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INTRODUCTION


So many parents have said to me over the years that if they had any idea of what parenting really involved, they probably would not have chosen to have children. Sadly, these are parents who have honestly expressed that they were sorry they ever had children! And there are a high percentage of parents, who, while admitting the daunting challenges that rearing children brings, would do it all over again. What is certain is that the cuddly baby fantasy can quickly be extinguished by the sometimes exhausting and frustrating experiences of caring for children.


The differences in the above responses to having a family can be due to several circumstances, not least the fact that each parent, whether aware of it or not, brings his or her emotional baggage into the role of family architect. The level of personal vulnerability is often a good index of the level of parental effectiveness. It is still a fact that mothers do 90 per cent of the parenting, in spite of the fact that most mothers also work outside the home. The unprecedented rise in single parenting and the sad fact that many marriages break down within seven years are other factors that add to the stress of parenting.


To gift life to a child is a wonderful and unselfish action on behalf of a parent. The challenge arises in the maintaining of that unselfishness and the provision of a dynamic and positive home environment for the child’s realisation of self. In creating the latter, parents need to be mindful that all parenting starts with self (see Chapter One) and that attention to their own self-realisation cannot be interrupted by the responsibilities of parenthood. Managing these two relationships—with child and with self—and, where there is a two-parent family, keeping sight of the couple relationship, are sizeable tasks. Parents ask many questions on these key relationships, and Chapters One and Two present the most frequently asked questions. Other areas of concern are career, the role of fathers and the influence of grandparents.


Parenting is not an instinctual activity but rather a profession that requires each parent to understand self, to develop parenting skills, to respond constructively to the many challenging behaviours that children present and to learn from their own challenging behaviours so that their vulnerabilities do not block the emergence of the child’s sense of self. Not easy tasks, but these are skills that each parent has the endless potential to develop. Parents need all the help they can get, but ultimately they need to rely on their own wisdom, intuition, knowledge and skill. Parents need to continue to update their knowledge and skills, not only because society continues to radically change, but because the needs of and the challenges that children pose change as they grow up. There now seems to be a dawning recognition by governments that parenting is the most important profession of all, and training programmes and parent coaching are beginning to be made available to parents. To date, services have focused on crisis situations rather than prevention through the education of parents for their key role in society. There is also a developing realisation among work organisations that being person/marriage/family-friendly makes for a more contented and productive work environment.


Chapter Three focuses on essential parenting skills, while Chapters Four and Five deal with ways to effectively understand and respond to children’s and parents’ own challenging behaviours. It is in these three areas that most questions arise, particularly in the area of the difficult behaviours children may show. Parents have not been strongly supported to tackle their own challenging actions, which, inevitably, pose a threat to children’s welfare; and yet parents are unlikely to be effective in coping with children’s challenging behaviours when they are not effectively dealing with their own.


All parents are concerned with the educational and future welfare of their children and this concern is reflected in the number of parents who seek help from me and my colleagues on the educational progress of their children. The issues that arise around children’s education and future can be seen in the questions posed in Chapter Six. Parents are the primary educators and it is they, along with teachers, who need to ensure that learning is an adventure for children. However, once again, if learning and work are sources of threat for parents, they cannot be in a position to inspire their children. Parents and teachers have a responsibility to free themselves of their fears around learning so that they become sound and solid educators of their children.


It is because of the courage of those parents and children who have sought help for their difficulties that this book has been made possible. In the course of the twenty-five years that I have been helping families, there are few difficulties that I have not encountered, and the practises recommended here have been well and truly tested.


This book is meant to be a practical handbook for parents and is set out in a way that I hope is user-friendly. I would encourage prospective parents to read the book, if only to understand that parenting starts with self.










CHAPTER ONE


WHERE DOES PARENTING BEGIN?
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INTRODUCTION


All parenting begins with self. The nature of each parent’s relationship with self will determine how they relate to each child. I deliberately say each child because each child has a different parent. This has to be the case, as the parent is unique and has fashioned responses to her experiences in a way that manifests that individuality. Equally, the child is unique and will do likewise. Therefore, when two individuals interact it is always a unique experience – hence each child has a different parent! The parent who protests that ‘I treat all the children the same’ will pile up problems for herself and her offspring, as she is neither in touch with her own uniqueness nor that of her child. There is nothing surer than the reality that each child has a fierce determination to express his or her individuality, and it takes very powerful blocking experiences to dilute or extinguish the light of a child’s uniqueness. It is the wise parent who, acting out from her own solid place of unique interiority, affirms and supports all efforts on the child’s part to establish his or her individual presence in the family.


A major responsibility for parents who, because of their earlier experiences in their family of origin, may have had to hide many aspects of their self, is to recover what is hidden. The more a parent brings the fullness of who she is to her relationship with her child, the more the child will hold onto his or her own fullness. It is a truism that a parent can only bring her child to the same level of maturation that she has realised herself. This is why it is incumbent on each parent to parent self, because any neglect of self will manifest itself in some way or other in the parenting of children.


Parenting is the core profession in society, and training and preparation for the parenting of children is essential. Parenting is not an instinctual behaviour, but rather a highly sophisticated and complex repertoire of skills. Parents have responsibility for the physical, emotional, social, sexual, behavioural, educational, creative and spiritual development of children. Most of all, they have the responsibility of loving children unconditionally. On this issue, there can be no benign neglect, as unconditional love is the sine qua non of effective parenting. However, a parent cannot love unconditionally if she first has not learned to love herself. So many parents ask me, ‘How do I parent myself?’ (see Question 3). The fact that they ask the question indicates an urgent need to reflect on their own childhood experiences and how that has influenced the way in which they currently relate to self. In working with families over many years I have found that I can trace the origins of the presenting difficulties back at least five generations. This phenomenon has nothing to do with genes, but it has got to do with unresolved conflicts and emotional baggage being passed from generation to generation. Unless parents reflect on their experiences and take the actions needed to free themselves from their fears and insecurities, the darkness of immaturity will perpetuate. All too often, the unconscious defences of ‘it’s in the genes’ or ‘it’s in their nature’ or ‘it’s his or her personality type’ have been employed by parents so that they do not have to face their own insecurities. Parents need all the help and support they can get to resolve their inner pain and realise their uniqueness and fullness. It is in the understanding and realising of self that parents create the readiness for the responsibility of rearing children.


The first four questions in the chapter focus on the nature of the self, the fact that some parents feel guilty about taking time for self, how a parent can best maintain a sense of self, and the fact that how a parent feels about self affects her parenting of children. Relationship issues of controlling, boundaries, ‘emotional intelligence’ and anger management are broached in Questions 5 to 8. The final question focuses on how best to prepare for parenting.


Q1. WHAT DO YOU MEAN BY THE SELF?


I read recently that the notion of self, self-esteem or self-worth is a post-industrial phenomenon that has come about because wealth has provided opportunities for reflection and the indulgence of ideas of the self.


Clearly, the author of this stance has not read Socrates who, thousands of years ago, encouraged people to ‘know thyself’. Christ preached ‘love self’ and Buddha encouraged people ‘to nourish your true self’. There are earlier texts in India (at least 6000 years old) that talk about the primacy of self. In these texts the author proclaims that in all relationships ‘it is the Self that should be seen, the Self that should be heard, the Self that should be reflected upon, and the Self that should be known’.


The self of each person is at the heart of everything that a person does, says, thinks, feels and dreams. It is not that the idea of ‘the self’ is a new concept, but it is a belief that comes and goes depending on the level of maturity of cultures. In major social systems (family, community, school, workplace) where the sacredness and individuality of each member is not affirmed, the individual person has to hide who he or she really is and conform to the conditional demands of the social system. Conditionality is a way of relating which values certain behaviours and loses sight of the immense worth of the person. Not surprisingly, a preoccupation with what other people think, or with work or success, is common, as individuals feel their value lies in what they do and not in their unique presence. Ironically, when behaviour becomes more important than the self, then learning, creativity, responsibility and productivity are greatly reduced and everybody loses out. The self is unique, sacred, immutable, capable, gifted, lovable, expansive, intuitive, imaginative and inspirational. Many of these self qualities are blocked when behaviour becomes the yardstick of a person’s worth.


In any social situation it is vital that adults guard against anonymity. Parents and teachers need to ensure that the presence and absence of each individual matters. There is nothing more devastating to a person than for a particular behaviour to be singled out as a reason for either rejection or affirmation. It is not often appreciated that the child or adult who is told ‘you’re brilliant’ because of high academic or work performance is more at risk than the child or adult who is told ‘you’re a fool’ because of some failure experience. The individual labelled ‘brilliant’ conforms to the pressure to continue this behaviour, but the major pressure and strain is to hide his or her real self.


It is estimated that anywhere between 20 and 25 per cent of young people experience depression. In my clinical experience, depression in young people is the manifestation of having to depress who they really are. Similarly, those young and, indeed, older people who suffer high anxiety, are manifesting their fear or terror of showing who they really are. Think about how hard it is to be real in the face of a parent or teacher or boss who rigidly and aggressively wants you to conform to his or her ways. The more intense the demands, the greater the fear of being oneself. There are many students who are under considerable pressure and stress, but the pressure they exert on themselves is to hide who they really are. On the surface, the pressure would appear to be caused by examinations and career demands, but the deeper issue concerns the self.


Adults have a responsibility to free themselves of the shackles of conditionality and to liberate the self. When adults free themselves of their fears by expressing the fullness and breadth of their unique selves, their presence will offer opportunities for others, especially their children, to liberate their unique selves. Adults can only bring children to the same level of expression of self that they have reached themselves. This is also true for teachers, doctors, healthcare professionals, political leaders and organisational heads.


There are some who may defensively reject the above as being spiritually based, but I believe that love of self and others is essential, practical and expedient if we are to live in harmony with each other. The challenge is there for all, no one excepted.


Q2. ISN’T TAKING TIME FOR SELF A SELFISH ACTIVITY?


It is amazing the number of people who still hold on to the belief that love of self is an act of selfishness. These people also believe that individuality is the cause of the breakdown of marital and family relationships. Maybe they are confusing individuality with individualism. Individuality is about the expression of your real and authentic self. The words of Shakespeare extol the soundness of being true to your unique self: ‘To thine own self be true, and as sure as night follows day thou canst not then be false to any man.’


Individualism, on the other hand, is a narcissism that springs from the desert of a loveless interiority and attempts to compel and manipulate others into being there for you. This is the face of dependence, possessiveness, control, aggression, jealousy, attention-seeking, rigidity and violence. There is another form of individualism, which is less obvious, but just as insidious. This is the attainment of recognition by wanting others to always need you, and any attempt by them to become independent will be greeted with withdrawal, hostile silences, sulking and rejection.




Love is absolutely vital for human life. You cannot love another person unless you are equally involved in the difficult but wondrous work of learning to love yourself. The extent of your own regard for yourself will be the measure of your relationships with others. Parents can only love their children to the same level that they love themselves. Therapists can only bring clients to the same level of development that they themselves have attained. Leaders are only effective to the extent they have charge of their own selves. Authority means authorship of self, not of others.


The task of loving self is difficult, not because we do not possess amazing power to change, but because the majority of people have learned cleverly to conform to the fashioning of a persona to meet the expectations of others. To do otherwise would have meant risking further darkening of their presence. People who are dependent on others subconsciously know full well the implications of expressing their true selves. They also know that these dangers will exist for their children if they are encouraged through love to express their individuality and power beyond measure. They risk exposing themselves to hostility, ridicule, labelling, criticism, aggression, manipulation and violence. Staying hidden behind the defensive walls of conformity does bring a certain comfort, but what a shame that progress is blocked towards finding your own true self and giving children permission to be free to be themselves.


A groundswell whereby many people make the journey inwards is needed to lighten the task – the duty to love self and the duty to love others. It has to be seen that these duties go hand in hand and both processes need to be encouraged, supported and celebrated. The Catholic Church kept secret our most sacred duty to love self and, as a result, made it impossible for people to love others. The darkness of that culture is being revealed daily by the sad revelations of sexual, physical and emotional abuse. We must learn and grow from these experiences and be determined that the solid foundation of love of self and others will not allow such neglect to occur again.


The wonder, uniqueness, goodness, individuality and genius of each child and adult needs to be affirmed in all of the social systems they inhabit. It is both an individual and collective responsibility to ensure regard, respect and equality for each person.


Social systems must ensure that no double standards exist and that some individuals, by virtue of their position, are not seen as more important than others. Status, wealth or education do not increase the worthiness of people, but there are many who believe they do, and the consequence is a snobbery that demeans others. Worthiness lies in your person, not in your behaviour. Behaviour, achievements and possessions are only experiences that come and go, but to make them the measure of your worth only darkens your own presence and that of others.


I believe that love of self and others is essential, practical and expedient if we are to live in harmony with each other.


Q3. HOW CAN I BEST MAINTAIN MY RELATIONSHIP WITH SELF?


We cannot make any real progress within ourselves and outside ourselves in the realm of relationships, work, community, invention and creativity unless we regularly reflect. Reflection is the sine qua non of maturity and wisdom. However, its rarity does not mean we do not know of its vital importance. On the contrary, there is an even deeper knowing that realises the ‘dangers’ of reflection and seeks to distract us from such a process. Reflection invites us to be real, to see the wood from the trees, to be authentic, to be daring, and most of all to be true to ourselves. What a perilous world that is – to be real and true to one’s own unique self in a world that largely invites us to be conformist. To con-form means to take on a false form, a shadow self that hides not only your unique self, but also the reality and truth of many unhappy situations in relationships, family, workplaces, community, church, classroom and school. How threatening it is to stand up and be yourself and real to parents who live their lives for you or through you or whose expectations are un-realistic or who dominate and control your life. How difficult it is to confront a teacher on behaviour that lessens your presence or to just ask to be respected at all times. How daunting it is to assert your sacred presence in a workplace where the ethos puts emphasis on productivity over people. And what about questioning religious beliefs or challenging medical or other consultants on their assessments? Not easy! To be real means risking being ostracised, ridiculed, marginalised, labelled as ‘radical’, ‘difficult’, ‘selfish’, being at the receiving end of aggression or losing what were important relationships. When people live in defensive worlds, the most frightening thing for them is to encounter a realist, somebody who speaks the truth of what he perceives, feels, believes and witnesses. It is not that those in defence want to directly hurt the person who tries to be authentic, but they do want to ensure that their defences and what lies hidden behind them are not shown up. People who conform and live their lives according to what they perceive as others’ expectations are highly threatened by individuals who attempt to be real. One woman put it very well when she said to me: ‘My family is unreal.’ This ‘unreal’ tag can be applied to many social systems.




To reflect is to try to discover what is real. Interestingly, a common characteristic of a person who attempts to be true to self is resistance to conformity. Why is this mature way of being not modelled, encouraged and supported in families, schools, churches, communities and governments? The simple answer is fear, and unless individuals, and particularly those in positions of leadership – priests, teachers, politicians, community leaders and so on – free themselves of their fears, it is unlikely that reflection and being real will emerge as a way of living out our lives.


Recently I was working with some 600 adolescents on the whole issue of being true to oneself. At one point I asked them: ‘In this school how much time per week do you get to reflect on such issues as: “Who am I?”; “What do I feel about self?”; “How do I feel my parents view me and how do I view them?”; “What does friendship mean to me?”; “How do I feel about being a member of this school?”; “Am I taking the subjects that really interest me?”; “Why do I regularly ‘put down’ that particular student?”; “What makes me sad and tearful at times?”’ The answer was that they had no time for such reflection. But you cannot make wise choices, create real relationships, know and love self, discover the self of others and do what is true for you unless you reflect!


On one of the evenings over the days of working with the students, the parents and teachers came to hear me speak on the topic of ‘The Self and Addictions’. I pointed out to the audience that whilst I realised that their main concerns were alcohol and drug addictions, I was more concerned about the most common addiction of all, which is the concern about what other people think of you! As with the students, I asked the parents and teachers: ‘How much time daily do you give to reflection on such issues as:






	How do I feel about self?


	What is happening in my marriage?


	How come I have difficulty talking to my son?


	Why am I constantly irritable, cranky, tired, stressed, aggressive?


	How come I rarely stand up for myself?


	Do I feel fulfilled in my work?


	Why am I so overweight?


	Why don’t I ever go to visit my parents?’





 


Many questions, many reasons to reflect – how much time? None! But how can progress be made within you, in your relationships, friendships, work, community and spirituality if you don’t ask why, why, why? Of course the answer is staring us in the face – to reflect, to be real, will mean letting go of the many addictions that protect us from feeling empty, from anonymity – the addictions to success, to money, to prestige, to being liked, to alcohol, smoking, drugs, sex and endlessly giving to others. Sadly, these addictions are substitutes for the real thing, which is love of self and others and living your own unique life. Only the real thing can liberate you from your fears and addictions, and reflection is the invitation for each of us to take the road less travelled, the road of being true to self and others. It is not easy. We need all the support we can get and we need to actively seek that support.


Q4. DOES HOW A PARENT FEELS ABOUT SELF AFFECT PARENTING?


‘Know thyself’ is an ancient dictum but it has timeless relevance to all of us, particularly to parents, teachers and other professional people who have the responsibility of the care and guidance of children. It is well established that how a parent feels about self influences everything he or she does, particularly how the children will feel about themselves.




However, it must not be forgotten that all significant adults in children’s lives have an influence, especially grandparents, teachers, childminders, relatives and community leaders. All of these adults would do well to reflect both on how they feel about self and on how they relate to children.


There are two ways to reflect on these two issues: one is to look at how you typically treat self and how you interact with children. The second is to compare your daily actions to what you ideally need to do to feel good about self and to be an effective parent.


When you detect signs that you are putting yourself and/or your children down, it is important to see that these behaviours that demean self and children are opportunities, wake-up calls, to the realisation of self and the mature caring of children.


Self-esteem is revealed in all sorts of ways, but how you look after yourself in your everyday life is a major revelation of how you feel about yourself. Check the following list and see how you fare in this regard.










	CHECKLIST INDICATING SELF-NEGLECT









	Rushing and racing










	Missing meals










	Eating on the run










	Dependent on drugs (for example, Tagamet, tranquillisers, sleeping tablets, anti-depressants Working for long hours










	Frequently late for appointments










	Trying to do several things at once










	Rarely saying ‘no’ to demands made of you










	Having no time for self










	Few or no social outings










	
Having little or no leisure time










	Lacking physical exercise










	Suffering from sleeplessness










	Overtired










	Rarely or never asking for help










	Overeating










	Undereating










	Dependent on alcohol










	Aggressive towards others










	Passive in the face of unrealistic demands or neglectful behaviours










	Manipulative










	Lacking caution (for example, don’t wear seat-belt, drive with drink taken, carelessly cross busy thoroughfares)










	Having little family time










	Having to do everything perfectly










	Not taking care of your own or others’ belongings










	Living in the future or in the past










	Fretful










	Worrying all the time





 


If you engage in one or more of the above behaviours, you are showing clear signs of poor regard for self. Clearly, the frequency, intensity and endurance of these behaviours are a further measure of the extent of self-neglect. An important further question to ask is how and to what extent are these daily ways affecting how you interact with your children. The following checklist may help you to identify how, from your place of self-neglect, you routinely interact with children. It is not that parents deliberately darken the presence of children, but they subconsciously act out from the darkness of their own interiority.












	CHECKLIST ON INEFFECTIVE PARENTING









	Shouting at children










	Ordering, dominating and controlling children










	Using sarcasm and cynicism as means of control










	Ridiculing, scolding, criticising










	Labelling children as ‘bold’, ‘stubborn’, ‘stupid’, ‘lazy’, ‘no good’ Threatening children that the parent will leave them










	Threatening to send children away










	Physically threatening children










	Being physically violent










	Assigning punishments out of proportion to misdemeanours










	Pushing, pulling and shoving children










	Comparing one child with another










	Having an obvious favourite in the family










	Not calling children by their first names










	Being too strict










	Expecting too much of children










	Showing no interest in children’s welfare










	Letting children slide out of responsibility










	Not showing affection to children










	Punishing mistakes and failures










	Never apologising for mistakes










	Not saying ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ to children










	Being inconsistent and unpredictable in response to children’s irresponsible behaviours Allowing the children to control the parent










	Withdrawing love from children










	Using hostile silences to attempt to control children





 




Whilst parents are not to be judged nor blamed for the above behaviours, they do have a responsibility to those actions that lessen children’s presence. These signs point to parents’ own neglect of themselves and their need to come into an acceptance of self, and from that solid base, to move towards positive rearing of their children.


Changing how you feel about yourself can only come about through an intense, enduring, loving, accepting and affirming relationship with yourself. Indeed, the very actions towards children that will raise their self-esteem are the same as those that parents need to show to themselves. ‘Love your child as yourself’ is in keeping with the Christian message of ‘Love your neighbour as yourself’. What children need of parents and what parents need of themselves are:




	Unconditional love


	Acceptance


	Physical holding


	Nurturance


	Praise of effort


	Affirmation of uniqueness


	Listening


	Time


	Challenge


	Positive talk


	Kindness


	Support


	Humour


	Positive firmness


	Advice on request


	Compassion


	Belief in


	Emotional responsivity


	Emotional expression


	
Encouragement


	Fairness


	Apology when wrong





 


Parents’ relationship with self is an endless process that needs to be consistently worked on at all times. The presence of parent self-care guarantees care of children.


Q5. I KNOW I’M VERY CONTROLLING IN A RELATIONSHIP. WHAT CAN I DO TO CHANGE THIS DEFENSIVE PATTERN OF RELATING?


There are many ways to control a partner, a child, an employee, a student, a friend and so on. The more typical ways are dominance, aggression, perfectionism, stubborn clinging to a point of view, intolerance, looking after the needs of others, being disappointed when expectations are not met, unrealistic demands, possessiveness and the tendency to become aggressive when opposed or confronted. Many people view such behaviours as ‘normal’, but the reality is that these actions are masking unresolved deep insecurities.


When one person is attempting to control another in a relationship, he or she either subconsciously does not see the manipulation or is not in a secure enough place to admit to it. Indeed, the reasons given are made to appear like love. For instance, a husband who controls his wife would argue: ‘Is it not loving to protect your partner, look out for her interests, take charge of her wants and desires?’ For many individuals this passes as genuine love.


A still not uncommon occurrence is a husband keeping all knowledge about finances away from his wife. She is not allowed to see bank statements or use the cheque book and she has no knowledge of his precise income. Any attempt on her part to earn her own money is dismissed. Certainly, women have come to a greater level of self-respect and will now quickly see that what her husband wants to do is control her. What she might not see is the enormous insecurity that lies hidden behind the controlling behaviour. Even when a woman spots that insecurity, she is in danger of counter-controlling if she attempts to take responsibility for her husband’s insecurity. The way she could do that is by giving in to his ways and mothering him, thereby rendering him further helpless to any possibility of resolving his fears. Of course the wife has to look to her own hidden insecurity because why else would she need for him to become emotionally dependent on her.


The real test is when the person doing the controlling, by whatever means, is requested to give up those actions. Imagine the man who controls the finances being requested to equalise the situation and divulge all his financial affairs to his wife, so that she may share in spending the money, taking a portion of it as her own, free and clear, without having to account for it! Imagine, too, a parallel situation where a woman who controls her husband by always attending to his every need is requested to allow her partner to take more responsibility for his own needs and for her to begin to express more clearly her own needs! Such confrontations would certainly expose the lack of love that these controlling behaviours are hiding, but they would not resolve the fears and insecurities that underlie the respective targeted behaviours. The latter can only happen when the person controlling is ready to see the source of his or her behaviour. Considerable safety and love are needed for that to happen.


Control is the way your shadow self attempts to manage the problem of fear. Whenever any one of us engages in a controlling action, you can be sure that the hidden issue, usually subconscious, is any one of the following:




	You are fearful of being rejected


	You are fearful of conflict


	You are fearful of failing


	You are fearful of succeeding


	You are fearful of feeling helpless


	You are fearful of being wrong


	You are fearful of being annihilated





 


None of the fears makes you a ‘bad’ person or a ‘weak’ one. These fears manifest experiences you endured when you were a child and are now terrified of re-experiencing. There are very few of us who are not faced with such fears. However, it is only when we cannot admit to their existence that we resort to control. Sadly, the very experiences we hope to keep at bay are much more likely to recur in a controlling relationship. Your real self wants to be free and, somehow, will eventually create the opportunity for you to free yourself of your fears. The end of the need to control another begins when you see that control is incompatible with love and that the love and acceptance of self is the solid basis for togetherness.


Q6. WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR A PERSON TO ESTABLISH BOUNDARIES IN A RELATIONSHIP?


Boundaries are the firm behavioural lines you draw around respect for self and the other person. Any behaviour that is in any way unfair, controlling, aggressive or violent needs to be responded to with a very definite ‘no’ and an assertion of the right to respect. What needs to be very clear to the person who engages in aggressively controlling endeavours to get his own way is that such behaviour will not at any time gain him what he wants. It is good to know that a defensive behaviour only remains as long as it works. I have witnessed many men who had used violence as their weapon of control and when their partners or, indeed, children, colleagues or friends, broke the silence on their violence, these men quickly dropped their aggressive ways. Such a response is always welcome but the mere dropping of a defensive weapon does not resolve the deeper issues of insecurity and poor regard for self and others. These issues need to be tackled through the relationship with self and the relationships that have experienced the aggressive behaviours. However, the absence of the aggressively controlling behaviours that have been described makes it easier for mature relating to emerge.


Establishing boundaries needs to be done in a way that does not in any way lessen the presence of the person who aggressively infringes on the rights of others; if this were the case it would be a case of ‘the pot calling the kettle black’. There is little chance of resolution when respect for the person who perpetrates the threatening actions is not present. It is not easy but it is necessary. It helps to see that the person who is outrageously demanding is masking major insecurities and fears.


When it comes to putting boundaries in place in the face of verbal aggression and the verbal threat of violence, be it adult, child or adolescent, the following actions are required:




	A clear statement: ‘I’m not responding to being intimidated by your aggressive or manipulative behaviours.’


	When threatening behaviours persist, physically remove yourself from the situation.


	Maintain determination that you cannot afford to ‘give in’ to the threatening behaviours.


	
When the situation has calmed, express an openness to listening, but only as long as the encounter is mutually respectful.


	When, in spite of following the above suggestions, the intimidating behaviours persist, seek professional help for yourself.





 


You might say that the last suggestion is unfair as ‘surely it is the person who is doing all the threatening that needs professional help?’ Indeed, but while you can offer the opportunity of professional help to the person concerned, it is vital that he makes the decision to go himself. Nevertheless, your seeking professional guidance is a recognition that there is a responsibility to take care of yourself and it makes it easier for the person who engages in aggressively controlling actions to seek help as well. There is also the issue that you may not have set definite boundaries around respect for self and others over the years and you now require help and support to do just that.


When it comes to establishing boundaries in the face of violent controlling, there is only one step to be taken and that is zero tolerance. No matter what the reasons are that lie behind such behaviour, the insecurities of one person cannot be allowed to create tyranny within a relationship. Whether the violent actions are towards others or self or a destruction of property, immediate help and refuge must be sought from somebody who can be strongly supportive and a recourse to instigating appropriate legal sanctions has to be made.


When it comes to children, adolescents or young adults, many parents balk at seeking the help of the police and the courts, even though their offspring may be engaging in violence towards their parents, taking drugs, drinking illegally, being destructive of property, refusing to go to school and so on. These parents say, ‘How could I do that to my son or daughter?’ A similar situation can arise between a couple where one partner is being violated. Not only have these parents or partners abdicated their responsibility for care of self, but they have also ceased to be effective in the care of their children or partner, whichever is the case. Everyone loses out when firm and respectful boundaries are not put solidly in place.


Q7. CAN YOU EXPLAIN THE CONCEPT OF ‘EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE’?


The concept of emotional literacy or emotional intelligence is fast gaining currency. It is true to say when we hear the term ‘emotional intelligence’ we no longer wonder what it can refer to, even though we might find it difficult to define exactly what it is. Certainly, the need to develop emotional literacy has seeped into our consciousness and even into educational curricula, not only because emotional illiteracy poses major threats to our physical health, but also because it can play havoc with our internal and external worlds.


Emotional literacy means being able to identify, value, own and, when necessary, express all feelings. It also means being receptive to the expression of feelings from others. It means recognising the difference between welfare and emergency feelings and valuing both the former (love, joy, confidence, enthusiasm, tenderness, compassion) and the latter (fear, anger, depression, guilt, jealousy). It means recognising that emergency feelings within self or expressed by another are messages about unmet needs or buried conflicts. It involves knowing that feelings run deeply and that one feeling can mask another (for example, anger covering up hurt). Most of all, it means acknowledging our feelings and those of others so that we can recognise the ways in which our emotions influence how we think and act in this world.




Emotions that go unregistered, unrecognised and unquestioned, or emotions expressed without reflection on their meaning and purpose, are costly. Costly for the individual, who may use all sorts of substances or actions (such as food, drugs, alcohol, violence) to quell feeling ill at ease, but costly also for those who live with such an individual. Being at the receiving end of unprocessed feelings manifested in such behaviours as bullying, hypercriticism, disruptive behaviours and perfectionism can affect the receiver’s self-esteem, group effectiveness, learning, work and self-confidence.


There is no doubt that your emotions are the most accurate barometer of how you are feeling about yourself, others and the world. To be out of touch with your own feelings or the feelings of others means continuously missing out on important opportunities to mature.


It has been thought that men are ‘emotionally illiterate’ and that women could be credited with emotional literacy. While it is true that men have been poorer when it comes to emotional literacy, it has to be asked how male children who receive 90 per cent of their parenting from women emerge into adulthood out of touch with their feelings? It is too easy to say they have followed in their fathers’ footsteps, as the same phenomenon is true for male children reared by a female lone parent. The explanation may lie in the fact that while women are certainly comfortable in the expression of most feelings (except anger), they are decidedly uncomfortable in emotional responsivity. Women do shower their male children with a lot of affection, but they do not encourage them to express welfare and emergency feelings and, indeed, observation reveals that, quite subconsciously, women steer their male children away from nurturing and emotional tasks of showing comfort, support, warmth, care, sensitivity and compassion to others.




It would appear that both men and women have a major challenge in developing emotional literacy, but the task for men is to practise emotional expression and for women to become more emotionally receptive. Only when adults, parents, teachers and other significant adults in children’s lives become fully emotionally literate, can children, both male and female, become emotionally adept.


Q8. HOW CAN I BEST DEAL WITH MY ANGER?


Next to the welfare feeling of love, the emergency feeling of anger is the most important feeling that helps us to move forward in life. Anger is well termed as an ‘emergency’ feeling, as it alerts you to the presence of some threat to your well-being and your need to take corrective action. Many people have major difficulties in expressing anger, and as a result they tend to either under-express or over-express their anger. The former are fearful and the latter are forceful in that they attempt to control others (rather than self) through anger.


Those who suppress their anger employ passivity and people-pleasing to appease their own or another’s anger. Because they do not use the energy of anger to express their needs, beliefs, worthiness and grievances, their growth remains static.


Equally, those who express their anger through verbal or physical aggression do not move forward and remain stuck in a vicious cycle of insecurity.


Many people, including professionals, confuse anger with aggression. Anger is a feeling and cannot hurt anyone; aggression is an action (verbal, physical, written) and can be seriously threatening to the security of others.


I remember a client who complained of abdominal pain.




‘Do you express anger?’ I asked.


‘Yes, all the time. I’m aggressive at work and frequently fly off the handle at home.’


‘What about your mother, do you show her anger?’


‘Oh no, it would really upset her. And yet it is she that causes me to feel angry. So instead I take it out on everybody else.’


It definitely would be the case that her mother would not be in a mature place to understand a sudden onslaught of anger directed towards her, but the truth behind this daughter-mother situation is that it is the daughter who has to change, not the mother.


The woman described her mother as ‘perfectionistic’, ‘fussy’ and ‘for whom you could do nothing right’. And yet the daughter continued to visit her mother with the subconscious hope that sometime she would receive approval and hence love from her mother.


‘She makes me so angry,’ she complained. But I pointed out to her that it is more appropriate to say that ‘I feel angry at myself for allowing her to rule my life’.


Anger is the fire of the emotions; it is the power that will help us to move forward. Anger says: ‘You must do something about this untenable situation’. In this woman’s case she saw that her dependence on approval from her mother needed to be outgrown and that she was now an adult who could approve of and love herself.


As the woman internalised and lived out this awareness, her attitude towards her mother gradually changed. She began to see that her mother had no sense of her own worthiness and therefore found it difficult to approve of others.


As the daughter’s feelings of self-worth grew, her stomach pains disappeared and she was able to give praise and affection to her own children and spouse and to her mother. The latter dynamic eased the hostility between them.


It is important that the emergency feeling of anger is turned into something creative that can be used for personal growth.


An example of threatening expressions of anger from another are seen when a husband shouts at his wife who is sick in bed. Nine times out of ten, the source of the husband’s anger is fear. He is dependent on his wife and relies on her to be strong and cannot bear the idea that he may have to cope alone. It is not uncommon for such husbands to die before their wives, even if their wives were seriously ill before them.


It is still a sad situation that the socialisation of male children leads to them having to hide their true feelings rather than expressing their fears and anxieties.


Expression of all feelings, including anger, needs to start with the words ‘I feel . . . ’, and not ‘You make me . . . ’ When you own your feelings you are likely to see the opportunities for growth that they present.


Nobody can make you do anything. In the end, whether consciously or subconsciously, the decision is yours.


Q9. HOW DO I PREPARE FOR PARENTING AND WHAT SHOULD I LOOK OUT FOR WHEN CHOOSING A CHILDMINDER?


It is now well documented that poor parenting skills and parents having a poor to moderate sense of themselves can affect the emotional, social, intellectual and physical development of children. This is not a deliberate failure in parenting but one that arises from the unresolved vulnerabilities of parents. Sadly, it is still the case that parenting is not regarded as a profession and does not benefit from the three training ‘I’s’ of other professions: initiation, induction and in-service training. Initiation is best done before starting a family and involves education in parenting skills and parents’ own self-development. Initiation is crucial, as knowledge of parenting skills is not sufficient to ensure effective parenting. Parents can only execute such skills when they have become effective in the caring of their individual selves and each other (where there are two parents).


The induction phase involves having the emotional and advisory support of a mentor for at least the first one to two years of parenting. The old tradition of young parents relying on their parents of origin was not necessarily wise, as many problems in their homes were perpetuated in the new family unit. What makes for good parenting and mentoring is not blood but emotional maturity.


The third phase of professional training is in-service education. This consists of training in-situ, particularly when problems in parenting occur. Family dynamics never stay constant as the family moves from stages of having very young, to young, adolescent and early adult offspring. Parents themselves change also and where there are two parents, their couple relationship will have changed as well. Bringing an expert into the family situation could do wonders for its wellbeing, far faster than talking at one remove.


Not only do parents influence the development of children, but teachers, relatives and siblings can also have profound effects. An uncharted area is the effect of childminders on children. The Louise Woodward case has highlighted this issue. Nowadays, children can spend more time with childminders than with parents, especially in the crucial formative years from infancy to five years of age. Considerable thought needs to go into the selection of a childminder, and too often convenience for the working parents is a criterion that determines choice. However, you must consider the parenting skills of the minder. Certainly, recognised training in childminding would be a reassuring asset but bear in mind that education does not equal maturity and the ability to care.


Observe the childminder’s interaction with your children over a period of at least a week before you return to work. This is far more reliable than interviews, diplomas, references, hearsay and curriculum vitae. Look for qualities that will ensure that children feel safe, loved, challenged, encouraged and positively corrected when they transgress boundaries. Ability to listen and to communicate directly and clearly, both verbally and non-verbally, are important considerations, as is the maturity to be able to reveal problems when they occur and ask for help and support. Being at ease with physical contact is essential, as there is nothing stronger than the hug, the silent holding and the pat on the back to convince children they are loved.


Following your week having the childminder work alongside you, it helps to maintain your observation when you bring and collect the children from the childminder. Do also ask the childminder for feedback on how things went for the day and watch for any discrepancies between what is said verbally and what her body is saying. Tone of voice, speed of speech, facial expression, body posture and level of eye contact are far more accurate barometers of how things really were. Be sure to communicate that this is a partnership-inparenting arrangement and that you are there to help, advise and support in any way possible. It is frequently the case that a parent will not question the practise of a childminder or communicate concerns for fear of upsetting the childminder. However, your priority is your child’s security, and once you communicate in a way that is respectful, open, direct and supportive, then possibilities of causing offence are eliminated. When a minder reacts defensively to such positive inquiries, they are showing their inner vulnerabilities and this may be a source of concern for you. A random repeat of sharing and observing the caring would be a further means of guaranteeing a good choice of childminder. Finally, fair pay for fair care is a necessary consideration.
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