (PERS) are widely available, Questions to ask
each with its own features and levels of service. Basically, the systems If your older relative has never
operate this way: your relative or used an emergency response sysfriend wears a small radio trans- tem, before you buy be sure to
mitter and his or her telephone is do some research. Barton suggests
fitted with a console that provides talking with people who run setwo-way communication to an nior centers in your community
for advice on the systems they’re
emergency response center.
More sophisticated (and more familiar with. She also says to ask
costly) technology is available as the following two questions of any
well: for example, webcams and potential PERS provider:
wireless motion, contact and tem- n Is the communication clear from
perature sensors. More elaborate every point in my relative’s home?
systems can also monitor changes
in a person’s physical and cogni- n How fast is the response time for
getting an ambulance or police car
tive abilities over time.
to my relative’s home in an emerGo with just what’s needed
gency?
Some emergency response systems
on the market are very complicated with lots of bells and whistles that your relative may never
need, says Sheila Barton, a social
worker at the Mount Sinai School
of Medicine in New York. She advises people to seek out a relatively
simple system.
4

Choosing an
emergency
call service?

models can be fitted with sensors
that can detect a fall.
Whether the system will contact an
emergency response center and a
relative or friend at the same time.
Having a family member nearby
or a neighbor with a key to your
relative’s home may mean that no
one will have to break a door or
window to get inside.
Compare the options
While the personal emergency
response systems on the market
function similarly, their costs and
terms of use tend to vary widely.
So it’s important to carefully consider the options.
Most companies charge an installation fee and monthly rental,
but some sell their systems outright. If your relative is exploring
the latter option, be sure she or
he gets the warranty information
in writing. You can help too by
reading the fine print before the
purchase is completed.
Your relative may also be asked
to sign up for a long-term contract
or may be offered a three-month
initial term. Try to determine
what’s best for him or her but, in
any case, always ask for a 30-day,
money-back guarantee. u

While it’s important to talk to
people who already have a system
in place (see the sidebar), your relative will need to make some decisions on her or his own or with
your help. For example:
—Adapted from Focus on
How the transmitter will be worn—as a Healthy Aging, a Mount Sinai
pendant, wristband or belt. Some School of Medicine newsletter.

Look for a transmitter that will
let you know when a battery is
wearing down.
Make sure the transmitter is
waterproof too—because so many
falls happen in the bathroom.
Make sure the PERS monitoring
center, wherever it’s located, is
staffed 24 hours a day, seven
days a week.
Find out what procedures are
followed in the case of a medical
emergency or if an intruder
enters your older relative’s home.
Make sure everyone in your
family as well as your relative’s
close friends and neighbors are
aware of the system, since they
may be contacted by the PERS
provider in an emergency or
during a test of the system.
Ask if the provider offers a
discount for AARP, AAA or any
other membership.
Find out if your older relative’s
insurance plan or Medicaid
program will pay for a system
on a medical doctor’s recommendation. Be aware too that
some state government offices
that deal with elder affairs may
provide grants to install a PERS
system.
TRY TO negotiate the installation fee. Just make sure that
the PERS provider doesn’t make
up for an up front bargain with
higher monthly rates. u
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parenting

Yes, we can help children learn to plan ahead

W

e help our kids acquire
many skills, but somehow we seem to expect
that, as they get older,
they will get organized on their
own and learn how to break down
a task and plan ahead.
Just think of all the adults who
take forever to get things done and
do things only at the last minute
(or not at all) because they’re so
disorganized. Shouldn’t we also
focus on helping our children
learn how to plan?
After all, planning skills are
critical to school success. For example, the process of sequencing—or doing things in a particular order—helps children learn
to read and do math. Planning
also involves predicting and estimating, skills that are the cornerstone of scientific thinking.
Children with planning
skills feel more competent and
in control. They’re more likely
to bring the items they need
to school the next day and not
to wait until the last minure to
start a big project.
While there may not be a
formal way to teach children to
be organized, we can get them
into the habit of planning ahead
and we can start this when
they’re young.

Preschool children
Young

kids feel more secure

when they know what’s hapnext. “After we finish
reading this story, we’re going to
the store.” Take a few minutes
in the morning to preview the
day. “Daddy’s taking you out this
morning. Then we’ll have lunch
and go to the playground.”
Describe your schedule in familiar terms. Instead of saying,
“Grandma is coming at 3:30,” say
“Grandma is coming after you get
up from your nap.”
pening

Predict what will happen. You
might say, “What do you think

we’ll see when we go to the zoo?” School-age children
Then you can talk later about what
you actually saw and experienced. Help kids develop a routine.
Given more choices and more
Give your child limited choices. responsibilities, school-aged chilFor busy parents, it’s easier to plan dren should be able to find what
for and not with your child. But they need and get their everyday
to help kids feel autonomous and activities organized. A simple daito develop their decision-making ly routine such as leaving a backskills, we need to give them some pack near the front door to collect
choices.
what they need for the next day
The key word here is “some.” usually does the trick.
For example: “Do you want cereal
For busy families, it can help
or waffles for breakfast?” At four or to make a big calendar that shows
five, you can also help kids evaluate each child’s (and parents’ too)
the consequences of their decisions: schedule for the week—school,
“If you take that truck instead of work, piano lesson, ballet class,
the game to school, what do you basketball practice, etc.
think your teacher will say?”

Games like chess and checkers can help kids learn to strategize.

Describe your own planning
process. Show your child what
you do to get ready for work the
next day. “I’ll put these papers into
my briefcase so I’ll have them for
my meeting this morning. I need
my sneakers too, because I’m going to the gym after lunch.”
Talk out loud when you’re preparing shopping lists. “If I’m going
to make the vegetable lasagna you
like, I’ll need....” “I just noticed
we’re low on toner for our printer.
Do I have time to order it online?
Maybe I’d better stop by the store
and pick one up.”
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Use planning skills to make decisions. If your daughter wants to
go to a jewelry-making class, help
her to think through any conflicts
with her school schedule, the cost
and how she will get there and
back. If your son wants to be on
the tennis team, figure out with
him what it will take to accomplish this. Once kids have made a
plan, help them stick with it. Give
positive feedback for their effort
as well as their accomplishments.
Play strategy games. Games
like checkers, chess and Monop-

oly can help kids hone their planning skills. Card games like Five
Crowns and Racko teach them to
organize and anticipate. The game
Connect Five makes players think
ahead to connect pieces in a column or diagonally.
School-age kids can also learn
to plan their time and break a
task down into manageable steps
by taking on household chores or
babysitting.

Preteens
Don’t be discouraged if your
child seems to “lose it” at age
10 or 11. Many well-organized
kids get caught up in socializing
with friends when they reach
their preteen years. They can
become more forgetful and
generally less reliable.
It may take falling grades
or missing a sports event to
provide a wake-up call. Be
aware that some kids become immobilized or feel
overwhelmed when they fall
behind. Provide positive support to help preteens change
their patterns of behavior.
Protect your child’s
feelings, but stay realistic. Your child may announce that he wants to be
a computer programmer
one day and a fire fighter
the next. Preteen children
start to imagine themselves
in adult roles and are beginning to
understand that what they do now
will in some way determine what
they can do as grownups.
Help children figure out the
steps that are necessary to achieve
their goals—and these days, practically every job requires some
training beyond high school.
Just recognize that you are not
trying to identify or pin down a
specific career choice at this point.
This is an opportunity to illustrate
to children the value of having
well-developed planning skills. u
5

on the job

Blogging at work? Be careful and know the rules.

B

logging is wildly popular at
home and at the workplace.
There are so many blogs
and “micro-blogs” such as
Twitter and Instagram out there,
it seems like everyone is either
blogging or commenting on a
blog post these days.
Blogs started out as the work of
one person talking about a single
subject (often himself or herself),
but these days multi-author blogs
called MABs—with posts written
by many authors and professionally edited—are common.
A huge number of blogs are
also hosted by employers. They
typically give employees an opportunity to comment on the organization’s people and products.
They are used to communicate
directly with colleagues, customers and other third parties. Some
of these blogs are internal and
others are available to the public.
On workplace blogs
If you’re blogging at the office,
make sure you know and observe
your employer’s policies. In one
widely reported incident, Ellen
Simonetti, author of the blog
“Diary of a Dysfunctional Flight
Attendant,” was fired after posting risqué photos of herself in her
airline uniform and complaining
in colorful language about specific
flights and passengers.

Here are
some general rules for
work-related
blogging:
Content. Be

In a recent case, a sheriff’s department employee
was fired after posting comments comparing his boss
to Hitler and coworkers to
Nazis. The court rejected
his First Amendment claim
because the comments were
found to be “defamatory
and likely to cause disruption at work.”

aware of the
kind of language
and
topics you
may
and
may not use.
Anonymous blogging. Just
What
you
don’t do it. Chances are
write reflects
you’ll be found out anyon your proway—especially if you’ve
fessionalism
posted something conand your ortroversial. The higher the
ganization’s
stakes, the more likely you’ll
credibility. An online photo editor may have a lot to blog about.
be discovered.
This includes spelling, grammar tual property,” “proprietary” and
and punctuation. Company rules “trade secret.” Just as you do not Be careful. Your employer’s repapply to employee blogs, whether share private information while utation may be damaged if you
you’re writing at work or home.
chatting with people at a party, write negative comments about
web-based disclosures should be your work or your employer’s
Appropriateness. Content that
treated the same way. And if you goods and services. Your boss
is inappropriate can be difficult
do post copyright-protected ma- may also be concerned that you’re
to remove from the blogosphere.
terial, be sure to get the copyright spending too much time on blogs
Blogs have triggered claims of sexor social networking sites—no
holder’s permission.
ual harassment and discriminamatter what you write.
tion. Ill-advised blogs often come Don’t be mean. Don’t post anyback to haunt the author—and thing you would not say to some- Don’t overdo it. Conserve your
wrongful blog posts can lead to one face-to-face. Never use a blog time and energy. Resist the urge
legal claims, fines or even worse.
to snipe at or otherwise defame to go public with your every
a coworker—or anyone else, for thought and observation. Blog
Confidentiality. Be aware of the
that matter. As a workplace blog- at the workplace only when you
type of material your organizager, you do not have a constitu- have something legitimate, timely
tion considers confidential. Brush
tional right to write anything you and valuable to add to an online
up on the legal terms “intellecconversation. u
want to about anyone.

A brief history of blogging

A

blog, which is short for “web log,” is a discussion or informational site published
online that consists of discrete entries or “posts” that are usually displayed in reverse
order—the most recent first. The word “blog” can also be used as a verb—meaning to
maintain or add content to a blog.
The emergence and growth of blogs in the late 1990s coincided with the advent of web
publishing tools that made it easy for non-technical users to post content.
These days multi-author blogs (MABs) from media outlets, universities, think tanks,
advocacy groups and similar institutions account for an increasing amount of blog traffic.
The rise of Twitter, Instagram and other popular “micro-blogging” systems help integrate
MABs and single-author blogs into the social media news stream.
Most blogs are interactive, allowing visitors to leave comments and send messages to

6

each other. This distinguishes them from static websites. In that sense, blogging can be
seen as a social networking service. Bloggers not only produce content to post, they also
build social relations with readers and other bloggers.
Some blogs provide commentary on a particular subject. Some are online diaries and
others function more as online brand advertising for a particular individual or company.
A typical blog combines text, images, and links to other blogs and other media related
to its topic. The ability of readers to leave comments is one reason for the popularity of
many blogs. Most blogs are mainly textual, although some focus on art, photography,
videos (vlogs), music (MP3 blogs), and audio (podcasts).
Microblogging features very short posts. In education, blogs can be used as instructional
resources. These are referred to as edublogs. u
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Stair climbing
is becoming a
popular sport

C

limbing stairs strengthens
your heart, lungs and
muscles. It releases healthy
hormones and burns twice the
calories of walking. It also has
the benefit of being free and
convenient. And since most
stairwells are indoors, you can
use them when it’s raining or
freezing outside.
The muscles that stair
climbing engages include the
hamstrings and quadriceps in
the thighs and the glutes in the
buttocks. If you pull yourself
up along side rails, you’ll
work your arm and shoulder
muscles too.
Stair climbing qualifies as a
bona fide workout—and now
it’s even a sport. Check out
www.climbamerica.org.
Stair climbing is not risk-free,
however. If you have heart
or lung disease, you should
speak with your doctor before
starting any type of stair
climbing routine. And it may
not be appropriate if you have
balance problems or pain and
weakness in your shoulders,
hips, knees, ankles or feet.
With a doctor’s okay, you can
begin stair climbing at home,
at a gym or in a public place.
Look for a multi-level office
building or two-story shopping malls with well-lighted
staircases.
“The good news is that you
don’t have to dedicate hours
to stair climbing,” says Dr.
JoAnne Foody, medical director
of cardiovascular wellness
services at Harvard-affiliated
Brigham and Women’s Hospital. “If you climb the stairs
for 10 minutes three times
a day from Monday through
Friday, you will reach the
recommended weekly physical
activity level. u

A HEALTHY YOU

Is your dog (or cat) getting chubby?

A

majority of dogs and cats in
the U.S. are overweight—
many of them dangerously
so. And just as it does with
people, the extra weight puts stress
on a pet’s joints, increases the risk
of disease, and reduces the quality
of life, according to the Association
for Pet Obesity Prevention.
Part of the problem is that many
of us don’t see our furry friends as
overweight. But you should be
able to feel a pet’s
ribs through a
thin layer of
fat. And when
you look from
the side, the tummy
should be tucked up at
the flank area—not level
with the rest of the body or
sagging (see tinyurl.com/petbody-chart).
Ask your vet how many calories your pet should consume
daily and what that means in
terms of cups or cans of food.
Calories vary between brands and
types—and be sure to count treats
toward your pet’s daily calories.
Experts tell us to give our pets
20 to 30 minutes of exercise a day.

With dogs, it’s easier. You can play
fetch, take walks or runs together
and perhaps visit a neighborhood
dog run. Vets say that if your dog
is mostly sedentary now, it’s best
to start gradually.
A recent study suggests that
being told one’s pet is dangerously
overweight may provide the impe-

tus to get people moving.
“Love and concern for a dog
can be a powerful motivator for
exercise,” says Captain Mark B.
Stephens, MD, a professor at the

Uniformed Services University in
Bethesda, Maryland.
He and his colleagues found
that people were willing to undertake a health and fitness program
targeted at their dog, even if they
had little enthusiasm for such a
program for themselves.
What about cats?
Exercising a cat is more of a
challenge, of course, but most
cats do like to chase things—
and a catnip toy can get them
moving too.
Some people
even make their
cats “hunt” for
food, using a fooddispensing device called
a “puzzle feeder.” It can
be simple or complex.
As your cat manipulates
it, food is released.
This can stimulate
a cat physically and
mentally—and slow
down the eating.
For more ideas to keep your
pet trim and healthy, visit hillspet.com/weight-measurement and
projectpetslimdown.com. u

For new and improved food labeling

W

hen you check the nutrition labels on packaged foods, what
are you looking for? The calories, salt and sugar content,
serving size? The Nutrition Facts label, legally required since 1990,
was designed to help us consume a healthier diet. And it worked
to some extent—almost all of the artery-clogging trans fats have
been removed from processed foods. But the ongoing high rates of
obesity and Type 2 diabetes still leave a lot to be desired.
How to improve the labels
The FDA is now planning to revise the label requirements, and
thousands of public comments are being reviewed. After the final
rules are issued, the food industry will be given time to implement
them. So any changes will be some time in coming. Here are some
of the proposals that have been suggested:
Get real about serving sizes. The official serving sizes of

snack foods such as potato chips, ice cream and soft drinks are
typically smaller that most people actually consume in a sitting—and
the difference is often major in terms of calorie intake. For example:
labels on ice cream now list a serving as one-half cup. A proposed
change would increase this to “one cup,” which would mean that
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one serving of Haagen-Dazs Chocolate Peanut Butter Ice Cream
contains a whopping 680 calories.
Signal content on the front. Some countries have started us-

ing front-of-package traffic light signals to highlight the good, bad
or neutral health value of food. “In Great Britain, it was shown that
when people saw red dots on a package, they didn’t buy it,” says
Dr. Marion Nestle, a professor of nutrition, food studies and public
health at New York University.
Use common measurements. Most of us don’t have a sense

of grams, but if we know that a 20-ounce container of cola contains
16 teaspoons of sugar, we might not drink it.
Combine the sugars and fats. Currently, each is listed

separately, so they look like
minor ingredients. But if
you group the sugar, honey
and high-fructose corn
syrup, for example, sugars
will often become the major
ingredient. u
7

We recommend

How gender expectations can be self-fulfilling

H

ere is a fascinating study.
When some mothers were
asked how steep a slope
their 11 month olds could
crawl down, the moms of boys
got it right by about one degree.
But the girls’ mothers underestimated what their daughters could
do by nine degrees.
You have to wonder if this
will limit the physical activities
those moms will encourage their
daughters to do in the future.
How we perceive our kids—as
talkative or remote, as daring or
cautious—shapes how we treat
them and the experiences we provide for them. And many parents

have come to accept the conventional wisdom that boys can’t focus at school and girls are obsessed
with relationships because “that’s
just the way they’re built.”
For her important book Pink
Brain, Blue Brain, Lise Eliot,
PhD, a professor of
neuroscience at the
Chicago
Medical
School, has combined a review of
the research with her
own work in the field
of neuroplasticity to
shatter some of the
myths about gender
differences.

She found that scientists have
found few reliable differences between men’s and women’s brains
and almost none between those of
boys and girls.
As she explains, infant brains
are so malleable that small differences at birth become amplified as
parents, teachers and
our culture continue
to encourage gender
stereotypes.
Boys and girls
themselves may exacerbate any differences
by playing to their
own strengths and

staying in their comfort zones.
Presenting the science from
conception to puberty, Dr. Eliot
zeros in on the precise differences
between boys and girls, pointing
out harmful stereotypes.
She offers helpful advice for
the parents of boys and girls at
different ages—starting with babies and preschoolers (see front
page feature).
Pink Brain, Blue Brain: How
Small Differences Grow into Troublesome Gaps—And What We
Can Do About It (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt) is available online
and in bookstores in hardcover,
paperback and kindle editions. u
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