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Introduction




‘Oh, for pity’s sake!’ I silently cursed.


I had timed the nursery run to a tee and for once we were actually on schedule – until my three-year-old daughter, Molly, realized that her new shoes did not have her name label in them. Disaster! I tried to persuade her that this would be fine for one day and promised to stick the labels in that night; I explained that I couldn’t do it there and then because we would be late for her nursery (and, more importantly, I would be late for a meeting I was due to chair). But Molly out and out refused to see reason.


So I tried cajoling, then bribing, then threatening her. All to no avail. Ultimately I gave in, impatiently got the name labels and grumpily stuck them in her shoes. But by then it was too late. Molly was digging her heels in and her anger wasn’t just about the shoes anymore, but had become an incoherent fury with the world in general. And she was still refusing to put on her shoes. There followed more shouting, this time from me, along the lines of, ‘Now I’m going to be late!’ Reciprocal shouting and foot stamping from Molly ensued, until I realized that physically picking her up, bundling her under my arm and forcibly depositing her in the car was the only way I was going to get anywhere that day.


This was no mean feat. Picture me shuffling sheepishly down the road to the car, praying not to encounter any of my neighbours, Molly tucked under my arm like a log, kicking and screaming, with no shoes on. Simultaneously, my eighteen-month-old son D (Chinese for little brother, which is what we’ve always called him), was clinging on to me like an oversized pendant, his arms wrapped tightly around my neck. Assorted nursery-required paraphernalia was haphazardly piled into two bags, which weighed down so heavily on my elbows that they were cutting off the circulation to my fingers, from which dangled the contentious shoes. I must have resembled a demented rag and bone woman with my assorted wares hanging all over me. Meanwhile, Molly’s ongoing high-pitched wails of, ‘You’re hurting me!’ advertised our approach to everyone in the neighbourhood.


It was on that day of model motherhood that I decided I should write a book about parenting. If this seems perverse, I haven’t even confessed the funniest part of the story yet. About an hour after that little episode, I finally took my seat at the meeting. There I sat, solemnly discussing the effects that ‘compromised parenting’ has on the mental health of children. Believe me, the irony was not lost on me.


You see, I am a child psychiatrist. Handling Molly’s meltdown should have been second nature to me, but it wasn’t. After this humiliating escapade, I started to write down the more ridiculous of my parenting moments, because on one level they intrigued me: ‘Surely a child psychiatrist should know better?’ I kept asking myself.


Before having children I probably considered myself something of a ‘parenting expert’. I doled out parenting advice to parents like hot dinners and wore my, ‘I know about parenting; I’m a child psychiatrist y’know’ badge with pride. It was only when I actually became a parent that I woke up to the humbling reality that there is no such thing as a ‘parenting expert’. Parenting is, in essence, often a process of mainly well-intentioned trial and error. The well-intentioned part is important because in recent times parents have been taking their role in their children’s development much more seriously. We’ve come a long way from the days when children were seen and not heard; when it was fairly common for them to be farmed out to wet nurses, governesses or boarding school at one end of the social spectrum, or sent up a chimney at the other. We now know that leaving the administration of parenting to others means potentially leaving the outcomes of our children, and the adults that they will become, in the hands of others.


Indeed, sometimes it seems we have gone to the other extreme; there has been such a seismic shift in our attitudes towards parenting. Rather than abdicating responsibility for our children, or being ambivalent, we now have an almost obsessive preoccupation with them. I like to think that this is because my profession has done such a great job at promoting the importance of loving and understanding our children, though cynics might argue that it has more to do with the fact that most of us can no longer afford nannies, governesses or boarding schools. Whatever the reasons, there is no doubt that there is now a genuine interest in giving our children the best possible start in life. And, on a purely selfish level, what could be more fulfilling than being surrounded by a happy, tight-knit, loving family?


What Child Psychiatrists Do


Child psychiatrists, who should not be mistaken for child psychologists, are a rare breed with a unique training. Whilst child psychologists study psychology, child psychiatrists start by studying medicine and surgery. Many, including myself, will also study for a degree in psychology and then practise medicine, surgery, adult psychiatry and psychotherapy before specializing in children. All in all, the training takes a minimum of thirteen years, with a fair few exams along the way. And if you really love the subject, as I do, it will take even longer because you’ll take a detour into research, trying to find answers to questions about child development and mental health, as well as trying to treat them. As this was the route that I took, my interests span not only the thoughts and feelings of children and their behaviour, but also how these are underpinned by genetics and the way our brains work. In other words, I know my neurotransmitters from my hormones and am as comfortable with synapses as I am with psychoanalysis. I guess that you could say I know about children inside and out.


But even expert knowledge can wither in the face of a screaming child in full-on tantrum mode. Every new parent worries about how they will measure up. This insecurity is compounded by the fact that many women of my generation are given more advice on handling boardroom tactics than nursery tantrums. And yes, I can confirm that I was one of these women; I certainly wasn’t prepared for my transition from high-flier to bum-wiper. Faced with my own inadequacies, as a scientist I reverted to type. I delved even further into scientific papers and started to attend lectures given by world leaders in child development, all in a bid to help me improve my parenting. As well as having an extensive background in working with children, I have been fortunate enough, through my work, to have had access to some of the most fascinating scientific theories regarding parenting around. This is the information I will be sharing with you in this book. This, and the comforting knowledge that even parents who are doctors and scientists get it wrong sometimes.


As a child psychiatrist, my views are influenced by both psychology and neurology and, needless to say, I know my facts and figures on child mental health. These are stark: 75 per cent of adult mental health problems begin before the age of eighteen years, and 50 per cent begin before the age of fourteen.1 To me, this is clear evidence that if we want to promote psychological well-being, we need to look at what is happening much earlier than adolescence. If we want happy, healthy, successful adults, we need first to raise happy, healthy children.


There is an interesting new development in psychology research which looks at ‘resilience’ in children. The technical definition of resilience is ‘a dynamic process by which individuals adapt successfully to an adverse experience’.2 Researchers in child development are asking questions like: why do some children who are exposed to the same level of bullying/stress/trauma emerge untarnished, while others are emotionally crippled for life? This umbrella term ‘resilience’ is likely, in reality, to describe a mixture of factors: ‘self-esteem’, ‘adaptability’, ‘grit’, ‘self-worth’, ‘a can-do attitude’, ‘strength of character’ and a whole host of similar qualities for which I don’t think the English language, at present, has just the right word. Let’s just call the whole enigmatic lot ‘inside stuff’ for now. I believe that the stuff that really makes a child or an adult ‘who they are’ comes from these qualities that are hidden on the inside. You won’t be able to see them when you first meet a child, but they are critically important to how that child functions and develops.


But where does this stuff come from? Is it something innate within the child? Is it genetic? Is it developed through the right nurture? These are the kind of questions I will be looking at throughout this book. There is evidence supporting both theories, and nature and nurture are often intertwined. For young children in Western society, at least, the ‘nurture’ part will relate to their parenting; more specifically, the positive form of parenting in which we are actively involved and interested in our children, in order to raise them as best we can.


From a neurological perspective, I know that the brain is a marvellous organ. At medical school I was once asked why I wanted to study psychiatry. For me this was obvious – it’s the brain that makes us human and individual. Joints, bowels and circulation work pretty much the same way in animals as in humans. It is our minds, and their physical manifestation, the brain, that sets us apart and makes us uniquely who we are.


A child’s brain begins to form in the first trimester of pregnancy, and rapid brain development continues in the first five to seven years of life, only slowing down in middle childhood, before a second wave of brain development begins at puberty. I know that the brain, particularly a child’s brain, has amazing capabilities to adapt. It is common knowledge that young children are ‘like sponges’ and can pick up foreign languages and musical instruments with much greater ease than adults. I know that the brain is also responsible for the ‘inside stuff’ – emotional resilience, self-esteem, character – just as it is responsible for learning foreign languages and music. So if music and language can be hard-wired into the brain in these early years of a child’s life, shouldn’t this also be the case for the ‘inside stuff’ too? And if this is the case, then the critical part of parenting happens very early on. The years between birth and the age of seven are the time when the crucial blueprints for your child’s self-esteem, relationship patterns, ability and attitudes are laid out. The Jesuit saying, ‘Give me a child until he is seven and I will show you the man’ couldn’t be truer. It is in these first seven years that parental involvement can have the most significant impact.


The Power of Good Parenting


Realizing the enormous impact that we, as parents, will have on our children is daunting. And we are made even more confused and insecure by all the current parenting trends buzzing around. Personally, I think that the tiger parents, the helicopter parents, the micro-managers and maxi-organizers, the French parents whose children don’t throw food, the Chinese who are all about the tutoring, have been getting their priorities wrong. They’ve been sweating the small stuff and worrying over the less important aspects of what makes a successful child. Does it really matter if a toddler throws food, eats quinoa or can recite Latin declensions? I call these things the ‘outside stuff’ – the things that are relatively superficial, whether they are appearances, or manners, or all the other stuff that children can get a certificate for (and parents can brag to their friends about). For me the crux of the matter, the part that you cannot afford to get wrong, the part that will make it all worthwhile in the long run, is the ‘inside stuff’. This is the stuff you can’t see, but you can feel in your child. Typical, isn’t it? We make all that effort to help our children to shine, but no one will ever give them a certificate to say they have an A* in self-esteem. Seriously, without self-esteem, a child’s achievements will be unfulfilling, their relationships will be lop-sided at best and doomed at worst, and perhaps happiness will elude them for ever.


It seems to me that all the things we parents tie ourselves into knots about – that our children get into ‘that selective school’, that they get the A* exam grade, give the perfect piano recitals, speak three languages fluently and become captain of the tennis team – are all just the icing on the cake (undoubtedly sweet and shiny, but not much use without the layers of cake beneath). The bulk of our efforts should be spent on what is really important, on what’s inside our children: their core and their foundation. We need to start building them up from the inside out, rather than obsessing over the minutiae of presentation and performance on the outside. I am convinced that even with nothing to show immediately for all the effort put in, the long-term pay-out will always be worthwhile.


Of course, if you are also partial to a little bit of window dressing (as I am), you will be glad to know that when they have a solid core of security, self-belief and self-esteem, it is easier for children to thrive socially, academically and creatively. To that extent, the tiger parents are right: parenting to support natural ability can go a long way, not just for academic achievement but for other crucial skills as well, from social ease to creativity. So maybe my frustrated inner tiger parent can get those certificates as well! I am Chinese, after all.


An ‘Inside Out’ Approach to Parenting


What I am proposing in this book is an inside out approach to parenting. Whilst the outside stuff can be captivating, I believe that the focus of parenting should start with the vital invisible and enigmatic traits at the heart of our children, the inner hard-wiring that will give them ‘resilience’ against life’s myriad challenges. This core is the fundamental basis of our children, and, as I said earlier, it is forged in the early years of life, when brain development is still happening. With the basis of a stable and resilient core, development can be built up, layer upon layer, to form a happy, healthy, well-rounded child.


I will show you how a parent’s love, care, attention and affection have the power to actually physically mould a child’s brain, thereby profoundly influencing their psychology and transforming their life’s path. In this book, I will show you how detailed scientific research has shaped my philosophy on parenting and how I have translated this research into practice, by offering practical tips along the way. As the best evidence for my theories has often been right under my nose, in the form of my own children, I have used many awkward situations I’ve had to ‘solve’ with them as examples through the book. Like most things worthwhile, parenting is harder to practise than to preach and by no means do I get it right all the time; as you have seen, even ‘parenting experts’ resort to carrying their howling children like logs at times.


I am happy to report that five years after ‘nursery-gate’, after countless more embarrassing episodes, sleepless nights and hours of research, Molly is now a cheerful, bright, bold and articulate eight-year-old, with a love of ballet and swimming who possesses insight beyond her years. She is popular in her class and when she is not pinching her brother, she is making sure to take his hand when they cross the road. My son, meanwhile, is now a creative, analytical six-year-old who loves making crazy inventions by tying bits of the furniture together with Sellotape or elastic bands, or spending hours in his ‘lab’, mixing together potions made from washing up liquid and paints. Like his inventions, he is clever and silly in equal measure. Of course, part of their transformation is just down to them both being a bit older and therefore much easier to manage. But I also know for sure that some of what I’ve learned along the way has helped them become the happy children they are – and it has certainly helped me and my husband, Andrew, become better parents. I hope it helps you, too.






CORE






1.  The Fixed Core: Genetics


The Egg and Sperm Race


I was waiting at a bus stop when I felt the first contractions that signalled the end of my life as I knew it, and the beginning of my new one as a mother. In fact, my life prior to this had felt like a kind of preparation for this precise moment. My readiness for motherhood almost bordered on complacency: I had a good job, a good marriage, supportive friends; I had ticked all the boxes. The year before, Andrew and I had moved so we would be closer to my family. Before that, I had exhausted my wanderlust by hiking the Inca trail in Peru, photographing blue poppies in the Himalayas, reaching the summit of Mount Kenya, partying in New York, Hong Kong and Cape Town; I was ready to sit at home for a while. As part of my family planning I had even consulted my calendar to contrive delivery in the advantageous month of September,* and of course during my medical training I had delivered five babies for other people. I felt I knew exactly what this giving birth business was all about. I was ready for this moment.


But of course the parenting story doesn’t start at the bus stop. It starts nine months earlier.


The Egg and the Sperm


Most parents believe that parenting begins at the birth of their first child. Child psychiatrists, however, know that parenting begins at conception. A large proportion of your child’s destiny (future health, educational level, occupation) is determined before they are even born and if we combined genetic tests, pregnancy and birth histories with a thorough history of your family’s lives, I reckon that we could provide a fair estimate of your child’s outcome. It’s not ‘determinism’; it’s just probability.


As we all know, the origins of the human race begin with an egg and a sperm. The egg contains information coded in DNA from the mother, as well as a functioning cell with battery and starter pack to kick-start reproduction. The much smaller sperm contains information coded in DNA from the father, as well as a whippy tail to get it swimming up to deliver its information to the egg. What is important is the genetic information coded in the DNA that is contained in the egg and sperm. This is the basis of biological relatedness.


But what is this information and where does it come from? Your DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid) is basically a sort of manual that contains instructions on how to make ‘you’. These instructions are coded in your genes. Every single cell in your body: your liver cell, your blood cell, your skin cell; they all contain a full set of your DNA. Thus CSI detectives can pick up DNA from a drop of blood on a shirt, and match it to the victim’s DNA to place the shirt-owner at the scene of the crime. The only cells that do not contain a full set of instructions (DNA) are the egg and the sperm. They each contain only half. Within the female ovaries and male testes are the egg and sperm factories. Here, the DNA dances about a bit, gets chopped in half at random, and is then packaged up into eggs in the ovary and sperm in the testes. It is at conception that the sperm-meets-egg story finishes, and, as in the Spice Girls’ song, ‘two become one’. A new ‘instruction manual’ is then made for the new individual, based on the combination of information from the father and the mother.


Why are genetics so important in parenting?


Although I think that parenting is vital, as a scientist I would be pretty rubbish if I didn’t declare upfront that genetics is also going to have a significant effect on children. It doesn’t take a brain surgeon to work out that identical twins (who share 100 per cent DNA and the same womb at the same time) are bound to be a lot more similar than non-identical twins (who share womb environment but only 50 per cent of DNA). For a start, non-identical twins can be of different sex, and their genetic relatedness to each other is no different from any other brother or sister. This is consistently backed up by scientific studies involving twins and adoption. Research over a range of disorders (learning difficulty, ADHD, schizophrenia, depression, anxiety and autism, as well as physical conditions), proves that monozygotic (identical) twins are more similar to each other than di-zygotic twins (non-identical).1 This is true even if the twins are raised apart. This is such strong evidence for genetic effects that no one really bothers to argue against their importance anymore.


Where debate does continue is on the question of the degree to which environment and genetics play a part in the making of a child. As this is such a moveable and interconnected interplay, I am quite happy to sit on the fence and go with 50 per cent of each. In reality, research is moving towards relative proportions that differ from person to person and over time, with nature and nurture interacting in a multitude of ways – making the simplistic ‘nature versus nurture argument’ completely obsolete. And the percentages don’t really matter; what matters is that genes are an important contributor and they are one contributor that we have knowledge of and control over. Now, when the concept of ‘control over genes’ comes up, people automatically think about things like eugenics, gene therapy, genetic engineering and designer babies, all of which are expensive, not widely available and ethically questionable. Those sorts of extreme scenarios ignore the easiest and most widely used method of gene selection – the choices we make for ourselves.


The study of genetics has merely given evidence to what we already knew: that the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. From time immemorial, way before IVF and debates on designer babies, dog and horse breeders have been selectively mating animals to produce favourable traits in their progeny. And in humans, the basis of attraction has evolved to reflect the physical traits of health (tall height, glowing skin, good musculature) and social success (fat people in poor countries and thin people in rich countries). In Eastern and Western societies alike, families have historically chosen suitors for their children based on family background, on the reasonable assumption that a child is likely to be similar to their families. These days there is more emphasis on personality and intelligence than health and virility, but the same principle still holds true. If you don’t like the personality of your partner and can’t stand any members of his/her family, there is a good chance that you might not ‘like’ the personality of your child. This will be even more the case if you also do not like yourself or any members of your own family.


It might sound politically incorrect, or unromantic and overly pragmatic, but with my behavioural geneticist’s hat on, a major step in becoming a good parent is finding the right partner to start with. Not only to love and support you throughout your life, but also to provide you with children who have a temperament and a personality that won’t jar with yours. This is important, because unlike a lover or a partner, whom you can divorce and be rid of (society and religion permitting), your children are yours and will remain your responsibility until they are eighteen years old at least, whether you like it or not!


Thankfully, it is not as hard as it sounds to find compatible stock, because most people try to find partners that they actually like, as well as love. It’s a phenomenon known as ‘assortative mating’ – like-minded people tend to marry each other. The process of who you choose to marry or mate with is not a random one, but highly predictable. The ‘like’ part is important here as whereas a good dose of physical attraction, athleticism, sexual prowess and general lusty desirability can save any marriage, these traits are no good in helping you ‘like’ your child. If you would enjoy eighteen years of your own or your partner’s nonsexual company, then you have at least the best chance in genetic terms of liking your children. Given that conception is now available by IVF from sperm and egg donation, it is interesting to consider whether you would select the same profile for a donor (what you want your child to be like) as you would for a partner (what you want your husband/wife to be like). You might be in for trouble if there is a big difference between the two, because your child is inevitably going to bear a resemblance to your partner. An aggressive, dominating, powerful alpha-male type might be an exciting conquest who offers strong physical protection as a partner, but an aggressive, dominating five-year-old son? That’s a recipe for grey hair! A beautiful and passive woman with not much between the ears might be your idea of an ideal wife, but then you should accept that your child may not be a genius.


Genetics and parental expectations


Genetics should always be taken into consideration when you want to get an idea of what to expect in terms of your children’s ability. While it’s unlikely that you can ‘inherit’ ability, for example, for needlework, you can inherit traits like ‘visual acuity’, ‘fine motor skills’, ‘the ability to concentrate and pay attention to detail’ and ‘low thrill-seeking tendency’. All of these would make it possible for your child to excel at needlework, given the right exposure, passion and encouragement. If neither you, nor any member of your family or your partner and his/her family have anyone with any of these core abilities, your dreams of spawning the next ‘World Needlework Champion’ aren’t impossible, but the odds are much more challenging. Parenting, coaching and education can definitely conquer much of genetic disadvantage, but can they conquer other children who have both genetic and environmental advantage? Unlikely. At the highest level of competition, genetics will always come in to play, as can be seen clearly by the ethnicity of the line-up at the one-hundred-metre sprint finals at any Olympics.


Whilst I don’t believe in ruling out potential in children, clinical experience tells me that ignoring a child’s essential nature and natural disposition can be really corrosive to a child’s self-esteem; which I see as the emotional backbone of a child. Parents who blindly overly aid and abet their children into academically competitive schools, only for the child to be prematurely confronted with the limitations of their ability, or children who are coerced into competitive sport and laddish behaviour when all they really want to do is read a good book; these are ways to make children feel that pressing the self-destruct button is a good option. This is where knowledge about genetic background can help, as forewarned is forearmed. What, if any, action is then taken will be up to the individual parent to decide.


Genetic loading and spousal choice


During my training, I helped conduct genetic counselling assessments for couples where there was a history of autism in the family. The term autism covers a spectrum of disorders to do with social interaction and communication and there is a probable genetic basis. The most frequently occurring form of autism is thought to be a polygenic disorder, whereby risk is conferred by multiple as-yet-unidentified genes, maybe six or more. In fact most inherited traits, such as intelligence, aggression and attention span, are also likely to be due to multiple genes in combination. A genetic counselling assessment involves taking an extremely thorough family history to look for symptoms of autism and its broader spectrum, getting information from as far back through the generations as possible. The way it works is that the more ‘genetic loading’ there is in the family (that is, the more family members with the disorder or traits), and the closer they are in relation to the parents (which means the greater likelihood of shared genetic material), the greater the statistical probability that the couple in question will have a child with autism. Parents and siblings share 50 per cent of their genes with any one child. Grandparents, aunts, uncles, and half-siblings share 25 per cent of their genes, great-grandparents and cousins share 12.5 per cent, and so on.


What I didn’t expect was that in the clinic, when we told prospective parents the estimated statistical probability that they would have a child with autism, there was a huge disparity in their reactions. When we relayed the same low statistical probability back to several couples with similar genetic loading, most couples felt happy to accept the very low-level risk. However in one couple, the reaction was extreme and unexpected: the wife decided to divorce her husband (where the family history lay). I am using autism traits as an example, but this type of basic genetic loading analysis can be carried out with any trait, such as beauty, height, intelligence and criminality; there is some science behind it, but I’m mainly mentioning it here out of interest, rather than seriously suggesting that this is how you pick your spouse.


The Egg


As we are on the subject of genetic contributions, I thought it would be interesting to share my own family history as a living illustration of this process. Although I like to think that my parenting position is ‘highly scientific’ and driven by ‘evidence-based research’, reality is never so clinical. As well as inheriting my parents’ genes, I realize that my views on parenting are also influenced by my own life experience, which is in turn influenced by the life experiences of my parents.


I was born in Taiwan, the third and last daughter of a civil engineer and a secondary school science teacher. My dad’s family, along with three hundred years of Liangs before him, were peasant rice farmers tilling the land west of Taipei. Taiwan in the 1940s bears no resemblance to the bustling, developed country it is today. Then it was predominantly an agricultural economy, where life for a subsistence farmer was hard and tied to the will of the weather. Growing up, we were forever being regaled with my father’s hard-luck stories. If we ever complained about having to go to school, we would be lectured, ‘You’re so lucky you can go to school. When I was young I had to plead with my mother to go to school, which was a ten-mile round trip. I had to walk barefoot and wear my father’s cut-off trousers. My feet were always calloused and bleeding.’ We would, of course, mercilessly make fun of this in the manner of a Monty Python skit, replying, ‘That’s nothing, when I was a lad, I had to crawl naked on my hands and knees through dark underground tunnels to get to school!’ and so on.


In my heart, though, and particularly now I am older, I truly respect the effort my father made to give us a better life. He was the fifth of eleven children, and none of his preceding siblings had completed primary school education, but were forced to enter into child labour at a nearby factory where they were physically and verbally abused on a daily basis. On finding that he was to suffer the same fate, my father cried until a neighbour took pity on him. This neighbour, having heard that my father was the brightest child in the class, persuaded my grandmother to allow him to enrol for secondary education, for just a year at least. When the year was up there would be ever more cycles of crying and pleading – ‘Just one more year of school’ – until my grandmother realized that all this crying and attachment to intellectual study had probably made him too soft for factory work anyway, and he was allowed to continue with his education. Nevertheless, during holidays he had to work on the land or in the factory as a kind of repayment for not taking his share of the family’s load. In term time, as his school was so far away, he managed by sofa-surfing in the homes of richer classmates, until eventually he found his way to university to study Civil Engineering. On graduation, he landed a job as a hydraulic engineer in one of Taiwan’s harbours, and so successfully climbed out of manual labour and into the professional class. After working hard for ten years as an engineer and saving as much money as he could, he eventually followed his dream: he applied to study abroad, first for a Masters in Holland, and then for a Ph.D. in Civil Engineering at Swansea University in the UK.


My mother, meanwhile, was the fifth child of seven, born to a primary school teacher and a headmaster in Taiwan. Teachers in the East are highly regarded and as such, my mother was more privileged than other children. For instance, she was the only child in her class to wear shoes to school. Despite this, when the school held a maths competition with a pair of shoes as the prize, she won it, and thus became the only person in the school to own two pairs of shoes. My mother had studied entomology at university. This wasn’t her first choice – she had not done as well as she had hoped in her exams and therefore didn’t get on the course she wanted. She pleaded with her father to be allowed to re-sit her exams, but he told her that as she was a girl, and therefore destined to become a teacher and then ultimately a mother, it didn’t make any difference what she studied at university. That’s how my mother, an academically and socially able woman, became a reluctant entomologist and subsequently, as foretold, a secondary school science teacher and a mother.


When my mother went into labour with me, my father was already studying in Holland, the country that was to inspire my unusual name. By then, I already had two older sisters and labour was old hat to my mum. She just hopped onto her moped and scooted off to hospital by herself. Through contractions she weaved inbetween the traffic, uncomfortably aware that third children have a habit of flying out rather suddenly, due to the pelvic floor’s strength being diminished by prior encounters with large skulls. However, she managed to get to the hospital in time and out I plopped. No doula, no water bath, no family present – just pragmatism. In case I haven’t been explicit enough, I am the fortunate beneficiary of genes from two wonderful people.


The Sperm


In the summer of 1997, I took a holiday between completing my Experimental Psychology degree at Cambridge and continuing on to Clinical School. I went to visit my sister in California, who was studying for a Ph.D. in statistics at UC Berkeley. Ever the pragmatist, I had the idea that if I spent the summer learning to play pool this would be a good skill for ‘pulling’ men on my return to the UK, so my sister and I spent some time over the summer playing pool in the halls that are popular stateside. Back at Cambridge, within ten minutes of utilizing my new-found pool skills in the bar, I ‘pulled’ my future husband, Andrew; a cocksure postgraduate Fresher, come from South Africa to study economics with dreams of using his skills to bring his country out of inequality and mass poverty. This dream was never quite realized as life diverted him into other careers, but he still holds these liberal and fair values, which is one of the reasons I fell for him.


I never played pool again.


The Progeny


Is it luck or assortative mating that Andrew turned out to be a sociable and intelligent man with an easy temperament, low aggression and blind optimism (qualities that in my children make my life a lot easier)? OK, often his optimism and relaxed attitude is infuriating. For instance, he has a tendency to leave windows and back doors open when going out because according to his relaxed mindset the chances of being burgled in London are low. Even when I call him up and have a go at him about coming home and finding the back door wide open, he can’t understand and just says, ‘Well, nothing happened, did it?’, while I am left shaking the phone, crying, ‘But it could have. It could have! Aaaargh!!’ The upside is that what I have gained from his DNA is a daughter, Molly, who is relaxed and easy-going. When she broke her left leg falling off a climbing frame (supervised by relaxed dad), after the initial pain had settled, she never complained or moaned once and would cheerfully state, ‘Well, my right leg is OK’! Even the headmistress at her school confided, ‘Thank goodness it was Molly who broke her leg rather than anyone else in her class, as she hasn’t complained or made a fuss at all!’ Indeed, sometimes when I am in a tizz about one thing or another, Molly will tell me to ‘Calm down, dear!’ in the manner of Michael Winner. Annoying, but sometimes useful.


Our son is rather more careful and neurotic. Once, on leaving the doctors’ surgery when he was less than two years old, he became grizzly and upset. I was getting annoyed because there seemed no apparent reason for this, until eventually he said, ‘My coat.’ He had remembered that we had left his coat in the surgery. I could have kissed him because I, too, get distressed about losing things and I blessed his cotton socks that I could retrieve the coat immediately, rather than give myself an ulcer worrying about it later. D wouldn’t like the back doors being left open. He clearly takes after me.


And so we are back to genetics, but how does nurture fit in?


The One where Nature and Nurture Stop Fighting and Get a Civil Partnership


Most people are happy to ‘believe’ that genetics can affect our hair colour, our blood group and particular medical disorders, but when ‘personality’, ‘intelligence’ and ‘attitudes’ come into it, people prefer to see environmental causation. Part of the problem around genetic explanations is in the fear of ‘determinism’: the thought that your lot in life could be determined at birth and that human will and struggle are for naught. The irony is that ‘nurture’ – the proxy term for ‘environment’ – can also have its own form of determinism, with many people struggling to escape from the prison of their family, class and birth environments.


What interests me is the interaction between nature and nurture. It is a wonder how the nature versus nurture debate has lasted so long, because the two are so heavily intertwined. At the most basic level, the success of a gene is based purely on its suitability for the environment. It is a misconception that you can have ‘good genes’ and ‘bad genes’. Gene combinations are like nature’s version of trial and error. A new combination is attempted at every conception, and the genes that are successful within a particular environment survive, the ones that don’t fall away. Thus the success of a particular gene is purely judged on environmental adaptation. A ‘good gene’ in one environment may be a ‘bad gene’ in another. Take, for example, the gene that causes sickle cell. This is generally thought of as a ‘bad gene’, because it also causes anaemia. However, in some parts of Africa, where malaria is endemic, this sickle cell gene is actually a ‘good gene’ because it protects against malaria. This concept seems to be more socially acceptable when we are talking about a medical condition, but the same principle applies for genetically determined personality traits.


Take aggression. Elements of aggression are genetically determined. It’s useful to look at dogs when talking about this: certain breeds make for better security and attack dogs. No one would ever have a little pug or poodle as a security dog. Yes, of course you can rear a poodle or pug to be aggressive, but not as readily or effectively as an Alsatian or a pit-bull terrier. There’s something in the genes. Moreover, these aggressive genes are not in themselves ‘bad genes’. In certain environments (the end of the world, lost in a dark forest with wild animals surrounding you, the secret service, competitive sport, a competitive job market) they may be the best genes ever. Selecting or providing the appropriate environment for particular genetic traits in our children can be crucial in maximizing their strengths and minimizing their weaknesses.


Another reason people are sometimes wary of genetic explanations lies in the fears around genetic modification, gene selection and the idea of ‘tampering with nature’. People often feel either that this is bound to lead down the slippery slope of eugenics or that there is nothing that can be done about genetic predisposition and you just have to live with it. The thing is: it’s much simpler than that. In this day and age, to a large extent, we are able to cheat nature. My genetic predisposition to short sightedness has been environmentally sorted by living in a country with access to an optician. Had this not been the case I would be dead by now, probably having gone to hug a grizzly bear that I mistook for my mother. The most common genetic predisposition in the world – that for having dark hair – is environmentally corrected worldwide on a daily basis, with a bit of bleach from a bottle. Many genetic ‘weaknesses’ can be vanquished by environmental solutions.2


How this impacts our parenting


Given that nurture can impact nature in this way, rather than discussing the question of nature versus nurture we should be looking at how we can best nurture nature. As parents, we are able to drastically manipulate our child’s environment, especially their early environment, which is thought to be one of the most important periods of influence. We can do this not only by providing safety and comfort, but also love, warmth and understanding, books, toys, exposure to language, music, models for good social interaction, the right nursery selection, primary school selection, and so on. By understanding our own and observing our children’s ‘genetically determined’ personality traits, we as parents are in a position to shape and manipulate their environments to suit their needs.


Of course, most parents are doing this already. When you select your child’s nursery, primary school and secondary school, you are thinking not only about the values you want the school to impart to your child, but also about the particular attributes of your child and how they will fit into the school. It would be shortsighted to send a small, intelligent boy with a love of learning and loathing for sport to a rough and tumble school specializing in rugby. If your child has particular needs, for instance autism, getting their school environment right is by far the most effective treatment, way beyond any medications or other therapies.


And there’s more . . .


The parenting that any mother or father offers their child also depends on their child’s genetic attributes. Most parents don’t like to think that they treat their children differently, but they invariably do. Although it is easy to blame parents for this differential treatment, the fact is that parenting is like any other intimate relationship. It is a two-way process, and often the type of parenting given is in response to the child’s behaviour and actions, which may be influenced by their genetically determined nature. If you don’t believe me then think about how much you might cuddle an irritable baby who cried round the clock for no reason, and compare it with how you would respond to one who slept peacefully through the night and smiled and chuckled all day. If you are truthful, you know that your response would be different.


Genetically determined traits in children will also lead them to seek out their own environments, with intelligent children joining the chess club and sporty children joining the sports team. As children grow older they increasingly have the power to shape their own environments and choose their own friends. This may not sound like it would have much to do with genetics, but if you agree that ‘beautiful people’ tend to hang out with each other, brainy nerds tend to befriend each other and jocks stick together, you are admitting there is a genetic component to friendships, because we all know that physical appearance, intelligence and muscle structure are heavily genetically influenced.


What My Parents Did


So how did my own childhood influence my parenting? Well, to give one random example, when D was about eighteen months old, I clearly remember Molly and me crawling around on the floor, barking our heads off like two rabid dogs, while D stood in his cot and belly laughed at us. The reason I remember this so vividly is that even at the time I was conscious that this was a direct recreation of one of my earliest memories, when I had stood in my cot laughing while my elder sisters barked like loons purely for my enjoyment. It’s moments like these, of foolishness and fun, that I remember from my childhood. This despite having had a Chinese upbringing with the stereotypical emphasis on academic achievement.


In the early 1980s my mother joined my father in the UK: travelling for her first ever time on an aeroplane with three kids (aged three, five and six years) and arriving in a foreign country without speaking a word of English. I have the utmost respect for her now – I struggle to take my two abroad on holiday, despite being a seasoned and well-equipped traveller. At the start of their new lives in the UK, my parents were not well-off, but our family of five was frugally but happily fed and watered on my dad’s Ph.D. stipend. We had very few toys and I can actually remember my sisters and me making a chess set from the cardboard of a cereal packet! We amused ourselves by reading Enid Blyton books, cuddling the teddy bears we got from the second-hand stall at the school fete and begging our friends to share their sweets and chocolates with us. We did not have a washing machine and my mother washed all our clothes by hand on a washboard. She also knitted our clothes, and as shops in 1980s Swansea did not sell ‘exotic foodstuffs’ like noodles, she would make noodles by hand from flour and water and hang them to dry from broomsticks in the kitchen. At our birthday parties, we had no entertainers or bouncy castles. My mum and dad bounced my friends and me up and down on a taut blanket. We learnt that material things did not matter because we had the most important gift of all: FAMILY. I know that this is something that has heavily influenced me and the way I view parenting, and if I can instil just some of this ethos into my children, I will be happy.


By immigrating to the UK, my parents de facto changed my environment wholesale and therefore my life course. In Taiwan I would have been in the mainstream; fitting in naturally with no need to explain or feel excluded. In 1980s Wales I was the only ‘darkie’ (as I was referred to) in the class. South Wales to us was amazing as everything was new and different. Our new host country took some getting used to. It was not just the cold, rain and the inability to communicate with anyone (we didn’t speak English); it was the food, the music, the culture, the lack of any support network and the fact that everything was unknown. I remember my mother asking me how my first day at school went. ‘The ghosts followed me around school,’ I told her. Looking back I find this amusing, as I do remember all the children in the class following me around in a line, rather like the closing sequence of a Benny Hill show. They were clearly curious to observe the first ‘Chinese’ or even ‘non-white’ person they had ever met. To me, with their pale skin, they resembled ghosts.


Immigrating has a profound effect on people and my father, who had experienced class discrimination in Taiwan and now racial discrimination in the UK, passed on a life lesson to me: ‘As a Chinese person, you will face discrimination, but if you work twice as hard as the others, you will succeed. People will presume that you are not capable, but if you have the certificates to prove it, they will be forced to acknowledge it.’ As with other children of Chinese parents, I was subject to many elements of tiger parenting, including high expectations regarding hard work and academic achievement. So there was the time when I was locked in my room at the age of five, until I could recite all my times tables up to twelve. Or the eve of my A-level exams, when my mother took me by the shoulders, looked me in the eye, and said, ‘You are our last hope to get a child into Cambridge University.’ No pressure, then.


Yet my experience, unlike that of some other tiger cubs, was always tempered with love from my parents and an emphasis on life being about more than work. When my mother taught my sisters and me maths around the dining room table we were taught together and the lessons often descended into chatter and fun. My older sisters were always encouraged to help me. My father gave us projects to do like writing poems, documenting flowers from the garden or sketching bowls of fruit. He would always help us, encourage us and praise us. So learning also came to mean spending time with our parents, which we prized. For much of our early childhood, we laboured at the extra maths work set by my mother under a massive print of the words of a Taiwanese philosopher which said, ‘Sometimes be foolish’. My penny-wise parents had saved up a long time for this print and it took pride of place in the house. As it was written in Chinese, it never meant much to me as a child, but now I am an adult I realize this message was so important to my parents because it was the epitome of their ethos – one which they have subliminally passed on to me: although hard work and success are important, they are not the be-all and end-all. Occasionally being free to do irrational things, purely for fun, is just as important; even, or perhaps particularly, amidst the seriousness of adult life.


Whatever genes of ability I inherited were supported by an environment where I was loved and encouraged to be hard-working and determined to succeed. Being a different skin colour to everyone else growing up, and being made to have seaweed in my packed lunches in nori-ignorant times (‘Ugh! What’s that? She’s eating snot’), meant that I got used to being different and sometimes marginalized. It could have gone badly and I could have loathed myself for being different, but the strength I got from my family made me stronger instead: I learnt to accept my difference, give up on conformity and be my own person.


With values of hard work and determination instilled, school was a breeze. We went to the local state primary school, and without the seemingly now obligatory tuition, my sisters and me managed to get places at the local grammar school. A clean sweep of A grades throughout my school career saw me arrive at Cambridge University to study medicine – although this was very much a second choice for me as I had wanted to go to art school. Obviously, this was forbidden by my Chinese immigrant parents. And my initial disappointment at this led to another life lesson: although material things aren’t important, financial independence can buy choice and freedom, which definitely are. These attitudes and values made me determined not to completely give up my job when I had children, which would often have been the easiest thing to do.


Chapter Summary


While genes are important, our life experiences will also dramatically shape who we are. Both these factors influence our childhood choices, which in turn continue to shape us throughout our lives. It is this ongoing interaction between nature and nurture that makes us who we are. Whilst in the following chapters I make it clear that parenting is critical, the best parenting is that which is tailored to a child’s genetically determined strengths and weaknesses. Therefore I would always encourage parents to put a greater emphasis on understanding their child’s genetically determined nature. Burying our heads in the sand to the importance of genetics, the greatest scientific leap of the last century, is counterproductive. Instead of adopting a one-size-fits-all approach, we parents can adapt the environment we provide for our children to the greatest benefit of their nature. And we can certainly be more accepting that, ultimately, our children’s capabilities in any arena will be limited by the genes that we have provided them.


This is important, because while we all hope that our children are ‘THE BEST’ in the class/school/world, the chances of this happening are going to be slim. We would do much better to accept them for who they are and to bring out THE BEST THAT THEY CAN BE. Often, rather than looking at our children, we should be taking a long hard look at ourselves, and that’s perhaps why we find it so difficult. In my case, I warned my husband from the outset that if he was hoping for a brood of basketball players or one-hundred-metre sprinters, then he had better rethink his choice of wife, as height and fast-twitch muscle fibres are sadly lacking in my family. In his turn, I was to wipe singing in tune from my list of aspirations for our children. I think together, however, we might have spawned an unstoppable force for Scrabble.




2.  The Malleable Core: Self-Esteem


Resilience, Self-Worth and All That Jazz


If my children were chocolates, I would want them to be a Ferrero Rocher rather than a strawberry cream. I know this sounds bizarre, but think about it. The Ferrero Rocher is uniquely multi-layered, with each part providing a different dimension and serving a different purpose. The outer gold paper is not only attractive, but protective; the nutty, outer chocolate coating adds texture and crunch. The unctuous chocolate ganache layer adds a dimension of soft vulnerability, and at its core is the solid, whole nut centre. Awesome.


By comparison, the strawberry cream (always the last thing left in my chocolate box) seems sadly soft, over-sweet and one-dimensional. The true worthiness test comes, however, when you put them both through some kind of ‘stress test’. Like blasting them both with a high-pressure water patio cleaner. Although both chocolates look delicious from the outside, only the Ferrero Rocher has a solid and resilient core – the strawberry cream will be obliterated. Ultimately, the ability to survive a high-pressure water jet has got to demand some respect. Of course, some children and adults never encounter stress, mishaps or having pressurized water inadvertently dumped on them in their life, which is why many ‘strawberry creams’ get on perfectly well, but when life throws you a curve ball and turns on the pressure, it’s always better to have a strong kernel of self-belief at your core.


The Solid Nut Core


As a psychiatrist, I have seen how differently people can cope with stress. Whilst genetics will play a significant part in both one’s vulnerability and resilience to stress, as I explained in the previous chapter, this is not the whole story. Nurture also has a large part to play. The main part that nurture plays in a child’s resilience is in the development of self-esteem. Self-esteem is like the solid core of nut in the Ferrero Rocher; the inner strength, that will get that person through stressful situations without disintegrating. And when I use the term ‘self-esteem’ I am using it as a proxy for the ‘inside stuff’: ‘a central belief in oneself as a good person who is able to achieve and worthy of love’, rather than someone who holds themselves in high regard or suffers from self-importance. The terms ‘self-worth’ or ‘self-belief’ also apply. I am being explicit about this because many people who outwardly behave in a self-important way may actually have low self-esteem by my definition, and assessing someone’s ‘inside stuff’ cannot usually be done superficially.


However multi-layered, multi-talented and successful a child is, they also need to be mentally strong, and it is this strength, hard-wired into their core, that will allow them to survive and thrive. Much of self-esteem is formulated in the early years of life and this is why early parental involvement in caring for children is critical. The good news for parents is that this is something that we can directly affect as this core is built from all the love which has been given them through their early parenting.


So, are you saying that ‘All you need is love’?


Yep.


Cheesy, I know. But before you slam this book shut and demand your money back, thinking, ‘Not another happy-clappy, hippy-dippy, psycho-babbly book recommending we heal the world by all singing “Kumbayah” together’, I’ll tell you why love is so important and, in terms of parenting, how and why we sometimes get it wrong.


Knowing that we are loved and lovable is at the core of our self-esteem. When I trained in cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT: one of the main recommended psychotherapies for depression in both adolescents and adults), I learnt that early on in a person’s life they develop a world view or set of beliefs that although hidden and often unconscious, will dictate their patterns of thinking and behaviour for the rest of their lives. When someone is depressed, their belief system is negative, leading to a lifelong processing bias that views all situations in a negative light. So compliments are not accepted as genuine, achievement is always down to luck and relationships will not last. The aim of CBT is to search back with clients for the one ‘core negative belief’ that is driving this mindset. You’d think that this belief would be different for different people, right? Yet what I found in practice is that the human psyche is not so unique after all. It is amazing how predictable and limited the core beliefs that cripple so many good people are. The truth is that this core negative belief is almost always an iteration of ‘I am not good enough. I am unlovable.’
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