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DISCLAIMER


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




 


 


How to Use This Book


If your child is struggling with feelings of unhappiness, don’t panic. Take some time to sit with them and look through the tips in this book. Using a combination of practical advice and simple ideas that can be incorporated into everyday family life, you and your child can work together to manage their emotions and nurture a more positive outlook.




 


 


INTRODUCTION


Ask any parent the world over what they hope and dream for their child as they are growing up and the answer is universal: “I want them to feel loved and be happy.” It sounds simple, but the reality can be more challenging. Too often we think of happiness as just a moment in time or a fleeting experience, but lasting contentment is much more complex. In a world where 10–20 per cent of children and adolescents are experiencing mental health disorders – with half of all mental health illnesses beginning by the age of 14* – making sure our children have a positive outlook on life has never been more important. Often it’s hard to balance what’s best for your child with allowing them the freedom to follow their own path, but if we can equip them with the skills to overcome setbacks, we can help to ensure that the path they choose to follow is paved with happiness and self-fulfilment.


*Source: World Health Organization




 


 



CHAPTER 1 Talking and Listening



 


 


 


Being able to communicate effectively is the keystone of a happy parent – child relationship – it nurtures our bond and encourages our children to listen to us. Talking openly about our feelings as a family allows us to support each other through the good times, as well as the tough ones.


 


 


 


TIP 1


What being unhappy looks like


Often a child’s behaviour is a useful indicator of how they are feeling, particularly in the case of younger children, who may not have the vocabulary to put their feelings and emotions into words. Signs to look out for include:




	Becoming withdrawn – or a usually quiet child becoming aggressive.


	Excessive mood swings.


	Complaining about physical problems, such as stomach- or headaches (rule out illness first).


	Changes in appetite.


	Sleep disturbances.


	Unwillingness to engage in their normal routine, such as not wanting to go to school or after-school clubs.





Trust your instincts; you know your child best. If

you feel that something isn’t right, it’s time to try to work out why.


 


 


 


TIP 2


Finding out why


It’s crucial to find out the cause of your child’s unhappiness so that together you can work towards a solution. Allow them to express how they are feeling, knowing that you are on their side. Try tracking your child’s mood in a diary to see if there are any patterns – for instance, are they always upset after swimming club? Or just before school? Try to identify any triggers, but be mindful of belittling their emotions – a younger child’s perspective is very different to our own and they may feel genuinely unhappy about something we consider trivial.


 


 


 


TIP 3


LET’S TALK ABOUT IT


Getting children to open up about what’s bothering them can be hard. The questions we ask and the way we articulate them can often determine whether they feel comfortable sharing what’s making them unhappy. Try not to pre-judge or assume that you know what is wrong. Rather than asking a direct question like: “Are you unhappy?”, try saying, “I’m worried about you, as you don’t seem yourself. Is there anything you’d like me to help you with?” The key to effective communication is to invite dialogue, rather than a straight “yes” or “no” answer.


 


 


 


TIP 4


Reset your tone


When we communicate with our children, the tone of what we are saying is just as important as the meaning of the words. They are very attuned to the pitch of our voices and are much more likely to respond positively when we use a soft and empathetic tone, as opposed to a harsh or critical one. When your words and tone come from a place of love and openness, that is what your child will hear, encouraging them to open up in return. You’ll also be modelling effective communication – a skill your child will need throughout their life.


 


 


 


TIP 5


Mindful listening


How often do we stop and really listen to what our children are telling us? Shutting out the noise of everyday life, as well as our own inner voices, can be a challenge. In order to hear what they are really saying, we need to practise mindful listening. Try:




	Clearing your mind before you talk to your child and really focusing on what they are saying.


	Ensuring that your thoughts aren’t a block to hearing the message.


	Repeating back what your child said, so they know you were really listening. This also helps to foster connectedness.





Mindful listening shows your child that what they have to say is valued. It enables them to feel confident about sharing any difficulties with you, which helps to strengthen the child–

parent bond.


 


 


 


TIP 6


Tackling difficult conversations


Sometimes we need to have difficult conversations with our children, particularly if the source of their unhappiness is linked to harmful behaviours, such as alcohol or bullying. Tackling these difficult subjects together is a sign that you have a strong and trusting relationship. Try:




	Gathering your thoughts and staying calm.


	Not being judgemental or overly emotional.


	Listening mindfully.


	Asking open-ended questions.


	Thanking your child for coming to you.
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