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Praise for Toxic Childhood


‘Excellent book … practical, sensible and eminently attainable advice on how to detoxify childhood’


Deborah Orr, Independent


‘A fascinating account of the problems facing kids today … contains solid parenting advice on subjects ranging from diet to childcare’


Sainsbury’s Magazine


‘A splendid book that draws together a vast swathe of the most authoritative research from a whole range of fields and disciplines … that together explain “the worsening behaviour of children and the explosion in numbers of special needs pupils”’


The Mother


‘A brilliant book, Toxic Childhood, demonstrating how deprived children bear the brunt of rapid social change, and the knock-on effect this has on Britain’s streets, schools and crime rate’


The Week


‘All too often we are told what is wrong with society/parenting/environment and more, but seldom told how we can do something to redress the balance … This is what the author set out to do, and she has succeeded. Read Toxic Childhood’


www.familyonwards.com


‘Almost every page in this book raises something compelling about the way we are treating children. It is a worrying book, but not unhopeful or unhelpful, and everyone concerned with children can rest assured that Sue Palmer is on their side’


Carousel


‘A great book’


My Child


‘Every parent should read this book, as it does contain a wealth of information you should know’


Evening Herald


‘Absolutely essential reading for anyone who has, or who works with, children. It’s like Eric Schlosser (author of the exposé Fast Food Nation) for parenting’


Lovereading.co.uk


‘One of the most talked about books on the market … teems with perceptive observations and sound advice’


Family Bulletin


‘One of the most inspirational books I have ever read … a must-read for all parents’


The Coffee House, mumsnet.com


‘More and more of us have begun to wonder, with real anxiety, just what it is that has gone so horribly wrong with childhood. How can we face the future with confidence if we lose faith in the way most of the children around us are raised? In this book, Sue Palmer tackles a range of areas and issues that affect growing bodies and minds. Bravely, she gives us the unvarnished, and often startling, facts. More cheeringly, she then offers us ways to think afresh about a host of matters to do with young people, their health, their upbringing and their education, which we would – both as individuals and as a community – be very foolish indeed to either ignore or dismiss …’


Anne Fine, author and former Children’s Laureate


‘Just what we all need to be reading. The levels of anxiety about our children are reaching new highs and we desperately need this kind of careful analysis’


Dr Rowan Williams, former Archbishop of Canterbury


‘One of the most powerful books of the year’


David Willetts, former Shadow Secretary of State for Education


‘This is a compelling book, well-researched and authoritative, with powerful messages in each of the chapters, and practical suggestions that are both helpful and realistic’ Marion Dowling,


former President of the British Association of Early Childhood Education


‘Essential reading for all those who work with children. It has fascinating and sometimes startling revelations about the damaging influences on the young within our society and offers some practical and very readable ideas and recommendations for all those who endeavour to give children the very best we can’


Gervase Phinn, author


‘Sue Palmer brings together the information parents need all in one place – research that reinforces what most parents really believe. We’re under so much pressure to sign up to a status quo that so often feels wrong; this gives us the courage to seek the best for our children’


Wendy Thomas, mother, Southampton


‘As a teacher with 15 years experience I can only agree about the devastating effect our lifestyles are having on children today. Many of the chapters had me in tears! The book should be made compulsory reading for all politicians, health visitors, social workers, teachers and parents!’


Julia Colley, teacher, Essex


‘Very well written and well researched’


Mick Brookes, former General Secretary, National Association of Headteachers


‘A compact, accessible and research-based “bible” in how to “detox childhood” … an ideal, if not essential, read for parents and all those working with children’


Early Years Educator (EYE)
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION


It’s now almost a decade since the original manuscript for Toxic Childhood went off to the publishers, and well over fifteen years since the teachers I met around the UK first set me worrying about the effects of modern lifestyles on children’s development. As all my previous publications were on teaching aspects of literacy (particularly grammar and spelling), research for this book took me well out of my comfort zone. I’ve found myself navigating through uncharted, and somewhat scary, waters ever since.


The first edition of Toxic Childhood in May 2006 was well-received among teachers and other professionals working with young children but, to begin with, made little impact on its target audience – parents and politicians. It did, however, introduce me to many other people similarly concerned about child development, including a psychologist called Dr Richard House.


Richard and I organised an open letter on the subject, signed by more than 200 experts (including many of the interviewees for this book), which appeared in the Daily Telegraph in late 2006, causing a brief media storm. The then Archbishop of Canterbury seized on this interest to publicise a forthcoming Children’s Society enquiry into the subject (A Good Childhood); and a couple of months later UNICEF published a survey of childhood well-being, in which, of 21 countries in the developed world, the UK came bottom.


Suddenly, children’s lifestyles were on the political map (although, so far, the responses of most politicians have been far from reassuring), and I found myself transformed into a ‘childhood campaigner’, combining a literacy day-job with Toxic Childhood talks for parents, trailing around broadcasting studios and commenting in the press on everything from early childcare to the sexual habits of teenagers. It also led to two further research projects, for 21st Century Boys (2009) and 21st Century Girls (2013).


After eight years on this campaign trail, I’m therefore very grateful to my publishers Orion for the opportunity to revise and update Toxic Childhood, drawing on the considerable expertise of many wonderful people from a wide range of disciplines, all as desperate as me to alert the wider world to the challenges of raising children in a hyper-competitive, screen-based culture. My personal experience suggests that responsible parents are now as concerned about this issue as childhood professionals so I hope the book will help any new parent-readers make informed choices about childrearing in the modern world.


It’s written in ten self-contained chapters, each of which covers a key aspect of children’s daily lives, so is highly suitable for skimming if a particular topic isn’t of interest; and, thanks to my first editor, at the end of each chapter there’s a list of ‘parenting hints and tips’ supplied by the experts I consulted. But while I hope these may help mums and dads detoxify their own children’s lives, my main aim was never to produce a ‘parenting manual’. Since the child is father of the man (and mother of the woman), the way a culture treats its children will have profound effects on that culture fifteen or twenty years down the line. Toxic Childhood was intended as a social treatise, linking new research on child development to the realities of twenty-first-century children’s lives.


For me, the scariest aspect of the last decade has been watching how small changes in children’s behaviour noted by teachers in the 1990s (see Introduction) are playing out in the teenagers and young adults of the present day. Researchers in the UK and USA have noted a serious increase in mental health problems and addictions of various kinds (not least to technological devices), widespread difficulties in controlling the focus of attention and an alarming decline in empathy. At present, these problems are contained by professional interventions, but if they continue to increase there are dangerous times ahead for our society, on both the economic and social fronts.


As I write this Preface, the radio informs me that the ‘obesity explosion’ (to which nutritionists alerted us in the early years of the century – see Chapter 1) has precipitated a ‘national health emergency’, which threatens the future of the NHS. Obesity is much easier to spot than social and emotional problems, and the economic consequences of a physical health crisis are far more immediately obvious than those associated with emotional wellbeing. But, in the long run, a society with a mental health crisis among its young people is a society in decline.


So, dear reader, I’ll end with a plea that you check out the ‘Mind the Gap’ sections at the end of each chapter, and lend your weight to movements like the Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood (www.commercialfreechildhood.org) and Save Childhood (www.savechildhood.net) which work to improve the lot of all children, including those whose parents would never dream of picking up a book like this one.


Children are the future: the way we care for them – all of them – will determine the future they inherit.


Sue Palmer (childhood campaigner) Edinburgh, November 2014




INTRODUCTION


TOXIC CHILDHOOD SYNDROME


She was standing on the steps of the Uffizi Gallery in Florence – a short, dark-haired girl, slightly overweight, sulkily licking an ice cream. I guessed from her face she was no more than ten years old, but the angry scowl and scrunched self-consciousness looked more like a teenager, wracked with adolescent angst. Her clothes were too old for her too – a low-slung miniskirt and high-cut top, exposing a plump little midriff. And across her little girl’s chest was printed her message to the world: ‘I ♥ my attitude problem’.


In the building behind her were some of western civilisation’s greatest treasures – paintings by Botticelli, Leonardo, Michelangelo – which presumably her parents had dragged her across Europe (maybe across the world) to see. She clearly wasn’t remotely interested. I suspect the only thing that small lost soul wanted to do was curl up in front of a widescreen TV and lose herself in something mindless – a cartoon, maybe, or one of the endless American sitcoms on the Disney Channel. Her feelings about life were written all over her: anger, self-obsession, boredom, lack of engagement – the multiple trademarks of the brat.


Poor child. Poor parents. Poor western civilisation – indeed the whole of the developed world – which now teems with miserable little creatures like that one, male and female, toddlers to preteens. In a global culture whose citizens are wealthier, healthier and more privileged than ever before in human history, children grow unhappier every year. From the disgruntled and discontented to the depressed and dysfunctional, we seem to be raising a generation with nothing to love but its attitude problem.


What’s happening to children?


In the decade since I spotted that little girl, there’s been increasing recognition that all is not well for children in the wealthy west, particularly the UK and USA. By 2014, it was well established that 10 per cent of British children have a diagnosable mental health disorder, while 20 per cent are estimated to suffer from mental health problems of some kind, and the figures for the USA are around the same (13–20 per cent). The problem of children’s mental health was brought firmly to public attention in 2007, when a UNICEF survey of childhood well-being in the developed world confirmed that these two countries do indeed have particular issues in this respect: out of 21 countries surveyed, the USA came 20th and the UK 21st.


The knock-on effects of this epidemic are obvious in statistics on drug and substance abuse among teenagers, along with binge drinking, eating disorders, self-harm and suicide (attempted and successful). Add these to the figures for teenage crime and antisocial behaviour, and there’s plenty for the parents of a ten-year-old with an attitude problem to worry about. Occasional headline-grabbing incidents – such as high school massacres in the States or England’s 2011 summer riots – bring the problems to wider public attention.


So what’s going wrong? As one who’s worked with children for forty years – the last dozen of which have been spent researching this issue, and talking to experts on aspects of child-rearing around the world – I’ve come to the conclusion that there isn’t one simple answer. There’s no point in singling out parents for blame, or teachers, or junk food manufacturers or anyone else – it’s a complex cultural problem, linked to the incredible speed of human progress and the worldwide triumph of consumer capitalism. We’ve created an amazingly exciting global culture but, over the last thirty years, progress has accelerated so much that our species simply can’t keep up. In a nutshell, our culture has evolved faster than our biology.


This clash between technological culture and biological heritage is now damaging children’s ability to think, learn and behave. And unless we do something about it, the twenty-first-century global village is going to be in trouble. To put it bluntly, the next generation may not be bright or balanced enough to keep the show on the road …


The ‘special needs’ explosion


What first started me fretting over this issue was the steady escalation, over my time in education, of what are known as ‘developmental disorders’. A number of learning difficulties, which didn’t even enter the public consciousness until the late twentieth century, began to affect a growing number of children.


First and foremost among these syndromes is ADHD (attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder), which only appeared on the scene about forty years ago but is now the most common behavioural disorder affecting children in the USA and UK. In 2012, nearly one in ten American children had been diagnosed with ADHD, which affects their ability to concentrate and control behaviour, and rates are soaring around the world, with particular concern about the subject in Australia. Estimates are lower in the UK than across the Atlantic (around one in twenty), but that’s probably because diagnosis is less frequent due to revised health service and educational guidelines.


Another type of learning disorder that’s been around much longer than ADHD is dyslexia, a specific difficulty with literacy skills. Approximately 20 per cent of young people regularly leave school with inadequate reading skills and the Dyslexia Research Trust estimates that half of these are due to dyslexia – that is, the students are generally bright and able to learn but have specific problems in decoding and comprehending the written word. There’s considerable debate about dyslexia among psychologists because they can’t agree what causes it (there seem to be many different ways of being dyslexic) and every so often this leads to headlines like ‘Dyslexia may not exist’, from academics at Yale and Durham in early 2014. Dyslexia’s close cousins – dysgraphia (difficulty with handwriting) and dyscalculia (difficulty with maths) – are less well publicised but similarly prone to academic dispute.


In the 1990s, another ‘dys-function’ – dyspraxia (difficulties with physical coordination, spatial awareness and sensory perception) – raised its head, and by 2014 the NHS estimated that the condition affected at least one in fifty children. It’s often linked to other developmental disorders, such as ADHD and Asperger syndrome (see below). As a seasoned special needs watcher, I suspect we’ll hear much more about dyspraxia in the years to come.


However, the most alarming increase in developmental conditions has been in autistic spectrum disorders (ASD), which involve children’s ability to relate to the world and communicate with others. Autism affects children in many different ways – hence the term ‘spectrum’. At one end are ‘high functioning’ Asperger syndrome children – often academic high achievers but restricted in their interests and socially inept – and at the other are very severely autistic children, completely cut off by their disability and unable to communicate with the rest of the world. The unifying features of autistic spectrum disorders are difficulties in social functioning and communication, and sometimes unusual, often repetitive, behaviours.


According to the American Academy of Paediatrics, in the early 1980s the incidence of autism in the USA was about 1 in 50,000. By 2004 it had rocketed to 1 in 166, and in 2014 was estimated to be affecting one child in every sixty-eight. Estimates elsewhere vary from roughly one in a hundred children in the UK to about 1 in 600 in Japan but the problem appears to be on the increase in all countries of the developed world. It’s a frightening escalation of a condition which, even in high-achieving children, can be the cause of much social and emotional suffering.


It’s likely that the huge increase in these ‘special educational needs’ is to a large extent due to increasing knowledge and understanding among doctors and teachers, meaning conditions that went undiagnosed in the past are now routinely recognised. Another possibility is that parents these days prefer to medicalise problems that were once simply labelled ‘under-achievement’. This argument is often put forward by critics of the growth in drug-treatment for ADHD – mind-altering drugs such as Ritalin or Dexedrine, prescribed to correct the chemical imbalance in the child’s brain.


However, even taking these arguments into account, the increases are phenomenal. Improvements in teachers’ professional knowledge, schools’ specialist provision and various strategies for teaching and behaviour management have all developed alongside – and in response to – children’s special needs. But it seems that, just as schools find ways forward for helping with one type of developmental condition, another arises to take its place. I reckon that educational authorities have been keeping the lid on this problem for several decades … but it’s getting harder every year.


Nature, nurture and behaviour


It’s now widely accepted that developmental disorders have a genetic – or, at least, neurological – component. ‘Nature’ plays a major part. But it’s also widely agreed that the way children are brought up inevitably influences their development. The nature-nurture debate about how much an individual’s personality is due to one or the other is tediously familiar – indeed it assumed a similar status during the twentieth century to the medieval debate about how many angels can dance on the head of a pin. But most scientists now take the view that, while genes are indeed significant, upbringing and outside influences make a great deal of difference. Nature and nurture are vibrantly interactive.


When a predisposition is strong – as in the case of those unfortunate infants locked into profound autism – nurture may have little effect. But in most cases the environment in which a child grows up will significantly affect the way any genetic traits – good or bad – develop. In one particularly memorable American research project two groups of identical, genetically-vulnerable monkeys were brought up in different circumstances and then given access to alcohol. The monkeys who’d had a tough childhood consoled themselves with drink, while those who’d been carefully cared for and mothered actually drank less than the average monkey.


So could there be something going on in the successful nations of the world that is making it more likely that genetically vulnerable children develop their special needs? Might it be that – despite our economic success – childhood today is actually tougher than it was a few decades ago?


The reason psychologists call ADHD, dyslexia, dyspraxia and ASD ‘developmental disorders’ is that, in terms of social behaviour and/or achievement at school, the children concerned don’t develop along a ‘normal’ trajectory – something holds them back. There’s a sort of developmental continuum we expect children to move along during the first ten or so years of life. At birth, they’re all helpless little bundles of egocentricity, but as time goes on we assume they’ll move slowly (with occasional understandable regressions) towards more ‘grown-up’ civilised behaviour. We don’t consciously teach this civilised behaviour, except hopefully by example – we just expect it to emerge (or develop) as children mature, in the same way we expect them to walk and talk. Along the way, we also expect them to learn the basic skills covered in primary school: the three Rs of reading, writing and reckoning.


If something is happening to interfere with the normal course of children’s development – and thus contributing to the huge increase in developmental and behavioural disorders – you’d expect to see it affecting children in general, not just genetically vulnerable ones. And that’s exactly what people have been seeing. Over the last couple of decades, I’ve heard reports from many thousands of teachers around the UK of a steady deterioration in the behaviour and learning potential of children in their classes, not just those diagnosed with a special educational need. Reports from educators in the USA, Japan and other developed countries bear it out. In general, children in the world’s most successful nations are not as well behaved or as well-equipped to learn as they were in the past.


Learning to behave


Of course, all children sometimes act up. When over-tired, overexcited or feverish, any child can regress to the level of a two-year-old on a bad day. But in a civilised society we expect a decline in self-obsession and an increase in ‘grown-up’ behaviour as the years go by – the proportion of good days to bad gradually increasing, until by the time a child’s age is in double figures, his or her behaviour is relatively stable. The fact that children then enter that long dark tunnel known as adolescence is, of course, something of a backward step, but if all’s gone well in the preceding years, there’s hope they’ll come out of the tunnel unscathed. (As St Ignatius Loyola, Miss Jean Brodie and Hillary Clinton have all pointed out, the most important learning happens well before the teenage years.) This change from a tantrum-throwing two-year-old to a relatively civilised pre-teen depends on many things, but there are three key principles children must grasp on their journey, principles which have been at the heart of civilisation throughout human history.


The first is the ability to control and maintain attention even when something doesn’t particularly interest them. All children – even very young ones – can focus for long periods on chosen activities (as parents forced to play endless games of peek-a-boo or ‘I’ll-drop-the-rattle-You-pick-it-up’ know only too well). However, once children begin to socialise with others, they must learn sometimes to focus on other people’s choices; and by six or seven, they’re expected to focus on what the teacher is teaching them. If you can’t attend – or if you’re only prepared to attend to the things that interest you – you’re going to have trouble at school.


The second is self-regulation. According to research, this is associated with the developing capacity for physical self-control and is related to children’s ability to ‘defer gratification’. To get along in the real world, they have to understand that the rewards for actions are not always immediate, and that sometimes people just have to knuckle down to dreary, boring, repetitive tasks because they’ll pay off later – perhaps in the fairly remote future. An experiment from the 1960s illustrates how important the appreciation and acceptance of deferred gratification can be. Researchers left children, one by one, alone in a room with a plate containing a single marshmallow. The children were told that, if they wished, they could eat this marshmallow; but if they waited till the researcher’s return, they’d be given a whole plateful of marshmallows. Some children cracked and wolfed down the single treat; others managed to resist temptation and held out for a plateful. Twenty years later researchers hunted down the subjects of this experiment, and discovered that those whose self-restraint had earned them multiple marshmallows had led more successful and happy lives than those who’d been impulsive.


The third principle is that living happily in a group of any size involves balancing your own needs against the needs of everyone else. This is summed up very succinctly in the name of a character in the children’s book The Water Babies: Mrs Doasyouwouldbedoneby. Doing as you would be done by, and thus making the wheels of domestic, institutional and social life turn smoothly, requires an awareness of others (the ability to empathise with their point of view) allied with the sort of self-control I’ve described above. Human beings who do not have these qualities are likely to have a very hard ride through life – and so are the people around them.


Children with profound developmental disorders – conditions which completely impair their quality of life (and, indeed, that of their parents) – don’t grasp these principles and their behaviour remains sadly primitive. But ‘normal’ children progress steadily towards civilised self-control. Then there are the ones in the middle – those who make some progress but not enough, whose education begins to suffer, and who may have real problems ‘fitting in’.


The point at which psychologists diagnose a developmental disorder is, of course, moot – indeed, everyone in education knows diagnosis is partially dependent upon a child’s background (the apparent incidence of dyslexia, for instance, is much greater in affluent areas than in disadvantaged ones where reading problems are often widespread). But the point is that, year on year, fewer children seem to be making what used to be called ‘normal’ progress. Increasingly, children in general have problems in focusing their concentration, exercising self-restraint and taking account of other people’s needs and interests. Indeed, in 2010 the definition of Special Educational Needs in England had to be revised. If it hadn’t there was a danger that, by 2020, around a quarter of the nation’s children would be considered ‘special’.


A twenty-first-century report card


Primary teachers are well qualified to assess the behaviour of pre-teen children, since they can compare the way classes behave over time. Over the last few decades, UK primary teachers’ concern about children’s deteriorating behaviour – especially in disadvantaged areas – has mushroomed. We had heard such reports coming out of America for years, and I also hear them increasingly now from the teachers I meet in South-East Asia and on mainland Europe. The general opinion is that as the proportion of children with diagnosed special needs increased, so did the proportion who don’t have a specific diagnosable disorder but are just distractible, impulsive or badly behaved.


This shift has caused many problems for schools because distractible, impulsive children are difficult to teach. It’s particularly difficult teaching them to read and write, since the various sub-skills of literacy take a long time to acquire and – no matter how hard teachers try to jazz it up – involve plenty of dull, repetitive effort. The eventual rewards, however, are well worth having: beside the obvious advantages psychologists believe the very process of learning to read actually develops children’s powers of thought and understanding. It’s a classic example of the importance of deferred gratification.


Another major problem is that, as children’s behaviour gets worse, teachers must spend more time and energy on crowd control. At the lowest level, they’ve noticed a decline in manners and respect for adults, with general ‘cheekiness’ and backchat making day-to-day classroom management more demanding. More significantly, there are many more incidences of rule-breaking, violence and bullying. Discipline problems take up teaching time, and distract from the business of learning.


Readers blessed with well-behaved offspring, or those who do not mix much with children at all, may think teachers are overstating the case. Janet Street-Porter, a British writer and broadcaster, used to feel that way – until she agreed to spend two weeks teaching eight-year-olds in a primary school. Ms Street-Porter is renowned as a forceful woman, capable of withering hardened BBC executives with a glance. In her new role, however – despite an armory of guidelines for dealing with problem children – she found herself leaving school at the end of each day ‘weeping with frustration that several of the worst offenders would simply run rings round me. Quite simply, they had no idea of discipline whatsoever.’


These opinions are reflected in teachers’ comments around the world. Even in Japan, where a formal educational system has meant that discipline was not a problem in the past, elementary teachers now speak of widespread impulsive behaviour, including bullying (the Japanese word for this, ijime, didn’t enter the public consciousness till the early 1980s, but is now a household word). They also report an apparent lack of guilt among the children concerned – deeply worrying in a society where respect and honour is of supreme importance. Why then, in all the most advanced and advantaged countries of the world, should children be growing less able to exercise self-control and more difficult to teach?


The blind men and the elephant


Like most teachers I meet, my first instinct was to lay the blame for deteriorating behaviour on electronic media. To a literacy specialist it seemed self-evident that children who spend their days slumped in front of TV or playing computer games miss out on other important activities, such as conversation and reading for pleasure. Commentators have been complaining about reduced attention span ever since television became widespread in the 1950s, and over the last twenty years children’s viewing has escalated wildly as TV became a round-the-clock global presence, with endless channels aimed specifically at them: Nickelodeon, Disney, Fox Kids, CBBC, Toonami and so on. I began to take a keen interest in the issue and often wrote about it for the educational press.


Then one day, while looking into reports that Ritalin prescriptions in the UK had increased ten-fold in a single decade, I bumped into another researcher, an expert on children’s play. She put the apparent increase in attention deficit down to something quite different: the fact that many parents were too frightened to let their children go outside and run off excess energy. In conversation, we discovered that, while her argument and mine were clearly linked (in both cases, TV was implicated), neither of us had hitherto given much consideration to the other’s point of view.


Suddenly I noticed how many other experts seemed to be digging away at this issue. They began to turn up everywhere – the newspapers, the bookshops, the Internet – and each had his or her own speciality. They seemed to be all over the world – from the USA in the west to Japan in the east – worrying away at the same problem, despite differences in cultural traditions. Some put the change in children’s behaviour down to diet or lack of exercise; others chose working mothers, marriage breakdown, defects in the educational system, excessive consumerism or other effects of technological or social change … The world was teeming with experts on children’s behaviour, and most of them seemed completely oblivious of all the others.


The trouble is, expertise nowadays is increasingly specialised: researchers are trapped in their own disciplines, knowing more and more about less and less; social commentators are trapped in their own countries, addressing the minutiae of national concerns. So, although there’s worldwide concern about changes in children’s behaviour patterns, investigation into the issue is proceeding like the blind men of Indostan’s investigation of the elephant. In the poem, each blind man caught hold of one bit of the animal – the trunk or the leg or the tail – and on the basis of this worked out his theory of what an elephant looked like. At present, each expert latches on to one element of the decline in children’s behaviour and ability to learn – and in so doing we fail to grasp it in its entirety. We haven’t observed the whole elephant.


The more I read, the more I became convinced that there was not just one cause behind the changes in children’s behaviour, but a vast array of causes, all interrelated and deeply ingrained in contemporary culture – a complex and alarming mix. And, while it seemed to be affecting children across the developed world, it was particularly noticeable in the USA and UK. This is why, a dozen years ago, I stepped off my personal professional tramlines and began research into childhood in general.


The past is another planet


My first reaction was deep sympathy for contemporary parents. How in the world could they be expected to cope with the astonishing amount of information generated by these legions of experts? And if those same experts haven’t worked out what ‘the elephant’ in the middle of all their research looks like, how are parents supposed to guess what’s significant in their findings?


Bringing up children has never been easy, but nowadays it’s a minefield. Twenty-first-century parents pick their way gingerly through the sound bites – junk food, sugar highs, cotton-wool kids, battery children, pester power, electronic babysitters, technobrats, and so on – but with a distinct shortage of reference points. When my husband and I were bringing up our daughter a quarter of a century ago, the world we lived in was not vastly different from the one in which we’d grown up ourselves. But since then, the pace of change has been phenomenal. In less than a couple of decades, technology has transformed our homes: PCs, laptops, email, the worldwide web; cable, satellite and digital TV, tele-recording and DVD players; computer games, PlayStations, social networking sites; iPods, tablet computers and apps; mobiles, text messaging, smartphones … And everything happens much, much faster than it did in the past.


Social changes have been no less startling. Across all wealthy countries, there are now far fewer extended family groups than there were; mothers are much more likely to work and, in a fastmoving, fast-changing workplace, the pressures of work for all parents have hugely increased; marriages are less stable and cohabitation and divorce widespread – even in countries, such as Japan and Spain, where such behaviour was unthinkable twenty years ago. The old certainties have gone, and ‘moral relativism’ doesn’t make for easy parenting.


Technology has meant families across the developed world have more and more in common – an exciting development – but it also means that they have less and less contact with their own cultural past. Back in 1950, L.P. Hartley began his novel The Go Between with the famous words: ‘The past is a foreign country. They do things differently there.’ These days the past isn’t just a foreign country, it’s another planet.


The Canadian media visionary Marshal McLuhan called this phenomenon ‘electric speed’. It began with the growth of global mass media in the middle of the twentieth century, but has accelerated wildly – as evidenced above – since the 1980s. McLuhan predicted that the contraction of time and space within the global village would be a great leap forward for mankind, and in many ways, he was right: for adults, it’s an amazing period to be alive, and most of the time we manage to keep up with the electric speed of modern life.


But children are not fully-developed adults – they still have to move along that biological developmental continuum, acquiring the habits of civilised behaviour. Focused attention, self-regulation, deferred gratification, empathy and other important lessons can’t be learned at electric speed. Human development happens in ‘slow time’, and contemporary children still need the same time-consuming, old-fashioned nurturing that small, highly intelligent primates have needed through the ages.


The elephant in the house


In the tumult of change, it’s not surprising if some parents have lost sight of age-old truths about child-rearing, especially as many of the old reference points – lore from the extended family, cultural and religious traditions – have been swept away. But the problem is compounded because the cultural changes of the last quarter of a century have brought with them a toxic mix of side-effects that have made the task of rearing children more difficult than ever before. Parents haven’t had the time (or the clarity of information) to make adjustments for these side effects. As a result, every year children become more distractible, impulsive and self-obsessed – less able to learn, to enjoy life, to thrive socially. So even though it’s more difficult than in any previous generation, good parenting is essential. In a complex contemporary culture, children are in greater need of parental wisdom, guidance and support than ever before.


The needs of a small human being are much the same as they ever were. They need physical nurture: nourishing food; plenty of exercise and play; adequate sleep. But they also need emotional and social nurture, which means time, attention, communication and love from the people closest to them. As they grow older, they must widen their social circle and start to learn essential academic skills, including the three Rs. And throughout childhood they need moral guidance, to help them navigate through the increasingly complex web of contemporary ethics.


My researches suggest that children’s development in every one of these areas is threatened by the side effects of technological and cultural changes. A great many – probably a majority – of our children have developed a taste for unhealthy food and a couchpotato lifestyle, and have related problems with sleeping. An unacceptable number also suffer from inadequate early emotional bonding, lack of interaction with their parents and a high level of emotional instability. Instead of stimulating, real-life experiences, contemporary children have electronic entertainment and communication at home, and – all too often – a narrow test-and-target driven curriculum at school. Moral guidance has suffered as societies become increasingly confused, while children are constantly exposed to manipulative advertising and the excesses of celebrity culture.


Any one of the vast array of cultural side effects I discovered would be enough to trigger developmental delay in a genetically-vulnerable child; the whole toxic brew could trigger it even in the most genetically robust of individuals. This is the ‘elephant’ standing full square in the living room of every family home in the developed world.


Toxic childhood syndrome


There’s no point standing around wringing our hands about this problem, or indeed looking for someone to blame. No one intended it, and the culture changes so rapidly nowadays that hand-wringing and blaming are just a waste of precious time. And I’m not suggesting we turn the clock back on our cultural revolution. Personally I love new technology and would hate to go back to an earlier age – indeed, without email and the worldwide web, this book couldn’t have been written. I love the buzz of twenty-four-hour living, the improvements in women’s status, the comfort and convenience of a contemporary lifestyle, the excitement of change. But, in order to maintain the new global culture, we must acknowledge what it’s doing to our children and work out how to detoxify their lives.


Toxic Childhood assembles evidence from a wide range of disciplines – from psychology and neuroscience to economics and marketing. The initial research took several years’ work (by myself and two hard-working research assistants), hundreds of discussions with children, parents and teachers around the world, and – most importantly – interviews with scores of scientists and other experts, who gave generously of their time and expertise to explain the effects of ‘toxic childhood syndrome’ in their particular disciplines. In the eight years since first publication, I’ve moved in a wide range of academic, political and social circles formerly beyond my wildest dreams, which have provided me with many new sources of information and extra insights.


The more I’ve found out, the clearer it’s become that trying to tackle any one of these elements independently of the others is a waste of time – they all swirl together in a toxic mix. So just trying to improve a child’s diet, for instance, isn’t enough – all sorts of other things impinge on it: TV and marketing messages, exercise and sleeping habits, childcare arrangements, parenting style. Anyway, just as we can’t know a child’s genetic blueprint, we can’t guess which elements of contemporary culture might be particularly poisonous for each individual. Toxic childhood is a syndrome, and we have to tackle the whole thing, not just odd symptoms. The good news is that doing so isn’t particularly difficult, shouldn’t cost much (except in time and attention) and parents who are already detoxing their children’s lives find it extremely rewarding and enjoyable.


Detoxing childhood


After each chapter, there are a few guidelines for ‘detoxing childhood’, based on advice offered by experts and ideas from parents I have met on my travels – the sort of hints and tips I’d find helpful if I were raising children myself. On the same basis, I’ve also recommended books and websites offering further insights and advice. However, I’m not a parenting expert and Toxic Childhood was never intended to be a child-rearing manual. Indeed, one of the problems I recognised in my research was that the burgeoning ‘parenting industry’ can contribute to the syndrome, as many parents feel de-skilled, overwhelmed with advice (often conflicting) and unable to trust to their instincts. My aim has simply been to pull together in one place (and hopefully, to demystify) up-to-date scientific information about child development and the ways that children’s biological blueprint can be compromised in a fast-moving consumer culture.


Anyway, tackling toxic childhood syndrome isn’t merely a question of what individual parents can do. It’s also an important social project, one that affects everyone in the developed world. Children are our most significant investment for the future and the toxic cocktail described in these pages is already undermining the social, emotional and intellectual development of an unacceptable number. Even if your own offspring have escaped unscathed, the world they’re growing up in is full of others who’ve been less fortunate. When children in general become more distractible, impulsive and lacking in empathy, there’s inevitably a corresponding increase in mental health problems and anti-social behaviour.


We could, of course, try to solve the problems by doling out drugs, as already happens in the case of many children diagnosed with ADHD. I would be the last to deny that some families desperately need the relief that comes from a timely dose of Ritalin – living with a severely ADHD child can be utter hell. But as prescriptions soar (in the decade between 1999 and 2010, they increased fourfold in the UK), we must ask ourselves whether pathologising childhood in this way is an acceptable option.


Apart from anything else, drugging a growing proportion of the nation’s youth is an expensive option, and may have many unintended consequences. I once visited a school where an eight-year-old boy had saved up his Ritalin in an attempt to kill himself with an overdose: ‘Because I’m too naughty,’ he explained. ‘I’m just a nuisance to everyone.’ Another possibility is that, like the rock stars Kurt Cobain and Courtney Love, both on Ritalin as children, it may contribute to drug dependency. After Cobain’s suicide, Love ruminated: ‘When you’re a kid and you get this drug that makes you feel that feeling, where else are you going to turn when you’re an adult? It was euphoric when you were a child – isn’t that memory going to stick with you?’


A much more sensible solution is for medical, educational and political establishments to address the underlying causes of these changes in children’s behaviour, and support parents in doing the best for their children. Governments across the world already recognise that investment in the next generation’s physical, mental and emotional health is a worthwhile cause, but often base their responses on experience that ignores the effects of cultural change – experience from that other planet known as the past. Awareness of, and attention to, toxic childhood syndrome is essential if their investment is to succeed. Above all they must be prepared to challenge adverse commercial influences on children’s health and well-being.


So big business needs to listen too. Large corporations have been slow to recognise that, when short-term profit undermines society’s long-term prospects, it’s not just the punters they’re screwing, it’s themselves. Fortunately, there are some signs that, with sufficient public outrage and threats of litigation, they can be persuaded to change direction. It’s even possible they’ll recognise that there’s money to be made in creating and marketing products that develop a healthy rather than unhealthy lifestyle for children. In helping big business along this road, parental pressure is an extremely powerful force.


All adults – not just parents, teachers and politicians – have a social responsibility for the well-being of the next generation. We all have to wise up, shrug off the social paralysis fuelled by a combination of rapid change, information overload and selfish materialism, and help to create a secure, healthy environment in which children can grow. The suggestions in this book are not rocket science – but if we care about the future of our global village, they’re more important than rocket science. And, in a world moving at such breakneck speed, successful child-rearing depends not just on the advice of scientists playing catch-up, but on age-old, tried-and-tested human wisdom.




Mind the gap


One advantage of being a travelling literacy specialist is the opportunity to visit schools in every part of the UK, from prestigious prep schools set amid verdant play areas and well-manicured sports fields, to run-down inner-city institutions with cramped tarmacked playgrounds and high spiked railings to keep out the vandals. I know from twenty-five years of personal experience about the gap between rich and poor in this country, and its impact on the next generation.


Since all parents want the best for their children, it’s no surprise that those who value education seek out the best possible schools, or that wealthy parents are prepared to pay for excellent facilities. Well-educated families thus tend to raise well-educated children. As concern about childhood well-being grows, these parents are also likely to find out more about the subject, and to take steps to detoxify their own children’s lives.


But parents in Britain’s meanest streets have no such choices. Poverty tends to go hand in hand with lack of educational qualifications, low income, poor diet, physical and mental ill-health, housing problems and – increasingly – debt. These mums and dads have no alternative but to send their offspring to the nearest school where, no matter how hard the teachers work, children’s home circumstances constantly impact on their educational achievement. What’s more, anyone struggling to raise a family in an area where crime, violence, drug and alcohol abuse are facts of daily life is unlikely to be well-read on the subject of child development. So the effects of toxic childhood syndrome are much worse for the children of the poor than they are for those from more fortunate backgrounds.


As one whose own family was ‘lifted out of poverty’ by improved educational opportunities over the course of the twentieth century, I began my teaching career believing that, in terms of social mobility, things could only get better. However, by the early 2000s it was pretty obvious to anyone travelling around Britain’s schools that the beneficial effects of education had ceased to work their spell – the rich were getting richer, and the poor poorer. In fact, the Labour government’s attempts to close the gap by ‘raising educational standards’ seemed to me to be making things worse. That’s why I began my research into child development, and why, at the end of each chapter of Toxic Childhood, I added a PS called ‘Mind the Gap’.


In 2006, these postscripts were not well received. Some commentators accused me of ‘demonising poor children’, which was the last thing I intended. Perhaps the problem was that, before UNICEF’s 2007 survey brought the subject to public attention, childhood well-being and its intimate connection with inequality was little understood. Perhaps also, as social scientists Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett suggest, until the global financial crisis ‘there was an assumption that inequality mattered only if it increased poverty, and that for most people “real” poverty was a thing of the past.’ However, after several years of recession, anyone who has any contact with the real world can be in no doubt that real poverty is alive and well in the UK.


Wilkinson and Pickett’s own book, The Spirit Level, appeared in 2009. In it, they argued that inequality is bad for everyone, rich and poor. It feeds fear and the breakdown of trust, so unequal societies as a whole suffer from more violence, mental illness, drug addiction, loss of community life and poor well-being for all children.


My argument is that poor childhood well-being is not merely the result of social inequality but, in a screen-based, hyper-competitive culture, it’s also one of the most significant causes. Those of us lucky enough to be born in the mid-twentieth century benefited not only from educational opportunities but from other aspects of ‘a good childhood’ that were taken for granted in the past, but swept away by the socio-cultural changes described in this book. If, as a society, we truly want to close the poverty gap we must find ways to reinstate these factors for all our children.


It may not be possible to provide every primary school in Britain with verdant play spaces and well-manicured sports fields (although I ardently hope that, one day, it will be), but – by attending to the messages from developmental psychologists and other experts quoted in this book – we can ensure that every primary school pupil is physically, socially and emotionally equipped to learn. In the words of Nelson Mandela, ‘there can be no keener revelation of a society’s soul than the way in which it treats its children.’







CHAPTER ONE


FOOD FOR THOUGHT


In the early years of the twenty-first century, the people of the developed world suddenly noticed we had been poisoning our children. The food we’d let them eat over recent decades – ever-richer in sugar, salt, additives and the wrong sort of fat – now contained very little actual nourishment. Instead of building healthy bodies, it was simply making children fatter and more unhealthy by the year.


Although nutritionists had been warning about these developments for years, it wasn’t until the physical effects of the ‘obesity explosion’ were clearly visible in a growing number of children that the media recognised a ‘story’. Parents were suddenly bombarded with terrifying information about long-term implications for physical health, including the possibility that today’s children might be the first generation in history to have a shorter lifespan than their elders. There was less media attention to the fact that junk food can also damage children’s mental health, but at an international symposium on brain research and learning in Germany in 2003, delegates were told: ‘If we do not pay attention to the diets of our children, we may be faced with a future of brain degenerating problems which are closely linked to learning problems.’ Ten years on, this concern among scientists continues: it was voiced again at two international seminars in London as I revised this chapter in 2013 and updates on recent research are regularly collated by the Institute for Food, Brain and Behaviour.


Urged on by medical authorities and nutritionists, governments around the world have produced guidelines about healthy eating for decades, often with flashy illustrations: Canada developed a food rainbow; Germany a dietary circle (with a healthy glass of water in the middle) and China a food pagoda. In 2005, the US Department of Agriculture upgraded its food pyramid into a multicoloured, individualised animation – MyPyramid. This revamp was hailed by nutritionist Michael Jacobson as ‘the strongest dietary guidelines yet produced’, yet by 2010 it had been supplanted by MyPlate, giving specific advice for different age and ethnic groups. The UK now has a MyPlate website too, on which Alisha and Ronnie invite schoolchildren to choose a sensible day’s food.


So, now that the twenty-first century is well into its second decade, most adults and older children are well-informed about what the younger generation ought to be eating, but in a multimedia world running at electric speed, it’s not just parents who feed children – it’s a global competitive consumer culture. And even though today’s parents are increasingly aware of the dangers, they also know to their cost how difficult it is to turn the effects of that culture round.


Junk-food junkies


Despite all we know about it, highly processed junk food is still extremely popular throughout westernised society, and among children in particular. In a quick-fix world, it’s the fastest, easiest way to satisfy hunger – pre-prepared, readily accessible and requiring no effort. It doesn’t even need eating implements: burgers, hotdogs, pizzas, pies and pastries are all finger-foods, and fizzy drinks can be consumed straight from the can. What’s more, mass-produced finger-foods are ‘tasty’, because the high quantities of fat, sugar, salt and food additives disguise poor quality ingredients. Fizzy drinks feed our human craving for sweetness (there’s the equivalent of three tablespoons of sugar in each can), as do sugary snacks like cupcakes, biscuits and chocolate bars.


The addiction has been building up for some time, especially since fast food outlets proliferated over the second half of the twentieth century and restaurants like McDonald’s became associated with days out, treats and parties. As children grew increasingly keen on the taste of quick-fix meals, manufacturers responded by creating many more products for the home: foods which are quick and easy to prepare in the microwave; ever-sweeter cereals; salty snacks to be popped into school lunch boxes or scoffed while watching TV; fatty foods suitable for ‘grazing’ throughout the day. The more of this stuff children eat, and the more cans of sugary fizz they drink, the more they want.


It’s not an exaggeration to talk about contemporary children being addicted to junk. Psychologist Deanne Jade, founder of the Centre for Eating Disorders explains that highly flavoured food works in the same way as drugs. ‘It changes our mood and it impacts on the chemicals and neurotransmitters in the brain in a similar way to alcohol, nicotine and cocaine.’ The extent of physical addiction is considerably less, of course, but as the British nutritionist Dr Susan Jebb puts it: ‘Children develop very strong learned preferences – junk food can become a psychological addiction.’


Sadly, it’s often loving adults who inadvertently initiate children into the junk-food habit. Most of us have been conditioned by our own upbringing to see certain products as ‘treats’, which we enjoy and use as a quick comfort fix. Since we love our children, we want to give them treats too, and certain foods swiftly become associated with love, comfort and reward. This can start very early in life, when parents add sugary flavourings to toddlers’ drinks or provide fruit juice instead of water. As Susan Jebb points out, this is quite unnecessary – children are perfectly happy with milk or water if we don’t give them anything else, just as they are happy with fresh, wholesome food if no one introduces them to the unhealthy stuff.


But it’s not that easy. Even if mum and dad try to keep sugar, salt and fat intake down, other adults (grandparents, neighbours, playmates’ parents) like to indulge children with ‘treats’, and the thrill of forbidden food makes it taste all the sweeter. As they grow older, children compare notes with friends at pre-school or day centre, so they’re soon aware of the range of goodies on offer. Add to this the impact of marketing – not just the obvious TV and Internet ads, posters and packaging, but the subliminal marketing wherever we go, such as vending machine displays and product placement in films and TV programmes – and it seems practically impossible to keep children away from unhealthy food for long.


Marketing messages


In the last few decades, the marketing industry has made increasingly insidious inroads into consumers’ minds, affecting the way we all think and act. Most people in the developed world now believe that choice – in food as in all other consumer products – is a fundamental right. (In fact, for most of human history, choice hardly existed – most people ate, drank and wore what they could get, if they were lucky enough to get it.)


As a result, many parents feel guilty when they deny their children the choice of their favourite food. But, as celebrity chef Jamie Oliver put it when asked why he thought children shouldn’t have any choice over their school meal: ‘You wouldn’t ask them what they wanted to read in an English class. If they’d asked me, I’d have chosen … comics or porn.’ In a consumer society, children do need opportunities to learn to make choices, but it’s up to parents to decide which choices to offer.


Marketing has also conditioned us to care about brands. Neuro-imaging technology has shown that for many Americans the mere sight of a can of Coca-Cola excites activity in sections of the brain associated with feelings of self-image, memory and cultural identity. Since the early 1990s, when it became clear that even two-year-olds recognise and ask for specific branded products, there has been a particularly concerted effort to win the hearts and minds of juvenile consumers. A UK government report on children’s food and advertising in 2004 found that children associate highly advertised, branded food with ‘fun’, influenced not just by the taste but by the colourful packaging and use of pictures, cartoons and characters from TV or films. It added that ‘effectively marketed brands generate recognition, familiarity and even affection amongst children. Well-known brands can impart status/‘cool’ to the user’.


Marketing aimed at children – such as links to popular films and TV programmes, toys in cereal packets and ‘Happy Meals’, etc. – creates a very powerful form of ‘pester power’. So when parents are conditioned by marketeers to feel that allowing choice shows love for their children, and children are persuaded by those same marketeers to choose certain products, it can be extraordinarily difficult to resist the pressure. And that pressure now is immense: marketing techniques have become enormously sophisticated in recent years, and parents are often unaware of the ways their children are being targeted.


A confidential report about one advertising agency’s successful child-focused promotion – for a fruit-based sugary snack – caused a furore when it fell into the hands of a British journalist. The report described how the agency had used a ‘viral’ approach – designed to create interest in the brand by word of mouth before the launch. Their task was to ensure children recognised images associated with the snack (‘mutant fruit characters’), and saw them as ‘cool’. The first target, therefore, was not the children themselves, but older youngsters whose tastes would influence children. So they ‘seeded’ the characters, along with a secret language, at concerts, in magazines and in cinemas, to put the word on the street. Using gifts of clothing, they also adorned children’s celebrities with pictures of the characters, thus gaining exposure on television shows and music channels that children watch. They featured their characters on Internet pop-ups and created micro-sites on popular children’s websites. Only when demand had been created among the infant audience was the product also marketed to their parents, this time as a ‘healthy snack’.


It’s just a bit of fun …


Since the media noticed the obesity explosion, there have been many campaigns to prevent the marketing of unhealthy food to children. Unfortunately, small groups of earnest campaigners, working within the constraints of their home nation’s political system, tend to make little impact in the face of global corporations with immense political influence and multi-million dollar marketing budgets. As a result, most regulations end up being cosmetic rather than effective.


For instance, in 2007 the UK government banned junk-food advertising during children’s TV programmes, a move which was trumpeted to anxious parents as a great step forward in market regulation. However – as the market researchers had always known – the vast majority of the TV shows watched by children under 12 aren’t specifically aimed at children. They’re traditional family viewing such as soap operas and talent contests, in which commercial breaks still teem with ads for burgers, confectionary, fizzy drinks and so on.


And, anyway, the ability of national governments to regulate screen-based marketing has more-or-less evaporated as, over the last ten years, advertising budgets have been directed steadily webward. Today’s children, equipped with laptops, smartphones and tablets, habitually see the food and drink ads ‘officially’ aimed at adults. They can also enjoy free branded ‘advergames’, apps and other special offers that pop up on their favourite social networking and gaming sites.


The commercial websites to which these ads direct children often feature the cool, cuddly characters who inspire their affection and brand loyalty, such as Sugar Puffs’ Honey Monster and the Nesquik Bunny. Although the 2004 report cited above led to UK regulations about the use of celebrities or ‘licensed characters’ like Winnie the Pooh to promote unhealthy foodstuffs, there’s no ban on branded characters devised by the companies themselves, so marketing departments invest heavily in devising them. As young children’s screen use moves inexorably towards the Internet, we can expect a host of cute cartoon heroes inviting them to share this web-based fun.


Trapped in the junk-food jungle


Wise parents try to keep ahead of marketing tricks and educate their children to do so too (see Chapter 8 and suggestions in ‘Turning children into healthy eaters’, here). But even where parents are able to withstand the marketing assault and convince their offspring that love is not the same thing as indulgence (‘We love you; the marketing men just want our money!’), children also have to live in a world beyond the family. Peer pressure exerts a strong influence – children don’t want to seem ‘different’, parents don’t want their offspring to be an oddball in the playground – and the wrong sort of packaging in your lunch box can be social suicide.


Schools themselves have even been drawn into promoting unhealthy food, through marketing promotions where resources are exchanged for children’s snack food wrappers, or by topping up school funds through the sale of junk foodstuffs and fizzy drinks in vending machines or tuck shops. Recent ‘Healthy Eating’ initiatives have put paid to most of these practices, but there are other ways that the food industry can make inroads into the classroom. The Nesquik bunny may not appear in Nestle’s 2012 Healthy Kids Programme, but when cash-strapped schools use its free literature they ensure that the brand is well-promoted … and associated with ‘a healthy lifestyle’.


Despite the sterling work of restaurateur Jamie Oliver, even school lunches can still help to feed the junk-food habit. In 2005, Oliver caused a national outcry with a TV series about the nutritional content of the food being fed to large numbers of the nation’s children. It was summed up by the notorious ‘turkey twizzler’, then a popular item on many school menus, consisting of reconstituted bits of poultry (the bits you’d rather not think about) mixed with fats and additives. Oliver’s efforts to change the eating habits of primary school children made fascinating viewing – and caused the British government to establish stricter controls on school food standards.


But he also showed how difficult it can be to wean children off junk. As his dinner ladies pointed out, the reason they served up turkey twizzlers and other nutritionally appalling dishes wasn’t just a question of cost and convenience. It was because the children refused to eat anything else. Despite legislation, this is still the case in many schools where, as one teacher told me in 2013: ‘the children’s plates are filled with pizza, pasta, bread and a sweet dessert … [They] may have been given vegetables or salad with their meal but these are left to go cold or ‘accidentally’ end up on the floor. So on paper the meal may appear balanced but what the children actually ingest is not.’


The problem is that once kids are hooked on rubbishy food, their sense of taste is suppressed by excessive amounts of salt, sugar and additives, and other foods begin to taste bland and unappetising. This is when they turn into ‘fussy eaters’, holding adults to ransom to provide the type of highly flavoured food they crave. So no matter how hard parents try to provide healthy options, many – like the dinner ladies – still allow their offspring to feast on junk, simply because it’s the only food they’ll eat.


It’s easy for parents to find themselves loving their offspring ‘not wisely, but too well’. When a child refuses to eat, panic can set in. To the heady mix of pester power, ‘the right to choose’, peer pressure and a quick-fix culture, is added parental panic that their children might waste away (or acquire one of those much-hyped eating disorders). So children across the world continue to be hooked on a diet that threatens the healthy development of their growing bodies – and brains.


Sugar rush


The brain is a greedy organ, needing almost one third of the blood pumped from the heart to supply it with the oxygen and nutrients it needs to work efficiently. Deprived of these nutrients, it won’t work as well as it should, so a balanced diet is essential for growing, learning children. Filling up on the wrong foods doesn’t just threaten their physical health, it threatens their brain chemistry and thus their capacity to learn.


One of the main dietary culprits is sugar, which children – left to their own devices – often use as a major source of dietary fuel. They start the day with a sugary cereal, and continue at regular intervals with cans of fizzy drinks, cakes and biscuits, chocolate bars and sweets. As a body fuel, sugar is worse than useless. It provides an immediate ‘sugar high’, which in many children can lead to hyperactivity and impulsiveness, so they’re unable to settle to learn in school. But this high soon wears off, leaving the body craving more sugar. The child then has the option of feeling cranky and miserable, or fuelling up on sugar again for another high. Hence the regular sugary snacks.


However, cereals, sweets and fizzy drinks are merely the visible face of sugar addiction. Over the last thirty years, the amount of sugar in western diets has soared because of its steadily increasing presence (often in the form of ‘fructose’ or ‘corn syrup’) in processed foodstuffs of every kind. The food industry relies heavily on sugar to mask the poor quality of other ingredients because, in the words of endocrinologist Professor Robert H. Lustig, ‘You can make dog poop taste good with enough sugar. In essence, this is what the food industry has done.’ The result is a double-whammy for the manufacturers, because the more sugary foods and drinks we consume, the more we want. ‘It’s addictive,’ says Lustig. ‘The food industry knows that when they add fructose we buy more …’.


There’s no doubt that excessive sugar consumption has contributed to the obesity explosion. But just as significantly, the calories in refined sugar are ‘empty calories’. Sugary drinks and snacks don’t provide any of the nutrients and dietary fibre children gain from eating healthy snacks like fruit, vegetables, nuts, dairy produce and grain. This means children with a sugar habit are likely to end up deficient in the minerals and vitamins found in a balanced diet. For instance, in a review of studies in 2005 the British Nutrition Foundation found that 50 per cent of children had a marginal intake of Vitamin A and 75 per cent had a marginal intake of zinc, both essential nutrients.


A long-term study at the University of Southern California claimed that if children’s diets lacked a variety of minerals in the first three years, they were more likely to be irritable and aggressive at eight years old, more likely to swear and cheat at eleven, and more likely to steal and bully at seventeen. Over the years, studies of children with ADHD and dyslexia have frequently pointed towards various mineral and vitamin deficiencies, usually resulting in a surge in the sales of food supplements. But when human beings eat a balanced diet, supplements aren’t generally necessary. Too much sugar is a sure way of putting the diet out of balance. In the words of Oxford scientist Bernard Gesch, ‘There is evidence that nutrition can improve [developmental conditions]. More importantly, if careful diet can be used to treat these, it’s possible we can also prevent them in the first place.’


The additive cocktail


While children may be missing out on essential nutrients, they are usually getting high dosages of inessential additives. Controversy has raged for years about the safety of additives, such as tartrazine, caffeine and monosodium glutamate, which are used to colour, flavour or preserve food, and certain additives are banned in some countries but not others. Since additives often have long, complex chemical names (not made any easier in the European Union by the convention of also giving them E-numbers), the whole subject can be bewildering to consumers, adding to parental confusion and concern about diet.


Recent studies suggest that the ‘cocktail’ of additives consumed in a diet of processed food and soft drinks could be a contributory factor in behavioural problems. British toxicologist Vyvyan Howard points out that additives are tested by food companies one at a time, and little is known about how they react in mixtures: ‘A number of these substances are related very closely to transmitter substances in the brain, which is the way nerve cells talk to each other. If you interfere with that, you interfere with brain function.’ But establishing whether this is the case, and then the exact nature of each additive’s contribution, will be difficult and could take decades.


Research studies into the effects of dietary factors on brain function are few and far between (in a world financed mainly by commerce, it can be difficult for scientists to access funding), and the food industry is quick to find fault with them. There’s also the problem of identifying which ingredients specifically affect particular children – indeed, it seems possible that different cocktails of sugar, additives and other ingredients have adverse effects on different children, and maybe even the same children at different times. Reporting on a 2011 study of food colourings for the US Food Advisory Committee, psychology professor Andrea Chronis-Tuscano announced herself unconvinced that the substances are dangerous, but similarly unconvinced that they aren’t. Like all independent researchers before her, she concluded that more research is needed: ‘appropriate toxicology studies have not been conducted to determine the effects of these additives on developing brains at different ages.’


But even if scientists aren’t yet able to reach definite conclusions about individual food additives, these are clearly among the ‘usual suspects’ within an impoverished western diet. And now that science has proved without doubt that such a diet damages the human body, we must also take seriously its potential effects on the brain. In 2013, Dr Alex Richardson, currently researching the effects of diet on children’s brain development at Oxford University told me: ‘We’re seeing nutritional deficiencies and imbalances in children that are almost certainly negatively affecting their mood, behaviour and learning. We are pretty sure why this is happening. But there’s a dearth of funding for independent research to prove it conclusively, because the food industry doesn’t want us to prove it.’


Fats and fish oil


An important ingredient in any balanced diet is fat – or, at least, the right sort of fat. As well as being greedy, the brain is a fatty organ – in fact, it’s almost two thirds fat. Some of the key nutrients required to keep it going are essential fatty acids, which the human body cannot make, and which we therefore have to ingest in the form of food. The demonisation of fats in general – due to the twin terrors of heart disease and obesity – have blinded many people to the fact that some fats are essential to health, especially for children, whose brains are still developing. Breast milk is 50 per cent fat, and paediatricians advise parents not to restrict fat intake in children under two, when brain development is at its most rapid.


As children grow older, the advice is that – like adults – they should avoid saturated fats (solid, hard animal fats like butter and lard) in favour of healthier vegetable oils, keeping fried food to a minimum. However, as long ago as the 1970s, Professor Michael Crawford (now at Imperial College, London) showed that the ‘long-chain’ Omega 3 and 6 hard fats are indispensable for brain structure and function. Since then, scientists around the world have backed up Crawford’s findings, but the information has failed to filter through to either policy or practice in child nutrition.


In the distant past, a typical human diet included two essential fatty acids: Omega 3 (found in oily fish and seafood), and Omega 6 (found in meat and dairy products). Our hunter-gatherer ancestors consumed these in about equal measures. Over time, as people ate less fish, the ratio has changed – nowadays, we consume up to twenty times more Omega 6. Indeed, Omega 3 has virtually disappeared from the diets of many people in the developed world – especially vegetarians.


There’s mounting evidence that (among other contemporary ills) Omega 3 deficiency in children is related to distractibility and learning difficulties, and – as studies on the subject appeared – many parents have started giving their children fish oil supplements. However, recent research suggests the beneficial effects for many aspects of mental and physical health come only from long-chain Omega 3 fatty acids. Short-chain Omega 3s, which are often used in ‘enriched’ foodstuffs and health store supplements, don’t convert reliably into the long-chain fatty acids that the body and brain need so, as usual, it’s important to check the label carefully (long-chain Omega 3s are known as EPA and DHA).


The wrong sort of fat


There’s a further worrying factor in the fat story. Many processed foods contain ‘trans-fats’ (sometimes listed on labels as ‘hydrogenated vegetable oils’ or HVO). Like sugar, trans-fats are popular with manufacturers – they’re cheap to produce and prolong shelf life – but they also pose a greater health threat than saturated fats such as butter and lard. In 2009, the World Health Organisation declared them ‘toxic’, adding that there is no safe level of consumption, and in 2010 the National Institute for Clinical Excellence (NICE) urged the UK government to ban them completely from the national diet, as has already happened in Denmark, Switzerland, Iceland, Sweden, Austria, New York City, Seattle and the state of California. Unfortunately, the influence of the food industry in modern Britain is so great that, in 2011, it was merely suggested that the market should ‘self-regulate’, on a voluntary basis.


Self-regulation may be successful if consumers care about what they’re eating – and, in fact, more upmarket stores such as Marks & Spencer and Waitrose (as well as the ethically-inclined Co-op) removed trans-fats from their products many years ago, on the assumption that well-educated customers would soon be up to speed on the trans-fat question. Other companies, including Tesco, Asda and Burger King, have since responded to the government request, but there’s still a long way to go before these toxic substances disappear from the national diet.


Trans-fats still appear in cheaper brands and are regularly used by many fast-food outlets, which aren’t required by law to list the ingredients in their meals. These, of course, are the products and places which often furnish the entire diet of families in poorer areas of the country. They’re also popular with children and young people across the social spectrum, because kids get more for their pocket money and teenage culture tends to have a rebellious downmarket edge.*


In terms of mental health, manufactured trans-fats don’t lubricate the brain in the way natural long-chain fatty acids do – in fact, they’re more likely to inhibit brain function. Animal studies have shown trans-fatty acids alter the efficiency with which brain cells communicate with each other. As Alex Richardson explains, ‘Every time children eat cheap processed food (especially baked goods) or fast food they are filling themselves with what are, essentially, toxic fats … They are replacing the essential fats that would make their brains and bodies work properly with ones that are clogging up the machinery.’


The decline of the family meal


The message is clear. If parents want to ensure a healthy diet for their children, the fewer highly processed foodstuffs they provide, the better. But there’s another huge influence on contemporary children’s eating habits that I’ve so far failed to mention: the changes over recent decades in family structures and working habits. This subject is covered in Chapters 5 and 6, but its effects are felt in every single chapter in the book. In terms of diet, the greatest impact has been the decline of the family meal.


Throughout human history, eating has been an important social event and in countries where food traditions are still highly valued, enjoyment of food is closely related to the circumstances of eating: preparation and presentation, family gatherings and mealtime conversation. But in developed nations, meals have become increasingly solitary experiences, with preparation often involving little more than piercing a film lid and switching on the microwave. The habit of ‘grazing’ on snacks throughout the day means that in many homes set mealtimes have all but disappeared; in others, there is not even a dining table.


Many families around the world would identify with American journalist Sheila Pell’s description of a typical mealtime – husband and children eating in different rooms in front of different screens, while she perches alone in the middle, tucking into a microwavable snack-meal: ‘Like much of the nation, everyone in the family is so busy that we long ago became used to eating in shifts. Dining has become dinner, interrupted. It is often a staggered affair, where people wander in on their own schedules, gaze into the refrigerator as if it were a 1950s automat, and make a selection. Our seating arrangements evolved out of this moveable feast.’


The highly significant social shift from communal to solitary eating happened almost without comment, a knock-on effect of many other cultural changes happening at electric speed. These include: the rise of dual-income households; the availability of pre-prepared ‘ready-meals’; the increase in television channels and screen-based socialising … and, of course, children’s addiction to junk food, which means they’re not really interested in sharing something ‘gross’ with the rest of the family – they’d rather ‘grab a burger and chill out’ on their own.


When one day we woke up to find ourselves eating like Sheila Pell’s family, people began to worry, and there’s evidence that families have been making much more of an effort to eat together over recent years: in 2006, researchers at Rutgers University in New Jersey reported that ‘there is definitely an awareness about family meals that was not there a few years ago’ and I’ve noticed growing concern about the issue among the thousands of parents I meet every year in the UK.


Unfortunately, with the steady proliferation of handheld devices, today’s family meal may not be the close communal occasion of old. In a 2013 survey about toddlers’ eating habits, six out of ten parents admitted to using a smartphone at mealtimes to answer emails or check Facebook. Not surprisingly, two-thirds of their toddlers also preferred to engage with screens as they ate (TV, DVD, iPads, smartphones, hand-held games devices). Their parents claimed these distractions improved their offsprings’ behaviour at the table, but it also meant the children were more familiar with cartoon characters than the food on their plate: three in five toddlers could identify Peppa Pig, while just over a third were able to name broccoli.


Meals, manners and marijuana


And yet, as child psychologist Robert Wolfson explains, ‘The family meal can be such a wonderful time for parents and children alike. It allows them to share their feelings, thoughts and ideas through face-to-face communication, while giving parents the opportunity to encourage positive eating habits and provide good nutrition to support this amazing period of toddler development.’


It’s also where young children can – slowly but surely – learn table manners, by watching the adults and copying their behaviour. Imitation is one of the most important learning mechanisms, and toddlers are very keen to appear ‘grown-up’ so this is a critical period in their social education. But teachers in western countries frequently complain nowadays that children can no longer handle a knife and fork (a 2005 survey of one thousand pre-teens eating in a restaurant chain in the UK found 20 per cent eating with fingers more than cutlery, 49 per cent only using a fork and three-quarters failing to put their knife and fork together at end of meal).


It seems to be not much better in Japan – a country famed for its addiction to manners – where nutritionist Dr Yukio Hattori complains that nearly 40 per cent of children can’t use chopsticks properly. As social psychologist Pat Spurgin puts it, table manners have an important social function: ‘It’s an important social skill to be able to sit at a table and not embarrass yourself and other people with your manners – to not lean over people and grab things, not take the last potato and to recognise that other people are with you.’


But there’s more to social development than table manners. In a world where opportunities for adults and children to talk together grow fewer and fewer (see Chapter 4), a regular shared meal is the ideal opportunity for chatting over the events of the day, swapping gossip and planning future activities. This sort of family interaction might seem trivial at first sight, but its long-term implications are profound. Richard Harman, headteacher of Uppingham School, explained at an educational conference in 2012: ‘the decline in family meals has led to an erosion of social skills amongst youngsters, despite the fact that it’s becoming increasingly clear for the future that an ability to get on with people and share ideas will be just as vital for the workplace as the ability to master maths and English.’


As the years go by, the social significance of regular family meals becomes ever more apparent. Researchers at the University of Minnesota found that the more frequently teenagers ate with their parents, the less likely they were to smoke, drink, use marijuana, or show signs of depression. There’s even a US research study showing that the only common denominator among National Merit Scholars of all races and social classes is that they eat dinner with their families. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to recognise that regular family get-togethers have a civilising effect on children at all ages.


Feeding a family


Family meals also tend to be healthier. Japanese nutritionist Asako Aranaki points out that people who eat with chopsticks tend to eat a more balanced diet than members of the ‘hashi-nashi zoku’ (chopstick-less tribe), who are ‘particularly careless about eating a good breakfast … take dinner at irregular hours and nibble constantly at snacks during the day.’ Shared mealtimes, of course, allow parents greater supervision of the food children eat (and when they eat it) and opportunities to counter the fussy-eater syndrome, thus weaning them off junk food.


If possible, the best way to avoid fussy eating habits is to stop them before they begin, by ensuring children eat a wide variety of food from the earliest age. In Italy, there’s a long-established detailed feeding routine for babies, weaning them off milk and on to a range of tastes. This seems eminently sensible. As pointed out earlier, parents have control over children’s diet in the first few years and it’s not till the age of two that children really begin to be fussy about food. Evolutionary biologists explain that this is when they become aware that unfamiliar foods might be poisonous – and marketeers tell us it’s the age at which they become aware of brands. The collision of old and new ‘instincts’ is a powerful one.


Once children have become addicted (or even quite partial) to junk foods, changing their eating habits is much more difficult, and without careful forethought parents’ efforts could be counter-productive. The combination of work-frazzled adults and junk-demanding children could easily mean that mealtimes turn into a battleground – and unless family meals are a pleasant social occasion, no one’s going to benefit. Indeed, it’s possible that continual struggles with parents over food can, in the long term, drive children into eating disorders (although other elements are undoubtedly involved – see Chapter 8).


A brief battle-plan for detoxing junk food addicts, culled from discussion with a range of experts, is provided on here, but its success depends on parents sticking to three key principles:


• mealtimes should be enjoyable


• everyone eats the same meal – no special dishes


• parents decide which choices to offer to children.


To convince children to be more experimental, experts suggest the repeated offering of ‘a little taste’ during the family meal. If the child enjoys it, you offer more. If not, the key is not to push it – but not to offer an alternative dish. If you provide plenty of bread, rice, vegetables or other staples to choose from the child won’t go hungry. The next time you eat that dish, offer ‘a little taste’ again … and so on. The American nutritionist Ellyn Satter has a useful rule of thumb for establishing mealtime harmony: adults decide what, when and where children eat; children decide how much, and even whether.


For working parents, preparing and sharing a pleasant meal each evening is clearly not easy to arrange – but it’s worth putting in some thought on the subject. The ideal would be to arrive home at a regular time themselves, and build up a repertoire of simple meals using fresh ingredients that can be prepared relatively quickly. There are plenty of recipe books with suggestions for quick, healthy suppers. But if they can’t always be there themselves, parents could at least ensure that whoever minds the children in their absence – hopefully other committed adults – reads clearly from the same nutritional and behavioural hymn-sheet (see Chapter 6).


The key elements are consistency and regularity – agreed attitudes to food and behaviour at the table, and an agreed regular mealtime – so children know what to expect and when and where to expect it. This might seem an effort to organise, but it’s a question of priorities. When their children are ill, working parents move heaven and earth to ensure correct medication is administered at the right time. Regular healthy meals on a daily basis are as significant for children’s long-term health as medication is for acute conditions – and in this respect, as in every area of child-rearing, consistency is essential. The nutritionist Susan Jebb believes that establishing eating habits to keep children in good shape for the rest of their lives is ‘a key way to invest in their futures.’ As she explains, ‘They are not called ‘eating habits’ for nothing – habits are ways of behaving which have become very deep-seated, and are therefore difficult to change. Habits acquired in childhood tend to stay with you life-long.’
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