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Introduction

When you first held your new-born baby in your arms, did you make a promise to be the best possible parent you could be? In the years that stretched before you, did you imagine always saying the right thing, listening when your child chattered, and always having the time to sit down and play? Then, somewhere along the way, did being ‘busy’ get in the way of the parent you hoped to be? Gradually, did child-raising start to feel like an unwinnable race against a stop-watch: always in a panic, always late, with everything never quite under your control?

If this sounds like you, you’re not alone. There is no experience more relentless or all-consuming than being a parent.

When I had my first baby, Lily, like every other mother I was utterly shocked by how much multi-tasking it involved. I’d tidy up the house, but as fast as I could pick up toys, Lily would throw them on the floor. She’d tell me she was hungry and then didn’t want to eat what I’d cook. I’d give her everything she asked for – and she would dream up something else. With no family support and a partner who worked very long hours, I found myself on my own and unable to even go to the loo without my daughter wanting to sit on my lap.

If the job of raising a child is not challenging enough by itself, there’s also the fact that many more of us now combine child-rearing with working.

The number of families who need two wage-earners to own a home and keep up with the cost of living in the UK has hit a record high, with 2.25 million women with children under four already back at work.1 Another two million parents are raising kids alone.2 On top of that, economic uncertainty, the ‘long hours’ culture and the creeping tendrils of technology, which allows work to follow us home, mean that people in the UK work longer days than any other nation in Europe. The result is that 87% of British employees say they feel stressed – nearly twice the European average.3

But it’s not just adults who are feeling it.

A quarter of all parents say that long days and lengthy commutes mean that they spend just 34 undistracted minutes a day with their children.4 One in five report they are too tired to even read their kids a bedtime story – even though it’s one of the most bonding moments of the day.5 The knock-on effect is naturally felt by our children. Shockingly, six out of 10 children say that they don’t think their parents spend enough time with them. When asked about the grown-ups in their lives, what they want most is for adults to be less stressed and less tired from work.6

It’s no surprise, then, that the number of kids who say they would like to spend more time playing with their parents increased from 38% in 2009 to 47% in 2014.7 After all, it’s no longer just the dash to work. Every morning harried grown-ups can be seen sprinting behind buggies, bringing bewildered-looking babies and toddlers to nurseries and childminders before they can set off to work. The same cortisol-inducing exercise is then repeated in the evening when many parents have to peel off from work to pick up their offspring before tight deadlines to dodge late fees. The extended family which once helped spread the load has been broken up, so all too often there is little support or help.

Even if parents do work from home – as they increasingly do to try to claw back some time with their kids – children often get even more directly exposed to work stress. Many work-at-home parents will have noticed that, as if by magic, they get the most critical calls and emails towards the end of the day as office-based staff clear their to-do lists. So often the timing seems to coincide with the period between pick-up and bedtime, when parents had hoped to be there for their kids. Bosses with urgent queries rarely worry about the domino effect on the tension levels in the family home. That’s your problem. Not theirs.

Pulled in every direction, many of today’s working parents spend most of their time feeling burnt out and struggling to keep the show on the road. Imagine how scary it must be for a child, who relies on his parents for everything, to see them being overwhelmed. In our drive to support our little ones and provide for them materially, it’s easy to forget that anxiety is contagious and that we, the parents, set the emotional thermostat in our homes.

Animal and human studies find that when parents are stressed, their offspring are too.8 Baby rats, for example, are more fearful and hyper-vigilant if their mothers are too busy to lick them and calm them down. In humans, babies who sense their parents’ anxiety feel more pain from injections, studies have found.9 In our manic rush, we miss the fact that children from stressed families often process all this by feeling they are to blame. Our unhappiness leads them to believe that we don’t like them very much.

According to Professor David Elkind, a child psychologist and professor at Tufts University, Massachusetts, ‘Young children tend to perceive hurrying as a rejection, as evidence their parents do not really care about them.’ Beyond this, stress overload is quite simply the greatest enemy there is of good parenting. It makes us forget our best intentions and turns us reactive and panicky, especially when all does not go to plan. Adrenalin makes every setback feel more serious and makes every reaction more knee-jerk.10

When we are in a wired state, anything a child does ‘wrong’ seems more wilful and deliberately antagonistic. Without the vocabulary or life experience to understand how they feel, children are more likely to react by playing up or disconnecting, raising the tension levels in the home still further. Our parenting becomes less empathetic and more impatient. We are so busy keeping ourselves afloat that all we want is our kids to comply without question. At other times, our standards slip – we become inconsistent in applying them and we opt for ‘anything for a quiet life’ parenting. Routines that provide safety and security go out of the window, and there end up being more rows about homework and bedtimes. Without realising it, we can get frustrated that we seem to spend our lives in our children’s service, and then even more frustrated that they seem to us to want still more, and behave worse, creating a true vicious circle.

As a parenting journalist, in the privileged position of being able to talk to a wide range of educators, psychologists, teachers and parents and help join the dots on the bigger picture, I have seen the trickle-down effect. All of my parenting books to date have looked at the effect the current environment has on children’s mental health. Modern life may be evolving at a breakneck speed, but our children still need the same things to become emotionally healthy adults. At a time when parents have never grappled with so many time pressures, I wrote this book because we all need help to keep up our connection with our kids, which seems to be increasingly under threat in a busy world. Beyond that, I have also been here myself.

Like most other mums (a recent survey found that on average, we perform 59 separate tasks a day to run a home and care for children11) I became like the White Rabbit in Alice in Wonderland, noticing only the time, instead of the life that was passing me by. Indeed, my least favourite memory of being a parent was when my six-year-old daughter Lily lay prostrate on the floor as I tried to send an urgent email (my computer had crashed) while she screamed, ‘You said you’d play with me!’ When I had my second child, instead of finding it easier, I found the workload more than doubled.

Yet even though it was becoming obvious that there was an epidemic of exhausted parents out there, I was amazed to see that despite the shelves of books saying how to be a good parent, not one addressed how to find the time to be that parent in the first place.

So I started to make a conscious effort to find ways to cut out the irritating distractions, frustrations and lost minutes that were making the hard job of being a working mother even harder. I researched ways to streamline and simplify the dozens of tasks I needed to do every day – ‘life hacks’, if you will. I also spoke to other mums and experts for a range of articles on the subject, and tried and tested them all.

Many parents will try to get through the ongoing mayhem on the assumption that things will get better soon. But as family educator Rob Parsons of Care for the Family once so poignantly pointed out, ‘A slower day is not coming.’12

Let me stress now: this is not a book about rushing your children. Nothing could be more counter-productive. Hurrying kids only makes them needier and more demanding. It may sound corny, but the truth is that children really do spell LOVE as TIME.

But while you will never have more hours in the day, you do have the power to prioritise and make better use of the hours you do have. In a world that has become increasingly complex and time-consuming – and the bar for parenting has become unrealistically high – sometimes we need to take a step back in order to see how to simplify our lives. This is what this book is about.

The good news is that it is never too late to streamline your tasks and relax a little. By feeling less overwhelmed you will be able to quickly adjust the emotional temperature in your home. Indeed, the effects will be instantaneous.

As you read through this book, it may seem counter-intuitive that some small and minor changes could make any difference. But this book is also designed to be cumulative. These tips and strategies are designed to be easy to build into your life as you go along. From how to get out of the house on time in the morning without the melt-downs – so that you can start the day in a more relaxed frame of mind – to choosing children’s clothes that are easier to launder, the goal is to help you feel that you are winning a bit more, and under the cosh a bit less.

Furthermore, the last thing I want is for you to be working any harder than you already are. So any costs I suggest are minimal, optional or designed to help you look at any new product you need to buy, like a high chair or dishwasher, more clearly in terms of whether it will simplify your life and how much time it will save you. You are probably reading this book because you already feel that you don’t have enough minutes in the day. So there are no complicated lists to fill out or six-week action plans to add to your already-loaded to-do list.

Don’t feel the book is just for mums, either. It’s for anyone – dads, partners or grandparents, whoever’s doing the caring – who just wants some fresh ideas to help reduce the time they spend tidying, cleaning and washing so that they can spend more time with children. It applies just as much to the brand new mother who can’t find a moment to blow-dry her hair as to the company director who’s struggling to get her three kids to school by 9am.

It’s also about carving out some more ‘me time’ – some periods when you can recharge your batteries. There’s a good reason they tell you on aeroplanes to put on your own oxygen mask before helping anyone else. It’s not just your child who needs sleep, exercise and the chance to let off steam. But without strategies for setting aside those precious hours, many of us are losing out on a vital resource for maintaining our well-being. Unless we reclaim some of that time, we risk losing our connection to ourselves and, beyond that, our connection to our children and our partners.

Some ideas will apply to your life; others won’t. Dip in and out and try one or two at a time – and see if they make a difference. You will know instinctively what will work for you and your family. Keep this book in your bag for the 30 seconds you snatch when the baby’s asleep in the back of the car – or the 10 minutes when you finally get a seat on the train home from work. If there are some sections that appeal to you more than others, skip straight there.

The reason I wrote this book is because when I brought my first baby, Lily, home I promised her that I would be an amazing mother. But when other pressures started to steal away the hours I always meant to spend with her, I became less and less the parent I wanted to be. So I wrote this book to help myself – and other parents – reclaim that promise.



1 Kitchen craziness:
save yourself time and stress

Feeding children healthy foods – and then cleaning up afterwards – is probably the single most time-consuming challenge for a parent. But with the right equipment and a bit of forethought, there are a whole host of quick, fuss-free family meals that won’t leave your kitchen looking like a bombsite – and will make for more relaxed mealtimes.

Stress-free mealtimes

The key to getting out of the kitchen quicker is to head off disasters before they happen. Imagine how much sooner you would be liberated if you didn’t end up on your hands and knees at the end of every meal chipping food off the floor.

The right high chair

If your children are still at the baby and toddler stage, you will save hours of cleaning up simply by choosing the right high chair.

My life changed the day I traded in my quaint little wooden chair for a not-so-pretty plastic version with a huge tray. The difference was that no matter how hard the baby tried to lob her food over the edge, the tray was now wider than her arms could stretch. It also had a raised border to stop food falling off the edge. In fact, the whole kitchen area stayed cleaner because there was now much less food ending up on the floor – and then getting traipsed around.

When picking out a high chair, check that the tray can be removed really easily so you can dump all the debris straight in the bin and give it a quick rinse under the hot tap. When your baby’s beginning to master finger foods, that means you will have a fresh, clean, hygienic eating surface every time – with the added bonus of saving you having to wash up dishes and plates which would otherwise also get lobbed off.

Forget beauty here. Look for a design free of nooks and crannies that will trap food and which is easy to wipe down.

If food does get cemented and into all sorts of corners, don’t spend hours scrubbing. Instead, take it outside and wash it down with a high-pressure hose.

Floor mats and place mats

How often have you looked under the kitchen table and wondered if anything you prepared actually made it into your children’s mouths? When you have young children, the amount of debris can be frightening – and constantly picking it all up is one of those jobs that makes you feel like a drudge.

Make it manageable by investing in a washable plastic mat to go under high chairs and eating areas.

Don’t bother with the flimsy bits of tarpaulin you find in baby shops. Instead look for cheaper, harder-wearing mats that you can order in a range of patterns and sizes. Just make sure the mat is heavy enough to stay put (more on suction pads below) but light and easy enough to shake out into the sink – or shove in the washing machine when things get really messy.

Don’t stop there. Invest in some plastic table mats to catch the overspill from plates. They just seem to stop the mess spreading all over the table – and again you can quickly rinse them off in the sink. Suction pads (a pack of 20 will cost less than £2 if you can’t find ones that come with the suckers) will help keep them stay put – and buying plates and bowls with these will also be a life-saver during the phase when your child thinks plate-throwing is the best fun there is.

As soon as they are out of the high chair, praise kids for sitting square-on at the table, and push their chairs right in. This will also dramatically reduce mess.

The best bib

Buying bibs in the right size, shape and fabric is essential if you want to avoid changing your baby or young toddler after most mealtimes. Make sure one is always handy by fixing a hook on the back of your high chair.

Design-wise, the most useless of all are those tiny little terry towel ones that cover about two inches square. Plus you need to wash them, which only adds to your laundry mountain.

All in all, the wipe-clean plastic-coated ones with a pocket at the bottom to catch the fall-out are generally the most practical. The latest versions come in more rubbery designs, making them easier for your child to wear. They can also be thrown in the dishwasher with the plates.

Disposable bibs are a great thing to keep in your handbag when you are heading out. They take up hardly any room, cut down on laundry and later on you won’t find any nasty surprises at the bottom of your bag.

Stress-free cups and glasses

Ever been greeted by an avalanche of plastic sippy cups on opening your cupboard and then found you didn’t have a single lid that fitted any of them? As I learned from bitter experience, sippy cups, like bibs, are not an area to economise in.

Find the best make and model – something that is easy to clean and assemble without an instruction manual and promises to be 100% leak-proof for little ones. If you buy the same brand, you will be able to stack them neatly so that they won’t cascade out of the cupboard when you open it. Plus you won’t be unloading the entire cupboard in an infuriating search for a lid that fits – because all the lids will do the job.

As children get older, they won’t want to be seen drinking out of sippy cups, so let them choose some funky sports or hot drinks beakers which come in bright colours. They have covers and won’t break. Or to head off spills, cover a beaker with clingfilm and stick a straw through it.

If your child is prone to knocking his cup over at the table, avoid those spills by buying some thick rolls of gaffer tape to use as cup holders.

Easy dishes

Buy plates and bowls in the same shape and size, so they stack easily. Keep them in a pile at the front of the cupboard for easy access. Better still, use shallow bowls, instead of rimless plates, to stop kids pushing the food off and onto the table.

While it’s a lovely idea to serve up food in china Bunnykins bowls, most toddlers go through a phase of Greek-style plate-throwing. So get plastic dishes – again with those suction pads – so your child won’t be experimenting with gravity at mealtimes. Better still, melamine is more attractive – it looks and feels like china, but is just as durable as plastic.

You don’t need to bother with plates or bowls every time either. Serve babies finger foods on their high chair tray and serve older kids snacks on a bread board so they can help themselves.

As far as cutlery goes, opt for cheap and cheerful (the IKEA set comes highly recommended for best value) – because, like socks, spoons and forks tend to disappear.

Your kitchen essentials

Now that you’ve headed off a host of disasters before they have even happened, here’s the basic equipment you need to make your time in the kitchen as stress-free as possible.

A big freezer

Your tissue-box-sized freezer compartment was no doubt fine before you had children – all you needed it for was a half-eaten tub of Ben & Jerry’s. But now you have kids, you need something more substantial.

A generous-sized freezer cuts out the dreaded last-minute dash to the shops with little ones in tow. It also means you can cook in bulk, and you can always produce a meal from somewhere, no matter how hectic your day has been. What’s more, you won’t need to excavate through the ice to get to the fish fingers at the back.

The easiest freezers are the upright style with drawers, so you can ‘file’ your food in the right compartment – and find what you need quickly. Get Tupperware that fits in your freezer nicely, so you can stack prepared meals without wasting space.

A microwave

A microwave is every parent-in-a-hurry’s best friend. Not only because it’s quick, but also because it saves on endless washing-up.

Don’t you hate those stringy eggy saucepans? With a microwave, all you have to do is crack an egg into a cup and after 55 seconds you’ve got a perfect poached egg – without the mess.

During the baby stage, microwaved bananas, mixed with warm milk, are easy early food. Also buy some microwave bags to sterilise bottles. As kids get older, you can microwave complete mini meals in a mug, ranging from cheesy nachos to scrambled eggs to mushroom risotto and macaroni cheese. Usually you can just throw all the ingredients in, microwave in a couple of bursts, stir it a few times – and out comes the perfect child-size hot meal before their eyes.


Some easy microwave meals to inspire you …

Macaroni cheese. Get a mug, put in a handful of macaroni (you can also use shell-shape pasta) and then fill to just under three-quarters full with water – or milk if you want it more creamy. Then stand your mug in a microwave bowl to catch any liquid that bubbles over. Cover the mug with cling film and pierce with a fork. Microwave on high for two minutes. Pour any water that has overflowed into the bowl back into the mug and stir so the macaroni does not stick at the bottom, and cook for a further two minutes. Add some cheese and butter – which should now melt in – and stir so it coats the macaroni. If you want it a little more melted, put back in the microwave for another 20 seconds. To make it more substantial, throw in some veg such as sweetcorn. You can also jazz it up by using up leftover bits of cheese from the fridge.

Banana breakfast bread. Mix three tablespoons of self-raising flour with three tablespoons of sugar and a beaten egg in your mug. Then add a drop or two of vanilla essence with a tablespoon each of oil and milk, together with a mashed ripe banana. For extra flavour, you can add in a sprinkle of cinnamon or some extra protein in the form of a few walnuts or pecans. Mix well, put in the microwave on high and check every minute or so for up to three minutes until it’s cooked through but still nice and moist.



YouTube has lots of demonstrations showing you how to make all sorts of mug recipes, from blueberry muffins to quiche, in less than five minutes.

Just make sure you give everything you make standing time to cool down once it’s removed from the microwave – the insides can be very hot. Also make holes if the container needs clingfilm, so that steam doesn’t build up and burst out when you peel it off.

The perfect kitchen bin

The best test of a parent-friendly item is whether you can use it with one hand. So look for bins with one-touch flip-top lids, or a foot pedal, because they are a dream to use even with a child on your arm.

Look for a good-quality model with a generous capacity – 50 litres should do the trick – so you are not emptying it every five minutes. Also check that it has a strong inner ring which holds securely to your black rubbish bag. Fishing it out when it has dropped to the bottom – and after all the rubbish has tipped out – is one of the world’s most unpleasant jobs.

The right size dishwasher

They may all look pretty similar, but not all dishwashers are alike, and this is not an item to scrimp on. Get a large-capacity one. A full dishwasher can be a serious blockage in a chaotic kitchen and you want to be unloading it as seldom as possible. Save yourself having to traipse all over the kitchen to unload, by using the cupboards nearest your machine to store your cutlery, saucepans and crockery. Employ your model to full advantage by washing more than pots and pans: a dishwasher can also save you time by cleaning dust pans, gummed-up soap dishes, toothbrush holders, fridge shelves, vacuum cleaner attachments and plastic wastebins.

An easy blender

You don’t want to be messing about with lots of blades and attachments, so buy the simplest model. You can’t go wrong with the jug-style type for making everything from puréed baby food to smoothies and – when the kids have gone to bed – cocktails.

Don’t worry about washing the jug. Let it clean itself by filling up the jug with warm water and washing liquid and switching it on high for 30 seconds.

Children love experimenting with smoothie combinations – and it’s quite simply the easiest and most entertaining way of getting vitamins into children ever invented.

The right mops

When you are cleaning up after children, choosing the right mop and floor-cleaner will save you an obscene amount of time.

Don’t skimp. Invest in two different types.



•First, a shaggy dust mop with the widest head possible – the industrial type office cleaners use. It means you can push all the food debris into one place with just a couple of sweeps of the room. It should also have a swivelling head, so you can sweep up all the crumbs and food bits which have gathered around the edges.
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