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So you have an orchid.   

You may be feeling overwhelmed by this fact.  After all, you have 

probably realized that your child is going to need you more and be 

more intense for a longer period of time and that can be difficult to 

comprehend.  I won’t lie to you and say it’s all going to be 

sunshine and roses - it won’t.  There will be times that may drive 

you crazy, but you will survive this because your orchid needs you 

to.    

Let’s first make sure we’re all on the same page as to what it 

means to have an orchid child and why the term orchid is an apt 

description.  This terminology and the bulk of the research on 

orchid children comes from Dr. W. Thomas Boyce of UC San 

Francisco.  He has spent decades studying these individual 

differences in children in order to help us come to a fuller 

understanding of what it means to have an orchid child. 

Orchid children are like orchids in this way: They are highly 

susceptible to their environment and what kind of environment 

they grow in will dictate how well – or poorly – they turn out.  This 

ability to go one of two ways depending on the environment they 

grow in is referred to as differential susceptibility.  In short, it 

means that when orchid children have the right environment, they 

thrive and thrive in ways that go beyond other children and we’ll 
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talk about this, but when they are raised in the wrong 

environment, they are the ones most at risk for a variety of 

problems, including mental health problems, physical illnesses, 

substance abuse, and so on.  

This is in contrast to the other children who are considered 

dandelions for their more robust nature.  The bulk of children fall 

under the dandelion umbrella and are more resilient to the ups 

and downs of their environment.  Like all humans, they can 

struggle and face risk of negative outcomes when the environment 

is horrific, just as you can kill dandelions if you try hard enough, 

but by and large these children seem unphased by things that 

could devastate the orchid child.   

Consider this document a brief introduction to parenting your 

orchid.  Like the orchid flower, the environment can be a tad 

specific, so the more you know about your orchid, the easier it can 

be to figure out how you’re going to get to where you need to be. 

Or at least better understand the journey. 

So I present to you the five things your orchid needs you to 

know... 
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Raise your hand if you have spent hours wondering what you did 

“wrong” to have such a needy child.   

How about thinking that you must have done something because 

no one else’s child is quite like yours?  Other children all seem to 

be pretty predictable, but yours?  Yours can be the happiest-go-

lucky child who makes everyone smile one minute and then can 

fall to pieces the next over something as small as the wrong song 

coming on.   

What happened?! 

It’s time to talk about the basis for your child’s orchidness.  For 

years, the idea was that these children - most of whom were 

deemed “difficult” - were a result of some problem.  Some trauma.  

Parents would try to figure out what they “did wrong” to lead to 

their child being like this.  Was it stress in pregnancy?  Was it their 

birth?  Generally the idea was that parents had to have had some 

involvement and that no way could kids actually be born this way. 

It turns out that they were wrong, but not 100% wrong.   

Let’s start with why we have orchids at all.  The orchid children 

and adults in our life actually have great value to our entire 
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community, especially historically when we lived in smaller 

communities and survival was of the essence.  The orchids 

among us are the canaries in our coal mine, as Dr. Boyce so aptly 

says.  Their heightened sensitivity to their environment makes 

them perfect at sensing danger and discord ahead of when it may 

happen.  This is likely why scientists have identified orchidness in 

other species.  Yep, it’s not just us humans, but a large number of 

other species - especially more social species.  I just don’t think 

the rat mom who has an orchid rat baby is worrying too much 

about how she got that child.  This does mean, though, that we 

need to move away from the idea that parents alone cause 

orchidness through their behaviour.   

Your orchid is who they are because of a lovely combination of 

genes and environment.  Like many traits, people can have a 

genetic susceptibility to orchidness (and yes, there have been a 

few genes identified as being linked to orchidness), but that 

susceptibility can be strong or weak.  Someone who has a strong 

susceptibility may need no environmental trigger to result in their 

being orchid, but some may have weaker susceptibility, but this is 

still triggered by an event in their early lives (yes, it’s early). 

So this means there will be children who are just “born orchids” 

and you didn’t do anything.  It also means there are children who 

are born susceptible to being an orchid, but they needed that final 

push to allow the expression of their orchidness to come through.  

This is that genetic-environment interplay.   

Are these environmental triggers all negative?  Our orchids can be 

activated by negative environments and we do see more orchids 

born into these situations than more benign ones, but – a big but – 

there are also more orchids on the other end of the environmental 

spectrum.  That is, we also see more orchids in nurturing, loving, 

responsive environments where orchids thrive.   
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There are (at least) a couple hypotheses as to why they present in 

positive environments too.  One is that these individuals also have 

a benefit to our society in good times because their positive traits 

greatly assist those around them.  The second is that because in 

hard times it may be more difficult for them to procreate due to 

some of the negative effects of being in such environments for 

them, and because they have such a value to societies in those 

times, they are overrepresented in the positive end of the 

spectrum so that we always have enough when times are tough.   

Yes, I know what you’re thinking. This all means that something 

negative may have happened, but also something positive.  And 

with all the comments you likely get from others (some intended to 

be helpful, some simply judging you as parents), I can hear you all 

saying, “Doesn’t this mean I made a rod for my own back???”   

I have two things to say to this:  

1. If providing a wonderful, nurturing environment that 

suggests this child could become the type of leader and 

wonder that orchids can be is considered a bad thing, then 

please take a moment to rethink your longer-term 

expectations for your children.  You clearly parented in a 

gentle, loving way for a reason and do you think you could 

go back and do it differently?  Do you know your child 

didn’t have a stronger genetic susceptibility that would 

have come out anyway?  Would you risk putting your 

orchid in a worse situation on the chance it may have been 

avoided? 

2. Although parenting an orchid may be harder than a 

dandelion child, there is nothing you can do about it now – 

the orchid expression is there and will not change if you 

change the environment again.  In fact, only bad can come 

from that.  So I’m sorry, but you’ll have to accept it and 

move forward. 
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Now that you know it’s not your “fault” (in the blame way), let’s 

look at what your orchid needs you to know about those oh-so-fun 

reactions to the world around them... 
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If you’re the parent of an orchid that is old enough, you have likely 

seen these moments.  The ones where you just can’t understand 

how your child could respond so strongly to something so little. 

Can’t sit in the same spot at your favourite restaurant?  Tears. 

Can’t find the favourite pair of socks?  Meltdown. 

Someone buys new glasses or dyes their hair?  Panic. 

It’s easy to fall into the trap of thinking that our orchids are 

overreacting to these situations.  This makes us feel embarrassed 

about their responses and can lead others to think that we have 

whiney little brats on our hands.   

But this is not what is happening.  So let’s start by going through 

what is happening… 

When all children are newborns, they react strongly to stimuli and 

have a pretty strong stress response to these events.  Bathing, 

vaccines, loud noises - these and more cause our babies to cry 

and they do get stressed.  As parents, when we respond to them, 

we buffer this response and bring them back down to baseline 
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again.  This helps their body learn to adapt to these stressors - to 

know that they are safe.   

Around 3-4 months of age, the dandelions go through a period of 

hyporesponsivity.  This means that their stress responses are 

lowered naturally to most mild-moderate stressors.  When we 

respond, we lower that stress even further.   

But our orchids?  They don’t get this period.  These things 

continue to cause high stress for them.  While other kids see 

change or newness as less threatening and don’t have a strong 

stress response, our orchids see a lot more as threatening and 

respond accordingly.  The only way to get them back to baseline 

is to offer our support.  We co-regulate them.   

In the longer run what this means is that they don’t get to easily 

learn that so much around them is safe.  So when dandelions 

leave this period of hyporesponsivity - around 3ish - they have 

learned much of the world is just fine.  Our orchids are still working 

that out. 

Now, this leads us to what is happening during change or when 

things are new.  If your body continually reacted strongly to 

various stressors, you would struggle to keep things together.  

You would want the world to be as predictable as possible.  When 

things are the same, you know it’s safe, but change or new things 

become more difficult because you don’t know what else that 

means.  In these environments, our orchids struggle and see 

nothing but threat.  Their responses are the equivalent to the 

dandelion responding to a real threat.  If someone tried to kidnap 

our child, we’d want them to scream and freak out.  Our orchids - 

as children - experience much of the world as this threatening. 

On top of this, we have to consider the sensory aspect.  Orchids 

have sensory sensitivities and this can lead them to feel 
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overwhelmed far more easily than others.  Because of this, they 

are often much closer to the threshold for being overly distressed. 

If you experience chronic pain, you may be able to relate, for we 

know that parents with chronic pain get frustrated, snappy, and 

angry more, and so on.  This is because when our brain and body 

are focused on something internal - the pain or the sensory 

experiences - there is less processing capacity to focus on what is 

going on outside of that.  Then when things change or lack 

predictability, it’s all too much. 

If you don’t have chronic pain, think about your mental state when 

you’re tired, hungry, or focused on something else stressful.  You 

probably aren’t the parent you want to be and know you can be.  

Your orchid isn’t the child they want to be or can be either when 

they are in these states. 

But no matter what - they aren’t overreacting.  And this brings us 

to the third thing you need to know... 
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As I mentioned above, the thing that helps orchids calm in these 

constant moments of stress is social buffering.  We are the people 

and the means by which they learn the world is safe.   

When our orchids are babies and even toddlers, they often seek 

constant proximity because we regulate their physiology (things 

like temperature, heart rate, etc.) and their emotions through 

touch.  This is called synchrony.  Our orchids match our 

physiology which is what helps them calm.  Slowly - over a long, 

long time - their body starts to learn how to regulate as well.   

As our orchids age, we still serve that purpose at an emotional 

level.  When things are hard, they need us.  And I won’t lie - this is 

hard.  Really hard.  If you’re at the stage where your orchid is 

school-age, you may feel like it’s never-ending, but I do promise 

you there is the benefit of this in the long-run. 

Part of why there is differential susceptibility for orchids (as I 

discussed in the Introduction) is that when we keep providing this 

safe space and we focus on teaching our orchids ways to help 

them regulate and see safety in the world around them, we are 

building up their toolbox immensely.  Compared to the dandelions 

who don’t get as reactive, orchids are given so many more tools to 

cope and a greater sense of the world as safe in the long run.   
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The problem is that if we don’t serve as their safe space, we end 

up with longer-term problems because not only do they not get the 

buffering in the moment, but they don’t get those tools for long-

term use either.  This lack of buffering in the moment is what can 

cause long-term health and mental health problems.  We know 

from decades of research that the chronic experience of stress 

leads to problems in neurological development, often leading to 

what is called a “stress-reactive profile” whereby people are often 

triggered by small events to feel stressed and can eventually lead 

to lowered cortisol output which has its own health implications.   

To put this in perspective, think about a child who struggles with 

math compared to one who gets it well-enough.  The child who 

does well-enough will do better at the start because the concepts 

make enough sense.  Down the line, as math gets harder and 

harder, they may do well-enough still, but there will be times they 

struggle more because the difficulty goes beyond what they were 

comfortable with. 

Now think about the child who struggles.  Or rather, two children 

who struggle.  One gets little support and keeps being told to just 

try and be like the kid who gets it well-enough.  In the long-run, 

this child will keep struggling with math because they weren’t 

taught in a way that spoke to them.  The child was forced to try 

and learn a system that just doesn’t make sense.  As they get 

older, math gets harder and harder and likely they end up flunking 

and staying away from math.   

The other struggling child gets support and a variety of techniques 

to try and understand the math.  Through this enhanced support, 

the child really gets a good grasp of math - a grasp that will often 

exceed that of the child who did well-enough because the amount 

of work and time has been greater.  This child starts to see things 

in more depth because that’s what’s been worked on to help them 

through their struggles.  As this child gets older, they are more 
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likely to try harder math and succeed because they have so many 

more ways to approach the problems than the other children. 

This is the effect of social buffering through our orchid’s struggles 

and part of the cause of differential susceptibility.  Of course, if 

you’re a parent, this can now feel like the whole world is on your 

shoulders and you have to ask how you’re going to cope.  Which 

is, of course, the fourth thing your orchid needs you to know... 
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After all I’ve just told you, how many of you are rolling your eyes 

and thinking I’m lying here?  Probably most.  When you start to 

hear about what your orchid needs to thrive, it can feel like there’s 

zero room for error.  And when the outcomes may seem 

catastrophic, well, who wants that?   

Let me first tell you that although you may think a perfect parent is 

what you need to be, a perfect parent is actually the last thing you 

need to be.  That can do more harm than good for your orchid.  

Why?  Because orchids are inherently somewhat perfectionistic.  I 

think it’s because they are so in tune with other people’s reactions 

and emotions that they pick up on that tiny bit of disappointment 

when something goes wrong and then they manage to internalize 

that.   

If we are always perfect in front of them, we are modeling that 

perfection is the only way to be.  And of course, that just isn’t true.  

So our kids need us to make mistakes to learn they too can make 

them and things will be okay. 

This brings me to a crucial point: We need to make mistakes, but 

where the pressure comes is that we need to handle them well.  If 

you’re like most adults of a certain generation, you may never 

have heard your parents apologize to you.  The idea that parents 
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did that was just not something that was too normal.  Your orchid 

needs you to because if you don’t, they will internalize the mistake 

as theirs, not yours.  It is in this way that we view the type of 

parenting our orchids need; not perfection, but sensitivity. 

Let’s look at an example.  If you are the parent of an orchid and 

you get frustrated at your orchid not cleaning up and end up 

yelling.  That isn’t great and your orchid will likely have a strong 

stress response to that.  If you dig in and refuse to apologize, your 

orchid has not internalized that they need to clean, but that they 

are bad.  However, if you end up apologizing to them and owning 

your own stress and explaining how other factors can influence 

our reactions to people and situations, they can accept it’s not 

them and learn that it’s not always their fault.  That’s the type of 

sensitive parenting that they need from us.   

Another feature of parenting that can cause stress for parents of 

orchids is that they have to provide the perfect environment.  Or 

rather, remove anything potentially negative for their orchids so 

they don’t experience stress or struggle.   

There may be times this is true - especially when your orchid is 

young or facing new challenges for the first time.  However, this 

isn’t a golden rule because, like it or not, our orchids will end up in 

the world and our job is to give them the tools to handle it 

(especially as the world is not very forgiving for them).  For the 

most part, our orchids need us as support to face these more 

difficult or negative situations so that they can learn how to cope 

with them on their own, in their own time.   

Take a young orchid who is fearful of being in environments that 

are too loud or too busy due to the sensory overload.  Throwing 

that child into a big, busy class is going to be a disaster.  But you 

can work up to that by doing smaller classes first and then 

teaching skills to help cope in these more difficult environments as 

your orchid is able to utilize these.  Remember, younger orchids 
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will have a harder time than older ones with this because their skill 

sets in general aren’t as developed.   

This idea of building skills through time takes us to the last thing 

that our orchids need us to know which is about the marathon 

you’re in... 
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You knew the early stages of parenting would last a while, right?  

Most people do know parenting is a marathon, but that marathon 

for many families gets a lot easier around the preschool ages.  For 

these families, as their children leave the period of 

hyporesponsivity, they are pretty chill.  This ability of their body to 

reduce the experience of stress has allowed them to process 

events differently and end up with less anxiety about all these new 

things they’ll face in the preschool years.  This doesn’t mean they 

have no anxiety, but they just happen to be able to see some 

things as less scary.   

But your orchid?  You’re just getting started at the preschool 

years.  The independence that is expected of them in schools or 

programs or just by others is often something they can struggle to 

live up to because that independence is really about emotional 

independence.  If we think about how our orchids cope with 

distress or struggle, we know they focus a lot on having us adults 

as anchors - as discussed in number 3 - and that doesn’t change 

with the preschool years.   

Because our orchids don’t have this period of hyporesponsivity 

and have continued to experience the world as somewhat 

threatening, they haven’t had the chance to learn how safe it can 
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be.  That’s still happening.  If you couple this heightened stress 

reaction with the intensity of new experiences in this age range, 

you may be able to better understand why they can struggle more 

than others.   

Let’s look at the example of school.  Most kids start preschool or 

kindergarten around age 4 or 5.  Most kids seem pretty prepared 

for it, but our orchids may end up struggling to a degree that can 

feel overwhelming.  There may be tears at every drop off or at pick 

up that can last months.  Your orchid may be on edge and melting 

down over the smallest of things.   

This is all pretty normal, albeit very hard.  And it’s all because your 

orchid’s capacities are being tested in so many ways.  First, they 

experience a lot of change at this age through school or other 

programs they often start up in.  Change is so hard for orchids that 

it can take longer to adapt.   

Second, they experience more separation from you while still 

needing that co-regulation to cope with these times.  You may 

think your 4 or 5 year old can handle more emotionally, but for 

orchids, although there’s likely an increase, because they are also 

separated from you, it is harder.  The need for co-regulation is still 

there, but with fuller days away, there’s less time for your orchid to 

get regulated again and so by the time they get home, it can be a 

long time before they have re-regulated through a lot of intense 

time with you, their safe space.   

Third, they have to cope with more sensory stimulation.  The 

changes our orchids face often include situations that are sensory-

strong.  Not rich, because it’s often too overwhelming for them.  If 

you think about a classroom with 20 kids in it, that’s a lot of 

movement, noise, and people to process.  Our orchids can easily 

feel it’s too much for them as they are trying to take in all that is 

around them without being in a safe space.   
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This is sometimes why families who don’t have these changes or 

who have schooling options that are better suited for orchids don’t 

see this stage.  The more our orchids get the co-regulation they 

need and environments that suit their strengths and limit their 

tendency to get overwhelmed, you do start to see some of these 

amazing traits come out.  And even those of you who don’t have 

the benefit of such an environment or programs will see some 

flashes of the empathy, emotional awareness, and creativity that 

so many parents of orchids report.  It just gets mixed with a lot 

more neediness of you.   

We often think that running a marathon is exhausting and fulfilling, 

but running a super marathon?  That’s next level.  But it’s what 

you’re in for whether you wanted to sign up or not.  So buckle up 

and get ready for the highs, the lows, and the joy that comes with 

successfully making it to the end and seeing the amazing child 

that you had a very large hand in helping flourish.  
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