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For My Three. 












Do not ask your children

to strive for extraordinary lives.

Such striving may seem admirable,

but it is a way of foolishness.

‘Make the Ordinary Come Alive’, 

William Martin
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Introduction

‘Being a parent made me a worse child psychologist’

I have a very strong memory of observing my supervisor when I was a trainee clinical psychologist on my child placement. I had a chair in the corner of the room, so as to be as inconspicuous as possible. The young parents who had come to see him seemingly didn’t notice me, but I think that was partly because they were so desperate for his help. They sat on the edges of their seats, looking at him, my boss, with pleading eyes. They barely paused for breath in their verbal onslaught. A story of eighteen months of broken nights, of screaming and crying, and ‘please, tell us what to do’. They were looking at him with the belief that he was the guru with the answers. 

My supervisor, a man extraordinary only in his ordinariness, did not look like a guru. A sweater-wearing, flat-footed, short man, with a bush of unkempt hair and thick spectacles. But he listened with spectacular intensity and, when they finished, he said, ‘Well, there are two truths about this. There is first the truth I would have told before I had a child myself. That truth is that if you want her to stop crying, you need to stop answering her cries. Now, you can do this quickly or gradually; either will work, and there are pros and cons to both. We can talk about those.’ He paused, then went on: ‘The trouble is that now I am a father I understand just how hard it is to do this. Being a parent has made me a worse child psychologist.’ 

I didn’t have children at the time – it would be another five years until I did – but his words struck a chord in me. I guess as a trainee, I was already beginning to be aware that when I was a psychologist, I would be giving advice, coaching and encouraging people in directions that the non-psychologist me also struggled with. Once I had children, and particularly because the first of my three was a very unsettled baby, my supervisor’s words came back to me. As I sat in a rocking chair, delirious with tiredness, trying to soothe my new baby, I thought back to those parents, and all the parents I had seen in the intervening years, and wondered whether I had really understood their experience until then. I feared that I had underestimated how difficult it was. Or worse, that I had patronised them. 

From then to now, twenty-four years, every day I have parented with the psychologist me there in the background, too. Sometimes I have used the psychologist part of me wisely in my parenting; I have made parenting decisions in line with my psychological knowledge. At other times, my own emotions have clouded what I believe from research or clinical experience to be true. Sometimes I have hung on to my experience as a psychologist too tightly and it has sent me in the wrong direction as a parent. 

But I have also been a psychologist to children and adolescents with my experience as a parent inside me. I have sat with hundreds of children and teenagers, and had to take off my parenting hat to fully understand their perspective. That has looped back into my own understanding of my children. 

At times, I have been full of shame, for getting it wrong. Arriving at my NHS job one morning when my children were small, someone gave me an absentminded, cheery morning ‘How are you?’ as we stood side by side at the pigeonholes checking our messages. I couldn’t bear to be asked. I put my forehead against the pigeonholes and wailed, ‘How can I be a child psychologist today, when I’ve been such an awful mum this morning?’ The receptionist glanced over her shoulder and quickly shut the window separating us from the waiting room – not a good look, the psychologist having a breakdown. I don’t remember what had happened that morning with my three kids, but I’m pretty sure shouting was involved. Could I be a decent psychologist on mornings like this? Was I a bad parent for not following the advice I doled out to other parents? 

From the shame of moments like that, I had to think about my own limitations and failures. I learnt stuff, I grew in both roles and this book is about what I learnt. Firstly, from psychological research and theory; secondly, from my clinical practice over thirty years with children and adolescents; and thirdly, from parenting three children – two boys and a girl – and from my observations of the parents and kids I’ve known in my personal life over that time. 

As a clinical psychologist, I was trained to be a scientific practitioner – to look to the science to guide my clinical practice. But as a parent, there is seemingly no scientific or clinical consensus and on a daily basis there are different experts proposing different theories, or research being summarised into headlines with opposing viewpoints. This is true of many of the topics I discuss in this book, most notably, sleep, toddler behaviour management and screens. In my parenting, my clinical work and, again, writing this book, I have read a tonne of research in its original form. When I do this, I often find points of consensus that are missed in the headlines or expert positions. I have also frequently found a low level of applicability between the research and real family life: there are just too many variables that scientists can’t control. On sleep training, for example, what does Granny do if she puts the baby to bed? On temper tantrums, what happens if two children kick off at the same time? Or on phone use, who can really control or measure what an adolescent does on screens? Are we monitoring when they use their friend’s phone? Their mum’s computer? Their secret IG account? It is partially in this variability that researchers find conflicting results. 

I’ve looked at the differences in the research results and tried to understand them in terms of the design of the many studies – the number of participants, their similarity to real life – and in this book I am drawing my own conclusions. I make no apology for using personal and clinical experience to illustrate points: I am not saying ‘this happened to me and so it is true’; what I am saying is that I read this research, I saw these patients clinically and I raised these kids and, putting it all together, this is what I learnt. 

UPSTREAM 

Client to me: I don’t want to be one of those people who thinks about their parents all the time in therapy. I want to have sorted my own stuff.

Me to client: Perhaps you also don’t want to be one of those people who rely on oxygen?

Our parents are a key influence on who we are and who we become as adults. And this is a book about the whole kaleidoscope of that parenting influence. It is a book about babies, toddlers, school-age children, teenagers and young adults; it’s about raising a child to be a fully functioning adult. 

Why? Mostly in my clinical practice these days I see adolescents and young adults, thirteen- to twenty-five-year-olds, and/or their parents. Often, they are unhappy, anxious and lost in life. Many of them have diagnoses like OCD, school refusal, anorexia or depression, and they are coming to therapy to be cured. Yet despite this, it can be hard for them to get better; they are already stuck in patterns, and they think they can’t change them. Their parents are desperate to help, but often, so often, they wish to turn back time. They can see how the roots of their child’s unhappiness were planted earlier. 

As a therapist, therefore, I often feel I am trying to undo habitual brain patterns that were set down earlier in life. I’m not a neurologist but, as I understand it, when we get lots of the same message – whether from other people or ourselves – or we repeat a behaviour many times, we end up strengthening certain brain connections in our minds. When these messages or behaviours get extreme, and, of course, depending on someone’s genetic loading, the brain can get sucked into mental illness.

Changing habitual thought patterns in therapy is hard work. I enjoy working with young people as they are still developing and changing anyway – their brains are still ‘wiring’ – whereas older people are more stuck in their ways. But, even so, change in therapy is not easy: it is often torturous and time-consuming. What’s more, it’s expensive, not widely available and teenagers are suffering when they are anxious and depressed. My point is: the answer to the current mental-health crisis amongst teenagers and young people is not just trying to cure, but also trying to prevent. As is captured in this quote, usually ascribed to South African bishop and theologian Desmond Tutu, ‘There comes a point where we need to stop just pulling people out of the river. We need to go upstream and find out why they’re falling in.’ 

MY manifesto for mental health

This is a book about the upstream, about how we parent babies, toddlers, primary-age kids, tweens and teenagers, to reduce the chances that they need to be pulled out of the river downstream. And reflecting on the many adolescents I’ve seen in my clinical work, I think there are six things we should be aiming for, which, for me, define good mental health. I call these my manifesto for mental health. 

Good enough

We, as parents, clinicians and society, get caught up in diagnoses, but when I see mentally unwell teenagers, whatever their diagnosis, nearly all of them don’t feel good enough. They feel full of shame at their own being. They don’t think they are clever, funny, pretty, nice, popular enough, whatever their actual level of functioning. Not feeling good enough is a cause and a result of mental illness. There is a bit of a gender split on how this feeling expresses itself, as in girls it tends to get internalised, and they do things that hurt themselves, including worrying too much or stopping eating, whereas boys more often externalise the feeling in arrogance and/or violence.

Feeling ‘good enough’ is less about the frequently cited self-esteem, and more about self-acceptance. So this is my first manifesto aim: I don’t want your child necessarily to think they are brilliant, but I definitely don’t want them to think everything about them is wrong. I want them to feel good and enough. And through this book, we will be thinking about how you can foster this good-enough feeling upstream, when they are younger. 

Balanced anxiety

Your child will inevitably have negative emotions as they grow up. You cannot protect them from this, and nor, indeed, should you want to. Difficult feelings are the shadow to the light – an inevitable and necessary side effect of connection and love. Without them, children would not have full lives; they would be like some sort of precious doll in a box. And so some degree of apprehension and worry are normal in the living of a full, real life. 

But I see so many adolescents and young adults with crippling anxiety. Usually, they are trying to control or avoid their anxiety in ways that are hugely unhelpful. They try to control it with unhelpful strategies like starving themselves or developing obsessive rules and rituals – or they try to avoid it altogether, through procrastination, dropping out or drugs. 

I’m guessing you are with me on this, right? You don’t want an anxious kid? Or to raise an anxious young person? You want a brave, bold young person, who believes in themselves. So let me give you the heads-up here – it is not through your praise or their achievement that children get brave and bold; I have a whole stream of young people coming straight down from Oxbridge to my therapy room, riddled with self-doubt and full of fear. No, I think you get brave by not looking so much for those external baubles in life, and instead a growing sense of self-confidence in your own path, and knowing that you are going to be able to cope with and tolerate the mess along that path. Much of this comes down to an ability to bear uncertainty – not knowing what the future holds, accepting that we can’t fully control it, and can be with it, whatever it is.i Balancing anxiety is sitting with the uncertainty that often requires a back-up of love and support from parents, who are also doing this. 

So whilst it is normal to worry and constructive to feel fear sometimes, my second aim is for you to raise children who have a healthy level of anxiety and a tolerance for uncertainty. 

Happyish young people

I also want our kids to have a capacity for joy. Too many children, adolescents and young people are spending their lives hopeless and utterly miserable. Some of them are so sad that they are self-harming, and some are so sad that they want to die. As with the concept of self-esteem, the idea of building resilience has been tossed around in child raising over the last generation and yet we have sky-high rates of depression amongst young people. And they are kind of being criticised for not being resilient enough, being labelled ‘snowflakes’. I don’t think they are not resilient; I think we, the adults, put them in too many situations that make them sad. It has happened on our watch. 

The third aim is therefore to raise happyish young people. As with anxiety, it is not reasonable or realistic to be happy all the time. Indeed, that would be quite mad. If my dear dog, Suki, were to die today, it would be right and proper for me to be sad.1 Were I happy, you’d rightly think I was uncaring or that I was a psychopath. But we want to raise kids who are happy enough to get through adolescence without cutting their arms – kids who can see the joy in life, the humour in darkness and the light at the end of the tunnel. 

Relationships

Relationships are key to good mental health in adulthood. And key to good-enough relationships throughout life is the first attachment relationships a baby and toddler has with their parents. There are two aspects to these: the first is a sense of connection between parent and child, which will be a ‘secure base’ from which they can grow and develop; and the second is that this provides the internal infrastructure for children to hang other relationships on. Once kids have learnt about good-enough relationships through attachment, they have the capacity to do that in other relationships. 

Throughout the book we will be returning to the things that enhance your relationship with your child, but if I had to pick one thing that is important it would be reciprocity. Too often, I see parents – lovely, kind, committed parents – who have become waylaid by an external agenda for their child or themselves: a busyness agenda, or a getting-on agenda or an appearance agenda. External agendas get in the way of seeing the child before you – and responding to them. Reciprocity gives you a good foundation for your relationship with them, but also gives them a good skill base for having relationships in the future. 

Emotional competence

Our children live in a world that is infinitely more complex and stimulating than a generation ago. This, imho, has contributed to the mental distress of young people. To navigate this, we need to raise children who can regulate their emotions better than before, who show a degree of emotional competence that was not required in a slower, less connected world. This is my fifth manifesto aim. We need kids who are self-aware enough to recognise the impact of this complexity on them and have the emotional intelligence to navigate it. Emotional competence has lots of components, including a capacity to recognise and name your emotions, bring yourself back to equilibrium after a strong emotional reaction and to tolerate difference and take responsibility for this.

This is a tough gig for parents. There are many things that I suggest in this book that my own good-enough parents didn’t have to do. Talking to a tween about avoiding internet porn, for example. Unprecedented times. 

Independence

We want to get children to a point, preferably in their late teens or early twenties, where they are emotionally and practically capable of independence. We are trying to raise fully functioning grown-ups, who, to some extent, leave us and establish their own lives in which they can thrive. Because that is the purpose of parenting, right? I guess I pose it as a question because I see many parents who don’t seem to act like that is their intention. They are or have been super involved in their child’s life and want to continue to be so through adolescence and adulthood. They are not prepared to face their grown child’s autonomy and wish to avoid the pain of the parent–child separation, which, in the long run, leaves everyone worse off.

I think we need to agree that independence is one of the manifesto outcomes . . . even if you are reading this when your child is a baby, or if they are at that really cute early-childhood phase when they promise you with wide eyes that they will never, ever leave you, and actually want to marry you. You need to keep your eye on the long-term ball, which is that you have to invest an enormous amount of time, money and your whole heart, for them to leave you behind and potentially do things you don’t approve of and (here’s the worst bit) for you no longer to be their primary relationship. For them not to love you best. The letting go might be one of the most painful bits of parenting: it might be like tearing a Band-Aid off your heart. 

An older parent said to me when I had my first baby, ‘You get an awful lot of teenager for a small amount of baby, so enjoy the baby bit’. That has always really helped me remember to find the joy in where I was at, and also in what I was losing as I was headed into the future. Now mine are in their late teens and early twenties, and on the cusp of leaving home, it feels that you get a relatively small amount of teenager, too. 

So those are the six manifesto aims: the destination we want to get to with our children – where they think they are good enough; that they should not be scared of life; that they can find the joy in it and regulate difficult emotions to help with this; and finally that they grow up and leave us, to develop new relationships, with our relationship intact. Through my studies, my work and in my home, that is what I have learnt about for the last thirty years, and it’s what I’m going to share with you now. 

My Framework for Modern Parenting

Over the last year, since I set out a manifesto and started to write this book, I’ve read hundreds of research articles and books; some old favourites and some new to me. I reflected on all my old patients over thirty years as a psychologist, and my own personal experience as a mum. I divided the book up into four development stages (babies, toddlers and pre-schoolers, children and then tweens and adolescents) and then dived into the issues at each stage. I wrote about 110,000 words, trying to make sense of it all, and then, you’ll be very relieved to hear, I cut about 20,000 of them. I was trying to figure out what was key. What did we need to do upstream to achieve good mental health downstream? 

As I was thinking and writing, everything kept coming back to three core things. They are: 


	being a good-enough parent: not a neglectful one or a perfect one, but somewhere in the middle

	being a relationship-based parent

	being firm and kind in our parenting. 



These three factors seem to be the crux of maximising manifesto aims and are, therefore, my framework for modern parenting. I’d like to say that I held this wisdom throughout my whole life as a parent and I planned the book around these points from the start. Sadly not. But I think they are important; no, not just important – key. Key to giving your child the best chance of a good-enough, happy life. They sound simple and, in a sense, they are. But there is certainly plenty more to say about them. 

In a book that spans the eighteen years of childhood, I can’t begin to cover all the issues you will face as a parent. So, I have picked out some specific ones – sleep, food, screens, school etc.– to illustrate how the framework plays out. On the other issues you will face? I do believe that if you come back to the framework, you won’t go far wrong. Think of the three framework factors as the tripod legs holding up your parenting. 

This book is based around general principles and rough stages, rather than specific advice or exact precision. It is structured around these four age-stages, but each bleeds into the others, so for example, stuff in the baby section is relevant to toddlers, childhood and teens, and the toddler section starts with stuff that is relevant to babies. One of the points of the book is to look upstream and downstream along the eighteen-year river: to understand how patterns and habits at one age are set up earlier, or impact a child later. I am going backwards and forwards in time; and I am talking about specific issues to illustrate general points. 

There are also two chapters about you and your identity as a parent – at the great turning points of your parenting. The first is in the baby section and is about becoming a parent, and the other, in the adolescent section, is about letting your child go. I am sorry that these two chapters draw more on the maternal experience than the paternal – I draw on my observations of mums and dads, but my experience as a mum.

One more thing before we start: mental health is a continuum. On one end, we have mental wellbeing. When we are mentally well, we still experience ups and downs in our feelings, much as we suffer coughs and colds when we are basically physically well. Good mental health does not mean absence of difficult feelings. But on the other end, there is serious mental illness where, for example, people may lose contact with reality or become overwhelmed with thoughts and feelings that are out of proportion to any trigger event, prevent them from living life or last a long time.

Many of the factors I touch on in this book are about degrees: about maximising the chances to be at an optimal place on the continuum, or about stuff that might help move your child into a less suffering position. It is not the case that any factor ‘causes’ mental illness single-handedly. Mental ill health is more complex and nuanced than that and includes biological and genetic factors, as well as the parenting and societal factors that I am focusing on in this book. 

[image: A diagram which shows a continuum from 'mentally well' to 'mentally ill'. 'Mentally well' is described as: 'Generally happy or OK in mood. Do get sad/anxious/angry thoughts and feelings, but these are in proportion to the trigger events, short-lived or not too overwhelming'. 'Mentally ill' is described as 'poor or low mood - may have lost touch with reality. Negative thoughts and feelings which last for a long time or are too strong or out of proportion with a triggering event'.]

Where to start? With good enough, I think, because it is all-encompassing, in that you only need to be good enough on your relationship-based and firm-and-kind parenting. Good enough is, indeed, a good-enough place to start. 

 




	1	See my first book, You Don’t Understand Me, for a photo of lovely Suki.






PART 1: BABIES





1.1

Starting Off Good Enough

When I write, I always try to imagine my reader. Who will be reading this book about being a parent? As it is about the whole of childhood, you might be at any stage: pregnant and thinking about how you are going to be as a parent; a relatively new parent of a baby or toddler, looking for guidance about sleep or tantrums. You may be in the hustle-bustle of the primary-school years, balancing so many different demands, constantly chasing your tail. Or possibly in teenage years, feeling exasperated and lost as to what to do; or in the empty-nest years, trying to make sense of it all. Of course, you may not be a parent at all; you may be reflecting instead on your experience of being parented. Parents are a thread that runs through all our lives. 

You may be looking for answers to your parenting problems or someone to tell you what to do. I feel I need to be straight up with you: if you are looking for a parenting guru with all the answers, I’m not sure this is the book for you. I have been at the coalface of parenting and child psychology for thirty years, with a side hustle in the school system. I’ve learnt a lot about children, adolescents, parenting and education, and have boiled that experience down into this book. I have the manifesto to offer you and a framework to explore with you, but I simply do not have all the answers. 

I also am wary of giving you a stick to beat yourself with, a standard to fail to reach, a story of the perfect parent that no one ever meets. Parenting has become big business. It’s become an industry of selling stuff and self-improvement, and much of that is built on telling you how you are lacking. I do not want to do that. And I want to be honest with you, I am not a perfect parent. I have had all that experience with children, adolescence and parenting, but still cock it up on a daily basis. I fail to reach my own standards and expectations all the time. 

Why? Because I am a human being in a relationship with my three children. I am not a computer programme or a piece of machinery. The things that make us human – things like thought, mood, personality, language and a capacity to relate – create an infinite amount of variability in our behaviour, and in the behaviour of others. There is no perfect because we are co-creating a relationship, in the space between them and us, and for that we need to see, hear and respond to the other person. Perfection is not a useful concept in relation to being human: there is no one right way to be; everything is a matter of opinion. And from variability spring meaning, creativity, joy, progress, humour. Aiming for your idea of perfection negates their (and your own) individuality: it would have us all the same and anything else inferior, or everything superficially positive with none of the difficult emotions. Yet to be seen and heard as ourselves is one of the most powerful parts of being human, and for a child to be valued and appreciated for who they are is one of the most amazing gifts a parent can give them. 

Perhaps you are thinking, ‘Well, I won’t/don’t expect my child to be perfect; I just expect them to be themselves. But that doesn’t stop me being the perfect parent to that child, does it? I will be infinitely caring, endlessly supportive, constantly there for them . . .’ Perhaps you believe that in this way you will achieve the manifesto aims outlined in the Introduction – that you will avoid your child growing up anxious or depressed? But I don’t think so. I think if you aim for perfection, you will end up disappointing yourself, possibly having a miserable time and almost certainly setting your child up to be endlessly let down by the rest of life. Because, as we will see, perfect doesn’t exist. Perfect is always chasing the end of the rainbow and never where you are. For this reason, the standard we should be aiming for is good enough. 

I, I confess, am only and proudly a good-enough parent. 

My good-enough continuum

Good enough is a big deal in the psychology of parenting. It was a concept first introduced in the 1950s by Donald Winnicott, a post-Freudian, British paediatrician turned psychoanalyst whose writings focused on the earliest part of life, grounded in his work with families, and particularly on the bond between mother and baby.ii The idea of good enough focuses on the everyday warmth and interactions between children and their parents and how these support children’s psychological development. 

Winnicott coined the phrase ‘good enough’ in his work seventy years ago, but what does it mean at this time to a modern parent? I think we need to think of a good-enough continuum. And start, at one end, with what good enough isn’t. As a psychologist, I have arrived at home visits to find children climbing the walls, scrambling up the back of a sofa, precariously clasping a shelf with one hand, swinging across the room and their parents ignoring them as they watch the TV with dead eyes. I have arrived to find a parent smashing their home up in anger, destroying the toilets, so the children can’t stay there that night. I remember particularly the fearful, sad eyes of a four-year-old boy peeping from behind the curtain, as his mum spat vitriol about how bad he was. I have heard from adolescents and adults about being beaten, being ignored, being put into the cold, being neglected and being abused. 

I think we can agree that all of this isn’t good-enough parenting. We have one end of the continuum secured. 

Many of the parents who committed these abuses had a history of trauma and abuse in their own lives. In addition, whilst I’ve seen this in all the different socioeconomic classes, for some parents it was linked to a lack of privilege: they were poor, alone and lonely, overwhelmed, undereducated or lacking in hope. Some had learning difficulties and/or physical and mental ill health. On the occasions I was working with them, I had to try to empathise with their backgrounds before I could help them move forwards with change, but this empathy was anchored in the understanding that this sort of parenting is not good enough. Abusive parenting is likely to exert harm – we may not know precisely what harm, but harm is likely. Contrary to the children’s rhyme ‘sticks and stones may break our bones, but words can never hurt us’, research suggests the exact opposite is true: the toxic harm of the physical abuse is more in the meaning that children imbibe from it – the words in their head about the abuse, which are possibly ‘this person doesn’t love me’. This meaning can last a lifetime, long after the ‘broken bones’ mend.iii As these researchers put it: ‘Emotional abuse emerged as the main independent predictor of psychiatric symptomatology over and above other maltreatment types’. 

But swinging to the other end of the continuum, good enough doesn’t mean you have to be a perfect parent either. The word parenting, positioned as a verb, as something active you do, rather than the word parent as a noun, you in relationship to your child, first emerged in books in the 1950s. From that time, being a parent was spoken about in terms of self-improvement, a skill you can learn, and with an increasing number of expectations.iv The parenting-as-a-verb concept really gathered momentum around the turn of the millennium: the parenting gurus, the TV shows, the pressure for parents to be constantly thinking about educating their children in play, word, and deed, the micro-analysis of every aspect of what we do to think about what is so-called best. The professionalisation of parenting as a full-time job. 

I wonder if now we have reached peak parenting? I have certainly met a lot of parents who have given too much. Sometimes they are all about healthy eating: their child has only been fed only organic, sugar-free food, they think pasta is unhealthy and laugh at the mention of takeaway pizza as a possible dinner. Or their child is scheduled in a full range of creative, musical and physical activities from early in their first year, or, potentially worse, over-invested in one particular activity, which has become the linchpin around which their parents’ lives are organised. Often, these days, parenting involves being active in securing their child’s academic/economic future from birth: perhaps getting them into the ‘best’ school possible (for which read the one with the highest exam results). Parents move house or attend church to ensure this or tutor their kids through entrance exams. In the private sector, strings may be pulled, donations made, favours called in. Some parents channel their parenting drive into a planned, organised existence, Excel-spreadsheeted to within an inch of its life. For other parents it is all about having a perfect bond, being the all-giving parent, skin-to-skin touch or so-called ‘attachment’ parenting. Some poor kids have many of these different examples of perfect parenting imposed upon them. But whatever form it takes, parenting-as-a-verb, as opposed to being a parent in a relationship, is characterised by an attitude of self-improvement and striving. 

It can feel as though parenting has become an extreme sport. In its worst iteration it has become a competition to create ‘the best’ child. Is this type of perfect parenting the good enough we are looking for? I don’t think so. The potential hazards are less obvious, but I believe they are there. If one of your goals in being a parent is to raise children who feel good enough, your attempts to be a perfect parent may spectacularly backfire, instead embedding an expectation or a norm of perfection into your child’s mind. Is that ‘best’? In our race-to-the-top parenting have we unwittingly created a generation paralysed by perfectionistic standards?

I became alerted to this in my clinic, listening to mentally unwell young people, because many of them, whatever their official diagnosis, often don’t feel good enough. At the core of their distress is this sense of helplessness as they try to reach high standards in multiple different dimensions, and, like juggling with a hundred balls, they just can’t do it. They may be diagnosed with OCD, ADHD, anorexia, depression or pretty much any psychiatric condition, but underlying it is this feeling that they are not enough. Similarly, when I have seen anger and violence they often seem to spring from being overwhelmed or not valued: again, a sense of not being enough. A lot of the young people I see are achieving high grades, but they don’t think they are smart enough. They are beautiful, but they don’t think they are attractive or slim enough. They are funny and creative, but they think people don’t like them. They make the regional finals, but think they should make the national finals. They get A in one exam, but the next day feel a bit ‘meh’ because the relentless work schedule for the next one starts again. They hold a perfectionistic mindset whereby they are constantly striving for better and more. They never feel enough as they judge themselves constantly on multiple, shifting categories and so can always find themselves lacking somewhere. It seems this pervasive sense of not good enough is endemic to this time in history.

When I sit with these children and teenagers, I am often reminded of Jonny Wilkinson, the rugby superhero, who scored the winning drop kick in the dying minutes of the 2003 Rugby World Cup Final, securing the title for England. He has spoken about how achieving that degree of perfection with his drop-kick goals was achieved at the expense of his mental health. As he puts it, ‘I lived a huge amount of my career thinking I was going to achieve joy through suffering’.v I worry that we are raising children by the same creed, and we are seeing the peak parenting attitudes reflected in the minds of our young people. 

And this is what the research shows: that perfectionistic standards in parenting, education and society are not great for children.vi They can create a perfectionistic mindset in children and a vulnerability to mental-health problems.vii At one end of the continuum, we have solid research data about the long-term impact of abuse on children. Yet at the other we also have data that indicates that perfectionistic parents can also have a negative effect: there are lots of different paths along which this can play out and we will return to them throughout this book, but, for example, kids can internalise their parents’ perfectionism or pick up on the associated anxiety; or parents’ attitudes can warp the relationship between them. 

Every day, I see so many children, adolescents and young people who are struggling, paralysed by the expectations on them or by an implicit assumption that they will reach or surpass their parents’ achievements. Kids nowadays are surrounded by this striving, ‘do-better-and-get-more’ culture. Yet this generation are joining adulthood when the Western world is at a turning point, when, for perhaps the first time, a large swathe will likely be poorer than their parents. This creates a happiness gap: tech entrepreneur turned mental-health campaigner Mo Gawdat has analysed happiness and created an equation for it: happiness, he argues, equals your current reality minus your prior expectations.viii For parents and children raised with strong ideas about striving for perfection, this is a problem. Nothing about expectations of perfection prepares you for the hurly-burly life of secondary school, or getting a college job as a waitress, nor, quite frankly, compromising with other people in your close personal relationships. 

So ‘good-enough’ parenting isn’t the opposite of abusive parenting. Good enough is in the messy middle of the continuum, between abusive and this attempted perfection. I sometimes think of good enough as that place on a see-saw where you stand in the middle and are not jolted about by the extreme changes at either end. Finding balance in the middle isn’t easy because you are constantly having to readjust. For this reason, good enough is not a cop out. It is a less certain state with a heap of compassionate self-reflection necessary to keep it steady. It is full of contradictions: you are going to have to be both consistent and flexible; to give lots of opportunities and have few expectations and, most importantly, mess it up and make it right again. But good enough definitely does not engage in some sort of competitive race to be the best parent or push your child towards any particular outcome.

Good enough in babyhood

Throughout this book, we will be returning to how good enough trumps perfect at the different stages of a child’s life and on different issues, and what this means for you as a parent in practice. As you start out with a baby, good enough means that you can let go of a lot of preconceived standards – for yourself and for your baby. 

Because standards are nearly always just a matter of opinion. For every parent who thinks that perfect parenting is skin-to-skin contact and feeding on demand, there is another who thinks it is all about getting the perfect routine and Gina Fording their baby into it. For so many aspects of parenting (or child ‘outcome’) there is not an agreed best. Any perceived perfection is only a moment in time, like Jonny Wilkinson’s goal. Time moves on and something newer or shinier, or the next challenge or hurdle, emerges. One day the routine works perfectly, but the next, for no apparent reason it does not. As for my patients, getting an A on the test just means starting the slog towards the next: the perfect becomes immediately the past, either kind of irrelevant or a standard we have to try to meet again. 

And whilst your newborn undoubtedly seems perfect to you, your job is not to keep them like that, like a china doll in a glass display. As American academic Brené Brown says in her famous Ted Talk on vulnerability:

When you hold those perfect little babies in your arms, our job is not to say, ‘Look at her, she’s perfect. My job is just to keep her perfect – make sure she makes the tennis team by fifth grade and Yale by seventh.’ That’s not our job. Our job is to look and say, ‘You know what? You’re imperfect, and you’re wired for struggle, but you are worthy of love and belonging.’

Your good-enough parenting is a compassionate place for you and your baby. It’s not trying to shoehorn you or them into some preconceived notion or other person’s beliefs. ‘My baby isn’t hungry now – oh well, they can have a bottle later; bloody hell, the house is a mess – how precious I used to be! But I’m knackered and enjoying cuddling my baby. That’s good enough.’ 

Perfect parenting, in contrast, is an anxious state of trying to achieve: ‘I should be breastfeeding, and giving my baby skin-on-skin contact, but my baby won’t feed; and look at the house, it’s such a mess . . . I hate it when it is messy; and I’m making myself late, and everyone else gets there on time – they are going to think I’m rubbish; and why won’t my baby feed? I’m failing at this . . .’ 

Letting go of perfect standards can help us let go of that anxiety
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