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Shelly Chauhan, a chartered psychologist and executive coach, has coached and trained a large number of clients in the corporate world over the past eighteen years on issues such as resilience, stress management and emotional intelligence. In sessions with clients, the conversation regularly turned to parenting as they sought to discover how they could manage their stress levels to be better parents. Having two young children herself, Shelly was only too aware of the challenges of parenting and how parenting guilt and worry could affect other areas of one’s life. Over the years she came to realise that at the heart of many of these clients’ difficulties was their struggle to notice and regulate their emotional states, and how deeply this affected their ability to connect with, influence and feel genuine empathy for other people, including their children.


Based on years of meticulous research into the neuroscience of emotional regulation, stress and human connection, Shelly was inspired to translate this complex research into a methodology combining brain science with practical exercises to help clients enhance their capacity for emotional regulation, wellbeing and connection. Feedback from clients highlights the power of this approach to transform parenting and increase resilience, empathy and general wellbeing both in children and parents. Shelly has a deep sense of compassion towards children. She is committed to helping parents understand how powerful an impact loving connection has on the growing brains of their children and how the need to be loved, understood and accepted is hardwired into us all. Shelly lives in Surrey, England, with her husband and two children, aged ten and seven.
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To my beautiful, warm-hearted children without whom I would never have learnt all that I have about what love really is. My gratitude is endless.




Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing,


there is a field. I’ll meet you there.


When the soul lies down in that grass,


the world is too full to talk about.


Ideas, language, even the phrase ‘each other’


doesn’t make any sense.


– Rumi





Introduction



We, as parents, have access to an ever-growing body of information about parenting and psychology, and we’re becoming increasingly aware of how the way in which we interact with our children can shape and mould their behaviour. But is all this information helping us focus on what our children really need from us in order to develop healthy brains, hearts and relationships?


We often find ourselves going through the motions of parenting, based on what we have read and our worries about what might happen to our children if we don’t follow all that advice. When my first child was born, I recall reading books on how parenting shapes a child’s brain for life and although I thought I understood them at the time, and I tried hard to follow the advice in those books, I now know that I was ‘doing’ good parenting rather than allowing it to emerge naturally from a state of heartfelt connection. Through years of study and personal practice both as a psychologist and a mother, I slowly learnt how to be calm, warm and connected with my children, and that state of ‘being’ has had a transformational impact on our family life. I finally understand how and why parenting can seem so tough at times, and what needs to happen for it to flow more easily and intuitively.


Connection is not something you can read about and do. It is an emotional state, based on micro-moments of emotional synchrony between two people, that generates a visceral feeling of being ‘in synch’ at that point in time. It facilitates understanding and empathy between people and is as critical to the development of a healthy brain and mind as oxygen is for our lungs. Connection is at the heart of wellbeing because the very same biological system that promotes connection also enables us to feel calm, regulate our emotions, rest and restore our bodily organs and feel open to our experiences. Not only that but children need this kind of connection to grow brains that are ‘joined up’ in a way that promotes emotional resilience, something that is increasingly necessary in an age in which anxiety, stress and depression are seemingly on the rise, in both children and adults.


We have entered a new era in terms of understanding the neuroscience of how connection influences and shapes us as human beings. Nowhere is this more relevant and profound than in relation to children and what they really need from their parents. We know that humans have a dedicated system in our brains and bodies to help us to assess whether we are safe or must prepare to defend ourselves from a threat. This is based on millions of years of evolution through which we have had to maintain a very high level of vigilance to ensure our survival. If we could hear this threat-safety detection system speak, it would be asking and answering the questions, ‘Am I safe?’, ‘Are you with me?’. This occurs in less than a second and takes place in a perpetual loop outside of your conscious awareness.


It is only when the answer to those questions is ‘Yes’ that we can relax, feel comfortable in our bodies and minds, and interact with other people in a way that sustains connection and warmth. Feelings of safety emerge when we are understood and accepted. It is the equivalent of having someone tell us, ‘I see what you are feeling right now’, ‘I’m here for you’ and ‘I accept you as you are’. Note that this is a non-verbal process and requires very little talking, if any. It stems from a very different brain system to the anxious, judgemental, critical or angry interactions that so often compromise the parenting relationship. When you connect in a calm, reciprocal way with someone, you produce oxytocin, which is a powerful hormone that can promote bonding and social behaviour but also reduces our reactivity to stress and anxiety.


Good parenting rests on the process of attunement, a natural, empathic understanding of the emotional states of another person. Emotions begin as tiny shifts in our inner bodily state – our heart rate, breathing, muscle tension and level of chemicals (neurotransmitters and hormones, for example) may all go up or down in different patterns that are unique to each category of emotion. Anger, for example, will lead to a rise in your heart rate whereas sadness will lower it. When you are able to tune in with what is happening in your body and regulate it, you can remain calm yet alert when you are faced with something that you find hard to handle. When you are unable to regulate your inner emotional state, you can flip into either a high level of emotional activation that makes you want to vent the emotion or try to avoid it, or you might shut down. Stress, anger, agitation, frustration, excitability, anxiety, disgust and contempt all represent states of high activation, which lead to dwindling stores of empathy and connection. To connect in a heartfelt way, you need to be regulated, and to regulate emotions you need to be able to feel emotional states in your own body. It is only when you can do these things that you become capable of regulating the emotions of your children.


This matters for two reasons. Firstly, our children cannot regulate their own emotions in a sophisticated manner until they are much older, sometimes not until they are in their mid-twenties, which means that they are easily swayed by strong emotional currents that toss them in all directions, seldom the one we want them to go in. Until they develop those vital parts of the brain that underpin emotional regulation, self-control, self-awareness and decision-making, they must rely on us to be a ‘proxy’ brain for them, mirroring to them what they are feeling and helping them back to states of calm.


Secondly, because our children rely on us for their sense of inner safety and also for their sense of who they are, they become vulnerable and stressed when we are not available to notice and care about how they are feeling, and we are unable to calm them when they need it. They come into the world with all the right biological equipment to be able to ‘read’ us and infer (non-verbally, in terms of ‘threat’ versus ‘safety’) where they stand with us moment by moment. Are we tuned in? Do we care? Are we available to them? Will we notice what they need? Will they survive? This need for connection is hardwired into us. When we bear in mind that emotions involve real physiological changes to heart rate, chemicals and muscle tension, all of which can feel uncomfortable, and that our children have no ‘off’ button for their big emotions – like having blaring music played on a sound system with no volume control – it becomes so much easier to understand why we need to create the conditions for connection to emerge and thrive in our relationships with them.


More importantly, our children sense our emotional state, from tiny micro-movements of the muscles of our eyes, and minuscule shifts in the tone of our voice, outside of conscious awareness. When they do, their inner emotional states often synchronise with ours because these states can be contagious, leading to cascades of negative emotions between parents and children, creating stress and annoyance. Parenting really is a heartfelt process because our hearts are connected, via the vagus nerve, to the facial muscles we use to express emotions, meaning that when we have small shifts in emotion that register in our voices and on our faces, it can quicken or slow down the heart rates of our children. This is one of the mechanisms behind how we come to share emotions with each other.


When you have a strong foundation of connection with your children, parenting starts to feel easier, calmer and more joyful. Rather than feeling as though you are depleting your inner resources with your children, you start to feel nourished and content when you are around them. But surely, you might be thinking, connection just happens naturally and doesn’t require a book delving into the underlying brain science of it? Some of us may well find this to be the case but I’m convinced that we are more at risk of disconnection than ever before, and, what’s more, I have some wonderful science to share with you that backs this up. The way in which we use our brains is changing over time, with an increasing emphasis on brain systems that promote doing, striving, achieving, judging, controlling and thinking, and less of an ability to harness those brain regions that promote bodily awareness, acceptance, stillness, being present in the moment, and emotional connection. This has a very real impact on our relationships with our children, which in turn affects their sense of themselves; how they learn to regulate emotions; how they deal with adversity; how they relate to other people, and ultimately, I believe, how lovable they come to believe they are. When we are stressed and busy, it is much harder, if not impossible, to access our natural inbuilt caring system from which connection emerges and serves its wonderful job of promoting emotional safety, health and wellbeing.


This book is different because rather than focus on how you want to influence your children and what you want for them, it focuses on you and how, in learning to give your children what their brains and bodies long for – acceptance, understanding and warmth – you will automatically build the foundations for those very outcomes you seek for your children and your family life. And for those of you who might need a little more than an emotional eulogy for connection, I’m going to back this up with some influential neuroscience based on the work of experts who have spent years studying emotion, interpersonal neurobiology (how relationships shape our brains and vice versa) and the emotional brain. But, above all, I’m writing this as a parent because my experience of using the knowledge and methods presented in this book has had a momentous impact on how parenting feels to me and my children at a deep visceral level.


To get the most from this book, I would advise you to read it slowly and give yourself time to digest each chapter before moving on to the next. It has taken me several years to comprehend fully the impact of the science I’m going to share with you, and the more I reflect on it the more I benefit from it. But the most important point I want to make in this book is that connection is a process involving the brain, body and mind, and it can only surface when your nervous system is in a regulated and relaxed state. This means that reading alone won’t be sufficient for this type of parenting to flow. You will need to learn to regulate your emotions through calming your nervous system, which involves breathing exercises that will require regular practice and commitment. As a corporate psychologist who coaches executives on emotional regulation and stress management, I know several of my clients have been sceptical of these breathing exercises at first. But once they understand the neuroscience these methods are based on, and they experience the benefits of regular practice, many of them report positive changes not just at work, but at home, in their sleep patterns, levels of wellbeing, and most often with their children.





CHAPTER ONE



What is parenting really about?


Parenting, at its core, is about developing and maintaining a unique and special relationship that enables children to feel safe, loved, supported and accepted whilst they grow into themselves and find their place in the world. Many parents, when asked what they most want for their children, say something involving the words, ‘happy’ and/or ‘successful’. We want our children to have good lives, though we may have different notions of what a good life entails. Some of us may assume that providing opportunities for our children to polish their academic achievements and go to a good university might secure them a future of happiness and stability. Others might think protecting their children from difficulties, either physical or emotional, will cocoon them against unhappiness. Sometimes we assume children need things we never achieved or experienced ourselves, or that they must be protected from the distressing experiences we ourselves had when growing up.


But do we really know what contributes to a good and fulfilling life? Are we parents, for all our efforts and intentions, really giving our children the best chances of acquiring what we most want for them? And in pursuing some of the outcomes we believe most beneficial to our children, are we getting lost in the peripheral noise and bypassing the most important contribution that parenting can make to their lives?


What if I told you that this book could help you find a scientifically proven, neuroscience-backed, natural remedy for children that makes them more likely to grow into resilient, confident and happy individuals? This powerful natural remedy lowers levels of stress and anxiety, ramps up their immune systems, and offers them a buffer against mental illnesses. It helps prevent tantrums, calms emotional outbursts and miraculously makes your children want to please you. It has no clinical side effects, can be administered anytime and has no dose limitations. Even if you think this sounds too good to be true, you probably also want to find and stockpile this substance in industrial quantities, no matter the cost! Well, the good news is that you are the laboratory that produces this remarkable substance and, depending on early life experiences, most of us can produce it at will; the bad news is that it can only be made when certain conditions are in place and unfortunately the habits of modern life make these increasingly rare.


CONNECTION IS AT THE HEART OF PARENTING


The remedy I’m referring to here is ‘connection’; a deep, non-verbal sense of closeness between two human beings that allows them to tune in with each other. This type of connection is defined by a level of ‘in-the-moment’ synchrony between parts of your brain and the brain of your child; it is underpinned by the activation of a certain branch of your nervous system, and in particular, a wandering nerve called the vagus nerve, which influences your breathing, heart rate, tone of voice, facial muscles and level of eye contact. It causes the release of powerful chemicals that cascade through your body allowing you to relax and bond with each other, feeling a mutual sense of trust and openness.


This form of connection is about micro-moments of shared emotion, what Barbara Fredrickson1 calls ‘Positivity Resonance’, a spiral of mirrored positive feeling that boosts immunity, improves cardiac health, increases resilience and actually broadens the mind. This level of shared emotion between the brains and bodies of two or more people, breaks down a sense of ‘I’ and creates a sense of ‘we’, bringing about a


momentary feeling of fusing together. Frequent shared experiences of these moments of resonance and synchrony create the relationships children crave with us. Feeling these moments of connection is very different to knowing you love your child; and the important thing for parents to know is that this feeling part of love really matters because it shapes your child’s brain, emotional habits and later relationships.


Human brains are hardwired for this type of connection and it is as essential to the growth of a healthy brain as food and water are to the body. Connection at this level has a wide-ranging impact on many markers of physical and emotional wellbeing, right down to how long your child may live. Early scientific findings, based on the work of Barbara Fredrickson, reveal that it may positively alter the way DNA is expressed in the genes, so it is not just a source of emotional comfort to you and your child; it physically nourishes and changes them at a cellular level. This is a powerful reminder of the impact we have on each other and how deeply entangled emotional connection is with physical health. Convinced as we may be of its value, being connected is not as easy as it sounds because to feel this kind of connection, we need to cultivate a certain state in our bodies and minds, something that seems increasingly difficult in this era of accelerated change and advancement. This book will show you why connection affects the wellbeing of our children, why it is slowly being eroded and, more importantly, what we need to do to allow it to flourish.


WHAT’S GETTING IN THE WAY OF CONNECTION?


Parenting in this day and age seems imbued with a sense of near oppressive responsibility and, at times, even anxiety. We live in a time when parenting is no longer what we do simply by bringing children into the world and providing for their needs; it is no longer an accidental byproduct of lived experience with our children, as it was for our parents. Parenting now seems to be a skill to think about, much like any other, something to be studied, analysed and continually improved using a bewildering and often conflicting plethora of tools and techniques. It is not enough to allow our children to evolve through chance and circumstance but rather this evolution is something we must influence and control. Just remembering all the parenting advice we’re exposed to is hard enough, let alone trying to implement any of it when we’re tired, stressed and in the grip of strong emotions. This makes us worry that we’re somehow getting it wrong.


Responsibility without control – a recipe for stress


We now know so much more about how children develop than our parents and grandparents ever did, and this information, although enlightening, also leads to worry and guilt. Increased knowledge places a pressure on us to ensure our kids turn out well but paradoxically we have less control over them than ever before, mostly because the more we learn about parenting, the more we try to parent using methods of empowerment rather than fear and threat. But the fear of punishment has traditionally been the way parents and teachers got children to toe the line and behave themselves, so we’re in a situation where we feel responsible for how they turn out yet we feel we have less direct control over them. This is a recipe for stress if ever there was one.


The challenge of balancing authority with warmth


Parenting without shaming, blaming and threat-based behaviour management is a worthy commitment but also, for many parents, fraught with uncertainty and doubt. We simply don’t know enough to have a lasting confidence in what we’re doing with our children and so we swing between being lenient and being authoritarian, feeling guilty and worried at both ends of this spectrum. How will we get them to listen without making them afraid of what will happen when they don’t? How will they come to respect us if they don’t fear the consequences of not doing so? Won’t they just go off the rails if we’re too soft? But on the other hand, if we push too hard they might end up with anxiety or depression. After all, we’re regularly told we’re in the midst of an epidemic and these mental conditions are on the rise in young children and teenagers. Or worse, maybe they won’t love us enough if we’re too tough on them. Many of us have an intuitive understanding that pushing too hard can rupture that precious sense of connection that is so vital to parenting.


It’s hard to figure out how to find a balance between nurturing your child and wielding authority. But that’s exactly what good parenting is about: high warmth (connection) combined with high authority (having high expectations and enforcing them without frightening, blaming or shaming). As I’ll elaborate later, connection and warmth must be the foundation upon which discipline and boundaries are layered. It is only when the connection is firmly in place that wielding authority won’t interfere with some of the longer-term goals of parenting such as building resilience, optimism and self-acceptance in your child.


Are we parents increasingly anxious and worried?


Going back to what obscures our ability to connect with our children, there’s another obstacle on the rise: we have too much choice and control over their lives, which brings with it increased anxiety to maximise opportunities lest your children end up missing out or unhappy. The combination of these anxieties may be a factor in the rise of so-called ‘helicopter parenting’ and other forms of parenting that focus on over-protection through parental involvement. Parenting seems increasingly driven by guilt and fear: fear of what might go wrong, of our children having to experience emotional discomfort, or of opportunities missed; and guilt that we may be the cause of it.


Many parents also get lost in the pull of the ‘ego’ and unknowingly make parenting just a little too much about themselves. They inadvertently impose their insecurities and emotions on their children without an awareness that they are doing so, often to the detriment of the child’s sense of self. Some worry about social approval; they see their children’s actions and traits as though they were being judged by an imaginary audience, and parenting becomes about avoiding shame, embarrassment, or scrutiny. It is hard to remember that our children are not an extension of ourselves, to be used to bolster or protect our levels of comfort or self-esteem; they are not here to be judged by whether they increase or reduce our social status and positive perception in the eyes of others. They are unique individuals with whom we must deeply connect but also differentiate ourselves from.


Judging our children through the eyes of others


Thanks to the rise of pop psychology and the relentless culture of self-improvement based on short-term behaviour management, parenting has become quite focused on controlling ‘in-the-moment’ behaviour, like tantrums and emotional outbursts, because we either can’t tolerate how that behaviour feels to us or we can’t handle how it looks to others. It’s easy to forget that just because you know there are techniques parents can use to help regulate or control a child’s behaviour doesn’t mean children can or should behave perfectly all the time. It is also hard not to compare your children with their peers, either real or the vast virtual peer group created via the internet.


Just as parents can’t be, and don’t need to be, balanced and compassionate at every moment, our children mustn’t be scrutinised and judged every time they step out of line. This level of scrutiny is not compassionate or healthy; it activates a brain system that can easily spiral out of control, leading to rigidity, anxiety and depression. It is no surprise that social media platforms that rely on approval-seeking and social judgement may damage the mental health of the children who overuse them. Your child’s behaviour in the moment is not an inexorable indication of who your child will be in fifteen years’ time. We must focus more on the long term and give our children a chance to grow into themselves without the fear of failing to reach unrealistic standards.


I’m not saying the short term doesn’t matter at all or that you should not pay attention to what typical children of the same age as yours might or might not do; I’m just saying there is another more vital area of parenting that we are neglecting to the detriment of our own and our children’s emotional wellbeing.



Perhaps we’re overcomplicating parenting and losing perspective


Of course, we’re thinking about all this because we know much more about the influence we might have on our children as parents. This new-found parenting knowledge can be a blessing, an enlightening sea change in the world of child-rearing, but it can also lead to a tsunami of parental worry and confusion. Parenting in this day and age is like being given a 1000-piece jigsaw puzzle, tasked with having to piece it together perfectly, except it has no box and no pictures, so we have no idea what we are building. We take guesses and stabs at it but often with little clarity of what we are aiming for in the end. We get lost in the complex list of recommendations, suggestions and imperatives about what we should and shouldn’t do with our children.


We’re overcomplicating parenting because we’re focusing too much on outcomes and not enough on the process. Focusing too much on your child’s emotional and behavioural outcomes or achievements is sometimes counterproductive and often a recipe for anxiety. After all, no matter how many opportunities you throw their way now, there can be no certainty that your child will be happy, comfortable or successful later in life; and no matter what you do when they are young, you will never be able to control all the variables that life will fling at them once they are older. Sure, you can try to beat the odds by protecting them, pushing them, sheltering them or exposing them to things. But even if you do, they are going to have experiences that result in feelings of unhappiness, rejection, frustration, and sometimes even failure. These experiences don’t have to scare you or them if you accept that the uncomfortable emotions that accompany such experiences are a natural and essential ingredient for building character and resilience.


We don’t have to protect them from emotional discomfort


Emotional discomfort is only something to be afraid of if you and your children struggle to regulate (feel and calm) difficult emotions. As a parent you naturally feel responsible for protecting your children from bad experiences but you don’t need to protect them from every experience that makes them feel bad. What matters so much more to their long-term development is, firstly, how you help them to regulate their emotional responses to difficult experiences and secondly, how you help them to make sense of the things that happen in their lives. This is the real crux of resilience.


Whilst bolstering their tolerance of difficult emotions, we also do want to nurture, in balanced ways, the capacity for positive emotions such as joy, curiosity, contentment, gratitude, love and so on. These are of a different nature to excitement and pleasure-seeking and tend to emerge from a state of slowing down and savouring small daily experiences rather than creating big special moments, though those also have their place occasionally.


ARE WE FOCUSING ON THINGS THAT REALLY MATTER IN DEVELOPMENTAL TERMS?


The alternative is to focus less on outcomes and more on the process of parenting. Rather than trying so hard to give them opportunities for success and pleasure, to remove obstacles and sources of discomfort to them, why not also help them to develop the emotional and mental traits that enable them to cope well with whatever life throws their way? This is a very different approach to, for example, sending them to every after-school activity going in the hope that greater exposure will somehow give them the edge over competitors later in life. Or in the hope that they will never accuse you of not having provided them with opportunities to exercise their interests and develop their skills. Or simply because they want to and you struggle to deny them things they want.


This approach is about paying attention to values and strengths that we know contribute to a good life. What I’m advocating is that we help them build qualities that we know have an impact on important life outcomes. Traits and abilities such as resilience, emotional regulation, persistence, attention and self-awareness will not guarantee them success, but certainly augment their chances of attaining it whilst protecting their mental and emotional wellbeing in the process. Some of these are essential components of what is called ‘Emotional Intelligence’.


WHAT IS EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE AND WHY DOES IT MATTER?


In the 1990s, Daniel Goleman2 popularised the notion of Emotional Intelligence (EQ) and since then, a growing body of research has identified the numerous benefits it may yield. Emotional Intelligence can be defined as the ability to recognise, understand and manage one’s own and others’ emotional reactions in ways that are appropriate to the situation in hand. Your child’s level of Emotional Intelligence will play a part in how he responds to challenges, complexity and relationships later in life. At work, for example, we know that a certain level of IQ predicts success in many professions and jobs, but this is only the case up to a certain level. Once this prerequisite level is reached, it is more often emotional intelligence (EQ) that will enable someone to excel in a position of leadership or responsibility3. This is fast becoming a significant differentiator and a valuable asset in the world we live in today, a world where people must communicate and collaborate with larger numbers of sometimes globally dispersed colleagues about increasingly complex topics.


There is strong evidence to suggest that a child’s capacity to regulate emotions and exhibit self-control, both elements of EQ, predicts long-term success in life. Here’s one example: a large-scale study of more than a thousand children over a span of thirty years found that self-control, defined as the ability to control impulses, delay gratification and stay focused on goals, predicted later financial success and positive social outcomes, over and above IQ or parental social status and wealth4. Maybe this surprises you, particularly the financial success part, but I hope it gets you thinking that this quality of emotional intelligence isn’t just a fluffy ‘nice to have’, it may actually improve your child’s life in tangible ways. We really mustn’t underestimate how vital these skills are to the success of human beings in a broader sense. Think of them as a foundation upon which both wellbeing and achievement are built.


Some of the key components of Emotional Intelligence (EQ) are self-awareness, self-regulation and empathy, also traits that have a significant impact on parenting. Expecting your child to navigate her way through modern life successfully without these qualities is akin to putting a child with a blindfold on to an obstacle course and expecting her to win the race. Bear in mind I’m not saying every human being must have high EQ, and there are plenty of examples of very brilliant individuals who have done or are doing great things without the benefits of a high EQ. However, helping our children successfully traverse their own emotional lives, along with the ability to understand those of others around them, will reap rewards in almost any setting I can think of that involves human interaction.


Self-awareness – the bedrock of emotional intelligence


Take, for example, the trait of self-awareness. Self-awareness is essentially your ability to know and observe your thoughts, emotions and behaviours as they unfold in real time. It gives you the power to be able to experience yourself from a slight distance, as though you are watching a movie with yourself as the protagonist. Self-awareness matters because it is only when you are aware of what you are feeling and doing that you can exercise any choice or control over it. Children don’t develop a fine sense of self-awareness for quite some time and some don’t develop enough of it at all, even into adulthood. I have met many senior leaders in organisations who cannot work effectively with their peers and those reporting in to them because they have no idea how they come across to others. People low in self-awareness can’t identify or feel their own emotions in a tangible way, let alone be cognisant of the impact of their behaviour on others around them. It is not that they choose not to be self-aware or aren’t trying hard enough, but that they can’t do it, much in the same way as you might struggle to answer questions about the writings of Descartes if you have never studied philosophy.


Let’s take a moment to think about the role of self-awareness in a child’s behaviour at home. For a child to obey your instruction not to talk with his mouth full, for example, he must first be able to have some awareness that he is doing it, and then, in that very moment, exert some control to stop himself from doing it. These are complex tasks for someone who hasn’t yet fully developed that part of the brain that underpins self-awareness, without which it is simply not possible to watch yourself as you do things in real time.


For a child to control a strong emotion such as disappointment or frustration, which we frequently expect them to do, requires an even greater feat of self-mastery involving not only self-awareness but also impulse control and emotional regulation. This is difficult enough for grown-ups to accomplish in a consistent way – I’m sure we’re all at this point thinking of a time when we had an ill-judged outburst that we later regretted! Much of the time this is very challenging for children of a certain age, given the immature state of a child’s brain. However, it is certainly possible for them to develop it to a reasonable degree over time, something that can be enhanced or diminished by the style of parenting we adopt.


Empathy can be easily compromised in children


Empathy, another key element of emotional intelligence, rests on particular brain regions and circuits that won’t develop in the same way for all. Being able to take another person’s perspective is not a simple matter for children at all, especially when they are very young. It is even harder for them, and for grown-ups too, to demonstrate empathy when they are in the grip of negative emotions themselves. In addition, it is difficult to demonstrate empathy when we feel threatened, unhappy or distracted, because the empathy circuits in the brain can be temporarily suppressed, for good reasons that I’ll share with you later. Children often lash out at others and say hurtful things, not just because they may be low in empathy, but also because self-control, which is the psychological resource we use to restrain undesirable impulses, relies on a limited reserve of mental energy, typically powered by glucose, that can become depleted with usage5.


In other words, if your child has had to use self-control to rein in her needs and impulses all day at school, she may have little willpower left when she comes home at the end of the day, which is one compelling explanation for why young children can be so difficult (read volatile/deranged/making you pine for a glass of wine at 5pm) at the end of the day. This is magnified when they are hungry or tired because our moods and stresses impact our emotions and our ability to exercise self-regulation. In the same vein, if you have been busy all day at work or at home, using your mental energy to remember things, be polite to everyone, make decisions and deal with issues, you might get fatigued and could be vulnerable to the slightest provocation from your children as the day wears on. This is when good emotional-regulation skills are so important both for children and parents.


Many of us intuitively realise that our actions, words and attitudes can impact a child’s personality and emotional habits in enduring ways. Parenting plays a greater role in shaping your child than providing for them materially, passing on rules about how to do well in life, and exposing them to various opportunities to do so. Strong scientific findings show us that how we connect with them, understand them and care about their inner mental and emotional lives can have an impact on the development of neural circuits in their growing brains. So, I hope to have convinced you these emotional characteristics matter but what does this mean for parenting?


Reflection:


What do you really want for your children?


Take a few moments to think about the outcomes you most want for your children. Which of these resonate most with you?




• Happiness


• To be secure in themselves (accepting themselves as they are)


• Resilience/emotional wellbeing


• Physical wellbeing


• Success – if so, how do you measure it?


• Popularity or being well liked


• Wealth


• Power


• Authenticity


• Contentment


• Excellence – winning and excelling in some domain


• To be loved and able to sustain close relationships





Now take a few moments to think about why these things matter to you. How much is this a reflection of your knowledge of your child’s unique personality and interests, and how much of this might be a reflection of your own unmet needs, insecurities or worries? Are any of the outcomes you seek for your child contradictory? For example, success and high attainment don’t always go hand in hand with happiness, satisfying personal relationships or contentment.


What are the values you want your children to adopt?


Values are the implicit personal beliefs and ideals that motivate and guide our behaviour. They are the ‘under the surface’ outcomes and behaviours you care about. Your values may be unique to you, your family and even your cultural heritage. Take a few minutes to think about the values you want to cultivate in your children. Here are some examples of values:




• Truth, honesty, fairness and justice


• Personal responsibility, initiative


• Hard work, tolerance of discomfort, endurance, discipline


• Integrity


• Kindness, generosity


• Tolerance and compassion for others, altruism, forgiveness


• Achievement


• Power, status


• Control, personal ambition, self-interest


• Humility


• Sincerity, authenticity, transparency


• Conformity, self-restraint, modesty


• Respect for tradition, culture and religion


• Nurturing, caring





Which of these values matter most to you? Children will learn about and imbibe these values from what they observe you doing on a day-to-day basis, from what you emphasise and praise, and from how you explain the behaviours and rules you expect them to follow. Reflect on how you demonstrate these values to your children and how they guide your decision-making. Are you displaying the very things you expect and want from your children? For example, if you repeatedly snap at your partner but expect your children always to speak kindly to people, they will sense this inconsistency and it might weaken the respect they hold for this particular value.


Similarly, the decisions you make convey your values in an implicit way that children internalise. If your child is complaining vociferously about having to do some household chores after a long day and you placate him by doing them for him, he may not come to respect the value of selflessness or even hard work and tolerance of discomfort. However, if you show little empathy when he is tired and rigidly or stridently insist that he complete his chores he may not learn the values of kindness, compassion and tolerance. If, on the other hand, you show empathy by recognising he is tired, sitting with him and caring for him whilst he complains, but compromise by gently insisting he does at least some of his agreed chores that evening, you will be showing him how to be guided by the values of kindness, tolerance of discomfort and altruism.


Criticising children when they don’t demonstrate the values we wish to uphold is not as effective as positively reinforcing the times they or others do demonstrate them. Think about how often you discuss instances when people around you or in the public domain exemplify the values you admire. For example, if you value kindness, do you talk openly about kind things that people have done? The things we say, and sometimes don’t say, shape how our children come to view the world around them – what they take for granted and what they appreciate, admire and cherish.


Chapter One: Key points


• As parents most of us want our children to be happy and successful in life but, by focusing on short-term outcomes and behaviours, we sometimes miss opportunities to shape the traits, values and abilities that predict resilience and wellbeing in our children in the long term.


• Good parenting is based on a strong underlying foundation of heartfelt connection. This sustains and nourishes us with a deep sense of emotional, mental and physical wellbeing.


• Many of the conditions of modern life hinder connection between parents and children.


• Emotional intelligence, and especially the ability to exercise self-control, predicts positive outcomes in later life. But children’s brains develop slowly; the brain parts that are responsible for decision-making, impulse control, emotional regulation and more complex moral reasoning don’t fully develop until the mid-twenties.


• Parenting with connection in mind shapes their growing brains and augments their chances of developing inner resources for wellbeing, resilience and emotional intelligence.





CHAPTER TWO



How does parenting shape your child’s capacity for emotional intelligence?


The quality of the parent–child relationship, and in particular the depth of the connection in a ‘felt’, embodied sense, fundamentally shapes the process of neural integration in the brain. Neural integration refers to the linking of different aspects of the brain, the mind and the body. A powerful new area of research in psychology, called Interpersonal Neurobiology, shows us that when we develop coherent links between these vast and complex neural networks in the brain, we are more likely to develop the traits that underpin emotional intelligence; traits such as self-awareness and self-regulation. Interestingly, relationships play such an integral part in the shaping of these neural circuits that some experts in the area include relationships as an essential component in the definition of the human mind6.


WHAT ABOUT GENETICS?


But hold on a minute, isn’t that an awful lot of pressure for parents? What about DNA? Isn’t this type of thing innate biology, genetics? Yes, your child’s traits and temperament will be determined by their inherited genetic material. The temperament your child is born with will have a significant impact on how he regulates emotions, or whether he has an optimistic or a pessimistic emotional style. But genes are like light bulbs controlled by switches, and whether they are switched on or not depends on the physical and emotional environment the child inhabits. Although certain characteristics that are woven into our DNA, for example eye colour, won’t change much from birth, other genes can be modified, turned on or switched off depending on what we experience: scientists call this Epigenetics. Our genes are not our immutable biological destiny.


Some characteristics are more open to change than others


The extent to which traits and characteristics can develop will be essentially limited by genes and DNA but can also be impacted upon by experience. Certain traits and characteristics have a limited genetic set range within which we can wiggle, but for others, there may be a broader scope for the influence of environment and nurturing. The heritability of a certain characteristic explains how much of the variance in a certain trait in a population can be explained by differences in genetics. Some characteristics will have higher heritability than others and in general the more complex characteristics that result from more than one set of genes will have lower heritability. As a very rough example, studies show that 40 to 60 per cent of the variance in the well-established Big Five personality traits, which are Extraversion, Agreeableness, Neuroticism, Openness and Conscientiousness, is down to genetics7.


It is important to note that these studies are far from conclusive and just because something has lower heritability does not mean that it is open to change and vice versa. This is because heritability only tells us about how much variance in a trait across many people is down to genetics; it does not tell us anything about what causes them to be that way. Traits, behaviour and various conditions that influence emotional intelligence (e.g. autism spectrum disorders) are also shaped by brain architecture, hormones, neurotransmitters, and other factors that may or may not be open to influence. This is an important message for parents to take away because the spread of pop psychology often creates a sense that we can all be anything we set out to be, putting untold pressure on parents to hold themselves, and their children, oppressively responsible for everything the children do or don’t do. This often slides towards a place where the parent–child connection becomes barren and undernourished.


It really pays to bear in mind that our children are shaped by both nature and nurture and it is too simplistic to think that we can divide up which impacts what in a way that provides us with any certainty. However, we do know, from a very strong research base, that parents can and do have an influence on their children, especially in terms of emotional regulation, resilience, and their relationships with others, something I’ll elaborate on as we go along.


EXPERIENCE SHAPES US IN TANGIBLE WAYS RIGHT DOWN TO THE CELLULAR LEVEL


So how does experience shape us and how do we, as parents, shape our children? What we do with our children doesn’t just influence them through memory, learning and behavioural imitation. A child’s experiences in life, however small or large, whether emotional, mental or physical, cause the release of biochemicals that travel through their brains and bodies, sending signals to their cells about how they need to change and adapt in response to that experience. This promotes experience-dependent growth in the child’s brain that can persist for life. In a similar way, when the child does not experience enough of certain chemicals, for example, pleasurable, joyful, rewarding chemicals such as dopamine, serotonin and noradrenaline, the child’s capacity to experience those emotions later in life may be compromised, leading to a higher risk for depression. This physically alters your child’s brain and body over time and it is how experiences, including relationships, come to mould and change their very beings fundamentally at a biological level.


Your child’s early emotional experiences also shape how her reserves of metabolic energy are used to support growth and restoration in various parts of the brain that are in critical stages of development in the first few years of life. If the child faces repeated stress, for example, energy reserves will be diverted to deal with those stressful experiences, taking them away from the task of building and connecting up those brain regions that might support emotional intelligence.


At the same time, your relationship with your children forms a blueprint for something called their attachment style, a characteristic pattern of connecting with others and regulating emotions. Your attachment style as a parent influences how tuned in you are to your child’s emotional needs and how you help your child to manage them. It is this level of ‘attunement’ to your child that influences how the emotional regions of your child’s brain will develop (in addition to his or her genes). I’ll lay out the different attachment styles in a later chapter but for now, let’s look at how our experiences shape us at a biological brain-based level.


HOW DO OUR BRAINS INFLUENCE OUR EMOTIONS AND BEHAVIOUR?


To understand how parenting influences the development of our children, it is important that we understand how ‘nurture’ shapes ‘nature’ at the level of the brain, because what we are capable of doing, or not, rests heavily on biological processes that stem from the brain and its connections with our body. At a very general and broad level, the extent to which a person will have the capacity to demonstrate certain emotional traits and characteristics depends on the brain: the size of various brain regions, the level and type of activity within them, and how well connected they are with other regions.
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