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Introduction

This isn’t a parenting book. It’s a book about you. However, the words you read here will have a far greater impact on your children than those contained in any parenting book you could read (and I count my own, too).

This book has been brewing in the back of my mind for at least ten years, but I didn’t feel I could do it justice until now. Why? Because, although I’m a so-called ‘parenting expert’, I was not a calm parent. I struggled hugely with anger outbursts and yelling. I yelled a lot. I was a major stress-head. I have also been prone to experiencing crippling feelings of inadequacy and guilt, with a good side order of anxiety thrown in. I’m not perfect or uber-zen now (anybody who tells you they are is lying), but I’ve managed to do a lot of work on myself over the last couple of years and now I finally feel qualified to tell you all about it. I may not be the calmest parent out there, but I’m proud of what I’ve achieved, and I know that you can achieve so much, too.

My own journey to calmer parenting started in earnest in the autumn of 2019 when I was diagnosed with cancer. Until then I had dabbled in self-care, tried yoga and Pilates classes, listened to guided meditations and practised mindfulness when I could, but if I’m honest, my efforts were all a little half-hearted. Frankly, I was just too busy – ironically, writing parenting advice books and coaching other parents – to invest the time and effort necessary to truly honour my own needs. My cancer diagnosis floored me. I was too busy to be ill. I fought against my mind and my body, my doctors and my friends and family, too, as I tried to carry on as I had been, pushing the cancer to the back of my mind, focusing on everybody else’s needs and not my own. I was back at work the day after major surgery and carried on professionally as if nothing was any different.

My saving grace came, unbelievably, in the form of the Covid-19 pandemic. Lockdown arrived just as I was starting to recuperate from my treatment. I was forced to stay at home and confront my demons. I had no choice but to relax and to spend a lot more time alone with my thoughts. I couldn’t hide in my busyness or my business, any more. I had to face the fact that the way I had been living was not healthy or sustainable for me or my family. The heavy burden of stress, anger and unresolved feelings was delaying my recovery. I had to change for me. My previous – unsuccessful – attempts to be more composed had been solely about my children, but now they could literally save my life. This was deeply personal now. I had more fire than ever before to change and become calmer.

Now, as trite as it sounds, I view my cancer as a gift. I am grateful for the lessons it taught me and for the metamorphosis it triggered. It woke me up to the true value of life and how we all deserve to feel happy and calm. We deserve to enjoy, not just survive, parenting. I can genuinely say that I am emotionally at the best point I have ever been at now – something a lot of people struggle to understand given what I went through. This is not an uncommon feeling among cancer survivors I have learned, though. I now refer to my life as BC (before cancer) and AC (after cancer). The AC me is totally different to the BC me when it comes to coping with my emotions. In fact, over the last year, many people have commented on how calm I am, given the circumstances.

The change didn’t happen overnight, though. I worked hard to recognise and, ultimately, heal my issues and I’m still a work in progress. I know I have more work to do, but now I approach life with a level of peace and calm that I never had before. In this book, I am going to share the steps and processes that led me to become calmer, happier and more peaceful – not just with my children, but with myself, too.

Until recently, I made the mistake of reading every single negative review for my books online. Later in this book I’m going to tell you to avoid activities that you know will torment you, one of the things I’ve been working on a lot myself. I’m glad I didn’t take my own advice in my BC days, though, because one of the negative reviews I read proved really valuable. Somebody had left a one-star review for my Gentle Discipline Book, that read: ‘I felt like the premise was basically – if you have your crap together, so will your kids.’ I sat and stared at the screen, totally bemused, for several minutes. That absolutely was the premise of the book, and I made no attempt to hide it. In fact, it’s pretty much the underlying premise of all my books. I would even go so far as to say that every decent parenting book that’s ever been written is really about what the parents do, not the children. Great parenting isn’t about what you say to your kids, or any magic techniques you may employ with them – it’s about who you are and how you tackle your own demons to ensure you don’t pass them on to your children. The irony of that one-star review that totally encapsulated the absolute best parenting advice wasn’t lost on me, and it sparked an idea that eventually became this book. Although I’ve written plenty of parenting books, what I have never done, until now, that is, is to write a book to tell parents exactly how to ‘have their crap together’.

I did wonder if I should include some information in this introduction about why parents should be calmer, why shouting is bad for children and why we all need to work to be less stressed, less anxious and less angry. I’m not so sure this sort of information really helps anybody, though. While there are plenty of research studies I could quote here to support this position, I don’t think we need to read them. We all know, deep down, that losing our cool with our children isn’t good for them. We all know that our lack of emotional regulation at times is potentially harmful to our children. We’ve all felt those pangs of shame and regret when we didn’t hold it together and lost control at, or around, our children. We all know how it feels to be a child on the receiving end of an out-of-control parent or carer yelling at us. We all know that the best home a child could grow in is one with a calm, emotionally stable and secure parent, or parents. I don’t want to add to your guilt any more. I think you’ve probably punished yourself enough. You’re already reading this book, you already know you need to change and, most importantly, you want to change. I think that’s more than enough!

Who is this book for?

The short answer? Everyone!

The long answer? Everyone who has children, is thinking of having children or works with children. It doesn’t matter how old the children are, how old you are, how many children you have or care for, and it doesn’t matter what gender you are, whether you spend all day at home with children or work away from them all week. If you are an adult who spends some time with children, who recognises the need to be calmer, both with the children and away from them, then this book is for you.

The seven golden rules of calmer parenting

The older I’ve become, the less keen I am on the use of rules, but I think it’s important to set the scene and simplify a little here. Throughout this book I will discuss many things that impact on our state of mind and actions as parents. I think it’s important to take a holistic view and to ask why we struggle to be calm before we even begin to think about what we can do to be calmer. The answer to the ‘why am I like this?’ question is anything but simple and straightforward. I do, however, believe that a few simple guidelines to start with make the process to becoming calm easier. Hence my top seven rules:


1. Everybody can be a calmer parent. It doesn’t take any special personality traits. Privilege does inevitably mean that life is infinitely easier for some, but we can all do some work and make some changes that will have a positive impact, regardless of our life situation (although I do accept that lack of privilege can – and will – limit what’s possible).

2. Everybody loses it at times. Nobody is calm 100 per cent of the time – nobody should aim to be. We must lower the bar when it comes to expectations of what we can achieve, and we must not compare our ‘inner selves’ (our innermost thoughts and feelings) with the ‘outer selves’ (the carefully curated illusion) of others. You are not alone. All parents act in ways they’re ashamed of. Everybody has to try hard to hold it together. Losing your temper doesn’t mean you’re not good enough or are lacking willpower and it definitely does not make you a worse parent than somebody else.

3. It is not your fault that you aren’t a calm parent. Read that again and stop blaming yourself. Parents carry such a burden of guilt and instantly blame themselves when they get angry and short-tempered with their children. But it isn’t your fault. We are who we are due to the way we were raised, the situations we find ourselves in and the relationships we have with others. Don’t think ‘what’s wrong with me?’ Instead, see yourself as a combination of things that have happened to you and the environment you are in – you are not flawed. And the good news is you can assert some control over how you process these experiences and the hold they have on you in the future.

4. You are still going to have lots of big feelings. You are not aiming to get rid of the big feelings, just to cope with them in a healthier way. You will still feel anger, frustration, worry and disappointment, in both yourself and your children. And that’s OK. All feelings are OK. In short, the key to being calmer is allowing and accepting these big feelings and turning reactivity into responsivity: putting a space between your child’s actions, your feelings and your response. Becoming calmer is about self-awareness, self-acceptance and self-forgiveness, not trying to turn yourself into some sort of emotionally devoid robot.

5. Messing up doesn’t undo all the good you’ve done before. A bad day is simply that – a bad day. It does not make you a bad person or a failure. Even if that day stretches into weeks, months or years. It doesn’t undo the work you have previously put in to becoming calmer or cancel out the good days. It also doesn’t have any impact on what you can achieve in the future. The road to calmer parenting is full of ups and downs. You will mess up, you will feel like you’ve taken a million steps back some days, but you just need to keep going and accept the topsy-turvy route to progress. Real life is messy and so is real change.

6. The journey to becoming calmer takes time. Make sure your goals are realistic. You’re not going to change overnight, or even in a month or two. You are going to be a work in progress for pretty much the rest of your life, and that’s OK – because even a tiny change is still a change. Although it may sound terribly clichéd, a thousand tiny steps will get you further than one giant leap. Commitment and consistency are key; repeated small changes are better than one-off attempts at enormous change.

7. You will not screw up your child when you ‘lose it’. This is maybe the most important rule to really and truly assimilate because the guilt we carry with us when we screw up can have such a damaging effect on our future attempts. Children are resilient, and our mistakes as parents help them to grow. What matters more is how you heal any rift that happens afterwards. Later, I will talk about the ‘rupture-and-repair’ cycle, or as I prefer to call it ‘holler and heal’. Knowing how to heal any hurt caused during our inevitable ‘uncalm’ moments is part of the foundation of calmer parenting. So too is learning to palliate any feelings of inadequacy and guilt that accompany them, to turn them into something productive instead.



How to use this book

The process of becoming a calmer parent is rather like a huge jigsaw puzzle, with many pieces. If the puzzle is incomplete, because there is an aspect you haven’t considered or worked on, then the final picture – and result – will be lacking. With this in mind, I recommend that you read all the chapters in this book, even if they don’t all automatically speak to you, and I’d advise focusing on one at a time to allow you to fully absorb the messages and work on any exercises and changes. Of course, it’s OK to read the book straight through in a few days, but I’d advise then going back and picking a chapter to really work on, on a deeper level. The order you do this in, however, is less important, so feel free to dip in and out, starting with those chapters you find most pertinent to you. Having said that, Chapter 1 should be everybody’s starting point. To look forwards and make changes to your parenting, you must begin with some reflection on your own childhood. Chapter 1 discusses the shadows from your upbringing (we all have them, no matter how wonderful our parents are, or were). This helps to identify and understand your biggest triggers, and allows you to make any necessary peace with the way in which you were raised, so that you can leave unhelpful generational patterns firmly where they belong, in the past.

In Chapter 2, we will talk about the alarming quest for parenting perfection that seems so pertinent in our age of oversharing. We will consider why it’s so important to embrace our own authentic parenting style and to remove the guilt that is not only unhelpful, but incredibly toxic. Chapter 3 continues the theme of perceived parenting perfection and discusses how the tendency to constantly compare our parenting ability to that of others can be toxic and damage our ability to be a calm parent. In Chapter 4, we look at one aspect of parenting that can weigh us down and lead to exhaustion, which is sure to negatively impact our state of mind, as well as our physical stamina. The so-called ‘mental load of parenting’ may be a relatively new concept in terms of awareness and discussion, but its roots run deep. Hopefully, we can be the generation not only to raise awareness, but also to make a change towards some much-needed equality.

Chapter 5 focuses on transitions and big life changes, which can – and do – impact on our state of mind and emotional control. I talk about the idea of moving with the tide, rather than fighting the waves, and learning to let go of some control – something we could probably all do a little more. Moving on to Chapter 6, the focus shifts to the modern notion of the busy parent and how juggling many balls successfully seems to be seen by many as a badge of honour and a mark of respect. These beliefs, however, are misguided. Instead, I argue for the lost art of doing nothing, and why less is so much more when it comes to our parenting mindset and emotional health.

In Chapter 7, our attention turns to our external relationships, having focused so far on our relationships with ourselves. We will consider the interactions and exchanges we have with our partners, or ex-partners in the case of co-parenting, friends and wider family and why these adult relationships impact that with your child. We will look at the connections you have with other adults and how they play an important role in your parenting, not only for the better, but sometimes to its detriment – which is why we also discuss how to let go of those friends and connections if they’re not positive for you.

Chapter 8 covers that all-important balance between work and home life and why we must stop aiming to ‘have it all’. Indeed, the art of balance means a constant shift in the weight of each part, gently removing a little of one and adding a little more of the other, until equilibrium is reached. In Chapter 9, I introduce my idea of ‘the Peaceful Pentagon’, five essential points that keep us healthy in body and mind – the concepts of eating well, sleeping well, moving well, resting well and spending time in nature, with all its healing properties. I will also discuss why I don’t believe the current focus of society on ‘self-care’ practices for parents is a useful or helpful one. The path to calmer parenting is not paved by bubble baths and massages. Instead, I focus on ‘self-kindness’: putting your own needs at the heart of your actions, without the pressure to behave or act in a certain way.

Chapter 10 – which, after Chapter 1, I believe is the second most important – talks about what to do when you lose your cool. It is unrealistic to aim for being calm all the time. Regardless of the amount of work you put in and how much you embrace the concepts introduced in Chapters 1 through 9, you will lose your cool and act in a way that you are not proud of towards your child. This is inevitable. Here, what you need are tips to cope with the aftermath, how to holler and then heal. How to make things right with your child, diffuse any potential damage and reconnect and reset. Chapter 10 focuses on taming the storm and coping in the moment – also known as ‘how to not throw your own tantrums and what to do if you do’.

Finally, Chapter 11 ties everything up and provides a refresher of previous chapters, before you embark on your own journey to calmer parenting, and rid yourself of those parenting tantrums you’ve become so accustomed to.




Chapter 1

Shadows from the Nursery – Understanding Your Triggers and Making Peace with Your Own Childhood

Deep in your wounds are seeds, waiting to grow beautiful flowers.

Niti Majethia, writer, editor and
spoken-word activist

How many times have you asked yourself, ‘What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I be calm?’ I’ve worked with so many parents over the last two decades who tell me that they would love to follow a gentler, more positive style of parenting, but that they don’t think they’re cut out for it because they aren’t naturally calm. They feel that there is something wrong with them, that they’re not good enough. They believe they are somehow failing their children by not controlling their own emotions adequately, no matter how hard they try. What these people don’t realise, however, is that this describes almost every parent there ever was – and ever will be.

To be calm, we must understand everything that inhibits and triggers us. Sometimes it’s easy to recognise these triggers. Sometimes it’s simple to work out what is inhibiting our emotion control – very often it’s external factors in our daily lives or interactions with the people who are close to us (two things we will discuss in later chapters). Sometimes, however, these triggers and inhibitions have their roots deep inside us, in a place that we have long since left physically, but emotionally still has an immense hold on us: our own childhoods.

Some of us will be aware of traumatic events in our childhoods, others may not. For those in the latter category, it may not be one large event, but rather a collection of small moments, conversations, comments or experiences that, individually, may seem inconsequential, but added together can have a huge impact on our developing psyches. The shadows from our nurseries – our experiences during our formative years – are not necessarily about the things that happened to us, but the feelings they elicited in us as children and our perception of them. What is stressful or traumatic to one child may not be for another, and vice versa. Trauma is unique and personal.

Our inner voices and the words that ultimately leave our mouths when we respond to our children, particularly in times of heightened emotions, are often subconscious memories of the way we were spoken to as children. Some people were lucky enough to be treated with empathy and respect by their caregivers, and they tend to find it easier to respond to their children with an air of calm and cool. For others, however, who did not experience respect or understanding, the default response is often to repeat the same authoritarian words and actions they themselves heard as children. In childhood, many of us felt somehow responsible for our parents’ and other caregivers’ emotions. We learned, whether rightly or wrongly, that if we were quiet and not needy (often referred to as ‘being good’), then our parents and caregivers were calm and happy. If we were somehow ‘naughty’ (for instance, if we were particularly needy, or had trouble regulating our emotions), then their moods were more likely to be angry. This subconscious belief can – and does – often lead to children repressing their own emotions or needs in the mistaken conviction that they are unlovable and unlikeable if they are struggling. This learned, erroneous behaviour from the past can become a huge trigger for us as adults, when our own children misbehave, because somewhere deep inside us is a lost child crying for attention, but one who has learned to repress their needs. When our own children act in a similar needy or dysregulated way, it triggers us not only because of their needs, but because of our own past needs, too.

It isn’t just the interactions with our children that are impacted by our own past, though. The way we were raised can leave an indelible imprint on the conversations we have with ourselves, our self-beliefs and the exchanges and relationships we have with others. Perhaps you grew to question your self-worth? Perhaps you struggle with perfectionism and are highly self-critical? Or maybe you have an inability to trust others to complete a task as well as you and end up overwhelmed and exhausted with shouldering the burden alone, as a result? Perhaps you find it difficult to share your worries or concerns with others, or to ask for help when you’re struggling? Or perhaps you are a ‘people pleaser’, always saying ‘yes’ when you’d really love to be able to say ‘no’. If any of these descriptions rings true for you, it is highly likely that the roots of these beliefs and behaviours are in your very earliest years. You may have learned to keep everything inside because if you displayed your emotions you were banished to your room, or put in time out, as punishment. Or you struggle with perfectionism and self-worth because of a struggle to measure up to your siblings, or years spent in a quest for parental adoration, praise and attention. Or you were raised to believe that other people’s needs mattered more than your own and that you should always try to keep others happy, no matter how unhappy it made you.

These imprints on our psyches start at the very beginning of our lives and can shape who we become as adults, whether we have children of our own or not. They can impact our future adult relationships and the ease with which we can sit with our own company and self-talk. The impact doesn’t end there, though, as one simple word, phrase or behaviour from our own children can become a huge trigger to us, if it subconsciously reminds us of being a child or strikes us in the heart of our vulnerabilities. This, in turn, can result in a reaction from us that is hugely out of proportion to what our child has said or done – because it isn’t about them; it’s about us.

We will look at these self-beliefs in more detail a little later in this chapter, before ending with real, tangible actions you can take to heal some of your past wounds to ensure you don’t pass them on to your children. In short, though, we need to change our inner dysfunctional, damaged voices to ones that are more understanding, more supportive and more mature. We need to examine what we believe the relationship of parent and child should look like, and what respect in this relationship truly means. And the good news is that it is possible, albeit not easy, to make these changes by firstly showing ourselves the kindness and empathy that we perhaps didn’t fully receive as children – something that is summed up by Dr Bessel van der Kolk in his book The Body Keeps the Score:


Neuroscience research shows that the only way we can change the way we feel is by becoming aware of our inner experience and learning to befriend what is going inside ourselves.



Is this all about shifting blame onto your own parents?

Before we move on, I need to take a moment to reassure you that working to heal your inner child is not the same as blaming your parents or souring your relationship with them. You can still love your parents – deeply – while recognising that you experienced trauma in your childhood. It doesn’t have to be one or the other. For some, that relationship may have already ended or become toxic, but the aim with investigating and healing from your past isn’t to create negativity or relationship problems if your parents are still in your life. Far from it. Instead, it’s about increasing the empathy you have for them.

We need to recognise that, for most of us, our parents were doing the best they could with the way they themselves were raised. Just as being kind to ourselves is imperative when working towards calmer parenting, seeing our parents’ and caregivers’ flaws and mistakes when raising us as issues they inherited from their own parents, rather than being caused by something we did, is so helpful. It’s not about blaming our parents (or our grandparents), rather it’s about understanding them and why they said and did what they did when you were young. Our parents and caregivers are as much products of their own upbringings as we are; the only difference is that we live in a culture and time now that is aware of childhood trauma, so we can be the generation to break the cycle. Our parents and caregivers weren’t so lucky.

What lurks beneath

In the early twentieth century, the Austrian neurologist and founder of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud, introduced his model of the mind,1 divided into three sections, as per the diagram below:

[image: illustration]

In the case of our childhoods influencing our interactions with our own children, when we try to follow parenting advice, we are accessing our conscious minds, or sometimes the preconscious. Nevertheless, we still struggle to respond in the way we would like, and anger, frustration and intolerance rear their ugly heads. This is a classic example of Freud’s unconscious mind impacting on conscious behaviour – your unconscious being the area of your mind where all the negative and hurtful experiences of your childhood live (see diagram above). To become calmer, you must be mindful of the influence of these early events and actively work to uncover and understand the beliefs and experiences that drive you.

Although Freud’s theories have been criticised for being too simplistic, they are helpful when we are trying to work on becoming calmer. As one of Freud’s contemporaries, the Swiss psychiatrist and psychoanalyst Carl Jung, said, ‘Until you make the unconscious conscious, it will direct your life and you will call it fate.’ The good news, however, is that we can make a start on becoming more conscious today, the first hurdle being to acknowledge that we all carry with us hurtful words, events and actions from our childhoods and that these can often impact our everyday interactions with our children.

What parents say

When researching and writing this book I spoke to many parents. I asked what triggered their anger and made it hard for them to be calm parents. Here’s what some of them had to say about their own upbringings and how these impacted their parenting:


When my son is speaking to me disrespectfully it makes me see red. I know some of this is due to how I was raised and what would have happened to me if I had dared to speak to my parents like that.

I struggle to parent calmly and empathetically when I’m still processing unresolved childhood trauma inflicted by my own caregivers.

When I was naughty as a child I was sent up to my room and told to stay there until I was calm. I’m sure this has affected me into adulthood. I really struggle to ask for help if I’m having a hard time and find it hard to open up about my feelings.

I really crave being seen or validated, and I am easily triggered by feeling that nobody cares about my needs. This ties in with resentment towards my partner when he can sit down and do his own thing quite often, whereas I am constantly interrupted by our children. It looks back to feeling ignored and abandoned when I was a child.

I was taught that ‘grown-ups should always be respected’ as a child and accepted it without question, but looking back now I realise that nobody respected me as a child, and I think this has caused some self-esteem issues as an adult.

My parents always used to tell me to stop crying when I was a child. I don’t know if this is why I find it hard to let out my emotions now, but I suspect it hasn’t helped. I think it also really triggers me when my own children cry, because I know I would have got into trouble for that as a child myself.



Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)

In recent years, there has been a growing awareness of the impact of traumatic experiences in early childhood, known as ‘adverse childhood experiences’ (ACEs) on the future mental and physical health of the individual. Traumatic experiences in childhood, especially during the first few months when we are not aware of what has happened to us, but we are learning to build trust, alongside our rapidly developing brains and nervous systems, can cause our bodies to remain in an almost constant state of high alert. In a sense, our bodies and minds are waiting for the next threat to appear, and if we do not receive adequate soothing and regulation from parents and caregivers in infancy and childhood, then we struggle to learn how to regulate ourselves as adults. The absence of a calm, wise, supportive and regulated adult caring for us, with a calm and mature nervous system to match, means that we can find it incredibly difficult to learn these all-important regulation skills, not just because of a lack of modelling, but because we tend to live in a survival state. A state where we push our own needs and feelings to the back of our minds and focus instead on just getting through the day. In this state, we do not learn to identify our needs, let alone meet them, and we do not learn how to resolve or regulate stress levels. Sadly, this leaves children unable to escape both the traumatic situation and their stressful emotions or feelings. As a child grows, they learn to keep their feelings buried; they learn to survive at the expense of thriving. And if they continue to carry these big feelings and difficult buried emotions with them into adulthood, they can spill out at unexpected times. Often, our reaction is completely out of sync with our child’s actions – something many would term an overreaction; however, we are not just responding to our child’s actions and emotions, but those deep inside ourselves, too.

A good way to visualise this is with the illustration overleaf. It depicts an adult holding a bucket, which is full to the brim of the regular stresses and strains of everyday life, alongside a good dose of unresolved trauma and emotions from their own childhood. The adult may be just about managing, holding the bucket straight and working hard not to spill any of the contents. However, if their child bumps into them (and by a bump, I mean any behaviour that triggers the adult to lose control of their full bucket – a tantrum, answering back, ignoring requests and so on), the adult will inevitably spill some of what is in their bucket onto the child. The contents of that spill are largely unrelated to the child’s actions and often not proportionate to the child’s actions. But because the adult has been working so hard to keep everything in their bucket, it is almost impossible to stop some


What qualifies as an ACE? And what is the impact?



















The flight, fight, fawn and freeze responses






WHAT’S YOUR PREDOMINANT STRESS-RESPONSE STYLE?




































The polyvagal theory












How do you heal from childhood wounds?











What parents say










Some exercises to help you on your healing journey


EXERCISE 1: Identify your key triggers




	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	






	
	



	
	



	
	




EXERCISE 2: Body scan















EXERCISE 3: Write a letter to the past you



EXERCISE 4: Turn criticisms into compliments


EXERCISE 5: Re-parent yourself


EXERCISE 6: Identify your erroneous parenting beliefs




EXERCISE 7: Tell your body it is safe











EXERCISE 8: Who am I really?


EXERCISE 9: Find your support network


EXERCISE 10: Future you, present you


What about conversations with your own parents?


In brief
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