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To Greg,
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FOREWORD



 


We are born to connect and communicate. We converse firstly through behaviour and eye contact. Then we add the language of music (think of the lilting oohs and ahhs of babies). Eventually we add words. As we develop, we become more skilled at interpreting the nuances of language – intonation, inflection, satire and humour.


Despite this innate drive to communicate, we live in a time of conversational impoverishment. We have plenty of likes and shares, we are bombarded with opinions and outrage, but the deep, enriching, art of real conversation is at risk of extinction.


The danger of this impoverishment is that we will miss out on the experience of being irrevocably altered by our encounters with other people.


There are more interesting things to do in life than look at yourself admiringly in the mirror or post selfies or hear your own opinion echoed back to you on social media. Conversations require more curiosity and thought, and less opinion and judgement.


Less involvement in conversations means we don’t open ourselves as readily to the consideration of other perspectives, belief systems, values and attitudes. We also miss out on clarifying our own points of view and values. You may have had the experience of speaking to someone and hearing yourself say something you didn’t know you believed or thought.


A single conversation can change a life. Perhaps you can think of a time when a comment so touched you, it echoed in your mind until it found a place in your heart. Perhaps there were words of comfort, support or understanding that you heard as a child that serve as a cloak against the chill winds of hurt that face us all from time to time. Even if you can’t recall a conversation of this impact, you have had one. The reason you may not immediately remember it is that the words of the other person rang so truly they wove themselves into your heart and became a part of who you.


There is an African saying that people are people because of other people. What connects us to others is love and conversation. Great conversations are like enchanting songs sung between people. Conversations can harmonise, soothe, resonate and deepen our relationships.


The art of conversation


Our relationships have a tremendous impact on our happiness, and conversation is the glue that binds relationships together. Given how important conversations are, we should all set ourselves the goal of becoming better conversationalists, so that we can create meaningful and happy lives.


If you think of some of the wonderful conversations you have had it is probable that they had some of these features:




• People stopped what they were doing and really listened


• Curiosity was piqued


• Jealousy and competition were absent


• Differences were seen as interesting rather than threatening


• People felt able to be authentic and to show their vulnerabilities


• Hurts might have been talked about but faults were not


• Ideas and humour were played with.





In this wonderful book, They’ll Be Okay, Collett Smart provides us with guidelines for fifteen essential conversations to have with children and teenagers. Given the comprehensive detail Collett has provided about what works, let me share with you some of the ways of conversing that definitely don’t work:


The uninvited or unsolicited lecture


This is a quite compelling habit. You can feel like you are imparting wisdom or sharing the hard-earned lessons from the university of life. Using the wisdom of your years to put a wiser older head on younger shoulders.


Ha! Perhaps you’ve noticed if you provide the same lecture in the same way over and over again, you see the whites of their eyes. They stop listening to you.


Appeals for loyalty or common sense


After all we’ve done! Look how desperately worried we are! Anyone with sense… If they told you to jump off a cliff would you do it?


Wringing your hands and looking concerned is not going to carry the day.


Self-sacrifice or self-denial


This is the idea that parents should be martyrs who sacrifice their own lives to raise their kids.


One of the most powerful things parents can do to promote well-being in their children is to live life well themselves. Make sure your children and teens see you enjoying yourself, catching up with friends and taking time to have great conversations. Show teens that life is worth living and success is worth attaining.



Answering your own questions


At times teens can be so sullen and uncommunicative that you find yourself having a one-sided conversation in which you ask the questions and then fill in the answers as well. Be careful: this can sneak up on you. One day you walk away from a conversation with your teen and realise that only one person has said anything at all.


The fine art of talking, getting your message heard and understood as well as converted into action by another human being is an amazingly tricky business. When it is your own child or teenager you are trying to influence, the mission becomes even more challenging. Collett’s wonderful book will help you navigate these challenges and guide you to create deep and meaningful conversations that will resonate and reverberate throughout your child’s life.


Andrew Fuller


Clinical Psychologist





SECTION 1




Who, Why and What Matters?







CHAPTER 1



Helping kids flourish


If you wandered down my street you would probably discover that we are the loud house on the corner. I think families have personalities, just like individuals have a personality, and my family’s personality traits include passionate, loud and affectionate. We certainly have other traits – but these are what might hit you first. Most of what we do is like this. We play and have fun loudly, debate and argue issues passionately, show affection enthusiastically (think rough-and-tumble play, and jostling for bear hugs), and we say sorry – a lot. My eldest son has finished school, my daughter is in the thick of high school and my younger son is in late primary school and, like any parents, my husband and I are living the daily joys and challenges that parenthood brings. Kids are the same as they have always been; the only difference for us as parents, in this age, is that we need to navigate an added dimension. That is, we’re raising children in a technological age.


As both a school teacher and a psychologist I have had the privilege of working with young people, their parents and their schools, on different continents, for over 20 years. Technology means we are members of a global village. The same technology challenges faced by parents and teachers in Australian cities are those of the rural communities in Zimbabwe or the Philippines, where mobile phone data top-up ‘scratchies’ can be bought by children for a few dollars on street corners. When parents talk to me after my parenting seminars every week, they want to know that they are not alone in trying to effectively wrestle the risks that technology ushers into their homes, while building on the benefits it brings. I hear these same discussions among parents in any city or continent I happen to be working in. My own home is certainly not immune to the negotiating and juggling and trying to figure out what is helpful and what is harmful. Why would it be? We’re a normal family who use technology on a daily basis.


Despite the fantastic benefits of technology in the areas of social connectivity, access to educational resources and easy entertainment, there is one area in particular that has the potential to detrimentally affect the psychological and social development of this generation of young people: porn culture. It is a culture of objectification which affects the way we value others and the way we see ourselves.


So I began to ask questions. I wanted to know what parents and teachers wanted to know about raising their children in this #metoo climate.


What parents want to know


Many told me that they felt overwhelmed and bombarded by the terrible stories and statistics on pornography, harassment and bullying, yet they had very little information about what they might practically do to support the children in their own homes and classrooms. Countless people asked me a variation of these two questions: ‘How do I teach my child about healthy relationships?’ and ‘When young people are bombarded by destructive media messages on a daily basis, can we really make a difference?’ I realised they wanted to know how to make a practical difference in the day-to-day stuff of their child’s life.


It dawned on me then that although there were many wonderful talks, that raised awareness of the problem of objectification and porn culture, no one was giving parents advice on how to tackle these issues and teach healthy relationships at each age and stage of their child’s development. I realised that parents need hope. They need to believe that despite the statistics or the perceived enormity of any situation – there is always hope. A positive spark, no matter how small, will fuel the belief that there is something that can be done, by us everyday parents, with our everyday children, in our everyday relationships.


Can we really make a difference?


I think I have the best job in the world, because I get to work with teenagers – a lot. I really love young people. It’s true! I find them to be deep thinkers, unafraid to question ideas and eager to make a difference in their world. Many are passionate about causes and are loyal friends. We must invest in young people. They are our future MPs, filmmakers, teachers, policy makers, parents … These are the people who will take over the macro-level battles. Who will continue to lobby governments for change, take on the technology companies for their lack of social responsibility, put pressure on advertising and film industries that normalise toxic culture, and call out retail industries that exploit women and children for profit. They will be the ones with the power to make big changes to what is and make it what it should be. I know this to be true because I am often deeply moved by the questions of young people who want to know how they might start a movement or a cause that can make a positive difference. But while they learn about themselves, others and their culture, our young people need adults who listen and support them, and model how to do this now.


Primary caregivers are the first and most predominant role models in children’s lives. Although children make their own choices, carers play a significant role in helping to shape and mould the attitudes, ethical development and resilience of young people as they grow. Researchers have repeatedly stressed that social and educational strategies are the most effective ones we have for minimising the harms associated with children’s exposure to porn culture. The top three strategies include:




1. parental understanding and monitoring;


2. teaching children media literacy and skills in critical analysis of media messages; and


3. providing alternative content on sexuality to young people – content that is compelling and educational, and which includes materials on sex and relationships.1, 2





Although technological solutions are vital, these strategies may be more effective over the long term, and have the potential to minimise the negative effects of exposure when it does occur.


Yet we still collectively avoid the topics of sexualised and pornographic images and their effects on youth development. Perhaps because they are awkward topics? Perhaps we’re afraid of offending some parents in the school’s audience who are facing their own issues? We no longer shy away from teaching about the risks of underage drinking, smoking or drug use, and we aren’t worried about offending the carer in the audience who might have their own alcohol issues. Why? Because we know that these things pose great risk to our children’s development and wellbeing. So our children need us to get over ourselves. They need brave mentors who are willing to push through our own baggage and discomfort to advocate for them, guide them and show them an alternative.


Every parent wishes for their child to have meaningful relationships and to grow into a person who can both give and receive love. In a world bombarded with sexualised images and conflicting online messages about love, we need a new conversation with young people.


The good news is that the conversation is not as difficult as we imagine it to be. I believe the way to tackle this porn crisis is head on, by fighting for love. And love is exactly what young people say they want to know more about. We spend so much time worrying about how to have ‘the sex talk’ that we don’t realise that ‘the love talk’ might be the more important conversation to have with young people. They sit up and take notice when we talk about how to do relationships well, yet this is still something we do little to prepare them for. If we begin early and frame our discussions around love, empathy, kindness, compassion, body safety and self-care within the context of relationships, we arm children with a much broader life skillset. Indeed, for young people to identify what an unhealthy relationship looks like, they first need to know and be able to recognise what healthy relationships look like.


This book is for those who have said to me, ‘I know there’s a problem, but what now?’ and ‘While we continue to lobby government bodies and put pressure on media industries to catch up, what can I do to support the child in my personal world?’ It is a tool for helping relationships to flourish, despite a world marinating in online abuse material. It is a handbook for starting ethical conversations and strengthening trust between you and your children, from two to teens, as you tackle the tough topics of life.


Don’t worry: these topics don’t need to be covered in one sitting, or even one year. Rather, they will be conversations over the course of your child’s journey to adulthood. Of course there will be challenging times, with some struggling more than others. Particular periods may be difficult – really difficult, but anywhere there is a bunch of humans living in a confined space it’s never going to be easy. There will be days (maybe even weeks) when you second guess yourself, and wonder, Am I doing this right?, Will they be okay? Hold strong. I believe in the potential of this generation. For the most part – they’ll be okay!


Join me as we raise a thriving generation who will know how to love and be loved.






CHAPTER 2



Strong relationships are where healthy conversations thrive




The good life is built with good relationships.


– Robert Waldinger





 


One thing that continually strikes me about the young people I work with is that they really do want to become good men and women who have rich, meaningful relationships – they are just not sure how to go about it. Many are turning to the internet for both connection and advice, yet despite the wealth of information out there, what they get is not always accurate. Nuances in relationships, body language and, of course, sex are as difficult to decipher through a website as they ever were from a textbook or magazine. Young people need affirmation and unconditional love; information about healthy and unhealthy behaviours; clarity about values such as respect and integrity, appropriate boundaries and limits, and guidance about making responsible, safe choices.


I believe we are made for relationships. Modelling what healthy relationships look like is, in my opinion, the most vital skill we can teach our children.


A 75-year landmark study on men’s relationships and wellness supports this view.1 It revealed that early fame, wealth and high achievement don’t bring happiness. The study concluded that social connections are really good for us and loneliness kills; people who are more connected to family, to friends, to community are happier, physically healthier and live longer, while lonely people are less happy, their health declines earlier in midlife, their brain functioning declines sooner, and they live shorter lives than people who are not lonely. In his TED Talk based on this study, psychiatrist Robert Waldinger concludes, ‘Good relationships keep us happier and healthier, period.’ Other studies show lack of social connection is more detrimental to health than obesity, smoking and high blood pressure.


It is important to note that it is not the number of friends you have, or whether or not you are in a romantic relationship, that matters but the quality of your close relationships. Having good relationships is the protective factor. In general, people who feel more connected to others have higher self-esteem, possess greater empathy, and are more trusting and cooperative.


What has all this to do with porn culture? We know our children are growing up bombarded by messages that celebrate selfishness. Porn culture focuses on ‘me’ and ‘my pleasure’ and ‘my sexual satisfaction’, to the exclusion of relationships or intimacy or a healthy self-worth. A ‘me, me, me’ porn culture is directly opposed to empathy. Pornography models how to use and objectify others as a means to satisfy the physical self. My colleagues and I see the negative effects of pornography consumption on young people every week. It leads to isolation and erodes their innate human ability for healthy social connection.


Who matters to young people and why?


If relationships are the key protective factor for both mental and physical health, then adults should invest in modelling healthy relationships to children. I believe that our most effective weapon against the destructive impacts of porn and violence is to engage with and teach our children about empathy within healthy relationships. Countless studies indicate that one of the key factors that build resilience in young people is a sense of being connected to adults. It is within these relationships that we teach, inspire, connect, and also model to our young people how to care for others. I believe our role as parents is to raise children who will contribute positively not only to our own family but also to the wider world – who will fight for a greater good, raise awareness about injustice facing the weak and implore government bodies to act on their behalf. Children look to us for authoritative guidance and it is our responsibility to guide them with firm boundaries, high expectations and truckloads of love and acceptance. The purpose of creating scaffolding for our children is not to restrict their every movement or choice but to allow for a wealth of opportunity and development of resilience, while offering protection. This provides a better quality of life for them and those around them.




The fact kids are not all succumbing to forced or unhappy sex too young, or too drunk, or with too many different people – didn’t happen by chance. A pitched battle is taking place with concerted efforts from educators, parents and groups such as Collective Shout, against the uncaring and downright exploitive marketers and the tendency of some parents to put their heads in the sand about the flood of pornography and meanness that the internet brings. If the kids are OK, it’s because some adults never lost sight of the need to advocate for them, defend them, educate them, and give them the self-belief to choose wisely and well.


– Steve Biddulph, 2014, Sydney Morning Herald,
commenting on a La Trobe study






We are in this for the long haul


Our children learn values from the adults they spend the most time with in both the day-to-day joys and the struggles. For children to build healthy relationships requires the adults in their lives to make use of effective communication skills and age-appropriate boundaries. Without purposeful conversations and intentional activities with our children, they will be lost (see Chapter 4 for age-related ideas). I see too many teens who are hurting assume that coming of age involves lots of meaningless sex, alcohol and reckless behaviour, without any thought of consequences.


The problem is, as humans, we often want a quick fix, especially for issues like dealing with porn culture. We want things to be instant (like our coffee pods), but relationships are hard work and messy. We are in a time when we need to open up and have conversations that we possibly never had with our own parents. Sex education has changed dramatically since we were young, because it has been forced to. It is no longer just ‘the talk’. Today it is about lots of small, frequent, repetitive conversations, in the context of healthy relationships. These conversations can only happen if adults continue to build a climate of trust and openness, where children feel comfortable coming to us for answers, and where no topic is off limits. Trust me, if the adults in their lives are not talking to them, the internet will be. I’m not sure about you, but I want to get in before Google does.


We’ve all heard the saying ‘knowledge is power’, but with our newfound easy access to information we are all suffering overload. Simply possessing knowledge is not equal to having wisdom. Wisdom develops by wrestling with, debating and critically thinking about what we hear, see and read. With the right knowledge, children will have an expanded capacity to understand that the changes they are going through are positive and dynamic, and part of becoming a healthy, capable adult.


Of course, having good information doesn’t mean things won’t get messy – things will get very messy at times – but with your help young people will have the capacity to navigate around the mess. In the words of psychology blogger Karen Young, ‘Think of it like switching on a light in a darkened room. The obstacles will still be there – right in the middle of where they need to walk, but when they can see what’s happening they will have a better chance of navigating around those obstacles, rather than falling over them.’


I’m sure that, right about now, some readers might be freaking out a little and thinking, ‘But kids don’t want to hear that stuff from their parents! They will probably stick their fingers in their ears and go “la-la-la”.’ However, despite what we hear about the current generation gap and terms like ‘screenagers’, ‘technology dinosaurs’ and ‘the iGeneration’, Mission Australia’s annual surveys of thousands of young people consistently indicate ‘friendships and family relationships ranked as their two most highly valued items’.2 While, ‘friend/s, parent/s and relatives/family friends’ were the three most commonly cited sources of help for young people – higher than the internet!


A review of more than three decades of research3 indicates a strong link between good communication between parents and children, and young people making more responsible choices around sexual behaviours and even engaging in less pornography use. But the most recent studies show that we need to go further than just talking about the mechanics of sex. As one teen said, ‘All we are taught is how to prevent stuff, how not to get pregnant. We should be discussing the values that should guide you in love and how to really love and respect someone else. And how to be loved by someone else. That’s a lot more important.’ Teens want us to talk about the tender, subtle, life-giving stuff of learning how to love and be loved, and how to develop a mature romantic relationship.4


There it is – your children want to hear from you!



Connection matters


Naturally, forging connections with kids is the same as for anyone – they need our time. Spending time with and meeting them where they are at is crucial to our children’s healthy development. This is not a new secret in terms of how to relate to children, nor is it specific for only young children. There are positive associations for teens who spend an average of six hours a week engaged in family time with their parents. The more time teens spend in family time – such as during meals, having a parent watching them play sport, driving to guitar lessons, attending Grandma’s birthday, popping up to the shop together, on holidays, chatting after a party – the less likely they are to abuse drugs and alcohol and engage in other risky or illegal behaviour.5 Many parents (even working mums) are spending more time with their kids than in past generations.6 So despite what we hear about teenagers, even when they push us away, they need our time just as much as they did when they were 5 years old, just in a different way.


Be who they need


Children look to adults for authoritative guidance and should certainly be given more independence and choice as they grow, like crossing the street, catching a train on their own, or riding a bicycle up to the shops. Yet, they are not fully functioning adults and do not have the life experience or the wisdom to navigate certain areas of life on their own. We know from studies of the brain that the prefrontal cortex, which is the area of the brain that enables us to plan, consider, control impulses and make wise judgements, is underdeveloped in children and teens, so they still need adult guidance (which is different from control) as they learn to make healthy choices. They don’t need us to simply be a 40-year-old BFF (Best Friend Forever).


With this in mind, let’s have a closer look at the various adults who can influence a child’s life.



Parents


For almost a century we’ve formally recognised the psychological and emotional benefits of attachment between a child and a primary caregiver. However, we need to be careful that we don’t only think of beneficial attachment in terms of a Western worldview. Many cultures have different ways of developing a healthy attachment to their children. What children everywhere have in common is the need for love – in some ways, they crave it as much as (or even more than) basic needs like food. We now know that children who do not develop secure attachments can develop something called ‘rejection sensitivity’.7 This includes a hyper-alertness to the social reactions of other people. When someone has rejection sensitivity they consistently expect, look out for and overreact to any forms of perceived rejection. They fear rejection and come to anxiously expect it, but then rapidly overreact to any perceived form of it, often misinterpreting or distorting the actions of another person. Those with rejection sensitivity are at a greater risk of initiating violence against a romantic partner. The good news is that people can learn how to develop healthy relationships.


Parenting styles still count in the technological age


The four parenting styles recognised by experts are Authoritarian, Permissive, Authoritative and Neglectful. These are easily applied to all aspects of parenting, including boundaries with technology use. What we learned from the research on parenting styles is that children thrive best under the care of an Authoritative parenting style, and that this style works well for families, regardless of their ethnicity, income, education or structure. Helping your child to develop a secure attachment does not mean you need to act like a friend or give in to all of their demands.


Authoritarian parents value obedience and conformity to rules, and they tend to be punitive, inflexible and controlling of their children, while Permissive parents are reluctant to impose rules or set standards, and prefer to let their children regulate themselves – they are the ‘peerant’ rather than the parent. Neglectful parents have the least amount of involvement or response towards their children’s physical and emotional needs. Some may provide basic food and shelter, but are emotionally detached, indifferent and even oblivious to a child’s needs, and do not bother about boundaries. In contrast, an Authoritative parent is assertive and has clear standards of behaviour for their children, while simultaneously trying to be supportive and understanding of their children’s point of view. Authoritative parents still set limits, but also reason with their children and are responsive to their emotional needs.


Children raised with Authoritative parenting are the most psychologically well adjusted and intrinsically motivated to achieve. They manage themselves well, are self-reliant and self-confident, more resilient and have good self-control. They have good social skills and remain connected to parents and friends. This is exactly the type of young person we want sitting at the table at breakfast or behind a screen in another room.


It is this style of parenting that we ought to strive for as we talk with our children about their technology use and the content they might be exposed to. The platform does not change the ethic. Taking the Authoritarian route and locking all devices away or banning social media until they are 18 (yes, I had a parent proudly tell me that was their philosophy) simply sets up our children for future failure. Simultaneously, taking a Permissive role and throwing our hands up in despair, shutting our eyes and hoping they will be okay, opens children up to all manner of current and future psychological and social issues.


Reassuringly, research tells us that a warm and communicative parent–child relationship (Authoritative style) is the most important factor in reducing porn use among children.



The role of fathers


There is so much to say about the role of fathers and what ‘fathering’ actually means that this section could fill an entire book on its own. In fact, it already has. Thanks to the work of Steve Biddulph and others, the role of the modern father has changed dramatically in the last generation. Contrary to beliefs of old, a child needs to bond with both parents, not only their mother. It is a father’s duty to nurture his children and make sure they feel loved, not just once they become teens but from the minute they are born. The more time a father spends with his children, the stronger their bond will become. The great news is that many fathers are more engaged and involved with their children than ever, with studies8 showing that dads who live with their kids have tripled the amount of time they spend with them compared with 50 years ago.


Numerous studies on the role of fathers show that dads – whether married or single – matter a lot.9, 10 Fathers who spend quality time with their children help instil self-control and social skills11 and even influence academic achievement. One report12 indicates that many dads engage in more play with their children than mums do (perhaps because mums, in general, still tend to carry more of the day-to-day household load).


As the first male directly involved in a child’s life, Dad will model what it means to be a man. Research shows that when a daughter has a secure, supportive and communicative relationship with her dad, she is more likely to create and maintain emotionally intimate, fulfilling relationships with men.13 Most encouragingly, a close relationship with Dad can lead to daughters being more assertive and self-confident in refusing to have sex when they do not wish to, as well as refusing to be emotionally dominated by their partners.14 Various studies indicate that father support has been associated with a reduction in sexual risk behaviours in both adolescent sons and daughters.15, 16, 17


Through Dad, both sons and daughters learn about what men value about themselves and what they value in women. This happens in the conversations a father has with his daughters and sons, what he communicates about their value, how he talks about his partner and how he refers to his children’s mother.


Dad also communicates family values when he talks about or refers to other women in front of his children, even when he thinks they are not listening. In other words, fathers have a very strong influence on how their children interpret the roles of women and react to rape culture.


Research indicates that children need dads to show up emotionally, every day, to love them and model appropriate behaviour.18 Father-absence creates a gaping emotional need for belonging and acceptance in children that they will try to fill in some other way – with drugs, alcohol, sex, gangs or porn. For boys, healthy manhood doesn’t just happen – it must be taught. Men need to invest in boys’ lives early on, and earn the right to walk them through the tumultuous teen years, to have conversations about relationships, intimacy, sex and porn.


The role of mothers




There’s no way to be a perfect mother and a million ways to be a good one.


– Jill Churchill, author





A mother, more often in the role of primary caregiver, is incredibly important in a child’s development. We know that a mother’s touch, warmth and responsiveness all affect a child’s physical, psychological and social wellbeing. More recent research proves that it has a significant impact on brain size. Children whose mothers were nurturing and provided emotional support in their preschool years were found to have more growth in the hippocampus, which is associated with learning, memories and regulating emotions.19 And this growth trajectory was associated with healthier emotional functioning when the children entered their teen years. So the manner in which mothers might respond to children’s wants and needs shape how they interact with others, respond to strangers and explore their environments, which ends up playing a massive role in how children learn and grow throughout their entire lives. Additionally, the more time a teen spends engaged with their mother, the fewer instances of delinquent behaviour occur.


Hence, attachments with mothers plays a significant role in the lives of children and teens. Mothers have a unique opportunity to teach their sons about girls, how to treat them and how to get along with them. Mums also model to their daughters what ‘value’ and ‘worth’ look like, and how we should expect other people to respond to us within close relationships. These messages shape what young people will look for and how they will treat romantic partners, friends and colleagues.


I would like to do a shout-out to the single mums here. There are so many single mothers carrying a huge parenting load and doing a brilliant job with their children. To these mums, make time to look after yourself too and make sure you fill your own tank regularly with rest, time with girlfriends and an activity you love – it is better for both you and your children when you do.


Mentors




Make wisdom human to the adolescent mind.


– Will Durant, writer, historian and philosopher





In the section on dads, I mentioned that boys need men to model to them what a healthy man looks like. Some boys, however, may not have a father in their lives. I have the privilege of working with some incredible single mums, yet it is imperative that single mothers of boys actively encourage the support of real-life, positive, trusted male role models in their sons’ lives.


There is often a father figure or father-like substitute (a sports coach, a teacher, a youth leader, a grandparent, an uncle) who can step into this space. Indeed, they must, if we are ever to break the cycle of violence and inadequacy from being handed from one generation to another. Of course, in our girls’ lives, older women can step in as surrogate grandparents and aunties, and also provide a place of advice, support and example.


There is strong support for the benefits of role models. A five-year study in Canada found that children with positive mentors were more confident, had fewer behavioural problems, showed increased belief in their abilities to succeed in school and felt less anxiety related to peer pressure.20 Girls were found to be four times less likely to become bullies and boys were two times less likely to become bullies.


Community is so important! It is unnatural to try to raise a child alone, yet with the breakdown of family and the urbanisation of culture we are driven into isolation more than ever. Both parents and their children need others for support. In a community we look out for each other’s children and our own problems tend to fall into perspective. Community is something we ought to be conscious of and work towards building. Our children’s health depends on it.


Community




It takes a whole village to raise a child.


– Igbo and Yoruba (Nigerian) proverb





The above well-known village proverb exists, in different forms, in many African languages. Growing up in South Africa, I learned to speak fluent Zulu – I was even a Zulu teacher for a time – and heard a variation of it often. In the West we tend to romanticise the proverb a little, with politicians quoting it to convey their dedication to children, and so on. However, the essence of this proverb comes from the fact that African – and Asian, and Central and South American – cultures are largely collectivistic, while Western cultures are more individualistic. In a collectivistic culture, raising a child is a communal effort and should be shared by the larger family and the whole village (aunties, youth workers, teachers, the butcher, the baker, the candlestick maker – you get the idea). Ideally, all the adults in a community take care of and look out for other people’s children, and the children are expected to show respect for and learn from the wisdom of the elders.


Most collectivistic cultures place greater value on one’s group and the goal of social life is to harmonise with and support one’s community. They nurture what is called the interdependent self. For example, it is an African custom to greet a person by their family or clan name, as this is a recognition that one doesn’t arrive at personhood without the influence of those around us. The village incorporates the southern African philosophy of Ubuntu – meaning ‘A person is a person through other people’. Ubuntu recognises that we are formed through the influence and care of and interaction with our ‘tribe’. We do not exist in isolation and did not arrive at who we are by our own making. Ubuntu acknowledges our interconnectedness – that what we do also affects the world around us. In contrast, the psychology of individualistic culture assumes that our lives are enriched by relying on the power of our personal control, enhancing our individual selves and making choices independently.


Obviously, sentimentalising one or the other is not the point here, because with globalisation and the fragmentation of society we will find individualism and collectivism vary from person to person and culture to culture. There is, however, something to be learned from the sense of community that traditional collectivistic cultures bring. As the research indicates, social support increases physical health and psychological wellbeing. We are social creatures and our psychological and physical health will suffer if we lack fulfilling, caring relationships and meaningful connections to a larger community – our ‘tribe’.



What community might look like




You can’t be human all by yourself, and when you have this quality – Ubuntu – you are known for your generosity. We think of ourselves far too frequently as just individuals, separated from one another, whereas you are connected and what you do affects the whole world. When you do well, it spreads out; it is for the whole of humanity.


– Desmond Tutu





We live in a time when children are bombarded with more alternative voices of authority than ever. These voices come from the online world, television, school, friends and advertising. The technology that fills their lives (and ours) and which was intended to connect us can sometimes separate us. Part of the solution may be to intentionally think about ways in which we can raise children in community, rather than in isolation. But what does this look like in real life? A strong, vibrant community surrounding a child might include elders who support parents, and parents who are open to seeking advice and help from elders. It might involve other parents, parents of our children’s friends, aunties, uncles and grandparents who support the values created in our homes. It should also include partnerships with schools, where teachers, boarding-house staff, counsellors and heads of school are held accountable and seen as allies in raising whole families. Trusted mentors who are active in our neighbourhoods, churches and sports clubs and who support the teaching of values, such as respecting others and respecting property, are also important. This is community.


To build community requires risk and sacrifice. It requires slowing down and intentionally connecting with others. It is in the intentional conversations and interactions with others that relationships grow. It is in community that children learn to value people above possessions and see every human being as precious – because children believe your actions more than they believe your words, because ‘a person is a person through other people’.


If you are an introvert and you are reading this, fear not, for I am the queen of introverts. Connection doesn’t mean you have to go out and be the life of the party (or community); it simply means reciprocating care and showing kindness, even to one struggling teen or one single mum.


*


A final word of advice: in this age of paedophile-fuelled porn we should rightly be mindful when our children are around other adults on their own. I do believe that constant fears of abuse can rob our children of the relationships they need and crave to be able to grow into strong, emotional, sensitive and affectionate men and women. Yet, remember that predators also groom families, not just the child. So if you have engaged the support of a mentor in your son’s or daughter’s life, don’t be afraid to ask lots of questions (of your child and of the mentor). Ask the adult to run conversation topics past you first, so that you know what they are chatting about with your child. If an adult gets offended and says you don’t trust them, then they are not the right person for your child. Make sure you provide your child with body safety and personal boundaries language (see more in Conversation #1), and request that any engagement be in a public space. And if you have a personal history that involves abuse, know that you may want to seek the input and advice of others you trust, to help correctly judge the character and motives of mentors. Don’t be afraid to openly ask others for their thoughts about the mentor’s character, but also learn to hone and trust your own instincts.





Key Messages


• Social connections are really good for us and loneliness kills.


• Good communication between parents and children means young people make more responsible choices around sexual behaviours and engage in less pornography use.


• Children thrive best under the care of an Authoritative parenting style. Children raised this way are the most psychologically well adjusted and are self-reliant and self-confident, and have good self-control.


• Children need to bond with both parents: fathers help instil self-control and social skills, and a mother’s touch, warmth and responsiveness all affect a child’s physical, psychological and social wellbeing.


• We are social creatures and our psychological and physical health will suffer if we lack fulfilling, caring relationships and meaningful connections to a larger community.









CHAPTER 3



7 tips for a firm foundation to build conversations upon


I begin my seminars by asking parents, ‘What do you wish for your child’s future adult?’ And then I add, ‘Please say something besides “to be happy”.’ I get confused looks. I’m a psychologist – isn’t my job supposed to be one that leads people to live happier lives? I follow my question by showing this quote:




The purpose of life is not to be happy. It is to be useful, to be honourable, to be compassionate, to have it make some difference that you have lived and lived well.


– Ralph Waldo Emerson





It is not that I intend for people to be unhappy. I don’t want your children to be sad. Goodness, I don’t want my children to be sad! But happiness is a funny thing – the more we try to pursue it directly, the more it tends to elude us. Indeed, no child whoops with happiness when asked to unpack the dishwasher. Come to think of it, I definitely don’t jump for joy when unpacking the dishwasher. Dishwasher unpacking certainly isn’t up there on the top of anyone’s bucket list! Neither is studying for exams, or travelling to work by bus in the pouring rain without an umbrella. Some things don’t bring about feelings of immediate happiness, but they are necessary and show responsibility, develop perseverance and character. The full gamut of emotion is what makes us human. Feeling emotions other than happiness is part of life, part of being human. Feelings pass and we learn from and develop character through the ‘un-fun’ times.


Yes, ‘character’ – that’s what I mean when I talk about having a vision for your child’s ‘future adult’. I don’t mean specifically trying to channel a child onto a career path or into a particular relationship. I mean having a vision for the values you want to instil in your child. A vision of a future adult with an understanding of consequences, selfless love, empathy, boundaries, consent and intimacy. An adult who treats others with compassion and respect. Even the new popular positive psychology movement is not a form of ‘happy-ology’. Positive psychology is aimed at helping people flourish and two of the main aims remain others-focused. These include being able to engage and relate to other people, and to look beyond oneself and help others to find lasting meaning, satisfaction and wisdom. When we teach children to value others and relationships, happiness arrives as a by-product.


Essentially, if we teach children to become love-ABLE rather than simply loveable, to learn that other people have worth also, this is when they truly thrive. Within this framework, here are 7 tips to help parents lay a firm foundation on which to build their future conversations about relationships, love and even sex.


1. Start with a parenting mantra


When we have a parenting mantra, we are more likely to follow through (or not follow through) with certain decisions as we raise our children. We are also more likely to behave in certain ways ourselves, because we know that ‘do as I say, not as I do’ is simply unacceptable. To paraphrase Marian Wright Edelman, an American activist for the rights of children, ‘Children cannot be what they cannot see.’ In other words, we are only as good as the men and women we have known and seen. Hence my mantra: ‘Parent with your child’s future adult in mind.’ This is not about micromanaging every aspect of a child’s life, it is about the broader parenting decisions that govern the day-to-day routines and interactions as we raise whole children and whole families. Your mantra might be different from mine, but a mantra usually involves coming up with a phrase that summarises the intentions behind your parenting decisions and includes thinking about what you hope to develop in your child’s character. A mantra springs from our love for our children but isn’t Authoritarian. Your mantra is often best when you are sure of your main family values.
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