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To M & R, who are never afraid to show their big feelings

Disclaimer

Neither the author nor the publisher can be held responsible for any loss or claim arising out of the use, or misuse, of the suggestions made herein. None of the views or suggestions in this book are intended to replace medical opinion from a doctor. If you have concerns about your health or that of a child in your care, please seek professional advice.
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How to Use This Book

If you’re reading this book, you may have concerns about your child’s mood changes. It can be difficult, as a parent or carer, to watch your usually sunny child’s mood darken, even temporarily.

Firstly, bear in mind that mood swings are standard during certain stages between five and 16. Sometimes these can be attributed to hormones or developmental changes. To complicate matters, kids usually aren’t equipped with the language or maturity to express or deal with the feelings they’re experiencing.

Also worth bearing in mind is the fact that, regardless of age, most of us experience anger occasionally. In fact, anger can be helpful – especially to a child – because it may indicate when a situation feels wrong or unfair. However, it can be hard to handle if your child experiences frequent bouts of “red mist” or if they’re being aggressive and putting themselves or others at risk.

This book offers ways to help you understand and manage your child’s mood changes with a holistic approach. It suggests various methods and strategies for identifying your child’s anger triggers and ways in which you can help them manage their moods.

Do remember that each child is different, and when it comes to mood changes, there is no one-size-fits-all approach to tackling them. For that reason, don’t aim to follow each point in this book rigidly. Instead, pick and choose the tips that appeal to you and which you feel may have a positive effect on your child.


 

Introduction

First, bear in mind that every child is unique, and different age groups and personality types may react differently to mood changes. Some children react physically; others “lash out” with words. Parents of older kids and teenagers could well be familiar with the slamming of doors after an argument.

You may recognize in your child some of the following common symptoms of anger, as outlined by the NHS, or they may tell you that they’re experiencing them:

	Clenched fists

	Racing heartbeat and tight chest

	Tense muscles

	Feeling hot

	Feeling nervous, tense or unable to relax

	Being easily irritated

	Feeling humiliated

	Feeling resentful of other people

	Shouting

	Sulking

	Breaking objects

	Starting fights

	Self-harming


Try to remember that anger is a common human emotion. Read the tips in this book to help you and your child identify their anger triggers and experiment with methods for managing their moods. Hopefully you can gradually guide them to navigate life feeling calmer and happier.


CHAPTER 1

Talking and Listening

It may be difficult to coax your child into talking about their moods. They might not yet be able to make sense of their feelings or have the words to articulate them. They may also feel guilt or shame over their behaviour. This chapter outlines the gentlest ways to open up a conversation with your child.


TIP/1



Finding the right time and place to talk

You may be feeling worried about your child but be wary about rushing in too quickly to “sort things out”. Instead, take your time and try to pick the best moment to talk to them about their feelings.

Remember that your child may be feeling as confused as you are. So be patient, and no matter how keen you are to talk to them about their feelings, don’t announce a sit-down chat as this may be perceived as too formal and intimidating.

It’s also a good idea to avoid trying to tackle things if your child is in the midst of an angry outburst. Waiting until they’re feeling calmer is wise.

Kids tend to open up when you least expect it – on car journeys, for instance, when there are fewer distractions and there is no need for potentially awkward eye contact. Mealtimes can also be a good opportunity for a chat.

Alternatively, spend time with your child doing something they enjoy, such as colouring or playing a game. Once they’re feeling relaxed and the conversation is already flowing, you might feel able to broach tricky subjects.


TIP/2




How to listen

As a parent, it’s important to really listen to your child, so try to give them your full attention. 

When your child starts to open up to you, put down your phone, turn off the TV, stop doing chores or whatever it is you’re doing.

Make eye contact with them and demonstrate that you’re really listening by offering a “reflection statement” – a psychologist technique.

Reflective listening* involves repeating what your child has said to you (“It makes me mad when you say that my room is too messy!”) without twisting it or adding a different tone. So your reflection statement here could be “It makes you mad when I say your room is too messy but the reason I’d like you to tidy up is…” This makes your child feel heard and ensures that you’ve understood them correctly.

Empathize with their worries and don’t downplay them. By belittling their concerns, you belittle your child, too.




TIP/3



WHAT IS NORMAL  FOR YOUR CHILD?

Remember that no one knows your child better than you do. That means there’s no one better placed to judge whether your child’s moods are “normal” for them or not.

Take time to assess their general moods and what is standard for them. This will help you to learn more about particular common triggers, such as hunger, tiredness or overstimulation. For instance, your child might usually be placid except at bedtime, indicating that tiredness is the cause of their angry outbursts.

If you can’t apply the usual causes to your child’s current emotional flare-ups – or if their mood swings seem more frequent – it may be time to look deeper.


TIP/4



Consider your child’s age and stage

When looking at the bigger picture of your child’s moods, bear in mind their age.

You may have left toddler tantrums behind but mood swings are characteristic of other developmental stages, such as pre-teens and teens. The average age for girls to start puberty is 11 and for boys it’s 12. However, it can begin at any point between eight and 13 in girls and nine and 14 in boys.

Mood swings are a common part of puberty, due to surging hormones. Your child may be dealing with new, intense emotions, such as feeling angry or upset without understanding why.


TIP/5




Help your child know they are safe

As a parent or carer, our job is to make our child feel safe and secure enough to be able to grow and flourish. To do this, they need routine and structure at home: a calm, loving and fun environment without regular conflict, excessive shouting or physical punishment.

If their home life feels safe, the outside world won’t seem so scary to them.

They need to know that their caregivers have “got their back” – so tell them that you love them, listen to them when they talk and give them a cuddle when they need one. Children should also feel the freedom to express themselves safely at home without fear of being questioned or ridiculed.




TIP/6



WAYS TO BOND

Give your child the most precious gift – your time.

It’s important to bond with your child as an individual, away from siblings, as it strengthens the trust between you as caregiver and your child. Plan something without any agenda other than enjoying your time together. Ask them to suggest an activity, whether it’s a favourite pastime or something new you’re braving together.

You could:

	Try a new sport

	See a movie

	Visit a new cafe

	Start a craft project 

	Go for a walk in a favourite place


Carving out time to spend just with them will boost their self-confidence and sense of self-worth. Once the plan is set, stick to it – by following through on your promise, you’re reinforcing the trust between you, which will help your child to feel safe and secure.


TIP/7



How to talk about anger

Anger can be a tricky concept for adults to grasp, let alone children. When you find the right time for a chat with your child about their feelings, it’s important to use the right words for their age and developmental stage – ones that they will understand.

For instance, perhaps a younger child feels “butterflies” in their stomach when they start to feel angry, or suddenly feels hot?

Maybe your teenager starts to feel anxious or unsettled when they’re on the verge of an outburst?

Ask them to describe the way they feel and see if they can identify certain triggers that cause their mood changes. They may well surprise you by how perceptive they are.


TIP/8




When your child won’t talk – different ways to communicate

Don’t be surprised if your child clams up when you broach the subject of their moods.

Let’s face it, many of us find it hard
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