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Introduction

Experiencing change is an inescapable part of being human. A life where nothing altered for better or worse would quickly become boring. Change, however, is not always comfortable – it can be scary, bewildering, and sometimes exciting, or all of these things at the same time. 

This is often more intense for children, who might not fully understand what’s happening or the implications. On top of this, change tends to occur “to” children – major life events are usually either due to parents’ or others’ decisions (to separate or move house, for example), or they’re seemingly random and beyond anyone’s control (such as a bereavement or the impact of a pandemic).

When your child is hit by change, whatever the cause, it’ll make a world of difference to know you’re by their side – in the boat with them to navigate choppy seas together – with practical support, advice, well-being ideas and, of course, love and a hug.

That’s what this book is all about – making it easier for you to do that in realistic ways. Think of it as your family’s toolkit to see you through tough times.


About this book

Whether your child is in the middle of dealing with a major life event right now or you’ve bought this book to build their resilience so they can cope with future issues, its tips and advice are here to help you to help them.

You can read the book from cover to cover or dip in and choose the sections most relevant or helpful for your child, depending on the situation they’re facing and what will appeal or work for them as an individual. Of course, no single tip will magic away all hurt, worry and upset. But take a few together, and they can make a meaningful difference.

You’ll find chapters about how children (and adults) react to change, strategies for coping with specific life events such as bereavement, parental divorce, moving home or school, and ideas for general well-being boosters, plus advice on seeking further professional help.


 

 

 


You matter too

The book has been written with five- to 16-year-olds in mind but there’s also a section to help you cope with change better, because how a parent manages difficulties influences their child’s feelings in turn. Plus, if you’re not dealing well with a big life event, that makes it more challenging to assist your child.




CHAPTER 1

Understanding children and change

If we want to help our children cope with life events, it’s useful to get to know a bit more about the context of how we humans tend to react to change. With this in mind, the following pages cover a couple of theories and general ideas about this.

You’ll know from your own life that people’s responses even to very similar changes can vary, yet there are some behaviours and emotions that are pretty universal. Understanding these can provide a useful backdrop when supporting your child, although don’t be too concerned if their reality doesn’t follow the theory or models.

 

 

 

 

Evolution has shaped the way we react to change

Over hundreds of thousands of years, we humans have evolved to react to danger in ways that are meant to help us survive. This all shapes how we respond to some of the changes we face, even though we’re now more likely to hunt for our dinner in a supermarket aisle than, say, on a savannah while trying to dodge a pack of lions who want to make us their meal instead. Put very simply, faced with a threat (or a perceived threat), there are two phases to what happens to us.*

First, there’s our initial, instinctive and emotional response when it’s “all systems go”, where there’s the equivalent of a siren blaring and red warning lights flashing in our brains and bodies. Our heart rate and breathing quickens, and the hormones adrenalin and cortisol come flooding in. Even our blood flow changes – away from our heart and more toward our limbs to help us run or punch. It is all about making it easier to react quickly to whatever is going on, be it a bear prowling around our prehistoric cave or a noise at night in our cosy modern home (when we wonder if it’s a burglar).

This is the mode when we might be upset, scared or angry, when we have those big and powerful feelings. It’s sometimes called “fight or flight” because we’re geared up to fight or run!

After this, at some stage, we can settle down and think more clearly and switch to the part of our brains that deals with things in a relatively calm and rational way. That’s when we can work out how we really feel about a change – our ancestors might have pondered what they could do to make things safer when they went out hunting if they saw those hungry lions again.

Understanding this is super-helpful as you – and, in time, your child – can then recognize that how you feel in the “Argh! Danger!” phase is only temporary and that you can calm yourself down and reach the second phase a little quicker.

 

 

* If you want to learn more about this, check out Daniel Kahneman’s book, Thinking, Fast and Slow.

 

 

 

 

… and given us an inbuilt negativity bias

Let’s stay in prehistoric times for another page… Imagine this, you’re out in that savannah of an evening. Would it be a wise idea to be so captivated by the beauty of the sunset that you miss the threat of the lions creeping up behind you? Probably not. And it’s this sort of situation that seems to have led us to evolve what’s called “negativity bias”.

This means that when we’re making judgements and assessing situations, we often focus more on negatives than positives. It also applies to the impressions we build of other people – for instance, in studies where participants have been given descriptions of someone’s good and bad traits, the participants processed and used the negative information more than the positive, even when the researchers tried to match the intensity of both sets of descriptions.

Again, help with this is on its way if you read on, as we’re going to look at ways of adding a dash more positivity to rebalance in the face of negativity bias.

 

 

 

 


A moment of reflection

It might be worth thinking back over how you’ve dealt with big changes in your own life – as a child and more recently – to recall how you felt and what helped you process these challenging times. Take two or three events from your past and reflect on:


	How did you react to each one initially?

	How did your feelings evolve over time?

	What differed with your reaction and what was the same with each of the events and why? Particularly focus on any events from your childhood here.

	What helped you? What can you learn from these experiences?





 

 

 

 

Ways children experience change differently to adults

No matter how grown-up our kids can sometimes appear, they really do deal with change differently to us – for better or worse.

Here are some of the reasons why they might not perceive and respond to the same change situation in the way grown-ups around them do:


	As adults, we can draw on our past experiences. Even if we have not seen the exact situation that is happening right now before, we know that things do usually improve – pain tends to fade, emotions settle down, shock lessens. Children don’t have much of a back catalogue of prior experience to reassure them.

	Grown-ups tend to have more control – okay, not all the time, but we’re more likely to be able to shape events or at least practical matters in response to whatever is happening. Not being able to have control can leave children feeling more vulnerable and fearful, although conversely being responsible can of course sometimes be stressful for parents.

	We don’t have so much “magical thinking”, which can lead children to feel they are to blame for things that they didn’t actually cause. For example, believing that if they had behaved better the last time they saw their grandparent, then Grandma or Grandpa wouldn’t have become ill; or believing that their parent wouldn’t have lost their job had they not been so loud during Mum or Dad’s conference calls.

	Younger children are less likely to be able to understand their feelings and emotions than adults – they might not even know the vocabulary to describe them to themselves or others. This can be confusing or even scary.



 

 

 

 

The “Change Curve”

The “Change Curve” is a well-known way of explaining reactions to change, developed in the late 1960s by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, a Swiss-American psychiatrist. It’s also sometimes called the Kübler-Ross model, or the “five stages of grief”.

Over five decades on, it’s still used widely and is applicable to all sorts of more significant change and loss situations, including bereavement, separation and serious illness. Someone’s response to smaller changes might also involve these stages to some degree. The model is not specifically about children but is relevant to all age groups.

Here’s a description of the stages – although note that your child may not follow these exactly or in the order below. They might skip a stage or overlap between them, showing signs of more than one stage on the same day or switching back and forth. We still think it’s a useful way of considering their reactions and helping to understand them.

 

 

 

 

1. Denial

Usually the first reaction. Here your child might avoid the reality of what’s happening, feel confused, shocked, numb, overwhelmed and / or afraid. Interestingly, this phase might be our mind’s way of coping with difficult news – it allows us to pace our feelings.


What your child might do or say: distract themselves, throw themselves into an
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