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INTRODUCTION 


Hello! Katie here, and for those of you who don’t know me, I’m a TV and radio presenter who has been working with young people for many years now. I’m twenty-eight years old, but a teenage girl at heart, and throughout my childhood and teenage years I struggled at times with my emotions and mental health. I have experienced very low self-esteem, anxiety and depression. Over the past couple of years, I have learned that feeling tons of  different emotions on a daily basis is totally human. In fact, it can’t be avoided. It’s important to embrace the different thoughts, feelings and emotions we experience, and remember that we can’t always be happy! Sadness, anger and fear all serve a purpose and make us who we are, and feeling those sorts of emotions allows us to truly enjoy happiness when it comes. 


Often we don’t talk about it when life throws up  feelings which we ﬁnd hard to deal with, because we are ashamed or embarrassed we feel that way. We assume we are on our own in those feelings, but we’re deﬁnitely not. When writing this book I realised that most of us go through our own very unique versions of the same  emotional struggles. I’ve discovered methods, tips and tricks that help me feel good about myself most of the time, and I want to help you do the same.


I used to love reading 'agony aunt' pages in magazines when I was younger – there’s something wonderfully comforting about discovering that someone else  understands or feels the same way that you do. They often give practical advice which can help us, because while every problem is speciﬁc to each person, we 
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experience lots of the same things. You should never feel alone – there’s always help available. 


In order to write this book, I asked 10–16 year olds to write to me anonymously about any problems they were having. I visited schools to meet with young people and invited them to email me to ask for advice. I received tons of emails and I cannot thank those of you who have  contributed enough. I have had an amazing, honest insight into what young people are going through in today’s world, and much of it took me way back to my childhood and teen years. Some of it is still relevant to the way I feel now. 


I spotted lots of common themes when reading your letters, and I have tried to include all the different types of problems I came across. I hope that reading this book will help you learn to love yourself and be resilient enough to deal with whatever life throws at you. I also hope it shows you that whatever you’re going through, you’re not the only one. My idea is that this will be a book you can return to time and time again as you  experience different things throughout the stages of  your life. I've included exercises and places for you to take notes so you can make this book your own.


I haven’t written this book alone – I’ve had help from some brilliant experts, and you can ﬁnd out about them in the next section. If you need more immediate help, there are handy helplines at the back of the book.  


You can access more advice on the Dear Katie YouTube channel.
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Enjoy reading, fellow humans!


Love,


Katie xxx 


P.S. This book only contains broad general advice and should not be seen as a substitute for medical advice. If you have any concerns about your physical or mental health, please seek advice/help from a GP or mental health professional.


P.P.S. The letters in this book are based on those from real children and teenagers, however they have been edited to ensure the anonymity of writers, and also for sense, clarity, length or to focus on one particular issue.
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THE ‘DEAR KATIE’ EXPERTS


OUR DOCTOR: DR RADHA MODGIL


Dr Radha is a practising NHS GP in London and a campaigner for physical and mental wellbeing. She is best known for her work broadcasting on BBC Radio 1, Channel 4, BBC Three and CBBC. Currently writing for the i newspaper, Top of the Pops magazine and BBC  Advice, she has also contributed to online projects  including BBC iWonder and BBC Learning.Radha has worked on health promotion campaigns with Public Health England, MIND, The Mix and the NHS Youth  Forum. She has a real passion to help young people  empower themselves with the skills they need to stay physically and emotionally healthy. 


Find Dr Radha @DrRadhaModgil on Twitter and  @dr_radha on Instagram.
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OUR PSYCHOTHERAPIST: SALLY ANGEL 


Sally Angel is a BACP accredited psychotherapist and combines working as a psychotherapist with being a  TV producer. She studied languages at Cambridge  University and Psychotherapy at the Centre for  Counselling and Psychotherapy Education in London. 


She’s passionate about psychotherapy and believes that with a better understanding of our mind, body and  emotions, we can help ourselves and each other. She regularly meditates, practices yoga and tai chi, writes and loves walking in nature. 
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Dear Katie,


Help me to choose to do the right thing.


From Me


“I wanted to be caught, because being told off wasn’t as bad as being a bad person who’d done a bad thing.”because being told off wasn’t “I wanted to be caught, because being told off wasn’t 
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Hey You,


Thanks for your letter. It stood out among all the letters I received. It’s brilliantly simple and uncomplicated, yet not-so-simple and very complicated – all at the same time.


The ﬁ rst time I remember learning about doing the right thing was when I was about ﬁ ve years old. I was going shopping with my mum, and on the way we nipped into the chemist. I can’t remember what for, but that’s not relevant – my family’s ailments didn’t concern me at the ripe old age of ﬁ ve. What did concern me, was getting a freebie out of every situation. It’s the reason Happy Meals and Kinder Eggs are so successful. Getting a new toy is the epitome of success when you’re a child. 


Pharmacies are boring places. They don’t tend to sell toys. Sometimes they don’t even sell sweets or chocolate – the closest you might get to something fun in a chemist are some cough sweets or cartoon plasters. On this particular day I had brought a little wicker handbag out on our shopping trip. The bag actually belonged to one of my dolls but I really wanted to play at being a grown-up that day, so I donned my little doll’s bag and trotted down to the shops with my mum. I felt sophisticated, so what would I do next? I decided a great addition to my new, grown-up lifestyle would be one of the hairbrushes 14
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sitting in a discount basket by the door. Grown-up ladies had hairbrushes in their handbags sometimes. I knew this. I’d seen them. I wanted one too. So I put one of the hairbrushes in my bag, and walked out of the shop without Mum noticing.


About ten minutes later, as we strolled down the street, my mum turned to ﬁ nd me brushing my hair with my new brush, label still intact, as I walked along. Needless to say, Mum was not best pleased about her thieving daughter taking the hairbrush without paying. But we were almost at the shops, and quite far away from the chemist by now. It was the perfect crime – no one would guess that sweet, ﬁ ve-year-old Katie had been on a stealing spree that day – and we could have probably gotten away with it. But no – Mum marched me all the way back to the chemist on my little legs. She confessed to the pharmacy staff that I had stolen the hairbrush, and made me apologise and give it back. 


That was the ﬁ rst time I remember learning a lesson about right and wrong, but actually, now I think about it, I already knew. My instincts told me what I’d done was wrong and I think that’s why I started using the brush so boldly, because I almost wanted to be caught. I wanted to confess and I wanted redemption. If I had kept the stealing a secret for longer, if I’d taken the brush home and secretly used it in my bedroom, I would have owned 
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up to the theft before too long. I wouldn’t have wanted to harbour the feeling that I had wronged somebody else, and wronged myself by being someone I didn’t really want to be. I didn’t want to be a thief. I wanted to be caught, because being told off wasn’t as bad as being a bad person who’d done a bad thing. Someone who’d lied and got away with it. Short-term difﬁ culty equals a long-term clean conscience – do whatever means you can live with yourself the most. 


I could sit and give you example after example of times people have done the right thing. I could tell you about people doing the wrong thing, and then realising it was wrong and making amends, like ﬁ ve-year-old Katie and the hairbrush. I could also give you some practical ways that you can use to come up with a conclusion, such as making a list of pros and cons, imagining different possible outcomes, ‘sleeping on it’ before coming to a decision, asking others what they would do, or simply considering the greater good. These might help you, but chances are, the thing you thought was the right thing to do before you read my reply to your letter would probably be the same thing as what you now think afterwards. Just like I knew stealing a hairbrush was wrong before I did it, then felt bad and got not-so-accidentally caught red-handed.


16
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There’s a philosopher called Jeremy Bentham who founded something called ‘utilitarianism’. He said, “The greatest happiness of the greatest number is the foundation of morals and legislation.” In other words, he believed that in any situation you should choose whatever will beneﬁ t the wellbeing of most people. I learned about this theory when I was studying philosophy at college. Our teacher presented us with a dilemma: if someone held a gun to your head and said, “You must kill your dad, otherwise we will kill a whole building full of innocent people,” what would you do? Bentham would argue that you should kill your own father. It’s a good theory, albeit a ridiculous and unlikely imaginary situation, but it caused great debate amongst the class. A few of us agreed that yes, it made much more sense to kill one father in order to save a whole building full of innocent people who could go on to live fulﬁ lling lives. But in reality, I wouldn’t kill my father. I’m a human being, and I’m selﬁ sh, and I love my dad. In any situation I will always do whatever is right for myself and the people I love. I will always do what I deem to be the right thing. 


You should do that too. 


Love,


Katie xxx


17
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NOTES
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“Families are complicated because they’re made up of humans, and humans are complicated.”“Families are complicated because they’re made up of 


Dear Katie,


Iʼm worried my mum doesnʼt like me very much and wonder if it would have been better for everyone if I hadnʼt been born. My mum and dad split up a couple of years ago and now my mum has had a baby with her new boyfriend. I like her boyfriend and heʼs nice to me, but both of them love my baby brother more than they love me. I think they would be happier if I wasnʼt around – then they could be a perfect family. My mum tells me she loves me, but what if she doesnʼt? 


From Me 
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Hey You,


Have you ever seen the ﬁ lm It’s a Wonderful Life? It’s one of my favourite ﬁ lms, and set at Christmas, so it’s often shown on TV during the festive season. It’s in black and white, but don’t let that put you off. It’s about a man who thinks the world would be a better place if he hadn’t been born. He’s a grown-up, so his problems are very different to yours. He has made some mistakes which mean he is struggling ﬁ nancially, and he believes his family would be much happier and better off if he wasn’t around.


In the ﬁ lm, an angel shows him what life would have been like had he not been born. You can probably guess the reason for this – the angel shows him how life would have actually been considerably worse for his loved ones. He’s a good person and didn’t realise that all the little things he’s done in his life – sometimes very small actions – have made a big impact on others. All lives are like that. Your life is like that. The smile you give to someone in a supermarket, saying hi to a friend, looking after a sibling – all those little actions mean more than you know and might have a knock-on effect that changes lives for the better.


 


Before we get into the nitty-gritty of your family situation, something I really want you to know is how important 
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you are as a person on your own. You want friends and family members who love you and who you love, but I don’t want you to forget that there are many places in life we can ﬁ nd love and happiness. Even if your mum didn’t love you, or if she did love your brother more than you, you would still be able to continue with your life and do all the things you want to do. You could still focus on the things that matter to you, make yourself feel good and love yourself. Your mother has raised you but you are a person who can live, do what you want to do and ﬁ nd happiness all on your own. you are as a person on your own. You want friends and family members who love you and who you love, but I 


Now we’ve established that, I’ll move on to your family. Really, from the little I know about your situation, it sounds as though they deﬁ nitely do love you. Your mum tells you she loves you. Your stepdad is nice to you. There is no ‘perfect’ family. Some people’s parents are still together, some people’s aren’t, some people have lost family members or have adopted family members or are adopted themselves. Some people have ten siblings and some have no siblings and some only have one parent. Some have two mums and some have two dads – I even know a family where the child has FOUR mums and two dads. Families are complicated because they’re made up of humans, and humans are complicated. Your mother and stepdad won’t be thinking that their family would be perfect if it wasn’t for you, because life isn’t about 
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writing down a perfect plan and sticking to it. There’s no point in deciding: “I’m going to marry one person, have two children and a dog with them and stay with them for ever.” Things can change – sometimes people split up and meet other people and have children with their new partners – but we will always want people who bring love and happiness into our lives. Your mum won’t love you any less now that she isn’t with your dad and has a new baby with your stepdad. She’s just going to love the baby as well. But she still loves you. 


I want to say, it’s totally understandable that you’re having these insecure feelings of doubt. It’s a difﬁ cult thing to go through your parents splitting up, and I’m sorry you’ve had to experience that. It can help to talk to your family about how you feel, because divorces and break-ups are hard on everyone and often you can help each other to get through it. 


 


Also, remember that you are the big sister. That doesn’t make you inferior, but actually makes you very special. I’m the baby of my family, and when I was younger I sometimes resented my older sister, because I assumed that since she was the ﬁ rst to exist, she was the most special one. Whether you’re the oldest or the youngest or somewhere in between, it’s likely you will experience feelings of jealousy and insecurity at times. Lots of us 
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worry that we might not be loved enough or might not ﬁ t in when we’re growing up. I remember worrying that I was adopted because I was the only one in my family with blonde hair! Looking back, it wouldn’t even have mattered if I had been adopted, because my family still loved me very much. 


Your baby brother will be getting lots of attention at the moment because he can’t do anything on his own. Babies are helpless, and humans are hard-wired to ﬁ nd babies cute because it ensures we look after the young and vulnerable, who need us to care for them. They can’t survive without us. It’s the same reason we like kittens and puppies. But this will change eventually. Your brother will grow up and be able to do things for himself one day. And, in the meantime, it doesn’t make you any less important. Celebrate yourself and all the things you can do that he can’t. Sure, he might be able to make people coo and smile and speak in a high-pitched voice, but you can have a conversation with your parents, you can help them out and you can do things for yourself to bring yourself happiness. 


Sometimes, when we are jealous, we isolate ourselves from the situation and this makes us feel even more insecure. But this baby is YOUR brother – you’re one of his closest family members! Rather than feeling pushed 
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out, you have a role to play here. You get to help bring this baby up! You get to teach him, and play with him, and he’s going to look up to you and adore you as his older sibling. 


 


Seeing as you can have a conversation with your mum (because you’re not a stupid baby, lol), why don’t you chat to her about how you’re feeling? She is probably super-overwhelmed with all the new responsibility and lack of sleep which comes with having a newborn, and might not have realised you’re feeling this way. I’m sure that she loves you, and having a chat together about this might make you both feel really good. 


Love,


Katie xxx


THERAPIST SALLY SAYS


We often fantasise about the perfect family – but it doesn’t really exist. Life is messy and changing all the time. New babies are time-consuming, not love-consuming, just as we all were when we were little. It’s the time. New babies are time-consuming, not love-consuming, just as we all were when we were little. It’s 
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hard not to feel a bit pushed out when new babies come along and when so many changes are going on, but the thing about love is that it’s pretty inﬁ nite and the more we give the more we have.


As families change and grow it’s important to take time and space to ﬁ nd your place in your new family. Communicating is key, so keep talking to friends, family and maybe even your teachers. Don’t bottle up your feelings, because they’ll only come out in another form. If you can’t ﬁ nd anyone to talk to yet, try writing down what you feel – and then read what you’ve written, with love and compassion, as if you are your own best friend. Then just tear them up after you've written them.
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Dear Katie,


My stepdad always makes jokes about me and they are starting to upset me. He calls me ʻchunkyʼ because I am a bit of a chubby girl, and even though heʼs joking Iʼm feeling a bit sick of it. Heʼs always nice to me and looks after me, and I know itʼs just his sense of humour because he is the same with my stepbrother. My stepdad always tells him he will never get a girlfriend and my brother makes jokes to him back, but I donʼt feel like I can do that. Itʼs making me not want to eat in front of him, in case he calls me fatty or something, especially if I have crisps or chocolate. What can I do to stop it from bothering me?


From Me 


“You’re nobody else’s label, You’re not chunky, You’re YOU.”“You’re nobody else’s 
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Hey You,


Comedy, eh? There are lots of comedians whose style is to make jokes at other people’s expense – and it sounds like your stepdad fancies himself as one of these!


I have had friends who’ve made me feel rubbish about myself. I used to have a friend who worked in fashion when I was at university. She would always comment on the clothes I wore, on my make-up, and sometimes on my weight and eating habits. At the time I would appear to take on her advice, smile and nod and put up with it, but when I got home I always felt really deﬂ ated and rubbish about myself. I started to realise that I didn’t look forward to spending time with her. But I didn’t stop, and we humans often do that – spend time with people whose company we don’t actually enjoy – because we think we need to be polite. Or we worry cutting them out will be such an awkward experience that it will make us feel even worse than the feeling we have when we are with them. Or we feel like we need them. Eventually I did manage to cut this friend out of my life. Nowadays I only choose to spend time with people who make me feel good about myself, and it makes for a much happier, carefree Katie.


That said, I DO still have to spend some time with people who don’t necessarily bring out the best in me. We 
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can’t always control who we spend time with – we can’t control who our work colleagues are, who is in our class at school, who our teachers are, who is on our netball team or who is in our family. I feel for you, because your stepdad is in your home and home is somewhere you should feel comfortable to be yourself. You should be able to eat crisps and chocolate without feeling like you’re being watched and judged. You should feel able to wear your most unﬂ attering yet comfy nighty and not worry about someone calling you chunky. 


We often let people get away with things that aren’t necessarily right because it’s just ‘who they are’. Like a grandma who is a bit racist because it’s just ‘how things were in her day’. Or an idiot uncle who makes sexist jokes because ‘it’s just how he is’. I understand that your stepdad is a bit of a joker – I know his type, I know that he is just trying to be funny and actually, in a weird way, it might even be his way of bonding with you. But that doesn’t make it right, if it’s making you feel upset, annoyed or conscious of your body or your eating habits, in the comfort of your own home. For this reason you should speak to him. Find a time when he’s on his own, and let him know his references to your weight are making you unhappy, even if they are only meant as jokes. If this doesn’t work, or if you’d feel uncomfortable speaking to him directly about it, ask your mum, your 
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brother or another family member to mention something instead. It might not have even crossed your stepdad’s mind that the ‘funny’ remarks he is making are actually hurting the people in his family, and he needs to be aware of it. 


It isn’t fair that he also does this to your brother. Perhaps you and your bro can team up and spend a bit more time together. You might feel you can conﬁ de in each other – you’re both in the same boat and it can be very therapeutic to vent to someone who has the same issue as you. It may not bother your brother, but people are different and just because someone isn’t offended by something, doesn’t mean you can’t be. If someone’s actions are having a negative effect on you then you don’t need to put up with it. End of story. 


You could also try spending more time with your stepdad, if this is something you’d be comfortable doing. Maybe join him when he’s watching his favourite TV show, or ask him a question about something he knows about. Perhaps ask him about the book he is reading, what his job is like, or maybe for advice about something. You could try asking a question that will get him chatting, like ‘Did you enjoy school when you were there?’ or ‘What’s the favourite job you’ve ever had?’ or ‘How did you and mum meet?’ I’m not sure how well you and your stepdad the favourite job you’ve ever had?’ or ‘How did you and mum meet?’ I’m not sure how well you and your stepdad 







[image: background image]



know each other or how close you are, but perhaps he makes these jokes because he knows of no other way to communicate with a young girl who’s at a very different stage of her life. Getting to know each other better might mean you have things to talk about, and less time can be spent on jokes at your expense. Like I said, weirdly this might be his way of making an effort and showing affection to you, but it is having the very opposite effect and could actually be perceived as bullying. 


When people repeatedly call us a name or put a label on us, we can be indoctrinated by it – we can start to believe it. I don’t want you to believe that you should have a label based on your size. I don’t want your step-brother to believe that he will never get a girlfriend, and consequently struggle to form relationships because he lacks conﬁ dence. Words are powerful and the names we call ourselves and others can really stick. I’m of the belief that you can ‘talk things true’. Once, on a production of a kids’ TV show with Jedward, I decided I really wanted a Nandos for lunch. A few people on the production team said there wasn’t time for Nandos. I didn’t want to give up on my chicken dreams, so I told Jedward and a couple of other people that I’d heard we were getting Nandos for lunch. Word spread. Everyone just took it for the truth. Guess where we ended up at lunch? Yep, you guessed it, Burger K— No, of course not – we marched on to 
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Nandos as if that had always been the plan and no one had disputed it.


I must add a disclaimer here to let you know that I don’t condone lying. I wouldn’t deceive anyone to get my own way with anything more serious than chicken wings or a caramel cheesecake. But this story demonstrates one of the experiences I’ve had that taught me: if you say something enough, people can make it become true. It’s what we call a self-fulﬁ lling prophecy. So don’t let anyone tell you what your ‘self’ is – you are a complex person and whoever you want to be. 


You can’t control what your stepdad does, and he might not stop even with the intervention I’ve suggested, but you can control your reaction to him. Try not to let his negative comments get to you, while remembering that one day you won’t need to be around him if you don’t want to be. 


I read something recently about people who make jokes either at their own expense or at the expense of others. Many stand-up comedians often make jokes about their own gender, race, accent, birthplace, body type, and so on. Psychologists say that people who make these sorts of jokes have subconsciously adopted that style of humour because of their own insecurities and issues. I’m sure most comedians would be the ﬁ rst to admit that this is 
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why they make these jokes – because seeing the humour in situations they ﬁ nd difﬁ cult or things that bother them makes them feel a lot better about it. They ﬁ nd enjoy-ment in dealing with the trials and tribulations of life in this way. why they make these jokes – because seeing the humour 


Remember, whenever your stepdad calls you chunky, or in fact whenever ANYONE calls you ANYTHING, that it isn’t anything to do with you. People only look for ‘ﬂ aws’ in others and point them out because they are insecure about their own bodies, lives, personalities, etc. We all worry about whether we are good enough, whether we are living our lives right, and we all deal with that in different ways. Some people try to convince themselves that others aren’t as good as them, and often make other people feel bad in the process. If we all realised that we are each good enough in our own individual ways, we wouldn’t need to do this. For this reason, I really respect you for saying that you can’t joke back at your stepdad in the same way your brother does. Two wrongs don’t make a right and picking on your stepdad in return deﬁ nitely won’t solve anything. Stay true to your beautiful nature and do whatever makes you happy – whether that’s eating crisps and chocolate or doing cartwheels in the park – and don’t let anyone make you feel bad about it. You are YOU – do what makes you feel good. Be 
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content in the knowledge that you ARE good enough and you’re ANYTHING you want to be – you’re nobody else’s label, you’re not chunky, you’re YOU.


Love,Katie xxx 


3434







[image: background image]



Dear Katie, 


How can I stop myself going red in class when a teacher asks me a question? 


From Me


“What's the worst that can happen? Despite how it sometimes feels, your face won’t overheat and explode!”
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Hey You,


‘Going red’ is SO annoying, isn’t it? What you are referring to is blushing, and it’s what happens when we are embarrassed. Our cheeks, and sometimes even our whole face and neck and chest, ﬂ ush a redder colour, as if you’re really warm. This can occur when something embarrassing happens, or when you’re upset or nervous or angry or stressed. In fact, when I was a teenager it sometimes just happened for absolutely no reason at all.


Blushing absolutely plagued my life when I was younger – I was someone who really suffered with it. Some people don’t seem to blush at all, do they? But I would ‘go red’ whenever a teacher asked me a question in class, like you, and whenever someone spoke to me unexpectedly. Sometimes I’d blush when I had to talk to a stranger – like being served in a shop – and sometimes just when I was talking to my own parents!


The worst thing about blushing is that it happens because we are uncomfortable and embarrassed, but then the blushing itself starts to make us feel more uncomfortable and embarrassed. Sometimes other people point it out (how lovely of them), you hear whispers of ‘Look how red they’ve gone!’ and then you feel even worse about it. Before long, it becomes something you really worry about and dread, and it’s even more likely to happen because 36
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