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For My Family


A Note about Family Stories

Throughout the book I have told stories, titled ‘A case in point …’, that illustrate the real-life experiences of families, reflecting a range of situations I have come across in clinical practice. Details such as names, ages and circumstances have been changed in order to protect identities, while giving a genuine account of family life.
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THE CORE INGREDIENTS FOR A THRIVING FAMILY


Understanding what makes families thrive

The creation of a family is a significant step for any of us to take. When we launch into parenthood, whether planned or unplanned, we carry with us our experiences from our own family upbringing and merge them with our hopes, dreams and aspirations for our children. What an enormous undertaking!

I believe that we want to create the best environment for our children to grow up in so that they can become happy and fulfilled adults. We want our children to thrive, and we work hard to create a safe, structured, nurturing and emotionally rich home life that gives them every opportunity to develop into healthy and independent adults.

We want a family that feels secure and is steady, intimate, connected, understood and thriving. We want a safe reference point for our children to allow them to travel flexibly and resiliently into the world. We want them to be nourished and energised by the time they spend in our family so they can grow and develop and, in time, create their own families. We want them to become responsible members of society, who are capable and dependable, who will make decisions and influence others for good.

If you share these aspirations and goals, this book will help you achieve them.

Hard work and a solid base: the cornerstones of thriving

A colleague once remarked to me that the families who make living look easiest are often those who work hardest. I believe this to be true. We have to invest time and energy in our family and work through good and bad days.

Life is a many-layered experience and some of the issues and dilemmas we face as a family require resilience, determination and a clear set of guiding values to help us navigate the best way forward. Living life according to strong values, like trust, respect, responsibility, honesty, thoughtfulness and kindness, gives us a solid platform to negotiate the ups and downs that come our way.

Thriving families will have strong roots to anchor them in times of uncertainty. They will have the flexibility and resilience to cope with the changing nature of society. Thriving families will feel connected and nurturing to all of their members.

For our families to thrive we must make demands of our children, while simultaneously being responsive to, and considerate of, their needs. Thriving families have high expectations of children and set clear limits about acceptable behaviour. At the same time they offer a warm and approachable atmosphere in which each member can feel accepted and valued. As the adults in a family, we will create this warm but expectant atmosphere.

Effective parenting: the ‘kind but firm’ approach

Research suggests that the most effective approach to parenting is to show high expectation of our children and their behaviour, with a high level of responsiveness. I like to think of it as kind but firm parenting. Kind, firm parenting is child-centred and typified by warm, nurturing interactions while still setting clear boundaries on children’s behaviour. Children who grow up with kind, firm parents tend to be happier, more capable and more successful than others in later life.

It is easy to see why this approach to rearing children is so successful. With a core kindness in place, parents will respond to children breaking limits by forgiving and teaching them, based on the mistake, rather than simply punishing them. Because they are firm, these parents will insist on healthy and helpful rules that keep their children safe and regulate their behaviour.

So, for example, a child might want to go out to meet their friends at 9 p.m. A firm response may be, ‘No, you can’t go out because it’s too late and you have to be up for school tomorrow.’ This is likely to be followed up by a thoughtful, understanding (and kind) statement, like, ‘You seem disappointed and I guess you may feel you’re missing out. Luckily it’s Friday tomorrow so you can go out then, but for tonight you have to stay in.’

The effect of authoritarian parenting

Thriving families will always balance demands and expectations with understanding and kindness. The atmosphere in this kind of family is very different from the atmosphere in which only demands and expectations are present. If, for example, we merely make demands of children and have high expectations of them we will probably find that they grow up to be obedient and proficient. They will do what is expected of them, and often to a high standard, but they are less happy and their self-esteem is lower. While they may thrive materially, they won’t thrive emotionally.

Firm parents who lack kindness have a high expectation of conformity and compliance from their children. They tend to be restrictive and punitive with a heavy emphasis on limits and rules but without discussion. A typical scenario in such a home would be a parent insisting on hours of music practice, allied to lots of study, with the threat of severe punishment to back up their demands on the children. Giving up the instrument is never an option. At the extreme, many children growing up in these households are fearful and resentful of the power wielded by their parents. This kind of approach meets a parent’s need to be in control but is less appropriate to a child’s need for warmth, nurturing and understanding.

The effect of kind parenting without firmness

In an environment where parents are responsive to children but place few demands on them, studies show that children tend to be less happy and less able to self-regulate (knowing when to stop eating, when to take rest, and so on). They have greater problems with authority because they are unused to it and typically under-perform at school. Being kind without firmness or setting out expectations of children’s behaviour, though in essence nurturing and accepting, problematic because there are no limits, controls or regulation of behaviour. The result is that children may struggle to regulate their behaviour.

In this type of family environment, a child won’t necessarily be encouraged to learn an instrument, but if they show interest of their own accord they will be offered lessons. If they then change their mind and choose a new instrument, there will be no problem, with new instruments bought or borrowed, and parents who are delighted that their child is expressing themselves freely. But in a parenting environment that is kind but not firm, the same child might express themselves freely with obstinate refusal to accede to even the most minimal request to be polite, tidy or thoughtful of others. They are learning to be self-centred.

The effect of neither kind nor firm parenting

A more damaging atmosphere still will prevail if parents are neither kind and responsive nor demanding and expectant. At the extreme end of this kind of parenting, parents will be emotionally unsupportive and set no limits on their child’s behaviour. As a consequence, these children are more likely to grow up with poor self-control and lower than average self-esteem. Typically they are less competent than their peers since they have never been challenged in the home environment to push themselves, and incidences of truancy from school and general delinquency are more likely.

Our aim, then, is to be kind with our family and to set expectations of them that we will stick to. And, simple as it may seem, these basic tenets of kindness and firmness are all we need to create the best environment for our family to thrive.

This book explores how we can achieve firm but kind parenting.



Determining our values

Our identities will come with us into a new family that we create. The act of creating new life can for many people act as a catalyst to look again at what they value. Most of us know that we will influence the family we create as we were influenced by our parents. When we take on our new role as parent, we must determine what kind of parent we want to be. If we do this consciously we may decide that we want to do things differently from how we were brought up. We might act in different ways and according to new or changed values.






Remembering the past but creating a new future

It helps to be able to consider the different styles of parenting in the context of how we were raised. Most of us will be able to identify the predominant approach our parents took to rearing us. For parents raised in the 1970s and 1980s, a firm, but not necessarily very understanding, approach was the norm. Our parents were products of an even more stridently authoritarian environment where it was the widely accepted view in society that ‘children should be seen but not heard’. There was a firmly held intolerance to misbehaviour but little consideration of children’s emotional needs.

We may believe that our approach to parenting is ‘instinctive’, or that we are, in some way, pre-programmed to know how to rear our children. To a certain extent we are, but there are large elements in how we deal with children that are learned. Often we blindly follow the model of how we were parented, or consciously reject that and try to do things differently: the greater our awareness of where we came from and what we do now, the more opportunity we have to do things differently if we want to.

When we try to understand our ‘self’, most of us can only do it within the context of family. Our families are soldered to our identities. Whatever the constellation of our family of origin (one-parent, two-parent, blended, fostered, adopted or perhaps reared by grandparents), it has insinuated itself into the essence of who we are. Whatever the events, positive or negative, that happened over the course of our childhood or adolescence, our families are central to how we understand or make sense of the person we have become.

We cannot divorce ourselves from the memories and experiences we have grown up with. Indeed, knowing, remembering and understanding them are vital for determining the changes that we might want to make for our future. Occasionally we don’t recognise the unhelpful habits or behaviours that we haplessly imitate from our forebears. We need to understand, for example, the values our parents espoused since they probably guided their behaviour, which influenced how we behave and what we believe.

Indeed, we cannot overestimate how our own childhood is brought to bear in our experience as parents, in ways that we often don’t realise until we face similar situations with our own children.

Understanding the parenting culture in which we were raised, how it affected us, and how we can make informed parenting choices that are not swayed by any remaining negative emotional consequences, provides us with some of the most powerful tools we will need in effective parenting.

If we know that elements of how we were reared had a negative impact on us, we may be eager to avoid replicating them in the lives and upbringing of our children. But unless we take time to question those values we will, unwittingly, live them out in our daily interactions. When it comes to our own family, we may require support, understanding and practical advice to avoid the pitfalls from our own past and to create the most wholesome environment for children to grow and develop. Gaining insight into the impact of our past experiences is the first step to creating our new future.

Understanding where we come from

We may have received harsh, rejecting or dismissive messages from our own parents, bosses or partners throughout our lives. We may not believe we are worthy or useful people. If we gain this insight, in adulthood, we must take on the challenge of overcoming it. Insight may come from feedback we get from friends, husbands, wives, partners, even our children. It may come from therapy, counselling or personal-development work that we do by ourselves or as part of our jobs. However we gain it, we must take responsibility for acting on it because we can only blame a bad childhood for so long! Eventually we need to take steps to change our limiting beliefs or behaviour.

Changing ‘should’ into ‘could’

Perfectionism is a curse. Attending to detail and ensuring a high standard in what we do is good, but when that slips into absolutist inflexibility it is more likely to create stress or feelings of failure. These are just the kinds of dynamics that can arise for children if adults make too many demands of them without enough understanding.

While you were growing up, if you regularly felt you had failed to live up to your parents’ expectations, you may carry that legacy forward unknowingly. If you hear yourself saying, ‘I must …’ or ‘I should …’ or ‘I ought to …’, the chances are that you set unreasonable expectations for yourself and probably always feel that you come up short or fail. Just as we will suggest with children, the aim is to do as much, or as best, as you can, rather than having some absolute standard that you ‘must’ reach.

Changing the word ‘should’ into the word ‘could’ is the quickest and most effective way to challenge our potential for unrealistic expectations of ourselves. When something ‘could’ or ‘can’ be done, it allows some freedom for not achieving it, unlike ‘must’. By dint of being human we are imperfect. We can celebrate that imperfection rather than punish it.

Avoiding self-deprecation

Try to spot if you have a tendency to put yourself down, perhaps with phrases like ‘I couldn’t possibly …’ or ‘I was useless at Irish. Get your dad to help you with your homework …’ Sometimes we grow into self-deprecation because pride in, and acknowledgement of, our achievements was seen as boasting. Sometimes self-deprecation is an extension of the rejection or dismissal we felt as a child.

We can challenge this kind of negative thinking and start to think positively instead. The first step is to notice when we think negatively and come up with a positive alternative. Perhaps try some positive self-talk or some self-affirmation like ‘I am useful’ or ‘I deserve respect’ or ‘I can do many things’. When we repeat this type of phrase to ourselves daily, we may begin to believe it!

Accepting positive feedback

Many of us find it hard to accept compliments. We may often reject the positive feedback we receive from others. Notice if you hear yourself saying, ‘It was nothing …’ or ‘I only did a tiny bit …’ or ‘Never mind that, did you see when I missed …’

We may often focus on the negative aspects of our performance and minimise the positive. This is another way of thinking that we can challenge. By being more mindful (and fair) we can start to listen to positive feedback and take note of it. If we have a predominantly negative outlook on life it can help us either to write down the good things people say about us and what we do, or to start noticing the good things ourselves and recording them. At the very least we will become more balanced when we have a long list of good stuff to offset the bad!

The importance of minding ourselves first

Over the years we may have slipped into unhealthy habits that put pressure on our bodies or add to psychological stress. If, based on our childhood experiences, we don’t feel good about ourselves, it can be hard to bother minding ourselves.

However, looking after ourselves physically is also a way of looking positively towards the future. Be wary if you find you are constantly rushing; that you have little family time; that you have to do everything perfectly; that you suffer from sleeplessness and are overtired; that you rarely say, ‘No,’ to the demands made of you; that you’re fretful; that you’re under- or over-eating or that you become dependent upon alcohol or drugs. These are all signs that you’re not minding yourself, and it is likely that you’re not minding yourself because you don’t feel worthy of being minded.

In your heart, you need to accept that you are worth caring for. You can show caring towards yourself by slowing down your lifestyle, eating healthily, taking regular exercise, socialising with friends, taking time for leisure, treating yourself, and by acting in a calm and relaxed way. In other words, allow yourself the qualities in life that you would wish for your children.


Living out core values in everyday life

So many of the problems we can identify in our lives today have their root in childhood. This is because, typically, our patterns of behaviour and ways of interacting with others were first learned when we were children. The values that we took from our families while we were growing up are the values that we, most likely, will bring to the family that we create. Values are, in essence, the ideas and beliefs we hold dear. They are the things that really matter to us; the things we feel should be held in high regard. In many ways our identities are an expression of the values we consider important.

For example, someone who values health will probably define themselves by the kinds of food they eat or the inclusion of regular exercise in their lives. Someone who values honesty will be seen to be truthful, and therefore reliable, based on their reactions to, and explanations of, various events in their daily lives. Someone who values responsibility will show themselves to follow through dependably on the tasks they take on or the commitments they make.

The core values that allow families to thrive

Imagine that in your family each child is empowered but not overpowering. They respect you and your authority but feel able to question and challenge the decisions that affect them. They are generous, thoughtful and kind to each other, to you and the wider community in which they live. They have goals and are self-motivated to achieve them. They are reliable and follow through on what they are asked or have volunteered to do.

I believe there are six values which, when we successfully live them out, create strong, thriving families:



1. Honesty

2. Trust

3. Respect

4. Kindness

5. Thoughtfulness

6. Responsibility



Prioritising our values

Most of us have more than one value that we hold dear. In fact, we can believe in many values, and those values tend to be held in a hierarchy. So, for example, if you value wealth and you also value honesty, when your tax return is due you will have to decide which value is predominant. If it is wealth, you may try to shelter or under-declare some income. If honesty is more important, you will declare all of your income even if it leaves you poorer.





Living our values in practice

Behaviour is the only accurate indicator of people’s values. Values themselves are, in many ways, intangible and hidden. Many people will try to articulate their values in words, but it is only when we allow our values to prioritise or influence our behaviour that they become apparent to us and others. It’s not enough to talk the talk, we must walk the walk too.

This is why, for example, children can feel confused by parents who demand respect by shouting at or hitting them. Neither shouting nor hitting is respectful behaviour so a child can feel a real conflict between their experience of disrespect from a parent and the insistence that they be respectful in their own behaviour towards that parent.

You and I are heavily influenced by what we saw, experienced and lived with in our families. Your parents may never have expressed their values to you in words, although it is quite likely that they did at some stage. What is more important, clearly, is what they showed you in their actions. In an ideal world their actions will have fitted with the values they espoused. How our parents actually lived their lives will be the truer indicator of the values they held. Those lived values will also be the stronger influence on our subsequent behaviour and attitudes. It is often only when we spot the difference between our parents’ stated values and those they acted out that we may be spurred on to adopt and live a different set of values in our own and our families’ lives.



Actions speak louder than words

I like to demonstrate the principle that actions speak louder than words in my public talks. I ask the audience to make an ‘okay’ symbol by touching the tip of their thumb to their index finger to make an o shape while spreading the other fingers of that hand. I demonstrate how to do this. Then I ask the audience to lift their right arms and wave the hand, still making the ‘okay’ symbol, from side to side. Again, I demonstrate this. I tell the audience to place that hand on their nose. For the first time I demonstrate something different. While telling them to put their hand on their nose, I am simultaneously placing mine on my cheek. The majority of the audience will ignore my verbal request, even if I repeat it, and copy what I do by placing their hand on their cheek.

Even when I explain the principle before the demonstration, that we copy each other’s actions and that our actions will override anything we might say, people still can’t avoid copying my action. My words are in direct contradiction of my behaviour but my behaviour is always a more powerful influence on what people do. When there is discord between what a person is saying and doing, we decide that their behaviour is the better, or more accurate, indicator of what we should do.

Within families we find lots of discord between words and behaviour. For example, we can find ourselves shouting at our children to ‘BE QUIET!’ A child is more likely to copy the shout than obey the command. We tell our teenagers not to drink alcohol, yet we do so. We tell them to be responsible in their drinking, yet can be truly irresponsible ourselves.





Embracing our core values

Wherever we have picked up our values, from family, friends or even the wider society, the feedback we get from the world about how we live our lives may threaten or challenge some of those beliefs. Sometimes this will happen positively: for example, losing a friend as a result of lying to them may lead us to adopt honesty as a core value. Sometimes it is negative: having been an honest tax payer who lives among wide-scale tax fraud we may decide that if you can’t beat them, you may as well join them, ditching honesty as a core value.

But if we have an awareness of the values we believe in, we can actively change or modify them. We don’t have to be restricted by inherited values that we believe may be bad or limiting or may block us from thriving. If we want a thriving family, we need to adopt the values that will promote connectedness, good communication, nurturing, warmth and moral fortitude. We need values that allow us to be firm and kind. Honesty, trust, respect, kindness, thoughtfulness and responsibility will, I believe, create exactly that kind of thriving family. The essence of each value is outlined below.

1. Honesty

Honesty encompasses truthfulness, fairness, sincerity and integrity. It provides a foundation for many of the other important values that enable us to thrive. It is centrally important in trust, responsibility and respect. There is no doubt that when someone is honest with you, you know where you stand with him or her, and can relate more confidently and more successfully to them.

Truthfulness is a value we can struggle to engender in children. Children will often lie to avoid getting into trouble or getting others into trouble, to protect us from hurt or upset, or because they don’t want to see or feel our reaction to their behaviour as it may cause embarrassment or shame. Of course, many adults lie for exactly the same reasons. In all cases the ultimate goal is to avoid the consequences of some action. Dishonesty, in this sense, reflects a real but understandable immaturity and lack of responsibility.

Sometimes the dishonest actions of our children can annoy, embarrass or shame us. We typically get angry with our children, forgetting that they are not ready to be fully aware of and responsible for their actions. We may, in fact, be misguided if we expect our pre-adolescent children to have evolved a moral sense of right and wrong because true conscience matures in adolescence.

Before this, children will usually do or avoid things on the basis of behavioural consequences for their previous actions, or on the basis of copying behaviour they witness around them. Lying and dishonesty fall into the same category of behaviour that children will engage in, or avoid, depending on how we parents typically respond to them and what we, as adults, present as a role model.

Consequently we need to be honest, sincere, fair and truthful in our dealings with our children, and we need to encourage them to tell the truth. In this way, the honesty they may display in childhood will be internalised so that by the time they reach adolescence they believe it is morally right to be honest.



Praising honesty over punishing dishonesty

Parents can unwittingly create the circumstances in which children will lie. If the climate in a house is one of punishment for wrongdoing, you are likely to be told more lies as an avoidance measure. Children can’t help getting things wrong, and if they are fearful of the consequences of making mistakes, their first instinct will be to lie to avoid the punishment. Indeed, punishment may not reduce misbehaviour, but it will lead to under-reporting and evasion in the aftermath of such. The aim is to encourage children to want to tell the truth because they know they will be praised for their honesty, and that telling the truth will lead to lesser consequences.

Similarly, we can sometimes be keen to catch children out in the lies they tell us. We can use interrogatory questions to quiz them (often knowing the truth anyway), waiting for them to trip themselves up.

Sometimes we are simply encouraging them to talk enough that we can spot the lie and punish them for it. This, too, teaches children to be evasive and canny, rather than promoting honesty.





Role-modelling honesty includes acknowledging our mistakes and apologising to children as necessary. We frequently get it wrong, either in identifying the source of misbehaviour, choosing a fair and reasonable consequence, or misunderstanding or misinterpreting something a child says or does. However, many parents may feel afraid of diminishing their power by admitting to getting it wrong. In fact, saying that we made a mistake shows the honesty that underpins responsibility: a willingness to take ownership of what we say and do. It can only increase our stature and improve our relationship with our child.

We need to be sincere with our children. Sincerity can best be seen in saying what we mean and meaning what we say. There are times, usually in the heat of the moment, when we say things to children that we don’t really intend. We might make a mean comment, or be dismissive of them, even though we hadn’t intended to. We have a responsibility to think before we speak so that, as much as possible, we say only what we really mean.

Sometimes we make threats or promises to children that we have no intention (or ability) to follow through on. I’ve heard parents threaten to call the police and ask them to take children into care for their misbehaviour. I’ve heard parents threaten to ground a child for a month, even though they will probably have forgotten the threat after the first week. Equally, parents will fail to fulfil the promises they make. This could be about a small thing, like promising to read a story later, then forgetting. More significantly, a separated parent promises to visit their child, then fails to turn up. If children are to trust us and be disciplined by us, they must be able to believe what we tell them.

A final area in which we need to be honest with our children is in our expression of our feelings. Part of a child’s emotional growth and development is their ability to recognise their own feelings and those of others. To achieve this they need to be able to make the connection between their feelings and their behaviour. It is important for them to see other people make these connections. We can unintentionally mask our true feelings in dealing with our children, which may confuse them as they try to make sense of different emotions.

For example, you may be taking your toddler to the park. If he lets go of your hand on the way and darts for the road, your understandable fright may lead you to grab his arm and respond angrily with words such as, ‘Don’t dare run out in the road you could be killed!’ In fact, the truer feeling we experience is more our own terror at the thought of him getting run over. A more honest statement to him would be, ‘Don’t let go of my hand. I’m terrified that a car will knock you over if you run out in the road.’

Talking honestly about our own feelings to children is a great way to boost their emotional development. Finding congruence, or a good fit, between how we feel and the experiences we have, and being able to demonstrate this to our children, shows them the path to emotional health and wellbeing.

2. Trust

Trust is a cornerstone of successful relationships. Families are an interconnected series of relationships and so, consequently, trust within families is vital. Many of the simple daily tasks we carry out rely on the commitment of other people to fulfil their side of a bargain. For example, we bring our child to the crèche and place complete trust in the staff to care for him or her.

All social contracts are based on trust. Depending on the situation, however, we may choose to write down the terms of an agreement we make with someone else. But a written contract shows recognition that we can’t trust everybody. What we are effectively saying to the other person is, ‘I don’t fully trust you to deliver on what we have agreed so I am writing it all down. If you don’t do what you say you are going to do, someone else [a court, for example] will punish you for breaking our agreement.’ Somewhere in the development of society we have come to understand that while we need to be able to trust other people to get through the business of the day, not everyone will be worthy of that trust. Not everyone is honest.

As with written contracts, we often suggest there will be consequences for the other person if they prove to be untrustworthy, even in verbal agreements. Families are no different in this regard. So much of the trust that we place in each other, within our families, is also conditional. For example, with a thirteen- or fourteen-year-old, we may say, ‘I trust you to come straight out from the disco at 11 p.m. and I will be waiting to collect you. If you don’t turn up on time, I will have to reconsider letting you go to another disco in the future.’

The stated desire to trust your child is there. They have two potential motivators in action to help them stick by the agreement: first, they may believe it is a good thing and so have internal motivation to want to be trustworthy; second, they may just want to avoid the consequence of being late.

I believe that a person’s motivation to be trustworthy is less important than his or her behaviour, because trust is built on the basis of behavioural evidence. So, if someone says they are going to do something and follows through, we can begin to believe that they are reliable and trustworthy. The more times they show this reliability and consistency, the more we will feel they can be trusted and relied upon.



How trust is formed

eBay, the online auction and marketplace, places huge emphasis on buyer and seller ratings as a means of trying to display the participants’ relative trustworthiness. After each transaction you are encouraged to rate the other person about the extent to which you each fulfilled your side of the bargain.

A seller will rate the buyer on whether payment came through in full and on time, and a buyer will rate the seller on whether the goods arrived in a timely fashion and as advertised. The site cannot function unless its users have confidence that the items they are selling or buying will be paid for or delivered as described.

Even the ratings system is not enough to give every user the confidence that the deal they strike online will be honoured. PayPal, the online payments portal, has grown out of the need for a third-party, independent entity that can straddle the divide between buyer and seller, giving confidence to each that they have some level of protection if the deal goes bad.





It is the behavioural nature of how trust is demonstrated that makes it so hard to evaluate and depend on in social interactions and contracts. There is no yardstick we can use to determine someone’s trustworthiness. Equally, we can’t prove to anyone that we are trustworthy. All we will ever have is whatever evidence we can produce of our previous activity and how trustworthy it can be deemed to have been.

On the flip side, if someone promises something and fails to deliver it, we feel disappointed, hurt, perhaps even betrayed, and are less likely to trust them again because they have let us down. Depending on the situation, one experience of let-down can negate months or even years of trust. This is a dilemma we face with children. We know we need to trust them for them to grow and thrive, but actually they will often betray that trust simply because they make mistakes. We have to bite the bullet each time and extend our trust again (even if we fear they’ll make a mess of it again!).

If you grew up with a core distrust in your parents because they let you down throughout your childhood and adolescence, you may find it difficult to make the initial leap of faith to trust anyone, let alone your children. If you saw in your parents’ relationship the evidence that they couldn’t and didn’t trust each other, you will have learned to be wary of others’ reliability.

Equally, if your faith in the trustworthiness of others has been rocked by small or large betrayals, you may be more focused, and even fixated, on the varying levels of trustworthiness that your family shows. Your hyper-vigilance or wariness may block the development of trust in your family. You may believe that ‘you can’t trust anybody in life’.

In fact, you can trust everybody in life; what you can’t guarantee is that everyone will uphold the trust you place in them. So, rather than approaching the world in a distrustful way, we can approach it trustingly. What we then learn is that there are some people we can continue to trust and some we can’t. Even though there are no guarantees, developing a sense of trust in the world is a positive thing.

3. Respect

When we think about respect we usually consider two aspects: respect as a form of admiration or recognition, and respect as a form of deference or obeisance. Respect is about acknowledging the value in other people. When we feel respected by someone, it helps reinforce our self-esteem. We feel valued because we are either likeable or have some appealing ability or abilities.

Conversely, if we feel disrespected by someone, we may assume there is something wrong with us. We may feel undervalued or that we possess some personality flaw that makes us unattractive or unlikeable. Contempt is the opposite of respect and reflects the complete absence of care that some people will show to others.

Respect and love are intricately bound together. We can respect someone else without loving them, but we cannot love them without respecting them. Although love is not all that your children need, they cannot thrive without love and respect.



The importance of unconditional love

True love is the acceptance of another person without any strings attached. We all come with our abilities and faults, our failings and successes. Loving our children means accepting their good and bad days equally. It means accepting that they are different from us, and allowing their personality to grow, develop and be celebrated. When a child feels loved, it gives them the courage and confidence to be an individual while feeling intimately connected to other people. To know that we are loved nourishes the very centre of our being and sends a very strong message that we are valued and respected by someone else.





Ironically, when you ask most parents what it means for their children to respect them, they will consider the extent to which their children comply with their requests or demands. When children are not compliant, they are often considered disrespectful. In fact non-compliance may also be the result of tiredness, anger, a sense of injustice, laziness or misunderstanding of what was requested.

We need to be careful, therefore, not to associate respect only with compliance. Indeed, sometimes children will comply with demands out of fear, not respect. So, using compliance as a measure of respect is flawed.

Regularly, in my clinical practice, parents complain to me of their children’s disrespect. They complain that their children ignore them or speak dismissively to them. They complain that their children are deliberately oppositional. They complain that their children act wilfully and boldly as if to prove that they have more power than the parent.

Much as I mentioned earlier, I often find that a pattern of disrespect first became apparent in the parent’s treatment of their child. I may discover that such parents shout frequently at their children, or apply harsh punishments, or disregard their child’s opinion and perspective. Rarely is this done intentionally, yet if parents exert (or try to exert) a lot of power with no moderating sense of understanding or kindness it can often result in disrespectful children who may simply be copying the behaviour of their parents.

Similar dynamics will be seen in other areas where people in positions of power feel disrespected. Some sports coaches who lose the respect of their players will have wielded a lot of authority and made heavy demands of the players without being responsive to them and their needs. Some teachers who complain of disrespect among students will, similarly, have been highly authoritarian with no tempering consideration of the youngsters’ perspective.

When children grow up in an atmosphere of disrespect, they may transfer their disrespect to any authority figure. So, there are times when, no matter what we do in a position of authority, we will be faced with disrespect from some people who may just have grown to be contemptuous. When such children gain a position of power, their contempt for others can lead to bullying in child- and adulthood. For example, a child who learns that they can frighten other children by being threatening, and thereby get their own way, may continue to threaten because they don’t care how the other children are feeling and because they enjoy the comparative security that the feeling of power engenders.

When I meet teenagers in my clinical practice their most common complaint is that nobody listens to them. This is often ironic since their parents will equally complain that their teenagers no longer talk to them. In fact, the experience of those teenagers is that they are listened to but not heard: they feel their opinions and beliefs are neither valued nor respected. The parents are not showing that they understand or recognise the value in their youngster in the way he or she is seeking.

So, if we want our families to thrive, we must show our children that we respect them. We can do this by being firm (to show them we care about their safety and wellbeing) but, crucially, by also showing understanding and being responsive to them. We must show that we have regard for and are considerate of them. The respect that we show will be returned and our children will grow up to be respectful of other people, whether they are in authority or not.

4. Kindness

My mother always told me, ‘A little bit of kindness goes a long way.’ It was only when I had grown up that I began to work out for myself what kindness went a long way towards: strong relationships. We know intuitively when someone is being kind to us in the small things they might do for us that seem above and beyond the call of duty; they show caring and consideration.

Often we may feel we don’t deserve the kindnesses shown to us, although we invariably feel nurtured, loved and cared about when we do experience kindness from others. That, in turn, will lead us to feel warmly and considerately towards whoever was kind to us so a connection is either established or strengthened. Being kind to children, when they least expect it, reinforces the positive elements of your relationship with them. Being kind regularly gives them a solid base from which they can grow and thrive.

Having kindness at the heart of our family experience will nurture a sense of altruism (selflessness and concern for the needs of others). This concept, that we must align our own fortunes with those of others, is at the heart of community. Families are communities in their own right but they are also the building blocks for wider communities in society. We are social beings and we are more inclined to thrive when we work with others rather than against them.

Learning to share depends on trust and kindness. Most people learn to share on the basis that ‘what goes around comes around’. If I am generous with the world, the world will be generous with me.



Good for the giver

Researchers have coined the term a ‘helper’s high’ to describe the natural and profound sense of wellbeing and optimism that comes from being kind to others. In the US they have found that states with higher rates of volunteerism have lower rates of heart disease. Another study, published in the Journal of Health Psychology, followed about six hundred older adults. After adjusting for differences in socioeconomic status, prior health status, smoking, social support and physical activity, volunteerism decreased death rates by more than 44 per cent. So, being kind to others doesn’t just benefit the receiver: it also nourishes the giver, emotionally and physically.





Having kindness ingrained as a value will make our family life feel warm and connected. Great family experiences are rooted in connectedness, when we feel goodwill and care for those who are around us. Sometimes I wrap up the ideas of kindness and warmth in the term ‘nurturing’. Nurturing, for me, brings up feelings of being minded, cared about, swaddled, protected and safe.

How we nurture our children says a lot about how we value kindness. It doesn’t cost much to be kind, yet in the flurry of daily life it’s easy to lose our warmth towards our children. Annoyance with how a day is going can spill over so that our children bear the brunt of our frustration. Thinking kindly of our children doesn’t mean having to be nice to them no matter what, or having to give in to them all the time. Thinking kindly of them might, however, lead to a less sharp tone, less criticism, less dismissal and more acceptance of their natural imperfections. Sometimes kindness might lead to a hug when we, or they, least expect it and most need it.

Selflessness is required of parents. We often put ourselves out for our children and for each other. We often have to go the extra mile to keep our families going, never mind thriving, and it is very hard to keep giving unless we receive something in return. Indeed, as parents, the amount of work we do often goes unrecognised and unacknowledged.

Sometimes generosity of spirit will get us through. For many of us, the satisfaction of seeing our children thrive, enjoy themselves, grow, develop and be happy is enough reinforcement of our giving and generosity. However, we may at times have felt it hasn’t been enough to sustain the effort we put in. There are times when we need our efforts to be recognised.

If we don’t get any kind of positive reinforcement for the selflessness we show, it is easy to feel taken for granted, which can lead to growing bitterness. It is almost impossible for kindness to thrive in a culture of bitterness. Parents will start to do the minimum required, children will feel the tension, resentment and anger, and they will grow selfish and demanding rather than kind and generous. Alternatively, embittered parents may continue to do the lion’s share of the work but will try to make their children, and others, feel guilty about their non-contribution. Such parents may end up shaming their children into contributing even though this will likely leave the children feeling resentful and unwilling, far from the generosity that the parent hopes for.

To avoid bitterness setting in we have to be clear with ourselves, and our families, about the kind of feedback and acknowledgement we want for our efforts. We start early with children, encouraging them to say, ‘Ta,’ when, as babies and toddlers, they are given something. Some of this is about politeness, but some of it is about teaching children that generosity, kindness and giving should not be taken for granted.

5. Thoughtfulness

Thoughtfulness involves showing consideration for other people. Being thoughtful requires us to put ourselves in someone else’s place and see the world from their perspective. In particular we can be conscious of another’s feelings and react compassionately towards them. Thoughtfulness is the precursor to kindness and responsiveness in dealing with our children. Thoughtfulness will balance our firmness and expectations of them.

For example, a thoughtful father trying to get his reluctant three-year-old into the car may say something like, ‘You’ve been having great fun and it’s hard when play has to stop and we have to go home. But it’s time to get into the car, even if you don’t want to.’ That statement acknowledges what the child is likely to be feeling: understandable frustration and disappointment at having to go home. The father still holds the limit and gets his son into the car but he is understanding and considerate of the upset it might cause.

A similar father who is under pressure and has neither the time nor the inclination to be thoughtful may say, ‘Okay, time to go. Get into the car. If you don’t get in by yourself then I’ll put you in!’ Again, there is no doubt that the dad will get his son into the car, but by doing so in an authoritarian way, which fails to acknowledge the child’s feelings, it is much more likely to result in his son having a full-blown tantrum!

As mentioned, one aspect of being thoughtful is the ability to recognise how someone else is feeling. This is known as empathy. Empathy is one of the most important skills that thriving families develop and use. When parents can empathise with their children, we find that so much more of their behaviour becomes explicable, even if it remains unacceptable.

A child who is jealous of their little sister may hit her with a toy. Being able to empathise with the older child’s jealousy allows us to understand why he or she may have been aggressive. It doesn’t make it okay that they hit their little sister but it does mean that we can think further about a good way to respond to the hitting. One option is to punish the older child, which will probably lead to further resentment and dislike of their sibling. Another is to help him or her to understand their own jealousy so that they are not reacting to it passively. A clear, acknowledging statement can be a much more productive way of dealing with such a situation: ‘I think you feel jealous of all the attention your sister gets and you may get quite angry about that. However, even if you feel cross and jealous you may not hit her. If you feel cross with your sister, come and tell me and I’ll help.’

Thoughtfulness requires that we think! So, taking a step back from a situation means that we don’t react in the heat of the moment. By pausing, perhaps taking some time out and away from the incident, we can consider the different perspectives, including how our children are feeling, and we may spot how those feelings may be influencing their behaviour. When we have paused to calm ourselves from our own feelings of, for example, indignation or anger, we can start to see the bigger picture. Often when we can see the world from our children’s perspective, too, we may choose to moderate or change our own responses to their behaviour.



The difference between empathy and sympathy

Empathy requires us to see the world from someone else’s perspective so that we can imagine or guess how they might feel. It doesn’t require us to share that feeling with them. For instance, I can empathise with a child whose father has died; even though I haven’t experienced my own father’s death I can make an educated guess at what that child might feel although I don’t feel any of the same terrible loss, hurt or distress. Sympathy is what we experience when we share the same feeling as someone else. I can sympathise with my brother about our granny dying because we share the experience of being her grandsons and probably have quite similar feelings of missing her. When children feel distressed, upset, hurt, angry or experience any other emotion, it is enough for us to empathise with them. They don’t need us to have the same feelings. They just want us to be thoughtful enough to understand how they feel.





Thoughtfulness also promotes mindfulness. Mindfulness is attending to what is happening in the present moment in contrast with more habitual states of mind in which we are often preoccupied with memories, fantasies, worries or planning. Mindfulness has been shown to reduce mental-health difficulties, such as depression and anxiety, by helping us tune into our feelings and stopping us dwelling on the past or worrying about the future. Then we get more out of the day-to-day.

More than many other values, a thoughtful, heedful and careful approach to life will build strong connected relationships within our family. The more connected we are, the more we can promote other values, like respect, responsibility and trust.

6. Responsibility

If we are responsible for something, we are liable to be called on to answer for our behaviour: we may be praised or punished for what we do because we accept that we chose to behave in a particular way. Being responsible can also mean being reliable and trustworthy. In this sense it refers to dependability and following through, or completing, our obligations.

Sometimes we use these different meanings interchangeably and at others we intend to mean just one or the other. When we refer to a ‘responsible adult’ (perhaps leading a group of schoolchildren on a tour), both meanings apply: that adult is a reliable individual whom we trust to take care of the children and return them safely; he or she may also be in charge and therefore liable for sanction if anything goes wrong.

There are times when I would rather not have to take the consequences for things I have done. I have clear recollections from my childhood of trying to evade responsibility for my actions. Children and teenagers can’t be fully responsible in the way adults are expected to be. Indeed, irresponsibility is a natural part of childhood, and the ability and willingness to take full responsibility is a mark of true adulthood.



Children naturally avoid responsibility

Once, when I was twelve or thirteen, I took some money from the kitchen at home. When my parents noticed it was missing they asked my brother and me about it. I denied any knowledge. I remember my dad warning us that the punishment for taking the money would be less if the culprit owned up. After a few agonising hours of self-recrimination, fear and guilt, I told my parents that I’d taken the money. I don’t recall any particularly harsh punishment, but I do remember my dad commenting that not owning up to the stealing was as bad as the stealing itself. He recognised that I had made a mistake in taking the money but he also understood that trying to avoid the consequences was an equally natural mistake.





Children need adults around them to set the boundaries and guide their behaviour. If a five-year-old child is given a bag of sweets, we may expect him or her to eat the lot in one sitting so we take away the bag and decide how many sweets they can have at a time so that they enjoy the treat without feeling sick. We do this because working out the consequences of an action requires foresight that children and teenagers may not have. Developing the ability to plan ahead and predict consequences relies upon the frontal lobes of the brain (the bit behind our foreheads). The frontal cortex is the last part of the brain to mature: we are in our early twenties before it reaches full maturity.

Teenagers and children make irresponsible mistakes because they can’t or don’t see beyond their immediate behaviour so cannot be held liable for it. This is why courts and the legal system don’t prosecute or punish juveniles according to the same standards as adults. Children have diminished responsibility because they may not be mature enough to grasp the full consequences of their actions.

We need to teach children about consequences, rather than just punish them for their mistakes. Homes in which punishment for ‘wrongdoing’ is frequent and significant produce conformist children who grow up, in the main, to be quite conformist adults. These children, and the adults they become, conform simply because they are afraid of the consequences of not doing so. These adults retain a comparatively immature sense of responsibility. For example, a highly conformist person is more likely to park their car legally to avoid being clamped rather than to reduce the traffic disruption that may be caused if it is parked illegally and in the way of other traffic.

We need to find ways to encourage our children to accept liability for their actions. We want them to grow into their responsibility so, even though they will regularly make mistakes along the way, we must increasingly give them more choices and more opportunities to take responsibility. When they get things wrong, our aim is to show them where and why things went wrong so that they can learn to do better or differently the next time.

We can also demonstrate being responsible, in the sense of being reliable and owning up to our own behaviour, so that they learn from us. If we behave responsibly, our children are more likely to be responsible too. We want our children eventually to ‘stand up and be counted’ but to achieve this we have to do the same along the way.

Living our values in daily life

It is a challenge to uphold these six values every day. We must believe in them and act in accordance with them. Family life is a complex system of intertwined relationships that occur in a wide range of supportive and/or challenging environments. None of us is perfect, and there are days when we patently make mistakes in rearing our children and our family doesn’t thrive. However, if our intentions are sound, we stand a better chance of creating the atmosphere in which it can.

There are times when I don’t always live by the values I aspire to, but I mean well and I try hard. I do the best I can. I believe that this will be good enough for my family to thrive. If your heart is in the right place, this book will show you how to create a happy, strong and nurturing home that will be good enough for your family to thrive.
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THRIVING FROM THE START OF FAMILY LIFE


‘How come nobody told us?’ Adjusting to parenthood

Becoming a parent for the first time is a complete whirlwind. It can be emotionally, psychologically and physically overwhelming. For the first time we are directly, personally and explicitly responsible for the life of another. This is a big deal. On top of that, we’re trying to come to terms with our new role in life, our sleep is disrupted, we’re tuned to almost every breath our baby takes, and there is probably a flurry of well-wishers and supportive helpers to attend to. It’s no wonder we feel frazzled.

The early weeks and months of family life pass in a blur of late nights, early mornings, nappies, cleaning, washing, feeding, burping and pacing the floor with a disgruntled tot in our arms. Some days we don’t even make it out of our pyjamas. In the past a pyjama day may have signalled downtime and relaxation. Now it is testament to how our lives have been taken over by another.

Somewhere within this potential chaos and the fog of exhaustion we are meant to know exactly what to do at every hour and in every situation to meet the needs of our babies and to sow the seeds of a successful family life. It is hard to conceive of the kind of family we want to create, and how we can thrive, when we can barely think at all.
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