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To all parents: past, present and future




Before we begin

Welcome to Happy Parent, Happy Child. I wrote this book to share the work I do with families with a wider audience, and I hope you will find it a valuable and inspiring companion on your journey as a parent.

For the sake of simplicity, I have tended to refer to parents as ‘mums and dads’ – though the word ‘parent’ can of course mean different things to different people. For some, a parent could be a grandparent, aunt, uncle, friend or stepparent, adoptive parent, foster carer or guardian. Some parents are in same-sex or transgender couples, and all come from different ethnic, religious and cultural backgrounds. Throughout Happy Parent, Happy Child, the term ‘parent’ is intended to include all this diversity.

I am a chartered member of the British Psychological Society and the Health and Care Professions Council, and abide by their codes of ethics. I have not used any confidential material from my therapeutic work with clients in this book. All the ‘case studies’ featured in these pages are made-up composites designed to illustrate different themes I encounter in my work. All names are fictional, and any resemblance to real people is purely coincidental. I have also drawn on extensive interviews with parents who kindly agreed to discuss their experiences with me for the purposes of my research and gave me their consent to use the material anonymously in this book. Where reported speech appears in quote marks, it should be read as a paraphrasing to illustrate a general point, rather than a direct quotation.

Happy Parent, Happy Child is not a substitute for professional support. I have included a list of helpful resources including organizations, websites and books on specific topics (here). Although I discuss mental health problems including anxiety, panic attacks, depression, ADHD and others, a detailed exploration of these and other medical conditions is beyond the scope of this book.

Some of the exercises I describe could potentially cause you to experience strong emotions. If at any time you feel you need more support, I would recommend you seek professional advice. Above all, I hope Happy Parent, Happy Child will be a source of encouragement and reassurance that will endure long after you’ve turned the final page.

Dr Genevieve von Lob

London, June 2018

www.drvonlob.com / @drvonLob


Ripping up the rule book

On the face of it, I might seem like the world’s least qualified person to write a book for new mums and dads. I only became a parent myself eight months ago, when my daughter Matilda was born, and I grew up in a less than conventional family setting. I’d therefore like to take a moment to explain how I became a clinical psychologist working with hundreds of parents, teenagers and children from every conceivable type of background. Having spent years in both private practice and front-line NHS and local government mental health services, I’ve had the privilege of helping many mums and dads find their own answers to the dilemmas of modern parenting. Every day I’m awed and inspired by the courage and creativity of the parents and young people I meet, and I wrote this book to share something of the lessons we’ve learned together along the way.

My mother, Amanda, was a seventies wild child who in her late teens moved into a hippy commune in Norwich, where she scraped by singing in pubs and clubs. By the time I was born, she had grown into a headstrong twenty-two-year-old and I suspect my arrival was not entirely planned – I never knew the identity of my biological father. My mother later told me that having me spurred her to seek a clearer direction and on a whim she started singing lessons. To everyone’s amazement, she beat intense competition to win a scholarship to train as an opera singer at the Royal Academy of Music in London. Determined to fulfil her ambition of becoming an international mezzo-soprano, she bundled me up along with a suitcase and moved us to a council flat in a tower block in Stepney Green. I had just turned two.

Though I could always sense my mother’s love, our life together was a confusing juxtaposition of the grind of surviving in an almost penniless single-parent household on an East End estate and the glamorous world of opera, where I served as her shy sidekick – to the amusement, delight and sometimes consternation of her colleagues. Constantly dashing between rehearsals and classes, she would plonk me backstage, where a flamboyant cast of actors, singers and musicians arrayed in ball gowns or period costume would extravagantly fuss over me – an incongruous presence in the decidedly adult world of Mozart and Verdi. To my child’s eyes, the immaculately made-up women looked like angels. Tiring of the attention, I would embark on lone expeditions deep into the hallowed corridors of the Academy – charting my path via the trill of a piano scale or the flourish of a clarinet. I dreaded returning to our tiny flat, where my mother was forced to accept a procession of lodgers to pay the bills. These strangers – as a child I called them ‘the creatures’ – would turn up unannounced, doss down on the sofa and help themselves to the meagre contents of our fridge.

My mother loved to share her beautiful voice and would warble scales as she did the housework. Her soaring mezzo tones were so powerful that I once saw her break a glass – causing her to collapse into giggles. But even her joyful octaves could not lift the oppressive atmosphere of the estate. I would regularly miss meals because she would run out of money, or she would be stuck at rehearsals as I was passed around among neighbours, and I was jealous of my mother’s boyfriends, who often behaved as if I didn’t exist. I can vividly remember the wash of relief I felt when, at the age of four, it was decided that I would temporarily return to Norwich to live with my grandparents while my mother completed her studies.

Despite our tough start, my mother’s opera career began to blossom. She started doing television and theatre work and planned to set up her own travelling opera company so we could live together in Norwich. She put down a deposit on a beautiful Victorian house and took me to see my future bedroom – a wonderful converted attic. I couldn’t wait to move in. The next morning, I was watching children’s television when my grandparents did something unusual: they turned off the set and sat down with me on the sofa. They told me that my mother had been killed in a car accident while driving home to London the previous night. I was nine. My relatives were consumed by such grief that they found it impossible to talk to me about my feelings because they were struggling so hard to contain their own. I poured my pent-up emotion into an obsessive devotion to music, spending almost every spare minute of my childhood and teenage years learning to play the piano, dance, act and sing.

The next turning point came during my first year at university. I had been offered a place at a prestigious drama school, but my grandparents could not afford the fees and so I began a psychology degree instead – though I still harboured secret dreams of following in my mother’s footsteps as a professional performer. One sweltering afternoon in exam season I was opening an antiquated sash window in the halls of residence when I slipped and fell. The glass shattered and I was rushed to hospital gushing blood from a deep gash in my right palm. My first thought was that I may never again play the piano.

While the injury was bad enough, the most painful part of the experience was the way the over-stretched medical staff seemed to look at me as dispassionately as if I were a specimen on a slab. It was only months later, when a physiotherapist showed a genuine curiosity about how I was feeling, that I felt anybody really cared. She spoke to me with such kindness that I broke down. Though our months of work together would save my hand from curling into a permanent claw, I was equally grateful for the interest she showed in my inner world. I realized that my future lay not in the performing arts, but in learning to extend to others the listening ear the physiotherapist had offered me. I embarked on the decade-long path of study needed to become a doctor of clinical psychology.

The doctoral training was unlike any other educational experience I had encountered. Our instructors encouraged us to work with our own childhood wounds to try to understand our present-day conflicts and troubling emotions. It was only by doing this work on ourselves that we could hope to be of use to anybody else. During the course, two more major life events occurred. When I was twenty-six, I lost my cousin Graeme – who was like a brother to me – to leukaemia. The following year I discovered the body of a flatmate – one of my best friends – who had died in the bath. Coupled with my losses in childhood, these experiences left me with a profound sense of unresolved grief – but they also served as a spur to the interior work that would later help me to reach others trapped in their own dark tunnels.

Throughout my journey, and my subsequent work with clients – from angry East End teenagers to stressed-out City executives – I have learned the value of exploring unwanted feelings. So often our dark moods or fears can seem like enemies; they can leave us feeling isolated and alone. But life has taught me that there is a way to work with these emotions and find the peace that lies just beyond them – if we can muster the courage and curiosity to keep going forward.

How my 10-step plan can help you

When it comes to raising children, there’s no shortage of advice on offer. Friends, family, magazines, books and blogs – all are brimming with opinions on how to give your child the best chance of growing up happy, bright and successful. With so many options available, and so many contradictory theories, it’s easy to start questioning whether you are making the right choices, or even secretly to wish there was some fail-safe manual on how to be a parent.

Happy Parent, Happy Child is not that manual, because such a manual could never exist. Every child is unique, and the society they are growing up in is changing so fast that what may have worked yesterday might not be so relevant today. Some parents tell me they could never have imagined the weight of responsibility they would feel for somebody else’s well-being until they experienced the joy of becoming parents themselves. It’s all very well for experts to say that it’s good for a child to undergo a few knocks and setbacks from time to time – but in reality, what parent wants to see their child suffer, even for a moment?

As parents, we can learn to become more comfortable with the fact that much of the time we’re just doing our best to muddle through, and that’s okay. Parenting inevitably involves periods of worry or doubt, and for anybody navigating choppier waters, I hope Happy Parent, Happy Child will be both a reassuring companion and a source of practical guidance on how to tune in to your intuition and deepen your connection with your child.

In parenting, there is no such thing as getting it ‘right’. There’s not a human being in history who has had the perfect upbringing, and any attempt to be a perfect parent is doomed to fail. There is no one-size-fits-all formula: everybody’s experience as a mum or dad is different, and nobody will ever fully understand the unique set of challenges another person faces. Even within a family, siblings can have completely contrasting personalities and relate to their parents in different ways, while raising a child who has a disability or long-term illness can present its own set of dilemmas. Nevertheless, having helped many parents from a wide range of backgrounds to experience a greater sense of confidence, ease and flow, I wrote Happy Parent, Happy Child to offer the essence of my one-on-one work to a broader audience.

In the following pages, I want to help parents move from the kinds of feelings shown below on the left to those on the right:



	I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing.
	I’m handling myself better as a parent.

	I feel overwhelmed and I can’t think straight.
	I’m more confident and I’m being kinder to myself.

	I’m not sure if I’m a good enough role model.
	I feel a greater sense of connection with my child.

	It’s all my fault.
	I’m better at managing my children’s moods – and my own.

	I’m always being judged.
	I’m learning to trust myself.




A better relationship with your child

The quality of the relationship we have with our kids needs to be at the core of every parenting journey. I like to summarize the key components of this kind of connection with the acronym HEART ♥:


● Humility. A willingness to accept that we are not perfect, but we simply do the best we can in the moment while aspiring to live by our values.

● Empathy. Empathize with your child by remembering to take a moment to try to see the world through their eyes. Recognize that they have legitimate concerns and views.

● Authenticity. In our busy lives as parents, stress can easily take over. The daily grind leaves us little space to explore how we truly feel. Authenticity is about having the courage to look at what’s really going on for us.

● Respect. Respect is a two-way street, so respect yourself as an experienced adult whose well-being is just as important as that of your child. And respect your child by acknowledging that, while you may know more, they too have valuable lessons to teach.

● Trust. Trust yourself and your child, and believe that you can both handle life’s ups and downs. Give them a chance to make mistakes in a safe, contained way that allows them to learn and grow.



Of course, all this can sound wonderful in theory, but the messy reality of modern parenting is rarely quite so simple. Nevertheless, children will have a much better chance of thriving if parents have access to tools that can help them provide the kind of calm and confident leadership they need. The rest of this book is about finding ways to embody these HEART-centred values – first in your relationship with yourself, and then with your child.

Dilemmas of the modern parent

Happy Parent, Happy Child is not going to tell you what kind of parent you should be. My aim is to encourage and support you to look within – to be your own guru and listen to your own guidance. In my work, I’m struck by how many parents find it difficult to trust themselves. No matter what background they may have, or what particular issue they are facing, the core of the problem often consists of a lack of self-worth or a feeling of not being good enough. These are not the kinds of feelings we tend to discuss, but they have reached enormous proportions in our society. So before we even begin to start work in my sessions, I find it often helps to share a broader perspective on the challenges of modern parenting to prove to worried mums and dads that they are far from alone.

We belong to a unique generation. We tend to be more open about our feelings than our parents or certainly our grandparents, and more aware of the influence our own upbringing may have had on the way we relate to our children. This greater level of self-awareness means that parents these days are often more willing to admit that they feel they’re not getting it ‘right’ or that they’re struggling with problems, such as anxiety or post-natal depression. Whether they reach out to friends or therapists, or share what they’re going through online, parents are more open and more prepared to express their concerns than ever before. Blogs documenting the many difficulties of raising kids have reinforced this new culture of honesty around parenting and provided a valuable sense of solidarity for many mums and dads.

This greater self-awareness is a wonderful blessing in terms of helping us to understand ourselves and others. But it can also foster a gnawing fear that our children will fail to fulfil their potential or even resent us when they’re older if we fail to conform to our model of an ‘ideal’ parent. Or we may start over-analysing – worrying that we might somehow be projecting an unaddressed conflict within ourselves on to our child. While the ease with which we can now read about the everyday struggles fellow parents are facing might be comforting, it can also feed niggling doubts about whether we’re doing enough for our own children. In today’s technology-driven and consumerist society, there seem to be so many choices to make. Which school? What should they be eating? How much time on the screen? What about social media? How about time for outdoor play and connecting with nature? What activities should they be doing? Are we setting the right limits? Are we spending enough time with them?

Answering these questions is hard enough, but in our hyper-connected online world it’s easy to feel that we’re constantly being judged. We are addicted to comparing ourselves with others – and it’s so easy to do as it’s only a click away. Here are some of the themes that often surface in my conversations with parents:


● Parenting as a competition. It’s natural for parents to want to do a good job, but many are telling me they feel as if they have been unwillingly thrust into an unspoken competition. Mums and dads often experience intense pressure to provide the same toys, phones, computers, activities or holidays as other parents because they don’t want their own children to feel left out. Parents can also find themselves competing intensely to get their child into the ‘right’ school. It’s very easy to think you’re failing or not giving your kids enough opportunities, even though we all know deep down that forming a strong emotional connection with our child is more important in the long run than anything money can buy.

● Feeling judged. Working mums and dads can find themselves silently at odds with those who have given up their jobs to become full-time parents, injecting the same level of professionalism into making fancy-dress costumes or cupcakes as they did into their careers. Full-time mums or dads may, in turn, mourn the loss of their work status and feel that their partners undervalue the contribution they make. They may even feel resentful about dedicating these years entirely to raising a family.

● Pressure-cooker classrooms. Academic demands on children are constantly growing. One fourteen-year-old girl told me she was struggling to sleep at night because she was so anxious about the pressure placed on her by teachers – themselves under pressure to meet targets. Another anxious teen told me she was convinced she would end up homeless if she did not pass with flying colours. One child who was refusing to do his homework told me he’d been at school all day and needed a better ‘work–life’ balance – and he was only eight. Everyone wants their child to do well, but many parents are concerned that their children are being put under too much pressure by a ‘factory-farm’ school system where assessments are being conducted at ever younger ages. Academic research has shown that play is essential for healthy brain development, but recreation is increasingly being squeezed out of timetables.

● Time famine. For many parents, balancing the competing demands of the workplace, parenthood and perhaps caring for their own older parents can seem like an impossible task. Days can turn into a struggle just to keep your head above water and you may feel constantly stretched to the limit.

● Sleep deprivation. Sleep deprivation is a form of torture, and everything is harder when you’re tired. So many parents tell me they feel like they’re running on empty so much of the time that they feel constantly on edge.

● Criticism – from self and others. Sometimes our parents, friends or relatives may offer well-intentioned advice, but usually our harshest judge is ourself. All of us have inherited a template – perhaps without realizing it – of what an ‘ideal’ family should look like. We may find ourselves struggling to live up to impossible goals, or driven to over-compensate for what we perceive as our own parents’ failings. Or we may fear that people will interpret our attempts to set appropriate limits as a sign of emotional coldness or a controlling personality, and that they will perhaps conclude that we don’t really love our child.

● Digital dilemmas. Social media is magnifying peer pressure – for children and their parents. Young girls pout for selfies, teenagers constantly compare their looks with those of their peers or media stars, and old-fashioned bullying has migrated into cyberspace. Many mums and dads are also concerned about what kind of images their children may be exposed to online, what they’re reading and who they may be communicating with. Parents feel the pressure too – bombarded by endless pictures posted by other mums or dads, or stories of celebrities who seem to have the perfect family, the perfect marriage, the perfect body and the perfect life.

● Building resilience. We all know that children need opportunities to learn that it’s okay to make mistakes or experience failure. Only by working through challenges and overcoming setbacks can they develop the resilience they will need to navigate the inevitable ups and downs of adult life. But it can be hard to strike a balance between letting your child explore and take risks and the discomfort you may feel when they struggle. How do we know what’s right?

● A drought of self-compassion. In our society, we’re all much too hard on ourselves. We’re brought up to believe that ‘success’ is all-important, whether it’s at school, in our jobs, in our relationships and especially as parents. We can spend a great deal of energy pushing ourselves – and then beating ourselves up when things don’t work out as planned. This harsh attitude can easily spill over into our attempts to be a little calmer. Many of us hold ourselves to impossible standards as parents and find it very difficult to accept that being ‘good enough’ is okay.



The stakes have never been higher – not just for parents, but for society as a whole. There can be no more important task than providing a firm foundation for the next generation to grow into independent, well-balanced and resourceful adults brimming with inspiration for building a better world. Yet with all these dilemmas to face, and all the conflicting advice, it’s easy to feel that as a parent, you just can’t win. This book will help you get back in control.




The five key points

Ripping up the rule book

● Today’s parents face unique challenges: you’re not alone.

● There’s no rule book for parenting: learn to trust yourself.

● The quality of the parent–child forms the core of every parenting journey.

● A HEART-centred connection will last a lifetime.

● There is no more important task than bringing up the next generation.
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Step

1

Sort yourself out first

It’s 6:23 a.m. You’ve just managed to roll out of bed and stumble bleary-eyed into the kitchen in search of a coffee, only to find your six-year-old bouncing with energy and determined to play. She has her own ideas about what an enjoyable start to the day looks like – and it doesn’t involve getting dressed for school. She’s much more interested in rebuilding the den she made out of cushions in the living room last night. Meanwhile, your eight-year-old is in his room, slumped into his pillows and no doubt already immersed in Minecraft on the iPad, while your thirteen-year-old still hasn’t woken up. You have only one goal: to get all three dressed and fed and out the door with a fighting chance of making it to school on time, preferably with their teeth brushed and their shoes laced. ‘Muuuum,’ your six-year-old says, suddenly bored of her den-reconstruction project. ‘I know you won’t say “yes” – but can I watch TV?’

It’s only the hundredth time you’ve had this conversation – and the outcome will depend purely on how exhausted you’re feeling. In this case, you decide to put your foot down. Your six-year-old scrunches up her face and says, ‘I don’t even like you,’ before storming off to her room, where you can be pretty certain she won’t be getting ready. By this point, your thirteen-year-old has dragged himself out of bed and is asking if you’ve got his gym kit ready and found his missing homework. As you serve breakfast, all three siblings start arguing with each other. Your six-year-old spills her juice, runs away from the table and starts chasing the dog.

An edge creeps into your voice as you tell her as calmly as possible to get her shoes on, but she looks you straight in the eye, then turns and runs away again. Before you can help it, you’ve lost your temper and you’re screaming at all three of them, ‘We’ve got ten minutes. Can we please all just get a move on!’

When we go from calm to losing it

Most parents I work with can relate to some aspect of this situation. Perhaps you feel exasperated when you are forced to repeat yourself over and over again with kids who don’t seem to listen? Maybe you’re able to remain patient and calm for much of the day, but by evening, you’re so tired that you start snapping. So many parents end up losing their temper and feeling guilty about it afterwards. Let’s talk about how we can stay calm.

Change starts with you

During the safety briefing on every plane journey, adults are reminded that they should secure their own oxygen masks in an emergency before they help their children fit theirs. Why? Because it helps them to look after their children more effectively. The same is true of our emotional well-being. We won’t be able to support our kids to stay calm and balanced if we are out of control ourselves.

Children are like tuning forks: they will pick up on what the adults around them are going through, even if these adults are doing their best to keep their true feelings hidden. You can’t expect your kids to stop having tantrums if you are resorting to yelling and falling apart yourself. This is something every parent knows deep down, but sometimes it can feel an impossible ask. So how do we stay cool when the pressure is on?

Understand how stress affects your body

The first step towards mastering stress is to notice how it feels in your body. Let’s try it now. Take a few moments to imagine a stressful parenting situation as vividly as you can, as if it is happening to you right now. What thoughts are going through your head? What sensations do you feel in your body?

When you slow down to notice what’s going on for you physically, you may notice that stress causes physical sensations, such as tension in your stomach or tightness in your chest. By learning to recognize when the stress of daily life has triggered a response in our body, we can take a moment to slow down, check in with ourselves and step out of these automatic survival responses. We remember to pause, take a deep breath and choose how we want to respond to a situation, rather than react.

The Fight-Flight-Freeze response

It helps if we know a bit about what’s going on in our brains when we feel stressed. In the centre of our brain is a small almond-shaped organ called the amygdala. The amygdala is like the brain’s ‘smoke alarm’ – it switches on when we think we are in danger. When our ancestors encountered a rampaging woolly mammoth, the amygdala would send a message to the body to start pumping out stress hormones such as cortisol and adrenaline in preparation for one of three things:


● Flight. We feel a rush of fear, and the body gears up to escape.

● Fight. We feel a flash of anger, and the body prepares to attack.

● Freeze. We are frozen to the spot in terror.



We may not face life-threatening situations very often these days, but our brain’s fight-flight-or-freeze response can still be triggered many times each day. Our modern-day equivalents of woolly mammoths can be anything from our children squabbling to a stressful parents’ evening or feeling judged by our mother-in-law. Think of the jolt of fear we feel when our child doesn’t return home on time, or the surge of anger we experience at being cut up in traffic on the school run.

In these cases, the primitive, emotional part of our brain takes over and we can’t think straight because the logical part of the brain has gone offline.

Remembering to breathe

We can’t think clearly when we are feeling stressed. The first thing we need to do is calm down the stress response in our system. Breathing more slowly and deeply is the simplest and quickest way we can do that.

Picture a car speeding down a motorway at 100 m.p.h.: that’s the build-up of stress. Taking slow, deep breaths engages something called the Vagus nerve, which acts like a brake.1 This huge nerve connects our brain with our heart and other major organs before meandering all the way down into the depths of our gut. (The word vagus in Latin means ‘wandering’ – the word ‘vagabond’ has the same root.)

When we breathe deeply, the Vagus nerve has a soothing effect: our heart rate slows, our blood pressure falls and we reduce production of the stress hormone cortisol. We also strengthen the pathways in the brain associated with a sense of calm. The next time you feel stressed, take five deep breaths and feel your entire body soften and your frazzled feelings start to fade. (Recent studies have shown that the Vagus nerve also responds to human connection and physical touch, so a hug works too.)


Try It: Use your breath to calm down

Notice how you are breathing. Bringing your attention to your breath for even ten seconds has a noticeably calming effect on the body. Is it shallow or deep? Are you holding your breath, tightening your stomach or hunching your shoulders?

● Inhale deeply through the nose for a count of five, making sure that the tummy expands. It can help to imagine it filling up with air like a balloon. There’s no need to strain. If it feels unnatural to breathe into the belly, then simply breathe as deeply as you can into your chest.

● Hold the breath for a count of five. If the mind wanders, gently come back to the breath – without judging yourself for losing focus.

● Then exhale completely through the mouth. Really feel like you’re letting it all go. The out-breath should take a little longer than the in-breath.

● It can be helpful to place your hands on your tummy so that you can really feel the expansion and contraction as you breathe in and out.

Repeat this several times until you are feeling a little more relaxed.



Breathe more deeply, live more deeply

The beauty of this practice is that it’s easy to make it part of your daily life – it’s simply a question of bringing more attention to what you are already doing all the time. I find many parents benefit from building little reminders into their day to take five deep breaths until it becomes a habit. For example:


● A bedside reminder to start the day with five deep breaths.

● Take a breath every time you find yourself waiting for the kids in the morning/before serving dinner/before putting them to bed.

● Taking slow breaths until a red traffic light changes to green.

● When you’re waiting for the kettle to boil.

● Before you reply to a text message or email.

● There are also apps that you can program to remind you to breathe (see here for some suggestions).



There’s no great mystery to this exercise – it’s just a way of tapping in to our in-built relaxation system. Change doesn’t happen overnight, but as you familiarize yourself with your breath, you will discover an anchor-line that you can always use to return to the present, no matter how much your mind wants to rake over the past or worry about what might happen in the future. By learning to breathe more deeply, we learn to live more deeply in the only place and time there is: the here and now.

Remember: it’s normal to find parenting a struggle

I have worked with hundreds of families and I can assure you that every single mum and dad has times when they feel like a terrible parent. All of us have moments when we want to run away from it all, or long to spend an evening on our own with a hot bath followed by a good night’s sleep. Far from feeling filled with love for our children, we might feel like parenting is just a never-ending list of chores. It’s normal to have times – maybe many times – when you just don’t enjoy parenting very much. Remembering that this is how many other parents are feeling can help us get through the day.

Have realistic expectations of yourself

Dealing with a child who won’t do what they are told is really tough at the end of a long day. Be realistic about how much you can deal with without getting stressed. Sometimes we can’t help losing our tempers. Rather than beating ourselves up for being human, we would do better to accept where we are right now: stressed-out, sleep deprived and miserable. We can accept that we won’t always create a peaceful and harmonious home because nobody can. No parent is perfect. Everyone has their bad days. And every new day is a chance to try again.

Use painful feelings as fuel for change

When we feel we’ve made mistakes in our parenting, it’s easy to start feeling sorry for ourselves or start thinking we are victims. That doesn’t help you or your kids. We all experience times when we realize we could have done things differently. Go easy on yourself, think about how you would approach a similar situation in the future, and remember we’re all learning as we go along.

Avoid the comparison trap

Comparing ourselves with others will bring us down. We can all look at other mums and dads who seem to have a bigger house, keep on top of chores effortlessly, and serve their children homemade organic meals every night. So what? We are all on unique journeys as parents. Every family is different. What really matters is that you are doing what you can to be the kind of parent you want to be. What others appear to be doing is irrelevant.

Sleep is necessary – know your limits

We all know that parenting – especially when it comes to babies and younger kids – can lead to a chronic lack of sleep. Don’t make it any harder for yourself than is necessary. Sometimes it’s okay to go to bed really early and get under the duvet. Get more rest and try again tomorrow.

Ask for help

Communicate clearly to your partner, wider family and friends what practical steps they can take to help you. So many assume that those close to us should know what we need without us even having to ask. But you’ll be doing the people you care about – and your kids – a big favour if you spell out clearly how they can help, especially if you’re going through a tough time.


Julie: Remembering to breathe

‘I’m really noticing a difference if I can just remember to take a deep breath a bit more often, and not always be thinking about everything I have to do. I know when Ben comes in from school I’ve got a million things on my mind – I’m doing the cooking but I’m thinking about when I’m going to get a chance to take the cat to the vet. I go through the motions of asking Ben how his day went – but I miss half of what he’s actually saying because my mind’s racing ahead. I’ll ask him about how his Maths test went over dinner and he’ll look all crestfallen and say, “I already told you earlier.”

‘By focusing on one thing at a time, I’m getting better at noticing when I’m getting distracted. I try not to get annoyed with myself and try to take a few more deep breaths to keep myself anchored in the






The five key points

Sort yourself out first
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