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To my three children and all they have taught me about love and courage.









Disclaimer:


This book is for general information purposes only and is not targeted to readers’ specific circumstances. It should not replace the advice of the reader’s own physician or other mental health professional. We recommend that readers consult a medical professional in matters relating to health (whether mental or physical). 


The author and the publisher do not accept responsibility for any adverse effects individuals may claim to experience, whether directly or indirectly, from the information contained in this book. 


Organizations or websites mentioned in this book as a potential source of information does not mean that the author or the publisher endorse any of the information they may provide or recommendations they may make. 


All stories in this book are composite, fictional accounts based on the experiences of many individuals, and any similarities to any real person or persons are coincidental and unintentional.











Introduction


The task of being a parent is huge, and that is on a good day when life is going well. It can feel impossible when things in your or your children’s lives are not going to plan. The emotional highs and lows of parenthood are like nothing else. Biologically, we’re programmed to care most deeply about our children – our task is to get them safely to adulthood – so it makes sense that in this endeavour we face great anguish (trying to keep them alive) and joy (to keep us doing it). We love them, nurture them, mess them up a bit (because it’s impossible to be perfect), often wanting for them what we didn’t have growing up. Simply put, we want more than to see them make it to adulthood (survive); we want them to be the best versions of themselves (thrive). 


Our emotional and physical connection with our children is both pure and complicated. As they grow and develop, our role changes – it has to in order for our children to eventually leave the nest. A baby is utterly dependent on us for everything. A toddler relies on us for most things, but also needs us to encourage in them a little safe adventure to learn about the world and other trusted people in it. A child requires a safe platform from which to go to school, be part of a community, learn to read and write, make friends, express ideas and follow rules. An adolescent, developing relationships entirely outside of us, relying on friends to inform their world, needs help to build the knowledge and skills to make decisions and to look after themselves and others, as they begin to understand the often-dark complexity of humanity. 


Our children grow physically and emotionally during this time and face massive biological changes. At times, it can feel like they grow away from us and become strangers. This can be painful. Not only are their bodies and brains developing and changing, but their world is, too. Just like us, they will face losses and disappointments. They will have to go through unexpected change (e.g., loss of significant relationships) as well as predictable change (e.g., transitioning to secondary school). They will encounter pressures we perhaps didn’t (social media, constant access to world events), but may experience less of some of the things we might have had as children (corporal punishment, delayed gratification, not being able to see everything we wanted to online). We might have mixed feelings about the value of all these things and feel confused about which of these are benefits and which are burdens. 


One thing we know for sure is that we do not come to parenthood as a blank canvas. We have our own story that predates our children – our own journey that we’re travelling on while bringing them up. We’re often doing all this in the context of our developing relationship with our child’s other parent, or perhaps a new partner, who comes with their own history, values and approach to parenting and life. No wonder, as parents, raising children can sometimes feel overwhelming! 


As we grow and adapt with our children, we might need a little help – from our partners, friends, family, our community, YouTube – perhaps a professional. We could be worried about some of the things our children are having to deal with in their lives and how it’s affecting them. We may have noticed their behaviour has changed and are not sure how normal this is. We want to do the right thing, but don’t know what that might be. We may notice that a challenge with one child is having an impact on another. Or that our relationship with our partner is under strain or breaking down. Perhaps we’re bringing up our child/children without a partner. Or our own difficulties with mental health may be influencing how we respond to, or worry about, our children. It’s likely that you’re reading this and wondering how to protect your children from these challenges, while also enabling them to manage the demands of life. 


In my experience, these struggles are common to all the families I meet with, whether that is at work or in my personal life. Often, it’s difficult for parents to know this about other families because we tend to present the best version of our lives to others; not the warts-and-all one. This is often reinforced by the way society communicates through social media, creating additional pressures to perform well as a parent, couple, and family. 


Children’s mental health is a hot topic, with many stories on the news about young people’s mental health deteriorating in recent years. No doubt you’ll have also heard, or experienced first-hand, how difficult it can be to get help for your child’s mental health. This raises anxiety and frustration for parents who want nothing more than to protect their children from experiencing distress that leads to poor mental health. 


Over the years, in my job as a clinical psychologist working in mental health services, I’ve met with hundreds of parents who have been confused and worried about their children, unsure if their experiences are ‘normal’ or something to ‘get help’ for. They’re often afraid that something they’ve done has contributed to their child’s difficulties. The information I share with these families is often life-changing. It gives them the understanding and reassurance they need, as well as practical, evidence-based tools to support their children through tricky times. Through my work, parents discover that supporting their child’s mental health isn’t as daunting as they may have initially feared, and they are relieved to find there are clear actions they can take to help their child. They often say, ‘If only we had known this earlier, maybe we wouldn’t be here today.’


Fortunately, they and their children realize that these are not just tools to manage difficult times; they are also life skills that can help them be the best (though not perfect) version of themselves. These tools assist in navigating the challenging journey of life with a deeper understanding of what it is to be a human being, with real feelings and powerful thoughts. 


I’m writing this book for all parents, not just the ones I meet in the therapy room. I believe if I put this advice in one place, as a simple guide for all parents to access, it will answer their questions and enable them to proactively support their child’s mental health, both before and when their child is struggling. Wherever you are in your journey, I hope that this book will empower you in the way I’m able to empower those I meet in person. 


Despite decades of training, I have not been the perfect parent. I have three children and – as a single parent – have had to learn how to bring them up while dealing with some unexpected traumatic life events. My children have all struggled in different ways and, as such, I have first-hand experience of the difficulties of applying the knowledge (what we know we probably should do) to the reality (what we actually do). I’ve learned the hard way, like many of you reading this book, how to survive adversity. But I got stuck in survival mode, until one day my daughter asked me: ‘Why are you always worried, Mummy?’ At this point I started to question whether surviving was enough for me, for my children. I wanted to be able to stop rushing towards a distant goal of safety, financial security, and the chance to finally relax and enjoy the labours of my life. As a parent, I kept saying, ‘When this is sorted . . .’ or: ‘We’ve just got to get through this.’ Then, as soon as that thing was resolved, something else unexpected and uncertain came along, and I started saying ‘when . . . then’ again. Looking back at photos of my children, I realized that I was so preoccupied with surviving that I was missing out on being in the moment, seeing my children fully and, ultimately, being the parent I hoped I might be.


Other times, I’ve struggled with the more mundane aspects of parenthood, sometimes spending the whole day desperate to have successfully got my kids into bed so I can finally ‘relax’. I always seem to be so much more in love with my children when they’re sleeping than when they are awake. As I try to relax, I feel that familiar pang of regret that perhaps I was too busy getting through the day to show them this love. 


My work has often pulled me away and offered more immediate rewards, occupying my mind and skills more fully. It’s hard not to fall into a guilt trap here. There are lots of societal and familial expectations of the parent’s role. I’m juggling providing for my children financially, getting intellectual stimulation which is good for me, and having a sense of belonging and identity outside of being a parent – but somehow, I feel bad about this – maybe because, secretly, sometimes I prefer work to parenthood. Work is often more straightforward, the fruits of my labour can be more tangible, and I’m more confident that I’m doing a good job at work than I am at home! Despite loving my work, on darker days, when I’m feeling unappreciated, I can unreasonably resent my children (who are likely resenting my preoccupation with work) for not valuing how hard I work for us all to have a better life. Whether you’re employed, enjoy your work or not, we’re all juggling the demands of life as we bring our kids up, which inevitably creates complex feelings in us, adding to the pressures. 


Grappling with all the dilemmas and feelings parenthood was bringing up for me, it struck me that if I didn’t apply the things I talk to others about every day, I would end up burnt out and the opposite of what I wanted to be – a good and loving mother, giving my kids, my friends and family the better version of myself. I started to understand that the things that had happened, or the demands on my time, wouldn’t be the reason my kids might struggle with their mental health, but the way I responded to those things would be. 


Ironically, the pressure to be perfect, to get it all right, was adding to this absent mum. I was physically there, but always caught up in my own thoughts and worries. This might sound familiar, or it might not apply to you at all. Either way, I hope to convey that I’m not just writing this book as a professional; I’m writing it as a fellow parent who gets how tough it can be on the frontline of your own life.









Author Note


Throughout this book, I have used my twenty years of training and experience to bring together a collection of ideas and skills that may be helpful for you as a parent to understand and use. Interwoven in the text, you will find theories and techniques from a number of evidence-based therapies, including Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), Dialectical Behaviour Therapy (DBT), Behavioural Activation Therapy (BAT) and Interpersonal Therapy (IPT). 


The evidence base for these therapies comes from them being used as an entire programme, largely delivered by a trained professional. In my work I have found that parents and young people have found it helpful to learn certain skills that come from different parts of these programmes. I am sharing these with you as the families I have worked with have found them helpful. This is not in a bid to help you become your child’s therapist, but rather to provide you with a range of tools that might help you communicate with your child and support them when required. Each parent and child is unique, so find what works for you and for them. 


If you are worried about your child, speak to a healthcare provider or your child’s school for advice and guidance. If this book highlights some of your own struggles, again, speak to someone. Life is complex; we’ll all have experiences that have wounded us. We may be living in a situation that continues to wound us. Healing from these struggles takes time and usually support. Recognizing the difficulty is a critical first step to recovery. Asking for help or support is likely to be an essential part of your journey. It takes courage. I hope this book provides a gateway to understanding more about what we all need, and empowers you to look after yourself in a way that will benefit you, your children, your family.


There will be opportunities for reflection, as well as suggested activities to complete yourself and with your child. I would recommend that in order to get the most from these you might want to have a pen and notepad, phone, tablet or another device to assist you. Try to look after yourself while reading the book, get comfy. Take care; your children and your life are emotive topics and may bring up strong feelings for you. Read it at the right time, in the right place, at the right pace for you. It is written in a way that allows you to dip into chapters that feel particularly relevant to you or your family. If the book brings things up for you, please reach out for support from trusted others. The signposting at the back of the book is useful to all.


Where I refer to ‘parent’, this could be any person who cares for a young person in the parent/caregiver role.











PART 1


Children’s Mental Health


Why is it important?




   








Chapter 1


What can go wrong
   



Olivia’s parents sit in front of me. Their faces tell a story of worry and confusion. I can tell they are exhausted and feel alone. They are desperate, grateful to be sitting in front of a professional who – hopefully – can help them. Family life has changed beyond recognition. Home, once a sanctuary, has instead become a place of high tension. Nobody is eating or sleeping properly. Olivia’s mum has had to stop working. Family and friends who were so supportive a few months ago now seem to have disappeared. Activities the family used to enjoy together, like sitting down to watch a film or going to the beach for the day, feel like distant memories of another life. Olivia’s brother is finding it hard. He thinks about her all the time. He has just started secondary school, but he doesn’t want to worry his parents about the things he’s finding difficult. He tries his best to manage on his own, but his parents have noticed that he’s spending more time alone and not wanting to see his friends. They’ve started to have concerns about him. ‘We used to be a happy family,’ Dad says. ‘If only we had known how to help Olivia sooner . . .’ 


I can feel their love and their despair. Despite this, they’ve struggled to understand Olivia. They have not been able to protect her from her pain. Most frustrating of all, they’ve not known how to help. 


What has happened to this family to move them from the ‘happy’ family they were to a family in pain and confusion? From picking up this book, you might guess that the family has been struggling with Olivia’s mental health.


As we touched on earlier, the mental health of young people has become an increasing concern for everyone in recent years. And rightly so. Mental health conditions (like anxiety and depression) seem to be growing in our children at an exponential rate. In 2021, one in six children aged between six and sixteen had a probable mental health condition, compared to one in nine in 2017. 1 This 60 per cent increase is worrying, and further reflected in the 77 per cent increase of referrals for children and young people to mental health services in the UK in 2022 compared to 2020.2 


If these figures were seen in the physical health domain (e.g., if we saw a 77 per cent increase in referrals for children to cancer services in a two-year period), we would immediately ask two questions: (1) What’s happening to our children; and (2) What are we going to do about it? 


This book doesn’t have all the answers, but its purpose is to provide information to help you in your everyday life, to both prevent and respond to mental health difficulties in your child. It’s a book about hope and a guide to get you to the destination you’re longing for – being a happy family. I can’t guarantee it will be an easy journey, but I can promise you that your love for your child and your dreams for the future will sustain you on your way. 


What can go right


Olivia had felt unreachable. Her family went to the darkest of places, but with understanding and support, Olivia returned to them. As expressed in her mother’s words to me: ‘For now, the real Olivia has come back to us and she’s looking forward with hope. There will be challenges ahead, but she feels better equipped to recognize and talk about those feelings in the future. The impact you have made on our family is incalculable.’ 


Olivia is now the entrepreneur she dreamed of being. Her parting words will always stay with me: ‘I will use everything you’ve taught me in life to help me get through. It has made a huge difference to who I am. I feel like a better person.’ 


For Olivia, the meaning she was able to give to her struggles helped her feel like a better person, illustrating the remarkable power of the human spirit and mind to overcome adversity and use it for good. Just as I helped this family reach Olivia, I hope to help you reach your child. Just as they learned to use the tools I showed them to look after themselves and cope with challenges, I hope to equip you with the tools that will help you adapt to your struggles. As Olivia’s family discovered, simple changes can make a big difference. That is what this book is about. 


Most importantly, I want you to believe that with the right conditions and knowledge, you have the power to support your child, and while honouring their difficulties, you can build a happy and meaningful life. 




[image: ] Reflection Box 


Close your eyes briefly and consider your child(ren). Picture them in your mind. What concerns come to you about where they are with their mental health currently? What concerns might you have for the future? How does it make you feel in your body? Write down these concerns.


Now close your eyes and again, picture your child(ren) in your mind. What hopes do you have for them? How do their strengths contribute to your hopes? How do these hopes make you feel in your body? Write these down. 


What do you bring as a parent to supporting your child that you feel is your strength? Write this down.


You may find it helpful to do this exercise again, when you’ve finished reading the book, to see how your thinking has evolved.





What is mental health?


Mental health is commonly defined as a person’s emotional, psychological and social wellbeing: how we’re thinking, feeling and functioning and how able we are to respond to the stressors in our life. Mental health is not just the absence of illness.


Based on this definition, if I were to ask you: ‘What’s your child’s mental health like?’ you might frown, look a bit confused and respond, ‘Well, that depends.’ 


Having met many parents who are worried about their children, I think it’s easier to first consider what you care about as a parent. Below are some questions I ask parents when they meet with me. 





[image: ]

   

ACTIVITY BOX


Look at the questions below. While you answer them, consider which areas you think are your child’s strengths, and where they may need more support.


[image: ] Is my child getting pleasure and meaning out of their life?


[image: ] Can they recognize, express and regulate emotions appropriately for their developmental age?


[image: ] Can they recognize the emotions of others (empathy)?


[image: ] Do they show an interest in learning both cognitive skills (thinking, learning and remembering) and social skills (communicating verbally/nonverbally with others)?


[image: ] Can they tolerate frustration and follow rules?


[image: ] Can they take on social roles (e.g., a student at school, a member of a club)?


[image: ] Can they cope with change and manage uncertainty?





Reading these questions, it may have struck you that they seem to be as much about childhood development as they are about mental health. As such, if I were asking you these questions about your child, I would need to know their age and any additional factors (such as developmental disabilities), so I could figure out whether your answers were congruent with what I would roughly expect of a child of that developmental age. 


Let’s use the example of my seventeen-year-old son, comparing his current behaviour to that of his younger self to explore this. When he was two, he might have thrown himself on the floor and cried if he did not get a biscuit. At seventeen, I would expect him to express these emotions of frustration and disappointment quite differently. When he was six, I needed to set up a play date to support him to spend time with friends (with the occasional input from me to share his toys). Now, he meets up with his friends independently. During his early years (aged two to six), unexpected changes would create a big emotional reaction of distress and a degree of resistance. As a seventeen-year-old, unexpected changes are met with a grunt and willingness to move towards problem-solving, as an acknowledgement of accepting the change. Finally, getting pleasure and meaning out of life was different for him as a two-year-old (sitting on my lap, eating his favourite snack, watching Peppa Pig) and as a seventeen-year-old (playing rugby with his team, winning). 


As you may have identified, your child’s strengths in one area might compensate for difficulties in another (e.g., your child’s social skills may help mitigate some of their cognitive weaknesses).


When we understand that our child’s mental health is intrinsically linked to their development, we learn how important our role is as parents. We also see the impact of factors like our child’s temperament, experiences (good and bad) and support/influences around them. Have a look at the activity below to explore this further. 




[image: ]
   

ACTIVITY BOX


It takes a village to raise a child


Your child lives in a world where a number of individuals support and influence them. Write down the key people you think are important to your child’s development. This could be family members; friends (yours and your child’s); trusted adults, including doctors, social workers, therapists and community members (e.g., from nursery, school, church, Army Cadets and Beavers). Some of these relationships might be positive, others less so. We will revisit this in Chapter 14 and consider how to encourage strong, trusted connections.





Mental health is not . . .


Mental health isn’t fixed and it isn’t something we’re born with. It fluctuates depending on what’s happening in our lives, as well as our skills and capabilities to influence how we’re feeling and functioning. Some people find it helpful to think about it being on a continuum, with good mental health at one end and poor mental health at the other.


Mental health is not about being free from all emotional pain. Good mental health still involves times of struggle and suffering. As we will explore throughout this book, our children will experience adversity and loss, and these stressors will impact their thoughts, feelings and behaviours. Just like joy, experiencing emotional pain and loss cannot be avoided. Emotions are the tools humans use to adapt in our imperfect world, and our children will need help from the important adults around them to help make sense of these emotions and use them to help their bodies and minds. 


When our children are struggling with difficult events and feelings, it’s natural to ask, ‘Is this normal, or do I need to worry?’ and: ‘What should I do to help?’ This book will uncover the answers to these questions and give you the tools you need to support your children. 


Mental illness


Mental illness is a term that explains a range of mental disorders that affect a person’s mood, thinking and behaviour. Typically, it would be associated with high levels of distress and difficulties functioning in social, school (work) and family activities. These disruptions to mood and functioning would be disrupted over a sustained period, to the point that the child’s age-appropriate ability to function in a range of areas of their life was impaired. 


Signs relating to anxiety, low mood and self-harm will be covered in detail later in the book. In the meantime, here are some clues that might suggest a child is struggling to cope with some of the challenges they are facing and may need more help:




[image: ] changes in behaviour (high levels of emotion, or a lack of emotion);


[image: ] difficulty sleeping;


[image: ] not doing things they normally like;


[image: ] withdrawing from connection with others;


[image: ] not looking after themselves.





Difficulties are more likely if: (1) these changes have been going on for a long time (e.g., weeks/months rather than days); (2) there are a number of these difficulties happening at the same time; and (3) they are having an impact on your child at school, home, and/or their relationships with friends and family. Over the course of this book, we will explore how you make sense of what might be going on in your child’s life to explain these changes, and how you can help.


Why childhood and adolescence are important


The body and brain develop most significantly during childhood and adolescence. The brain’s growth and development starts before a baby is born and continues throughout childhood up until around the age of twenty-four. It’s neither a blank canvas nor a finished piece of work. Genetics and experience work together to support its growth and development, which is fundamental to a young person’s ability to move, regulate emotions, learn, and problem-solve. How a young person thinks or feels about their life and how well they can manage the challenges life presents will be influenced by their brain development. 


As the body and brain develop most significantly during childhood and adolescence, it’s no surprise that this is when they are most sensitive to experiences that can impact mental health.


With 75 per cent of mental health difficulties in adulthood starting before the age of twenty-four and 50 per cent by the age of fifteen, statistics confirm this. If mental health is the ‘foundation for emotions, thinking, communication, learning, resilience, hope and self-esteem’,3 childhood and adolescence are when this foundation is built. 


What puts mental health at risk


In order for a child to develop and stay well, both physically and mentally, there are some absolute essentials they require.


Survival needs


They need to have a safe place to live and sleep, nutritious food to eat, fresh air to breathe and clean water to drink. They need to be able to keep clean, stay warm or cool down (depending on the climate) and have suitable clothes to wear. They also need to be safe from abuse (physical, emotional, sexual) and conflict. 


Attachment needs


Children are dependent on an adult to not only meet these physical needs and keep them safe, but also provide them with love through emotional warmth and care. The attachment-emotional bond between parent(s) and child is vital to emotional, psychological and cognitive development. According to physician Gabor Maté, within this attachment, the child needs to feel from the parent that they ‘are precisely the person they love, welcome and want’.4 Ideally, from this nurturing relationship with their parent(s), they will learn about the world, develop a positive sense of self and build trust in others to meet their emotional and physical needs. This relationship should also provide a safe place from which to learn how to stay safe, play, and follow appropriate rules. Essentially, within this relationship a child learns what it is to love and to be loved.


Social and cognitive needs


Children need opportunities to feel safe in their communities and social world and grow their knowledge. In these communities, they have the chance to build relationships that can help them develop and grow their emotional and social skills and build meaningful connections with others. 


With both attachment and social needs, a child needs to have a sense of agency, so that they feel that they can positively influence the world around them. All these factors, to varying degrees, promote healthy child development and protect mental health.


Risks to mental health


Situations or events that put these physical, emotional and psychological needs in jeopardy (either by not having them in the first place or by being at risk of losing them) will create stress in a child’s brain and body (described here). This increases the risk of disruption to a child’s healthy development and their mental health. 


Children who experience socio-economic disadvantage, harsh parenting, discrimination, bullying, any type of abuse, parental mental illness, exposure to domestic violence, living with someone who abuses alcohol or drugs, loss of a parent through divorce, death or abandonment, and conflict (such as wars and disasters) are more vulnerable to difficulties with their mental health due to the additional stressors they might experience. For many of these children, the support they have in their life will protect them from some of the impact of this stress. 


Some children might experience an unexpected or stress-inducing event that disrupts the stability and order they rely on to feel safe and loved (e.g., an accident, parental divorce, moving house or school, the arrival or departure of a sibling, physical illness). During this time, a child may need more reassurance and care. Some children may struggle for a short while as they adapt to the change, but others may take longer to adjust, and need additional support. 


Covid-19 has had an impact on many young people’s mental health because of the changes it forced on their lives. Among many things, loss of control and not having the structure and support of school and meaningful activity will have contributed to feelings of distress and unhappiness.


Many children are reporting that the everyday pressures of life – schoolwork, exams, juggling the demands of a digital world – are creating stressors that are contributing negatively to their mental health. 


Your unique child


No two children are the same. Our child’s uniqueness is made from their individual genes, biology and the environment in which they grow up. These factors will contribute to their biological, psychological and social growth. This in itself is a huge topic, so I’ve touched on some key points that I believe you’ll most want to know: 




[image: ] Our child’s experience in the womb can influence how the brain develops: the mother and baby’s bodies are physically connected in the womb, so the mother’s biological stress response affects the development of her baby.


[image: ] There is an increased risk of developing difficulties with mental health if one of our parents did. This risk is not just influenced by genes, it’s also influenced by other biological factors and the environment a child grows up in.


[image: ] Some children’s temperaments can influence how they experience the world.5 Your child may be particularly sensitive, making it difficult to settle them when they were a baby. They may be more reactive and sensitive to change and their environment. If you’ve identified that your child is more vulnerable to distress, you might also notice that it’s harder to support them when they are distressed. If you have more than one child, you might recognize this is a unique characteristic for one of your children, compared with the other(s). 


[image: ] Children with an intellectual disability, learning difficulty (e.g., dyslexia, dyspraxia), neurodiversity (e.g., attention deficit or communication disorder) face more challenges as they grow up. As such, their development may not follow the same trajectory as neurotypical children. This can increase their risk of struggling with their mental health, especially if they are not provided with the right support or adaptations to their environment.


[image: ] Children with chronic health conditions, including asthma, are more likely to experience a mental health disorder. Reduced attendance at school and a higher chance of bullying contribute to this.6


[image: ] Young people who identify as LGBTQIA+, an ethnic minority or another discriminated group are at higher risk of poor mental health for myriad reasons that include increased chances of discrimination, social isolation and rejection. 





As you might expect, the more vulnerabilities and experiences of adversity a child experiences, the greater the probable impact on their mental health.




[image: ] What is neuroplasticity?


Don’t panic if you believe your child has experienced some difficult events in their life, if there is a family history of mental health difficulties and/or you see them as having a more sensitive temperament. The wonderful thing about the brain is that it’s flexible and adaptable throughout our lives. It can build new connections and learn new ways of relating to others and ourselves – this is neuroplasticity. During childhood and adolescence, the brain is particularly flexible and great at learning new things. As parents, we have a double opportunity to support our children to learn these new skills and brain connections, and also develop these areas in our own brains.





What’s happening to our children?


Headlines like ‘COVID-19 pandemic triggers 25 per cent increase in prevalence of anxiety and depression worldwide’7 confirm that mental health is hugely impacted by the stressors that individuals are exposed to and the resources they can deploy to adapt to those stressors. We can safely say that anxiety and low mood are natural responses to the uncertainty, huge changes and additional stressors the pandemic created for most people. 


When we go back to the unsettling figures at the beginning of the chapter and ask what’s happening to our children, perhaps these increases in mental health difficulties reflect the world we’re living in – one with increasing stressors that undermine mental health. 


What can we do about it?


If you let that question sink in for a minute, it can make you feel pretty helpless as a parent. At the end of the day, we know our children will experience stressors we can’t control, and that societal pressures, economics and popular culture will contribute to these stressors. So, what does this actually mean for us? What can we do about it?


Firstly, being aware that there is not necessarily something ‘wrong’ with your child when they are struggling is important. Your child’s struggles may be a natural response to the challenges they are facing in their increasingly complex world. Secondly, the greatest power we have as a parent, regardless of their mental health status, is our relationship – our bond with them. Lastly, how we understand our children (their thoughts, feelings and behaviours), how we relate to them, how we make them feel and how we support and guide them can all contribute massively to their ability to adapt and cope with the challenges they face.


This book will help you understand and relate to your child better, support your child’s wellbeing to buffer against the impact of stress and provide support and guidance to your child when they are struggling with their mental health.





 


 


 



SUMMARY


[image: ]   Supporting the mental health of all children is a priority because of the increasing numbers of young people across the world developing mental health disorders.


[image: ]   Mental health mirrors a person’s emotional, psychological and social wellbeing: how we’re thinking, feeling and functioning and how able we are to respond to the stressors in our life. The tasks of child development influence mental health.


[image: ]   Mental illness describes mental disorders that affect a person’s mood, thinking and behaviour to the point that they experience extreme distress and their ability to function in social, school and family activities is significantly reduced.


[image: ]   The body and brain develop most significantly during childhood and adolescence. This makes the brain especially sensitive to experiences that can impact mental health.


[image: ]   Protective and supportive environments in the family, at school and in the wider community protect mental health.


[image: ]   Adversity, unexpected stressful events and a range of factors unique to your child’s make-up influence mental health.


[image: ]   Parents are an integral part of their child’s development and are therefore well placed to:


• support the wellbeing of their child to buffer against the impact of stress;


• provide support and guidance to their child struggling with their mental health.









Chapter 2


The must-dos
   



As parents, we’re in a prime position to help prevent our children from developing mental health difficulties. If they do struggle, we can provide them with the support and guidance they need to recover and build good mental health. In this chapter, we will explore the Wellbeing Abacus, which explains how stress impacts wellbeing and what we can do to protect our children and ourselves against these stressors on a daily basis.


Mental wellbeing 


Mental wellbeing refers to how we feel (about ourselves, others and our lives) and how we function (experiencing positive relationships, having some control over our lives and having a sense of purpose). It’s influenced by what’s happening in our lives (including the stressors described in Chapter 1), as well as our own skills and capability to influence how we feel and get on with life. 


An important element of wellbeing is our ability to feel and understand the full range of emotions, both the ones that make us feel good (e.g., happiness, pleasure) and the ones that make us feel bad (e.g., sadness, regret). When we enjoy good mental wellbeing, we’re likely to spend more time experiencing emotions that make us feel good and doing things that give our life meaning and purpose.


What can we do to support wellbeing and protect mental health?


Research tells us there are five things we should do that have a positive impact on wellbeing (feeling good and functioning well):8




[image: ] connect with others;


[image: ] physical activity;


[image: ] take notice;


[image: ] keep learning;


[image: ] be giving.





Over the course of the book, you’ll find these five ways to wellbeing woven into the pages. I have added two additional areas – sleep and nutrition – between physical activity and take notice as they are both key components to mental health and something we as parents can monitor and influence.


Understanding the importance of these seven areas is valuable because not only do they support wellbeing, but difficulties in these areas could help us identify mental health struggles. We will take a look at each of the seven areas briefly, before exploring how Olivia’s mental health struggles (introduced in Chapter 1) were reflected in changes in these areas. 


[image: 1] Connect with others


Meaningful, positive relationships are integral to humans. They support our wellbeing in a number of ways: 




[image: ] physiologically (they help reduce our stress response and improve immune function);


[image: ] psychologically (they help us regulate our emotions and provide opportunities for learning and guidance); and 


[image: ] socially (they give us a sense of belonging and help us feel like we’re contributing to the wellbeing of others).





It’s no surprise, therefore, that the biggest predictor of wellbeing is positive and supportive relationships with others. It’s vital for their wellbeing that children feel loved and cared for, and have a sense of belonging and opportunities to connect with others, whether it’s family members (parents, siblings, extended family), trusted adults (school staff, youth workers) and/or friends. Importantly, safe and nurturing relationships (even just having one of them) have been found to protect young people from some of the physiological and psychobiological impact of adverse childhood experiences.


Bruce Perry9 and countless other eminent child doctors and therapists describe the importance of the child’s attachment – the quality of the bond – with their primary caregiver. In this book, I do not cover attachment theory specifically, but instead use the principles of attachment throughout. 


In simple terms, the research tells us that having parents (and other adults) who communicate acceptance and availability through emotional warmth (affection, kindness, giving guidance, time and attention when needed) is protective of wellbeing and mental health, even in the face of childhood adversities. In contrast, having parents who communicate rejection through low emotional warmth and high control or neglect (low emotional warmth, low control), or parents who are overprotective, is linked to lower self-esteem and psychological inflexibility. Both self-esteem and psychological flexibility (being able to stay in contact with the present moment, despite difficult emotions, and acting in a way proportionate to the situation that is consistent with your values) are key determinants of wellbeing.10


As described in Chapter 1, relational stress through exclusion (e.g., discrimination, bullying), disruptions to important relationships (e.g., loss of a loved one, parental separation) or conflict within relationships (e.g., arguments with parents/friends) can lead to difficulties with mental health. 


When people are struggling with their mental health, it can be more difficult for them to communicate with, and connect to, others. Likewise, it can also be more difficult for others to communicate and connect with them. When I meet with parents, this is their biggest concern. ‘What is going on for my child? I want to be able to connect with them and help,’ they say. 


When a child is anxious or low, they often feel misunderstood, meaning the quality of their relationships reduces, yet this is when they need these positive relationships the most. As a parent, understanding how strong feelings, anxiety or low mood may be affecting your child (helping you see beyond the surface), knowing how to connect and how best to advise them, can make the difference between your child’s difficulties growing or being resolved. 


[image: 2]  Physical activity


We often view physical and mental health as two separate things, but the more advanced studies in both fields become, the more evidence there is that the two are unequivocally intertwined. Stress has a physical impact on our bodies – it affects our immune system and our inflammatory response among other things. It makes us want to take physical action to get away from the threat (see fight-flight-freeze here). 


Today’s lifestyles are both stressful and sedentary. This poses a problem. Moving our bodies is the single most effective way to help process the stress chemicals that build up in our system, while producing feel-good chemicals that give us a boost and protect our physical and mental health (see here for more on this). Whether our children are experiencing stress or not, they are often not getting enough opportunities, or lack the motivation, for physical activity. We will be exploring the mind–body link and how to support the body to improve low mood and anxiety as well as general wellbeing. 


[image: 3] Sleep


Good-quality sleep is essential for our bodies to heal and recover from the activity and stressors of the day. Without sufficient sleep, our brain’s threat response (amygdala) is more sensitive. Because of this, if we or our children do not get good sleep, we will be more irritable, focus on the negative, feel more anxious, and find it hard to remember things and concentrate. Just as our sleep affects how our body copes with stress, high stress levels can disturb our sleep. This can create a vicious cycle with lack of sleep exacerbating difficulties with anxiety and/or low mood, and anxiety/low mood further affecting sleep (see here for more on this). 


Adolescents are more likely to have difficulties with sleep because of changes in their circadian rhythm (the hormones they release make them tired later in the day – see here). 


It’s common to experience sleep difficulties at one time or another, particularly in childhood and adolescence. Persistent poor sleep (difficulties falling asleep and/or staying asleep) is likely to affect wellbeing and may also be a sign that your child is struggling with their mental health. Often, especially with adolescents, we might not be aware of sleep struggles. You can, however, easily check in about sleep – asking in a kind and curious way (so they don’t think they are in trouble). Use the Wellbeing Abacus worksheet (here) as a conversation tool. 


Providing young people with information about sleep and some simple changes to sleep habits can make a big difference (see here for more help).


[image: 4] Nutrition


Our children’s food habits can be a source of potential joy (enjoying sharing food and eating together) or stress (the pressure of eating the right foods for healthy growth, enough variety and enjoying mealtimes). We may often worry whether our children are eating enough of the right stuff and not too much of the wrong stuff. A bit like digital technology (which we’ll look at in Chapter 3), we have a huge range of options with foods, and some of the things our children are drawn to are the things we worry might be unhealthy.


What we eat and when we eat have an impact on our health and wellbeing. Generally, the patterns of eating we get into and the range of food we eat can impact our brains, both in the short and long term; this can affect our mood, attention, ability to learn, energy levels and sleep. 


Getting stressed about what our children do and don’t eat can itself be counterproductive, so knowing that small changes in the following areas can make a big difference will hopefully help reduce the pressure you might feel in this area.


Nourishment


Modern-day eating in developed countries typically gives us access to a huge range of food. Many of these foods are highly processed and lack the nutritional nourishment that supports the micronutrients in our blood and the microbiome in our gut (the balance of bacteria and micro-organisms). Processing foods takes them far from the original natural ingredients they came from, meaning they are often packed full of fuel and additives (sugar, fats, calories), but lacking in the nutrients and fibre our bodies need (think of a skin-on potato, compared to a packet of crisps). Fibre helps the energy the food gives us last longer and supports our gut health. This is important for health and wellbeing.


David Rex, a specialist dietician, suggests that when encouraging our children to eat, the most important thing is to encourage variety (rather than get stuck on bad versus good foods.)11 Providing access to a range of different fresh foods and modelling eating these foods ourselves encourages: (1) a more nourishing diet; and (2) children to eat foods they might initially be reluctant to try. 


Food–mood rollercoaster


What we eat and when impacts our blood glucose, which affects our attention, irritability and energy levels. Eating regularly throughout the day (three meals and a snack in between) is important in maintaining a steady trickle of blood glucose. Missing meals leads to crashes in blood glucose levels, which can impact concentration, energy levels and irritability (HANGRY)! I’ve noticed the biggest arguments in my household are just before dinner or a meal, particularly when everyone comes in from school. When children do not eat during the school day (perhaps due to anxiety), the impact on learning and their increased sensitivity to stress can be a real worry for parents. If your child is about to engage in a more demanding activity – even if it’s a difficult conversation with you, doing a chore or completing some homework – hold in mind when they’ve last eaten. Their tolerance and concentration might be influenced by this. Timing and a snack can make a big difference between something going well or an escalation in distress. 


Brain health


There are many micronutrients that have an impact on the brain. Four of these are magnesium, iron, vitamin D and omega-3 (see table below). Due to the modern-day diet, our children can be deficient in these four micronutrients, which can impact their brain health (mood, learning and attention). The foods that have high levels of these nutrients are ones we might find difficult to include routinely in our children’s diets, in which case you may consider a supplement. Talk to your GP or pharmacist to get their input on what’s best for your child (or you, if you believe you might be deficient). 


Our brains are made up of 60 per cent fat, so it therefore makes sense that we need the right types of fats for them to work effectively. Our diets tend to be low in omega-3 fats (which largely come from oily fish). Some research has found that high-quality omega-3 supplements taken over a consistent period of time can in some cases reduce ADHD symptoms, improve attention, behaviour, sleep and, for the poorest readers, even reading. 






	

Brain Micronutrients




	

Brain Health









	

Magnesium (Wholegrains, leafy greens, beans, peas, nuts and seeds) 




	

Many children are magnesium-deficient, as they do not eat enough magnesium-rich foods. Magnesium deficiency has been linked to behavioural difficulties and anxiety in children. Consider a good-quality magnesium supplement (suitable for a child). Speak to your GP or pharmacist. 









	

Iron (Red meat, beans, dried fruit, nuts)




	

Iron is vital for the production of red blood cells. Deficiencies can lead to tiredness and fatigue. Adolescent girls have a higher iron demand and are at more risk of iron deficiency (anaemia). If you’re worried about this, you can speak to your GP, who may suggest an iron supplement.









	

Vitamin D (10 per cent from food like oily fish, 90 per cent from skin being exposed to sunlight)




	

Vitamin D is very important for bone health; it helps the body absorb calcium. Some research is exploring its impact on mental health. One in six children in the UK has a vitamin D deficiency. Ensuring our children have adequate access to the outside and a vitamin D supplement (10 micrograms) in the autumn and winter helps avoid deficiencies. 









	

Omega-3 (Fish/seafood, rapeseed/flaxseed oil)




	

Anti-inflammatory and anti-coagulant (reduces blood clots), omega-3 is an important part of our diet for brain health. If your child does not eat oily fish, a high-quality supplement can serve as an alternative. If your child has any health issues, discuss with your GP before supplementing.










Table 2.1: Micronutrients for brain health


As we will discover later in the book, feelings of anxiety and low mood can interfere with appetite. For a small number of young people, excessive control around eating can be a way to cope with stressors and pressures. Sensory sensitivities can also contribute to restricted diets. Observing changes in our children’s eating can be a useful indicator that they are struggling with their wellbeing.


[image: 5] Take notice


Focus is a real challenge for young people today, as it is for adults. The world is full of stimulation and competing information and often we divide our attention between multiple activities. This is especially true with the use of screens, with children often using multiple screens at one time for different purposes (e.g., playing a game on one screen while watching YouTube or messaging friends on another). Providing opportunities to be focused in the here and now gives the brain a chance to rest rather than constantly thinking about what’s happening next, or what has already happened. Regular mindfulness practice – ‘paying attention on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally’12 – has been shown to have a positive impact on wellbeing for some people, but not all.13


Mental health difficulties involve our thoughts. When struggling with mental health there is a tendency to focus on the negative and ruminate (to go over and over) on the things that are bothering us. Getting better at taking notice and learning how to break this cycle are key components of the evidence-based therapies used to treat mental health difficulties.


[image: 6]  Keep learning 


Learning provides opportunities to develop knowledge and skills, which can lead to achievement, a sense of mastery, independence and, ultimately, improved wellbeing. As our children grow and develop, they have a huge number of things to learn about themselves, others and the world. Children’s experiences at home, school, and in general, offer opportunities to do this learning. 


Stress affects the ability to learn, as the part of the brain that is triggered by stress shuts down the part of the brain we need for thinking and processing new information (see Chapter 4). If our children experience stress, they may find it more difficult to engage with learning and gain a sense of achievement. This becomes a vicious cycle, adding further stress and impacting both children’s attainment and school attendance. 


A child who struggles in areas of learning because of difficulties with concentration, co-ordination, organizing themselves, understanding other people’s points of view, or their experiences of stress, can be exposed to repeated failure in the learning environment. This can be damaging to a child’s sense of self and ability to engage in learning, reducing their opportunities for developing skills to help compensate for these difficulties. 


We can help our children build a growth mindset by providing opportunities for them to experience success, which reduces their distress, and instead encourages them to reframe failure as an opportunity to learn. 




[image: ] The Mouse Trap: learned helplessness


The following example contains references to animal testing, which you may prefer not to read.


Research into mice has demonstrated the power of repeated failure in the face of inescapable and uncontrollable distress. The term ‘learned helplessness’ emerged from early research in this area. Let’s look at a study of two mice to explain this. 


Mouse 1 is put in a cage where the floor delivers a mild electric shock that is uncomfortable for the mouse. He explores the cage. When a gate opens, he escapes. The next time he is put in the cage and the shock-floor is activated, he explores and quickly exits via the gate when it opens.


Mouse 2 is put in the same cage. He initially explores, but no gate opens. Instead, he experiences the discomfort until he is removed from the cage. This is repeated. When he is eventually put in the cage and the gate is opened, he does not attempt to escape. 


Mouse 1 had the opportunity to escape from the uncontrollable stressor. Mouse 2 neither had control nor the opportunity to escape. His best chance was to conserve energy. Eventually, even when presented with the opportunity to escape, he did not take it.







[image: ] Reflection Box


Are there times when your child’s repeated failure has led to them giving up? How do they deal with this frustration and pain? How has this affected their approach to other tasks? 


Have you ever experienced this yourself? What small things can be done to support your child to experience their own success (both in terms of practical and moral support)?





As illustrated in this lab experiment, our approach to a challenge comes from the experience of being successful. The same is true for resilience, which comes from doing hard things and being successful (not repeated failure). Encouraging our children to be brave enough to try new things or to try again if they struggled the first time is important. However, the role of adults in ensuring the task set is achievable for that child and, if necessary, providing them with just enough support to do the task if required (psychologists call this ‘scaffolding’), is more important. 


If your child is struggling in an area of learning, it might be because they have a skills deficit, not a will deficit. If so, make it a priority to help them to build this skill alongside providing them with the opportunities to feel successful. This will build their confidence and love for learning. Sometimes, our children may need help from a specialist professional in an area they may struggle in (i.e., a speech and language therapist for communication difficulties, or an occupational therapist for co-ordination difficulties).


[image: 7]  Be giving 


When we look after each other, we all do better. Doing nice things for other people – something as simple as a warm smile and a ‘thank you’ – releases feel-good neurochemicals. Even seeing someone else doing something kind has the same effect on our biology. Recent research in this area has shown that simple acts of kindness lead to bigger improvements in alleviating depression and anxiety than two other well-evidenced techniques! David Cregg and Jennifer Cheavens, the psychologists who led the study, believe this is because it helped people feel more connected to others.14 They also found it had the biggest impact on those who tended to have more difficult personalities. 


As a parent, you spend every day giving constantly to those you care for. In this act of service, giving might not feel quite so positive, especially as the tasks we do are generally mundane and taken for granted. Often, the spirit in which we do things is as important as the act itself. Perhaps if we do these things as if they are acts of kindness, rather than what they’ve become – duty – not only will we feel better, but we might get more appreciation and reciprocity from those around us. (I’m going to try this at home!)




[image: ]
   

ACTIVITY BOX


Challenge each family member to twice in a week complete three acts of kindness in a day (big or small) – things that make others happy. Make it fun by creating an ideas list with your kids (they might not know the simple things they could do for you that would feel like acts of kindness). Describing the acts of kindness at the end of the day (something you could do at a mealtime or before bed) can reinforce a sense of gratitude and positivity (see the Simple Acts of Kindness activity worksheet here).





The Wellbeing Abacus


Paying attention to what’s happening in these seven domains of wellbeing can be helpful in these ways:




[image: ] alerting us when the stressors and pressures in life might be getting in the way of doing things that are good for our wellbeing; and


[image: ] helping us think about how we can proactively support our wellbeing by doing more of the things that count. 





I’ve developed the Wellbeing Abacus as a useful tool to teach your child about the seven ways to wellbeing (see the Wellbeing Abacus activity worksheet here). 



[image: Start of image description, An illustrated example of the Wellbeing Abacus., end of image description]



	Expand / collapse Extended Description

	

		The abacus features 7 rows of 10 numbered beads. The 7 rows represent the 7 ways to wellbeing, as follows.






		

	Row 1. Connect with others.


	Row 2. Physical activity.


	Row 3. Good sleep.


	Row 4. Good nutrition.


	Row 5. Take notice.


	Row 6. Keep learning.


	Row 7. Be giving.


		




		


Figure 2.1: The Wellbeing Abacus 


Think of each line of the abacus being a continuum from 1 to 10, with 10 being the best we might be doing in that area, and 1 being the worst. Consider how things are going in each of these seven areas at any given time and how this might be impacting wellbeing. It’s important to note that we can go up and down the continuum – it’s not fixed and can be altered by experiences, thoughts and feelings. 


If you or your child are struggling in an area with a low score, consider (a) what’s contributing to this difficulty; and (b) how, by taking action, waiting for the passage of time, or changing of circumstances, the score can increase.


Domino effect


You might notice that as one bead on the abacus slides down, another bead naturally does too. For example, yesterday I had a bad night’s sleep. This had a knock-on effect for the rest of the day. I missed breakfast, found it really hard to concentrate at work and felt I couldn’t take on a new project, even though it was something that interested me. I was also more irritable with my children, creating conflict and strain in my connection with them. Because I had low energy, I decided not to go to the gym. As a consequence, my wellbeing throughout the day dropped. Thankfully, after a good night’s sleep, my abacus beads moved up the following day and I felt my wellbeing (my sense of enjoyment of the day and being able to get my tasks done) improve.


In the same way, one bead on the abacus sliding up can lead to an improvement in other areas. For example, when my son joined a new basketball club, his bead for physical activity went up, as did his connection to others (he made new friends and felt part of a team) and his sense of learning something new. His kindness to a player who fell and hurt themselves added to his sense of wellbeing. The physical exertion meant his body was tired, so he also slept well later that evening.


Our abacus beads fluctuate constantly throughout the day, depending on our experiences and how we’re responding to them. 




Top Tip: Scaling Questions


Quite often when we ask our children about their day, or an area of their life, their answer may be fairly nondescript (i.e., ‘OK’, ‘Fine’) or all-or-nothing (i.e., ‘The worst ever’ or ‘Brilliant’). It can make it feel quite hard to have a meaningful conversation or understand what’s going well or not so well for your child. Solution-focused therapy uses scaling questions to help people who might be feeling overwhelmed to put a number (usually out of 10) to their situation or feeling. This does several helpful things. Firstly, it helps a person step back to get a bit of perspective. Secondly, by breaking down the difficulty, it gives you ways to talk to help consider realistic solutions to the problem, or just get to know more about your child.


A scaling question involves asking someone to rate out of 10 how something is going or how strong a feeling is. So, for example, with the Wellbeing Abacus sleep bead, I might ask my child: ‘If 1 is the worst sleep ever and 10 is the best sleep possible, what number would you put your sleep at the moment?’ You can use the same scaling question to consider feelings as well as situations. You don’t have to use numbers. Instead, you could draw a line on a piece of paper (with ‘worst’ at one end and ‘best’ at the other) and ask them to put a mark on the line where they think they are. 


Next, you can ask more scaling questions to help gain more understanding of what’s going on for your child and also encourage positive change. So, let’s say my son replied he was a 5 for sleep. I could ask him, ‘What stopped it being a 4?’ He might then explain he’s doing something that helps his sleep. He might say, ‘It helped not going to bed too early, or I would have been lying there awake for ages; that would have made it a 4.’ To help him think about what could be different to improve sleep, I might ask, ‘What makes it a 5 and not a 6?’ He may then tell me: ‘Well, all my thoughts are spinning around my head, making it difficult to fall asleep. If I didn’t have those busy thoughts it could be a 6 or a 7.’ We can now think collaboratively about how to encourage the things that are helpful and resolve some of the things that are unhelpful. Here, the Wellbeing Abacus worksheet gives examples of scaling questions you can try.





The impact of stress


It’s not just how we spend our time and what we do that influences the beads on our wellbeing abacus. It’s also the stresses and adversities we experience in our lives. As described in Chapter 1, chronic (ongoing) and acute (one-off) stress impact our physical and mental health. Because of this, while we’re enduring difficulties, or in response to them, our abacus beads will probably slide down the continuum. 


The most important thing to understand is that this drop is a natural response to our feeling difficult feelings (sadness, anger, loneliness, fear) in response to these stressors. Understanding and sitting with these feelings will enable us to make important changes in our lives and resolve situations that are creating distress. If we can’t resolve them, we can at least make sense of them and consider, ‘what now?’ The difficulty comes if what we do:




1. does not lead to a change in the situation that is causing us distress; or 


2. might protect us from the specific situation that is causing the distress (e.g., cutting off painful feelings; not seeing friends, etc.), but may have a negative knock-on effect in other areas of our life (e.g., being unable to feel joy; increased loneliness).





The trigger for Olivia’s distress (head back to here to revisit this) was persistent bullying, both at school and online. Let’s look at the box below to see what happened to Olivia’s wellbeing beads as a result of this chronic stress. 






	



Olivia’s Story






Olivia’s Wellbeing Abacus scores






	



Before






	



Now











	



Connect with others: Olivia previously enjoyed spending time with friends, but since the bullying started, in order to protect herself from being hurt (physically and emotionally), she has stopped interacting with her friends. Being more emotionally reactive, she won’t cooperate with adults, leading to disagreements with her teachers and parents and behavioural reprimands at school and at home. She no longer feels she makes a positive contribution to her community.




	

7




	

2









	



Physical activity: Olivia used to play team sports. She loved basketball. Her difficulties with her friends mean that she has stopped going to basketball club. She generally does less physical activity, as she does not want to do things with her family either, meaning she spends a lot of time sitting or lying down doing no exercise (sedentary). 




	

9




	

3









	



Sleep: Olivia has never been a great sleeper, but things have worsened. She can’t go to sleep at night because when she tries, all the thoughts about worst-case scenarios pop into her head, making her feel sick and causing her heart to race. She uses her phone as a distraction, visiting chat rooms into the early hours of the morning and reaching out to strangers for comfort. Because of this, it’s difficult to wake her in the morning. 




	

6




	

1









	



Nutrition: Olivia used to enjoy eating a range of foods, but her appetite has changed. She goes a long time between meals. Lack of regular food and disturbed sleep means she relies on energy drinks to keep her awake in the afternoon.




	

7




	

3









	



Take notice: Olivia has a curious side. She used to like to question things and paid attention to the world around her. She noticed things more when she was out with friends or family and enjoyed taking photos of scenes she thought were special. Lately, Olivia feels like she has been in a permanent ‘fog’. She’s stopped enjoying the taste of food and her attention seems to be taken up with negative thoughts. 




	

7




	

1









	



Keep learning: Olivia used to enjoy school some of the time, and particularly liked learning coding in computer studies. Now, she struggles to concentrate in lessons and spends more time in class feeling anxious about break and lunchtime. She has started to fall behind in her classwork and has lost confidence in her abilities. She used to enjoy learning new tunes on her guitar, but she has lost the motivation to pick up her guitar.




	

7




	

3









	



Be giving: Olivia used to like to help her grandma mow her lawn. She also enjoyed helping her friends when they were finding things tough with a helpful text message. Olivia now finds it hard to think about giving or being kind to others. She feels so consumed with her own thoughts and feelings, she struggles to consider what other people might be thinking and feeling and how she might be able to help them or be kind to them.
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2










OEBPS/images/arrow.jpg





OEBPS/images/img10.jpg
&4





OEBPS/images/img4.jpg





OEBPS/images/img3.jpg





OEBPS/images/img6.jpg
3





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






		 Cover



		 Title page

  

		 Dedication page

    

		 Contents

    

		 Disclaimer

    

		 Introduction

    

		 Author Note

    

		 Part 1. Children’s Mental Health: Why is it important?     

		 Chapter 1. What can go wrong

    

		 Chapter 2. The must-dos

    

		 Chapter 3. Screen time – how much is too much?





    

		 Part 2. Difficult Feelings: The good, the bad and the ugly    

		 Chapter 4. The link between feelings and behaviour

    

		 Chapter 5. Connection before correction

    

		 Chapter 6. Working out what’s important

    





		 Part 3. Anxiety: How to stop it controlling your child’s life    

		 Chapter 7. Fear and the body

    

		 Chapter 8. What to do about worry

    

		 Chapter 9. Acts of courage

    





		 Part 4. Low Mood: How to get your child back     

		 Chapter 10. Low-mood traps

    

		 Chapter 11. Doing what counts

    

		 Chapter 12. Self-harm

    





		 Part 5. Help: The secret to giving and getting    

		 Chapter 13. Building strong relationships – communication hacks

    

		 Chapter 14. Adolescence – a time of risk and opportunity

    





		 Afterword

    

		 Worksheets and Activities

    

		 Further Resources

    

		 Endnotes

    

		 Acknowledgements



		 About the Author



		 Copyright page

  









Guide





    		 Cover



    		 Title page

  

    		 Contents

  

    		 Chapter 1. What can go wrong













		 iii



		 1



		 2



		 3



		 4



		 5



		 6



		 7



		 8



		 9



		 10



		 11



		 12



		 13



		 14



		 15



		 16



		 17



		 18



		 19



		 20



		 21



		 22



		 23



		 24



		 25



		 26



		 27



		 28



		 29



		 30



		 31



		 32



		 33



		 34



		 35



		 36



		 37



		 38



		 39



		 40



		 41



		 42



		 43



		 44



		 45



		 46



		 47



		 48



		 49



		 50



		 51



		 52



		 53



		 54



		 55



		 56



		 57



		 58



		 59



		 60



		 61



		 62



		 63



		 64



		 65



		 66



		 67



		 68



		 69



		 70



		 71



		 72



		 73



		 74



		 75



		 76



		 77



		 78



		 79



		 80



		 81



		 82



		 83



		 84



		 85



		 86



		 87



		 88



		 89



		 90



		 91



		 92



		 93



		 94



		 95



		 96



		 97



		 98



		 99



		 100



		 101



		 102



		 103



		 104



		 105



		 106



		 107



		 108



		 109



		 110



		 111



		 112



		 113



		 114



		 115



		 116



		 117



		 118



		 119



		 120



		 121



		 122



		 123



		 124



		 125



		 126



		 127



		 128



		 129



		 130



		 131



		 132



		 133



		 134



		 135



		 136



		 137



		 138



		 139



		 140



		 141



		 142



		 143



		 144



		 145



		 146



		 147



		 148



		 149



		 150



		 151



		 152



		 153



		 154



		 155



		 156



		 157



		 158



		 159



		 160



		 161



		 162



		 163



		 164



		 165



		 166



		 167



		 168



		 169



		 170



		 171



		 172



		 173



		 174



		 175



		 176



		 177



		 178



		 179



		 180



		 181



		 182



		 183



		 184



		 185



		 186



		 187



		 188



		 189



		 190



		 191



		 192



		 193



		 194



		 195



		 196



		 197



		 198



		 199



		 200



		 201



		 202



		 203



		 204



		 205



		 206



		 207



		 208



		 209



		 210



		 211



		 212



		 213



		 214



		 215



		 216



		 217



		 218



		 219



		 220



		 221



		 222



		 223



		 224



		 225



		 226



		 227



		 228



		 229



		 230



		 231



		 232



		 233



		 234



		 235



		 236



		 237



		 238



		 239



		 240



		 241



		 242



		 243



		 244



		 245



		 246



		 247



		 248



		 249



		 250



		 251



		 252



		 253



		 254



		 255



		 256



		 257



		 258



		 259



		 260



		 261



		 262



		 263



		 264



		 265



		 266



		 267



		 268



		 269



		 270



		 271



		 272



		 273



		 274



		 275



		 276



		 277



		 278



		 279



		 280



		 281



		 282



		 283



		 284



		 285



		 286



		 287



		 288



		 289



		 290



		 291



		 292



		 293



		 294



		 295



		 296



		 297



		 298



		 299



		 300



		 301



		 302



		 303



		 304



		 305



		 306



		 307



		 308



		 309



		 310



		 311



		 312



		 313



		 314



		 315



		 316



		 317



		 318



		 319



		 320



		 321



		 322



		 323



		 324



		 325



		 326



		 327



		 328



		 329



		 330



		 331



		 332



		 333



		 334



		 335



		 336



		 337



		 338



		 339



		 340



		 341



		 342



		 343



		 344



		 345



		 346



		 347



		 348



		 349



		 350



		 351



		 352



		 353



		 354



		 355



		 356



		 357



		 358



		 359



		 360



		 361



		 362



		 363



		 364



		 365



		 366



		 367



		 368



		 369



		 370



		 371



		 372



		 373



		 374



		 iv











OEBPS/images/img5.jpg
&2





OEBPS/images/img8.jpg
&%





OEBPS/images/img7.jpg





OEBPS/images/img9.jpg
"6





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
o
bluebird
books for life





OEBPS/images/img_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Dr Beth Mosley MBE‘

Happy
Families

How to Protect
and Support

Your Child's
Mental Health






OEBPS/images/img2.jpg





OEBPS/images/img1.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_006.jpg
- _‘.-—-vvﬂ
‘.@_’QGQGOOOQ
‘__.“C(‘....

*.,





