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			Introduction

			Being a mum is both magical and boringly ordinary, and an incredibly vulnerable state of being. As the quote from Elizabeth Stone goes, ‘… to have a child … is to decide forever to have your heart walking around outside your body’. Your heart, your decisions, your choices – all suddenly in the open, for judgement and critique. And that judgement and critique can really hit hard. When you’re sleep deprived and running on empty, some days it feels like every other mum is doing a much ‘better’ job than you.

			The dictionary definition of a supermum is: ‘An exemplary or exceptional mother, especially one who successfully manages a home and brings up children while also having a full-time job.’ In our society there is relentless pressure for women to be exceptional at everything: gold-star mother, excellent partner, dedicated career woman, committed friend – there are multiple challenges that mums have to face every day, and becoming a multi-tasking queen can feel like a prerequisite. Of course, Supermum has this nailed. The rest of us struggle with this very precarious balancing act.

			In reality, even those we crown supermums are struggling. You never know what’s going on behind someone’s glossy façade. Supermum simply does not exist. Deep inside her perfectly fashionable ankle boot, unobservable to the naked eye, her sock is probably sliding off. As a society, we’re not open and honest enough about how hard it is to be a mum – as a result you feel acutely aware that the wheels are falling off your wagon and all you can see are mums speeding effortlessly past you. They are not.

			The Supermum Myth is about learning to recognise your strengths, and embrace the fact that you can’t be perfect at everything. The goal is to find out how to be ‘you’ as a parent, to trust your instincts, and stop comparing yourself to anyone else. Once you learn to notice your self-limiting thoughts, behaviours and actions, you see that your sense of underachievement is purely down to self-belief … or lack of. This book will help you focus on overturning these unhelpful thoughts and behaviours, offering a toolkit of activities you can dip into every day that will truly revolutionise the happiness levels of your daily mum life.

			Perceptions of motherhood

			Motherhood is the one thing able to send you from feeling like a million dollars to a piece of poo, in one swoosh of a baby wipe. It contains our zenith, and our nadir. You’re having a great mothering day: you wake up after three hours’ unbroken sleep (which constitutes a great night), you manage to have a shower, feed and clothe your children, brush all teeth and bundle everyone out the door vaguely on time. You’re feeling bloody amazing. Then BAM! A thoughtless comment from someone slaps you round the face, making you feel like crap:

			‘You had an emergency caesarean? That must be because you had an epidural. I managed on just lavender oil for all my home births.’

			‘I’ve lost too much weight since having Alfie because I’ve been running 10k every day since he was two months old. My clothes are falling off – it’s so embarrassing!’

			‘My two have always slept like a dream. I think it’s probably because I’m quite a chilled-out mum – they can sense that. Maybe if you were more relaxed your children would sleep better?’

			‘You don’t do any after-school activities? Lily goes to taekwondo, ballet, pottery and Mandarin – she’s the only four-year-old in the class but the teacher says she’s never met such an advanced pupil!’

			We’ve all met that perfect supermum: at the school bake sale, her array of home-made organic gluten-free delights displayed proudly while your last-minute supermarket-bought muffins skulk in the background. She’s on the PTA and helps to arrange the school disco, her children eat a variety of food (organic, prepared from scratch). She doesn’t know what ‘Peppa Pig babysitting’ even means. She always has wipes in her bag and an endless supply of snacks and patience … and there you are, just about getting through the parenting tunnel in a perpetual fog of dry shampoo and coffee, frantically bribing your toddler to potty train with chocolate fingers for breakfast.

			Looking a little deeper, you may be able to recognise that, depending on the day, time, moment, that perfect supermum is you, sometimes.

			Imagine those moments when you’re not judging yourself harshly, because all is calm – when you are the fleetingly glossy school-gates mum kissing your smiling child goodbye, running happily after the non-tantruming toddler, no glitches, no hitches, no spanners – how would you look to another mum in the playground in those moments? It’s all about your own perception.

			When you become a mum you become hyper absorbent, soaking up everything, sensitive to everything that is sent your way via judgement, or the way people react to you, or to your children. And, at the same time, we all turn a bit judgy-pants too – and that’s not really surprising as being a mum necessarily brings out incredibly strong opinions and emotions, for perhaps the first time in your life. When you judge that mum for looking at her phone at the moment her two-year-old falls off a climbing frame, or for reacting angrily to a tantrum rather than exhibiting endless serenity and patience, place yourself in her moment – wonder what her morning has been like, what she might actually be checking on her phone, what buttons have been pushed preceding that moment, and second-guess your immediate reaction.

			A 2016 study of 2,000 mums in the UK (a chocolate-filled crêpe company commissioned the survey, possibly acknowledging that being a mum and eating chocolate is a marriage made in heaven) revealed more than half have a number of friends and acquaintances who ‘portray themselves as the perfect mother’. But 60% claim they find these kinds of mums ‘highly irritating’, while nearly three-quarters dislike it when mums ‘show off their prowess on social media’. So it’s a tricky internal tug of war – we are collectively reaching for an unattainable ideal of supermum perfection, but we also sort of hate those smug mums who appear to have achieved it.

			This is a book for those seeking to find a shift in perception and stop the tugging from one side to the other. Through learning about the psychology behind our core belief system, and breaking down why we react and behave the way that we do, we can work out how we have come to our supermum imagined ideal. Then we can learn how to turn it around: to change your reactions to perceived judgements, view your own achievements in a different light, be kinder to yourself – and, by implication, to others. We’re all struggling with our own battles.

			This book will help you to rebuild your confidence in your own intrinsic wisdom, and drown out the niggling competitive doubts that can grow to cause some serious psychological problems: low self-esteem, anxiety and depression. The sooner you do this, the sooner you can get on with the business of being the brilliant parent you are. Embracing the imperfect, and being good enough. It’s not about lowering your expectations of yourself, it’s about accepting and acknowledging how well you’re doing.

			The background to your supermum ideal

			Your vision of perfect motherhood is formulated before your baby is even out of the womb – possibly before having even taken up residence in there. We have all sorts of imagined pictures of motherhood in our minds, created through life experiences, from parenting ideals to disasters from our own mums’ parenting. The vision of an ideal mum is drip-fed to us through advertising, in the perfect smiles and immaculate hair, in the stereotypical ‘one of each’ family, in Topsy and Tim‘s robotic mother who is always the unrattled picture of patience and virtue. And we silently want to kill her.

			A ‘good’ mother is always calm, patient, kind. Her children never kick off wildly because they inexplicably don’t want to drink from that blue cup. Remember the time pre-kids when you were shopping and witnessed a bedraggled mother lose her rag with her toddler in Sainsbury’s? Maybe you tutted smugly, thinking, ‘I will never be that kind of mother. I will always be zen. My children will definitely never be feral beasts. I feel sad for that poor child because his mum is so undignified, so unloving, no wonder he’s out of control’. Remember those days when you were the best smug parent you could ever be because you didn’t have children of your own to test your theory of your future supermum perfection?

			Your concept of who you are as a person is formed through your natural temperament, your early childhood (including how you were parented), and all your subsequent life experiences that have created your life story. Your beliefs about yourself and the world are shaped through this – how you relate to others and your emotions are a result of this belief system.

			And before you pop a baby out, chances are you imagine that you’ll carry on feeling, thinking, working and maintaining relationships exactly as you did before you had children – how hard can it be, right? You may have had images of patiently attending to all your child’s physical, emotional and craft-based needs, a Mona Lisa smile on your face at all times, and absolutely no bribing with biscuits or putting on the TV just so you can go to the loo without company.

			So it can come as a bit of a shock when the reality is that simply getting out the door in the morning can become a struggle of Krypton Factor proportions, and that if you get to work without too much yoghurt in your hair this counts as a sartorial triumph.

			I remember when pregnant with my first, going round to a friend’s house for dinner. She has three kids, and was cooking dinner for me and some other friends who were also parents. We didn’t eat before 9p.m. due to bedtime mayhem. I was inwardly irritated by this, thinking it was down to her not being organised. Conversation echoed with knowing laughter around family domestic arrangements: how having a shower once a week can sometimes feel like a triumph in the early days, and you want to punch your partner who has a shower before cycling to work, then probably another shower at work, and then smugly parades their ultra showering ability in your face on a hot summer’s day by coming home from work and, before taking the baby from you, says they need another shower as they’re sweaty.

			I laughed along, thinking, wow … not making time to have a shower every day, I mean, that’s just crazy talk – what are these women doing with their time? Yes, I soon learnt the error of my smug ways. But I think we all have probably felt similar, that we were never going to be that mum, to make those mistakes. We’ll be organised, calm, patient and firm. So to find out that actually you’re a scatty, biscuit-bribing, shouty pushover can come as a real shock to the system.

			Motherhood can present a battle between our pre-baby self and our mum self, the constant internal ‘I never thought I’d be the kind of mum who …’. I never thought I’d be the kind of mum who bargains with her child about getting dressed or brushing teeth – never bargain with your child, thought the pre-child me, why would you negotiate with a child rather than be in control as the parent? Hmm. And I never used to be the kind of person who would dream of leaving the house with her pants on proud display through an unzipped-up skirt. Now, I am, apparently.

			This is good-enough motherhood. Occasionally in a dishevelled state of unshowered pants-in-full-view disarray. Topsy and Tim’s mum no doubt never left the house unwashed, and certainly never unaware of being in a state of slight undress. Well, frankly, screw you, Topsy and Tim’s mum, you are a figment of a children’s TV producer’s imagination.

			The internet is awash with mum blogs, hashtags and handles with the recurrent theme of Being a Bad Mum: ‘bad mum’, ‘terrible mother’, ‘guilty mother’, ‘the guilty mothers’ club’, ‘#badparent’, ‘#mumfail’, ‘parenting fail’, ‘notparentingtheshitoutoflife’. This is a reflection of our ongoing struggle as mums with not living up to our own, and society’s, expectations of what we should be as mothers. Pre-empting others’ judgement by judging ourselves as failing.

			The Supermum Myth aims to help you lift yourself up on those days you feel you’re failing at motherhood, when all you seem to see is images of Instagram feeds full of smiling mums cherishing perfect ‘#blessed’ mothering moments, when you feel your life in comparison is a shambolic mountain of Weetabix-encrusted Lego.

			Negative feelings such as envy creep in, and we judge other (super) mums as ‘smug’ if they seem to breeze through the daily grind taking it all in their stride (and celebrating every minute on their social media), while we’re stuck feeling bored, tired, incompetent and inadequate in comparison. We seem to have an internal battle: desperately reaching for perfect supermum status – while secretly despising those women we feel are achieving it effortlessly.

			‘I just worry all the time that I’m not a good enough mum to her, that she is bored at home, that I’m not setting a good example, not making her happy. I want her to feel safe and happy and loved and wanted, but I don’t know if I’m achieving that. I don’t want her to be damaged by my inability to cope or respond appropriately to the more challenging bits of motherhood. I ultimately want her to have the happy childhood that I didn’t. I feel I am failing.’

			Sally, mum of one

			Become a happier mum

			Ultimately, we just want to be rewarded with an acknowledgement that we are doing a Good Job. But this kind of concrete reward system doesn’t really happen as a mother in the way that it might have done in our educational or professional life before we became mums. We want our children to be ‘safe, loved and happy’, and all our actions are geared towards this one arguably intangible goal, so we often don’t allow ourselves to recognise the achievement that striving for this goal in itself makes us pretty awesome mums.

			This book will provide you with the tools to actively and positively move forward in softening into your mothering reality versus perfect ideal, and unlock the reasons why you got to where you are, by retracing the psychological steps to how your core belief system was formed and uncovering the factors that shaped your opinions and desires when it comes to your own mothering. Essentially, this book is here to help you feel OK about the fact that sometimes you think you’re a crap mum.

			We’re all looking for some guidance occasionally. Six years into my motherhood adventure, it’s still a constant source of amazement how incompetent my children can make me feel on a daily basis. How any poise and authority I might have wielded in a previous life or in my career is instantly thrown out the window when my son calls me a poo poo head and refuses to put his shoes on. When we feel helplessly incompetent, we lose trust in our instincts and can only seem to focus on what we’re crap at: the cup becomes half emptied.

			So through this book we’re aiming to focus on your strengths, not your weaknesses. And to learn to see what is ‘good enough’ both individually and collectively, rather than us all perpetuating an unsustainable mythical supermum narrative. Do we all still believe that maternal perfection is achievable, despite the pressures of modern life? There’s still arguably more societal pressure on mums than on dads to be the beacon of perfect light in the family, to be juggling all the family balls while also managing an immaculate blow-dry and a conference call.

			Getting the hang of motherhood is less about controlling everything and more about realising what makes you happiest as a mother, and feeling confident enough to trust your instincts. With parenting, much of our underlying unhelpful thinking is a form of perfectionism, of aiming for ultra-high achievement. But it’s hard to see it for what it is, as it manifests itself as extreme self-doubt.

			We tend to think of perfectionism as an affliction that applies to highly strung Stepford mums who have perfect hair and could win Bake Off in their sleep. But it’s just as likely to strike anybody who simply really cares about doing their best for their child (that’ll be all of us, then?!). Once you accept that the anxiety and self-doubt are a manifestation of an unhelpful mental habit, it becomes easier to challenge them.

			The Supermum Myth will tackle flash points at various mum-life stages – pregnancy, post birth, the toddler tunnel through to school days, juggling work around all this – with quotes and experiences from mums throughout. We’ll explore how you’re feeling and the range of what’s totally normal emotionally, hormonally, etc. for you at each of these phases. There are activities peppered throughout, utilising different therapies, with suggestions, tips and techniques on how to overcome obstacles, and negotiate difficult experiences and tricky feelings.

			Case studies are included at various points throughout the book. This is a chance for you to see how everyone is facing struggles in some form, even if they appear to have it all sorted on the surface – we all have a back story. You might identify with what someone has been through, and it might help you to organise your responses to some of the things you have experienced. Or, simply, reading about someone else’s experience is a way of understanding that we are all negotiating the obstacles in our way – there is no smooth supermum road.

			The therapies, with Dr Rachel Andrew

			This book is designed to be used by you. Everyone is different, and we want you to make this book your own. We want you to interact by taking part in the activities, and to truly learn from them: learn about yourself and the way that you think – and how you can change the way you think, feel and behave, especially if these are becoming overwhelmingly negative and unhelpful.

			If you can put aside some time and energy to really focus on the therapy activities, you will start to see what is happening in your thought patterns and understand why. This is the first step towards changing. If you then use the techniques and strategies in the most helpful ways for you, you will start to see a change in mindset and feel empowered to make more diverse choices about how you want to act.

			The Supermum Myth is intended to be a highly practical book. We will discuss key psychological theories to help you understand more about core beliefs, dominant narratives, thought processes and emotions. Throughout, there will be ideas for visualisations, cognitive challenges, dealing with body sensations, interpreting feelings, and managing your mood and your relationships.

			There are activities for you to do at various points. You can use a notebook or your phone – although we would recommend using a notebook (any excuse for some lovely stationery) – to help you create time and space to explore complex thoughts and memories. It’s also often more effective to be able to review your thoughts if you actually have them down in black and white. Quite back to basics! The activities throughout the book are drawn from a number of different therapies.

			Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT)

			CBT is a talking therapy that can help you manage your problems by changing the way you think and behave. CBT is based on the concept that your thoughts, feelings, physical sensations and actions are interconnected, and that negative thoughts can keep you trapped in a vicious cycle. It aims to help you deal with overwhelming problems in a more positive way by breaking them down into smaller parts and changing negative patterns.

			Unlike some other talking treatments, CBT deals mostly with your current problems rather than focusing more on historic issues. It looks for practical ways to improve your state of mind on a daily basis.

			Dialectical Behaviour Therapy (DBT)

			DBT is a type of talking therapy that was originally developed by an American psychologist named Marsha Linehan. It is based on CBT, but has been adapted to meet the particular needs of people who experience emotions very intensely. DBT is a skill-based therapy, full of helpful ideas about managing overwhelming emotions, coping with relationships and building assertiveness.

			It is mainly used to treat problems associated with borderline personality disorder (BPD), such as self-medicating with alcohol or drugs to control emotions, and eating disorders. It has been shown to be effective in treating a wide range of other disorders too, such as depression and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

			Eye Movement Desensitisation and Reprocessing (EMDR)

			EMDR therapy suggests that the mind can in fact heal from psychological trauma much as the body recovers from physical trauma. This therapy uses bilateral stimulation of the brain to help us process difficult experiences. It was developed by Francine Shapiro, who discovered that when she moved her eyes from left to right while thinking about upsetting memories she began to feel relief.

			EMDR states that when we experience trauma, these traumatic memories are stored in their original state with all the body symptoms, smells and feelings still attached. When we remember them, they are still as fresh as the day they happened. The natural information processing that we do day to day has been blocked for these experiences. Using the detailed protocols and procedures learnt in EMDR therapy training sessions, clinicians help clients stimulate their natural healing processes so that these experiences are processed and filed away in the same way as normal memories would be, without being so intense and vivid. 

			Family therapy

			Family therapy, or family and systemic psychotherapy, helps people in a close relationship to help each other. It enables family members, couples and others who care about each other to express and explore difficult thoughts and emotions safely, to understand each other’s experiences and views, appreciate each other’s needs, build on strengths and make useful changes in their relationships and their lives. Individuals can find family therapy helpful, as an opportunity to reflect on important relationships and find ways forward. Family therapy is useful for children, young people and adults experiencing a very wide range of difficulties and issues.

			Mindfulness

			Mindfulness is a relaxing therapy that allows us to become more aware of ourselves by noticing the stream of thoughts, feelings and body sensations we experience on a day-to-day basis. It can help identify any negative patterns and signs of stress or anxiety, and in turn give you a set of skills that help you focus your attention and live your life in the present, rather than being distracted by worries about the past or the future.

			Narrative therapy

			Narrative therapy is a form of psychotherapy that refers to particular ways of understanding people’s identities. It helps people identify their core values, and the skills and knowledge they have to live these values, so they can confront whatever problems they’re facing – a way of challenging the dominant discourses that can shape people’s lives in destructive ways. The therapy helps you create a new narrative about yourself, by investigating how you came to have these core values.

			Narrative therapy seeks to be a respectful, non-blaming approach to counselling and community work, which centres people as the experts in their own lives. It views problems as separate from people and assumes people have many skills, competencies, beliefs, values, commitments and abilities that will assist them to reduce the influence of problems in their lives.

			Solution-focused therapy

			The solution-focused approach aims to help individuals, teams and organisations to break out of vicious problem-cycles and develop constructive, customised solutions. 

			It does this by asking questions, rather than ‘selling’ answers, listening for and reinforcing evidence of the strengths, resources and competence of individuals, working with what people can do, not what they can’t, finding out what people are already doing that is helpful and exploring ways to amplify their strategies, focusing on the details of the solutions, not the problems, and developing action plans that work.

			Transactional Analysis (TA)

			Transactional Analysis is a talking therapy designed to explore an individual’s personality and how this has been shaped by experiences – particularly those from childhood. This is achieved through skilful questioning and the use of various models, techniques and tools.

			The therapist works collaboratively with the individual to identify what has gone wrong in their communication and provide oppor-tunities for them to change repetitive, potential-limiting patterns.

			TA therapists recognise that we all have the potential to live the life we want, rather than the life we are programmed to live. Sometimes, however, this potential is hindered by repetitive patterns or ‘unconscious scripts’ that stem from childhood decisions and teachings.

			Will all the activities be useful for me?

			A key part of the therapy process is to show that beliefs are not facts. By getting into the habit of understanding and then interrogating your thought patterns and beliefs you can use logic to challenge just how flawed some of them are. Then you can break free of their hold. It’s important to note that the therapies are for you to dip into: it may be that not all therapies will resonate with you.

			You need to be able to connect to the activity on a very personal level, and possibly some of them don’t quite fit or work for you. That’s totally normal, and simply a sign of being human; it’s not a one-size-fits-all system, which is why we have chosen a multi-therapy approach for this book. Don’t be disheartened if an activity doesn’t resonate with you – instead persevere and find one that hits the right nerve.
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GAAH! Destructive emotions: making friends with guilt, anger, anxiety, hate







			Welcome to The Supermum Myth. This first chapter will take you through the emotional landscape that you might be trekking through as a mum, and help you to understand and negotiate this rocky terrain to ensure that you can find a healthy emotional balance.

			Becoming a mother brings with it joy, love and laughter, not to mention an abundance of stickers, glitter, odd socks –  and an inordinate amount of crumbs and raisins in the bottom of your bag. But something not really mentioned in the traditional parenting books is that it also brings into your life more awkward emotions that you might not be prepared for.

			It’s hard to feel like a perfect mother as you gnash your teeth and shout with rage when your child christens your new sofa with indelible marker pen, or as you genuinely want to tip your toddler out the window when they decide that sleep is for the weak.

			Which destructive emotions am I talking about? First, the mother of all mum emotions: guilt. I don’t think I’ve met a mum who doesn’t feel this every single day, on some level, in some way. Close behind comes anxiety: present like an annoying house-party guest who lingers on the sofa the next day despite you cleaning up around them and suggesting wordlessly that they really should leave now.

			This chapter will also explore a range of emotions that we don’t hear much about in terms of being ‘natural’ mothering feelings: anger and hate, envy and even loss –  those feelings that you might not admit freely to having because they don’t seem nurturing or normal, and they make you think you’re a terrible mother. In fact, all of these feelings are completely human and ‘normal’, and the key is bringing them into healthy balance by noticing when you’re feeling them, and why.

			Emotions serve a useful purpose –  they are signals from our body for us to respond in a certain way; they are there to tell us something valuable and to galvanise a response. Understanding them a bit better can help us figure this out.

			‘We like to imagine that motherhood brings with it a bottomless well of kindness and patience and generosity of spirit. But although being a mother brings out the very best of ourselves, it also brings out the very worst. Because mothering means all-consuming love and incandescent rage, searing joy and head-bashing frustration.’

			Antonia, mum of three, doula and antenatal teacher

			The early stages of motherhood present tricky circumstances for us to calmly regulate our emotions in. Suddenly we’re plunged into a world where sleep is not a guaranteed state, and, for the initial period at least, we’re experiencing every hour of the 24 in the day –  not to mention the physical trials that we have to battle through at the start of the motherhood road.

			Cee, a mum of two girls, told me that in those early days, ‘at one point, I thought I was going to die as everything felt so blocked up with mastitis. I was also on iron tablets, as I became anaemic during pregnancy, which gave me constipation. I had a complete breakdown after being on the toilet trying to poo for about six hours. It was awful. Those first three months were the absolute worst.’

			We have to put up with a load of physical stuff that is, let’s face it, fairly hideous at times, while also grappling with our new housemate and doing our best to keep them alive. So it’s not surprising that our own internal dialogue gets pushed down on the list of important things to look after.

			Tiredness and hunger, for example, make it difficult for our bodies to regulate themselves –  anyone who has had to chaperone a tired and hungry toddler home on public transport without any snacks to hand will know the true meaning of ‘hanger’ (hunger meets anger) at its most pure. It’s the same for us –  except society doesn’t really condone adults flinging themselves onto the floor, limbs thrashing around with tearful snotty abandon.

			We can feel the same level of emotional turbulence, but this thrashing tends to go on internally once we’re past the socially acceptable public-meltdown stage. Once we have a sense of the triggers for these unwelcome emotions, we can begin to get a handle on them and learn strategies for getting through the day without getting to meltdown point. That’s what this chapter is here to help you do.

			Emotion is power

			So often, the vocabulary surrounding the way we feel as mothers is inherently negative: ‘emotional’, ‘neurotic’, ‘paranoid’, ‘oversensitive’. Without adequate positive vocabulary to describe how we’re naturally feeling as mums, it’s difficult not to label yourself in a negative way. To begin with, we need to see that emotions are not ‘good’ or ‘bad’. They just are.

			Thinking that an emotion is ‘bad’ usually leads either to us trying to suppress it or to whipping up more negative feeling around it: guilt, shame, anger and anxiety come and join the party whenever the distressing feeling surfaces. And this is what you call a vicious circle. Adding an extra layer of difficult feelings to an already troubling simply makes the crappy feeling more intense and makes you less resilient, less able to tolerate how it’s making you feel.

			On the whole, a distressing feeling can be managed –  as long as you don’t then feel guilty or anxious about feeling those emotions in the first place: ‘I’m feeling really anxious as he was really clingy and upset last night, it’s not like him’; ‘I know I’m totally worrying too much but there’s something up with her –  she’s not being her usual self’; ‘I felt so angry when that woman on the bus made that comment about me bottle feeding –  it’s none of her business’; ‘I’m just feeling really emotional, ignore me –  I’m really tired’.

			We continually invalidate our emotional state by suppressing, undermining or ignoring our emotions, when actually they are a powerful sign of mothering strength and instinct: of being a brilliant and caring mum; of noticing changes in your child’s behaviour and knowing that these changes are worthy of note; of knowing that what you’re doing is the right thing for your child; of realising that you’re exhausted and actually you do need to be looked after a bit by the people around you. Being emotional is a sign of Mum Power.

			Heightened emotions are proof that we are brilliant mothers, reacting to the greater demand on our ability to protect those important to us. That additional anxiety, the worry, the guilt are all sent to us for a purpose. The skill we need to unlock is being able to notice when we are most experiencing these emotions in undiluted thrashing-toddler form, and breaking down the messages they are trying to send us. Once we become our own emotional detectives and understand the purpose of the emotion, we can begin to focus on changing our response to it.

			Charting your emotional landscape

			We are often muddling along day to day in a kind of survival mode, mentally ticking off functional to-do lists and going through motions, getting through the week on autopilot: find shoes, find PE kits, make sure you don’t leave one of your children in the supermarket, remember dentist appointments, buy nappies. This means that life

			
			
			
			
			The emotional rollercoaster

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			


				What is the role of each emotion? What is it trying to communicate to you?

				How is it communicating this to you? Think about body feelings, 			thoughts and actions –  e.g., when I feel anxious I notice my shoulders become tense and I breathe shallowly. I start to allow my thoughts to mushroom into worst-case scenarios.




			

			
			
			
			


			Guilt

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Emotional labour

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			

					Before you put pen to paper, think about the types of things that you know your child really appreciates, as well as the things that you would ideally love if you were that ‘perfect’ mum that you have a bit of a mum crush on at playgroup. What kind of mum powers would you want from the ideal candidate? Really have a think about the qualities that you feel your children need and would benefit from.


					Now write the advert in whatever style you like, highlighting the top things that you would want to have as skills and attributes. You could use a humorous style, as in the following example. Looking to hire the best mum for Wilf and Ruby.



			
			

				a good listener

				always calm and patient

				good at crafts

				cooks healthy food

				does not lose temper

				fair and balanced

				always there to offer cuddles and kisses sporty and game for a laugh.



			
			

				Ask your children to write their own advert for a perfect mum.

				Ask them to write what they love most about you, their actual mum.



			


			
			
			
			Anger

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			

			

				the school run

				my husband playing football

	making packed lunches

	baby bottles

				getting the bag packed.



			
			
			



			The shouting trap

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Anger expressed in other ways

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

				Dwell on the positive.

				Consider the results of your thoughts.

				Distract yourself.

				Consider the alternatives: why am I angry, is it inevitable? Remember we create our own reality. Second guess your thoughts a bit, switch your automatic response on its head.

				Use your willpower: when you feel anger mounting, say, ‘Let go. Enough. Calm.’



			
			
			
			Anxiety

			
			
			Challenge your thoughts

			
			
			
			
			
			Anxiety and your body

			
			
			
			Disturbing thoughts

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Avoidance behaviour

			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

				Take a long breath in through your nose, for 5 seconds. Breathe out through the lips as if you’re trying to fog a window in front of you, for 6 seconds.

				Breathe in for 5, out for 7.

				Breathe in for 5, out for 8.

				Repeat until your exhalation is twice the length of your inhalation. Relax your jaw, your cheeks, your forehead.

				Soften your shoulders.

				Notice your spine: feel it lengthening and releasing your energy up.

				Do a scan of your body, fully noticing every part, down to each finger and each toe. Try to soften each part of your body as you focus on it.



			



			

					Anxiety is a normal emotion, a purposeful feeling that ultimately aims to look after you and keep you/your child from harm. Look at your anxious thoughts, physical sensations and behaviour habits. Write them down. Each time you feel anxious, remind yourself that it is ‘normal’, ‘healthy’ and ‘natural’. These words will gradually soften your perception of it.

					Learn ways to relax and find flow. Find ways of switching off your anxiety. Is your anxiety a cat with bristled fur, ready to pounce? See how you can get your cat to curl up and purr blissfully instead. Practise calm breathing and muscle relaxation. Calming activities could be colouring books (get yourself a lovely adult one full of beautiful serene designs rather than using your child’s Peppa Pig one –  but make sure your toddler doesn’t claim it), yoga, music, drinking a nice gin …

					Feel your fear, and do it anyway. Work out what kinds of situations you tend to avoid or cause you fear. Try to actually go towards these situations. I’m not talking about putting yourself in danger physically, ladies, but expose yourself to situations that normally you would allow yourself to run from without question. The idea is that you try to remain in the situation until your anxiety gives up and goes home. It’s not the easiest road, but it does work in the long term for reducing symptoms of anxiety by ultimately making you realise that ‘it’s not that bad actually’.






			
			
			

				Don’t shout at or threaten it, as this will only make it feel more scared.

				When you’re feeling your body and mind symptoms of anxiety, imagine being your own coach; perhaps base this on someone you know –  a school teacher, mentor, aunt or uncle or friend –  and use their tone to say encouraging things like, ‘I know you can do this’, ‘You have dealt with situations like this before’, ‘It’s ok’.





			Hate

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Envy

			
			

			
			
			

					Take your notebook and write down five things that you are grateful for. It could be something intangible like your health, or the fact that it’s sunny today, or something more concrete like the roof over your head.

					Note down your mood.

					Make a habit of writing your gratitude list every week, or even every day.



			

					Again, these intentions could be concrete goals, such as ‘new curtains in the living room’, or intangible ones, such as ‘to feel happier and healthier’.

					Make sure that you write down a step that you’re going to take to action your intention, e.g. ‘save £20 every week for curtains’, or ‘start swimming’.

					Make it happen, by putting steps in the diary that require you to take action. Review your intentions and your gratitude list on the same day every week.





			Feelings of sadness and loss

			
			

			
			
			

				Say what you miss most about her and what she used to do.

				Share with her what you have now discovered about motherhood, both its joys and disappointments.

				Think of how you could bring the two of you back together again. Perhaps there are ways that you could meet up again; e.g. through a night out with friends, a music gig or a trip to the cinema –  anything that fires your mojo up a bit more and makes you feel like ‘you’.





			These emotions are natural, and part of being a mum
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