
		
			[image: 9781761266591.jpg]
		

	
		
			About Little People, Big Feelings

			Parenting educator and mum-of-four Gen Muir has helped thousands of families dealing with strong emotions and challenging behaviour in young kids.

			Fussy eating, bedtime battles, school refusal, public meltdowns, sibling rivalry? Gen shows you how to work with your child through these issues without losing your mind or quashing your child’s spirit.

			You will learn to:

			Set the kind of firm and kind boundaries essential for making your kids feel safe

			Adopt effective alternatives to short-term praise and punishment techniques, such as time-out and reward charts

			Understand your own response to your kids’ feelings

			Connect more deeply with your children

			Reduce household conflict

			Practise self-compassion when you don’t get it right first time around.

			Reassuring, compassionate and relatable, Little People, Big Feelings will help you transform parenting challenges into precious opportunities to communicate and connect.
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			This book is dedicated to Owen, Liam, Tom and Harry, for being the most patient and loving teachers as I worked out how to be your mum. I adore you all to the moon and back. 
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			Foreword 

			by Maggie Dent

			Over the past 20 years in my work as a parenting author and educator, I have been asked possibly millions of questions – not just during interviews and speaking events, but also while making chitchat on a flight or browsing the dog food aisle in the supermarket. In all these different scenarios, one thing is clear: raising children in a world that is very different to the one in which most parents were raised causes A LOT of confusion.

			One of the key challenges is that many of the things that were seen as acceptable and recommended in the last century have now been shown to be ineffective in the long term, thanks to advances in research around child development. Information overload, especially in a digital age, has made it even more difficult and confusing. (When I was raising my four sons, I could count the number of significant books about raising children on one hand!)

			So many of the parents I meet are sure that they are failing at this parenting gig and I find they are way too hard on themselves. I have been very honest and open about many of my muck-up moments as a mother, including forgetting Book Week (which has now become a form of Olympic sport), missing school assemblies, and even leaving one of my sons at the swimming pool. That one was only 50 per cent my fault as I thought Dad had him, and Dad thought I had him. Nevertheless, we didn’t do the necessary headcount, and one of us had to drive 40 km back to the pool to collect him.

			There is no perfect in parenting. We can do exactly the same things every morning when trying to get our children out the door, and some days it just flows and other days, quite honestly, it can just go to crap. There is an incredible unpredictability in raising humans and that’s okay.

			Every single child is a unique human and it doesn’t matter how much research I may have done, or how often I have worked with families who are struggling, it is the parents who are still best placed to make decisions about their child because their loving attachment really matters, and there is no one-size-fits-all. However, offering suggestions to guide parents through challenging situations can be helpful. 

			The first five years of life I believe are the trickiest. Attuning to the unique needs of children this age can be really difficult, especially when parents are running on limited amounts of sleep while doing everything they can to provide a happy home for their family. Young children have very underdeveloped brains, and can really struggle with huge and unpredictable feelings while exploring the world around them. They can certainly partake in some interesting activities, driven by their fabulous curiosity, that we don’t appreciate as parents or grandparents! Their sensory system is developing rapidly, and they are meant to be touching things, exploring things, looking at things, licking things, falling over things, jumping off things, throwing things, climbing inside things and putting things that don’t belong in places like toilets. This seeking mechanism of the developing brain can cause even the most seasoned, well-experienced parent moments of angst! But when we see these behaviours through the lens of early childhood development, we can appreciate and celebrate that our child is doing exactly as Mother Nature intended.

			So, does the world need another book for parents? I believe it does and the book that parents need is Gen Muir’s Little People, Big Feelings. Gen has extensive experience as an allied health professional, parent educator and mother of four boys. When I first met Gen – and I may have suggested she write this book – I knew she was a voice that needed to be heard. Not only is she warm and funny, she offers incredibly practical suggestions to guide parents through the key areas of conflict and the most challenging times. She shares my passion of supporting those raising little ones, and easing the guilt and the worry by prioritising love and connection above all. 

			Gen is a compassionate, real and relatable voice in the parenting space, with a big heart and practical wisdom – and this book will help you be the parent you want to be more often.

			Maggie Dent

		

	
		
			

			Introduction

			My worst moment of parenting happened on a 38-degree day in November 2009.

			I was knee-deep in two kids. A 2-year-old and a 3-month-old. I had spent what seemed like an eternity settling my sweaty, refluxy baby. This baby screamed constantly, and despite the rising temperature, he only wanted to settle in my arms.

			Meanwhile, my toddler slowly destroyed our house, watched too much TV and ate too many Tiny Teddies. I felt guilty as I continued to spend hours feeding, rocking and shh-ing my baby.

			Finally, he was asleep. I told my toddler: ‘I am going to put the baby in his cot and I will be right back.’

			Just as I had managed the transition from my arms to the bassinet successfully, out of nowhere my toddler ran in, screamed at the top of his lungs, looked me square in the eye and continued to scream as he shook the bassinet so hard that the baby woke up again.

			The baby was now also screaming, and my reaction was not pretty. I’m quite sure my neighbours would have heard me yelling at my toddler from five houses away. All I could see at that moment was that my toddler had deliberately acted to upset his baby brother, and me.

			The rest of that day is a blur. I know we ALL cried a lot and I felt completely lost as a mum of these two precious boys. I loved them to bits, but in that moment I was not loving being a mum to two small children at all.

			Once the boys were in bed that evening, the way I felt is something I can still feel within me when I recall that moment: the guilt, the shame, the alone-ness. My mind was racing. What was wrong with me? I never thought I’d be the kind of mum to yell and scream! Why was my child being such a menace? Where had my perfect firstborn gone and how on earth would I teach him to be kinder and more compassionate? Was I cut out for this? Or worse . . . Was there something wrong with my child?

			I didn’t understand why I wasn’t able to be the mum I wanted to be ‘in the moment’. I didn’t understand my son’s behaviour, and I felt guilty that I wasn’t nailing this mum-of-two business. I felt like nothing could have prepared me for the big feelings that were coming up for my child and for me.

			This is the book I wish I’d read before this moment happened. This is everything I wish I’d known as I navigated the early years with my boys, and it’s the book that I hope can guide YOU through the emotional rollercoaster that is parenting small humans.

			What I now know is that my eldest child, who was still just a baby himself, was desperately seeking CONNECTION, not attention, from me. He really didn’t want to muck up or upset me, and his reaction was really a plea for love, and boundaries, and for me to help him with the big feelings he was having. He needed to know I loved him even when in the midst of tricky behaviour and big, messy emotions.

			What you will find in the pages of this book are not only the answers to how to guide your child through big feelings, but also help with sibling rivalry, hitting and throwing, fussy eating and getting your child to listen. You are also going to find out that there is nothing wrong with your sweet child, or with your parenting.

			If parenting feels harder than you thought it would be, you are not alone. You are not parenting in the same world that your parents did. It is harder to be a parent these days because the village has changed, the information overload is real, social comparison is rife and, on top of this, we are trying to parent differently from the way our parents did.

			It can feel like you are trying to diffuse a bomb without a manual – terrified that with one wrong move you might blow it all up.

			If your sweet child has gone from being the ‘perfect’ baby to a child who is testing limits, having meltdowns, struggling socially or hitting their sibling/you/their friends/even the dog, I promise this book will help to shed some light on what is going on for your child and how to bring more peace to your home.

			At the end of the day, all parents are hoping for the same thing. We hope to raise a child who is kind, resilient and brave. We want them to reach their potential, and we want to do this without breaking their spirit. We really want to get this job right.

			But how do we do this when we are sleep-deprived, time-poor and surrounded by nappies, LEGO, playdough, Nerf guns, footballs, dirty sports clothes, computer games and homework? 

			Through my work as a social worker in a maternity unit, as well as my private practice as a parent educator – where I have coached thousands of parents in workshops, one-on-ones and group sessions – I have come to understand what helps parents in these early years of raising kids. It’s about a balance of compassion and humour, alongside the evidence around what works and what kids need from us, offered with some really practical strategies for implementing this advice, which can make all the difference.

			I have also come to learn that my experience that hot November day as I grappled with parenting my child was something most parents experience. I now know that the struggles I encountered in my early years as a parent are common but, despite this, most parents feel very alone with the challenges of parenting. They don’t realise that all parents are winging it, and all parents are struggling to work out what kids need and how to be that for them.

			This book is designed to help you to navigate modern parenting. It’s the guidebook I wish was by my bed when my eldest had his first meltdown, refused to brush his teeth, and adjusted to becoming a big brother – which was wild, by the way!

			The bonus is that I am a mum of four, so this book is straight to the point and not too serious . . . because I know y’all are too tired and busy for anything else.

			I have lived long days, and longer nights, in the trenches raising my boys. These days I am navigating everything from kindy drop-offs to muddy football boots, to the ups and downs of teenagers – and the learnings contained in this book are still in use, on repeat, every single day.

			Sooooo . . . am I a perfect parent? Hell, no.

			Will you be after reading this book? Sadly, also no!

			But here is the truth. No one is a perfect parent; we are all doing the best we can each day. It is challenging because it is forever changing. What you will find in this book are the keys to how to communicate so your child can hear you, what to do when your child is being difficult, and why we as parents lose it when our kids do. You will also learn how to handle these really challenging moments without stuffing your kids up and squashing their spirit.

			What you will also learn is that this stuff is the single biggest thing you can do to turn out a child who is compassionate, kind, resilient and happy. That meeting your child’s emotional needs in the first eight years has a bigger impact than any other factor on how they live, love and grieve for the rest of their lives. There is no greater investment in your child, and your relationship with them, that you can make.

			I also want you to know that I know you doubt yourself at times. This is normal and we all do, but I promise you are not stuffing it up. I know it feels really hard, and I want you to know it feels hard because raising little people with big feelings IS hard – not because you are getting it wrong.

			This book is divided into two parts

			The first part covers the core needs of kids. They almost come out of the womb asking: ‘Am I loved, am I safe and am I seen and heard?’ And when we tune in to these questions and answer them with connection, boundaries and welcoming feelings, everything goes better. Part One also teaches you about the importance of looking after YOU. This is in Part One because it’s as vital as any of the rest of it. Caring for you, and finding the fun and the rest in this crazy ride, is just as important as meeting the needs of your kids.

			Part Two is all about helping you with the real moments: the big feelings, tricky behaviour, separation anxiety, sibling struggles, fussy eating. This is going to be your bible. Hit a trouble spot and jump right to some ideas that can help.

			I’ve structured it this way because I know that sometimes you just need the answers and you’ll want to just get the info as and when you need it, and because other times you will have to dig a little deeper to discover why it’s a lot about raising ourselves, and changing our expectations of our child . . . and very little about changing our children.

			I know this book will help you survive the most challenging moments in raising young kids, and that the techniques, hacks and tips will bring more peace and calm to your home. I also know it will bring something bigger – a loving and connected relationship with your child that will last for decades to come.

			You are exactly what your child needs, and you’ve totally got this!

			Gen

		

	
		
			

			Part One

			Your new emotional bible

			What do kids actually need from us? This section answers the biggest questions parents have when navigating the big feelings and bigger behaviours of little kids.

			Everything I teach parents is based in the science and research around how we create a secure attachment. While we’ve known since the 1960s that a secure attachment is vital for children, we’ve still struggled to overcome the social norms and beliefs, plus our own programming that gets in the way of being what kids need.

			Part One of this book brings you the research and the evidence around what kids actually need. The truth is, while the world has changed so much, the needs of children have changed very little. They need connection, boundaries and us to welcome their feelings. Part One will show you how you can best do this, and why it matters for your child.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Why do little kids have such big feelings?

			Before I had kids, I used to picture that I would be a ‘fun mum’. The kind of mum who would bake cookies, then sit down with my children and talk to them about their school day while we enjoyed quality time together.

			In my imagination this scene was bliss, peace and love all set out on a white tablecloth. I never once pictured how I would feel as one of my kids hit the other, or that they might whinge or yell at me all day long; I didn’t picture how hard it would be to get them into the bath every day, or that once I did get them in, they would refuse to get out . . . I adore my kids, I adore being their mum, but nothing could have prepared me for how hard parenting through big emotions and tricky behaviour would be.

			I know I am not alone. Before we have kids, most of us picture being loving and calm, confidently setting boundaries and ‘running a tight ship’. And then . . . we have kids. 

			From the minute your baby is placed on your chest you need to hit the ground running as you navigate feeding and settling a newborn who is adjusting to the world. Right then and there, and during every day that passes, you learn that so much is completely and utterly out of your control.

			Then, as you adjust to your baby and get the hang of things, your child becomes a toddler, and some days it’s like your child wakes up on the wrong side of the ‘toddler bed’ and everything – from the colour of the cup you’ve handed them, to the way you’ve cut their toast – makes them angry, or devastated, and there is nothing you can do to change their tiny mind.

			Maybe it seems like your child is more of a ‘tiny terrorist’ than a gorgeous toddler and they are hitting, snatching and biting. They want everything the baby touches and you are walking on eggshells just hoping to avoid the next meltdown. Or maybe you have a child who will not separate from you. They are stuck like glue, unable to play alone for even 1.75 seconds and you feel like you are suffocating.

			However your child is expressing their big feelings, the experience for you can be overwhelming, and can have you parenting in ways you never thought you would . . . before you had kids.

			It can also lead to you wondering: ‘Is there something wrong with my child? Or my parenting?’ Maybe you have bought this book because you want to teach ‘resilience’ and help your child to behave better. Maybe you just need answers because nothing seems to be working.

			Let’s get straight to the good news. It turns out that children need to experience emotions over and over to learn how to manage them. It’s not only normal but essential for their development and there is nothing wrong with your child or your parenting! How we go in these moments is a lot more about us than our child, and the biggest job of parenting is to learn to regulate our own emotions through our child’s expression of theirs. 

			Big feelings are normal!

			So first, let’s look at why kids ‘lose it’. It’s actually how they grow and develop their brains. Yep, they NEED to have meltdowns in order to turn into resilient, kind, together humans.

			A human baby is born with emotions, and the only way for them to communicate these is through crying and non-verbal cues. While a toddler may look like a mini adult, capable of negotiating their way out of a hostage situation, their actual ability to manage all their big feelings is a long, long way from being fully developed.

			Babies and young children are more about their feelings than anything else, and yet their ability to articulate and communicate those feelings in a calm and rational way isn’t fully developed until well into their 20s . . . yep, their 20s.

			One of the big goals you may have for your child is that they will one day be resilient: that they will encounter the disappointment of someone cutting their toast wrong or giving them the wrong-coloured cup and think, ‘Okay, this didn’t go how I was hoping, but that’s okay and I can manage this.’ Resilience is something we really want to cultivate in our kids as parents, because we know the world can be a tough place.

			Ironically, the building of resilience in a child can look very, very ‘un-resilient’. The way the human brain builds resilience is through practice. It can’t be taught; it needs to be experienced. So in fact, a toddler who is expressing lots and lots of big emotions, with the support of a loving caregiver, is practising how to regulate every single time they lose it. Every time the emotions fire up, and they can let the feelings out, they get to experience and learn the skills and process of regulating emotion through co-regulation.

			According to author and former psychologist Dr Vanessa Lapointe, there are ‘two things to know: (1) children are not born with the capacity to self-regulate, and (2) the human brain is the only organ that can be fully regulated from the outside’. 

			This means that children don’t have the capacity to soothe and feel settled from within and need to seek this externally through behaviour. Additionally, Lapointe states that ‘one of the basic principles of neuroplasticity is that “neurons that fire together wire together” – the more repetition certain neuronal tracks in the brain have with being fired up in a given sequence, such as those responsible for self-regulation, the more likely those tracks will take root in the brain as a functioning system’. 

			This means that your child who seems to be having a harder time sharing or regulating emotions than the other kids is actually busy creating the pathways that lead to the skills we want them to have.

			A child will not learn how to regulate without lots of practice with a loving caregiver who models the ability to regulate for the child over and over via a safe emotional connection.

			FIVE THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT FEELINGS IN KIDS

			
					Babies have emotions at birth and the only way for them to communicate these is by crying and non-verbal cues.

					A child’s ability to fully understand and regulate their feelings isn’t fully formed until adulthood.

					Children learn to regulate by getting dysregulated (having lots of big feelings or meltdowns) and having us stay calm when they are not. This process is called co-regulation.

					Co-regulating with our kids is one of the hardest parts of parenting for most parents I work with.

					Co-regulating and welcoming feelings is the single biggest thing you can do to ‘turn out’ a human who is resilient, happy and confident and who reaches their potential.

			

			What is emotional regulation?

			Emotional regulation refers to the processes by which people manage and cope with their emotional experiences. Being able to regulate emotions is a skill, meaning that children often learn emotional regulation as they grow up.

			We regulate our emotions using the frontal lobe. As the emotions fire up, our frontal lobe – our ability to be rational, reasonable and logical – can make sense of that emotion or feeling, and then help us do something that might help us with regulating it, like talk about it or take a deep breath.

			Children are born with all of their emotions, but their ability to regulate them isn’t fully formed until their mid-20s. This means that they need our help to soothe, hold space and co-regulate with them as they learn.

			Effective emotional regulation has been linked to a range of positive outcomes, including improved wellbeing, better interpersonal relationships, and enhanced resilience in the face of stress and adversity.

			Emotional dysregulation is when we experience an emotion and it starts to send our nervous system into fight, flight or freeze. It may be the feeling of anger that has our fists clench, our jaw tighten, our chest constrict – and once our frontal lobe goes offline, we are in fight, flight or freeze mode. Essentially, our thinking brain leaves the building and we are mostly instinct.

			Children experience a lot of dysregulation because their frontal lobe is still developing. This can look like a toddler having a meltdown because you said no to something, or it can even look like a child who is being very silly and not stopping when you ask them to. Dysregulation is always in the body before a child hits a sibling, cries or even whinges. It often feels scary because our body tenses and the flight, fight or freeze reaction quite simply feels awful. So little kids will scream, cry, fight or whinge to essentially deal with an emotion, or to get an emotion out.

			And often as parents, despite our best intentions, we join them – because there is actually nothing more distressing for us than when our child is upset. And also because in our own formative years, these emotions were likely not welcomed with open arms. We will dig more into this later.

			Emotional co-regulation is an interactive process where an adult supports a child who is dysregulated, by being with them, modelling what regulation looks like (so taking some deep breaths), naming feelings for your child – for example, saying, ‘This is hard, you are so upset’ – and essentially letting your child know that their feelings are okay and they are safe.

			This co-regulation starts at birth. When our babies cry, we innately pick them up, we hold, rock, shhhhh and pat them, we sing or talk to soothe them. Our toddlers and older kids actually need very much the same thing – someone with them while they feel their feelings – only somewhere along the way we got confused by the fact that they can also list 500 Pokémon, or talk their way out of a paper bag, and we assumed incorrectly they should then, by default, be able to regulate emotion. We were wrong about that. They need our help.

			What may surprise many parents is that children can’t self-regulate until 5–6 years old at the earliest, and when we help them with co-regulation in the years prior to this, the more resilient they will become. Children still need help to regulate for many years after they start primary school, but the way we do it will shift as they grow.

			Ask yourself this. When your partner is really upset, do you hold them? Do you sway with them, or rub their back? Talk softly as you soothe them and listen to their feelings? Tell them it makes sense to be mad or sad? This is co-regulation and even as adults we sometimes need this.

			How your child’s brain develops

			Your child’s brain will not be fully developed until they are around 25 years old. (I know!! It’s a long way off.) Research shows that babies and young children need help from an adult to regulate emotions until they are age 6 at a minimum . . . and I promise you that your tweens and teens will continue to need help too; it just changes in nature.

			Behavioural control needs the significant involvement of cognitive and executive functions in the prefrontal cortex, which is the last part of the brain to mature. The prefrontal cortex also controls impulse control and decision-making. As we now know, the neurons in this part of the brain aren’t fully developed and connected until the mid-20s.

			So, as the prefrontal cortex assists with reasoning and impulse control, it makes sense that we need to help little children to manage their big feelings. In fact, it’s through the expression of these big emotions, and the process of a caregiver co-regulating with a young child, that the brain starts to build pathways that lead to more emotional regulation.

			Tantrums and meltdowns are normal. In fact, they are healthy. They are not a choice our children make, but a state of dysregulation that is beyond their control. A child who is melting down is letting us know that they are no longer able to manage the emotional demands of a situation.

			Essentially, when these big feelings build up, children lack the key skills to manage them in a way that looks resilient. These skills include:

			
					Impulse control

					Problem-solving

					Delaying gratification

					Negotiating

					Communicating wishes and needs to adults

					Knowing what’s appropriate or expected in the situation

					Self-soothing.

			

			Our kids lack these skills because the parts of their brain associated with them are still developing. Your child can’t just walk up to you at age 2 and say: ‘Hey Dad, I’m having a hard time, I feel like my new sibling is taking all of your attention. This makes me worried that maybe you don’t have enough love for both me and the baby – so I need connection to help me regulate and know everything is okay between you and me.’ Instead, they will demonstrate that need for connection or support to regulate through behaviour. They will push the baby, or cry about the fact you cut their crusts off even though they asked you to cut them off just yesterday.

			This can all look extremely unreasonable. The answer, though, lies in connection and your child somehow knowing that you see them, you hear them, and that nothing they ever do will make you stop loving them. One of the best ways to express this is by stopping, dropping (getting lower), opening your body and saying: ‘You are not okay, I am here.’ 

			Let’s recap for a moment because this is important.

			
					Your child needs to have tantrums, struggle to share, feel too shy and get really angry in order to practise regulating these feelings. Struggling to regulate is actually building their brain and their resilience one tantrum at a time, and

					They need your help, your proximity, your belief in them and your relationship and connection to do this until they can do it for themselves.

			

			How long do we need to help kids with their feelings?

			Things tend to get easier after the age of 4. But children still need help to regulate emotions with us for a long, long time.

			My eldest child is now 14 and I can tell you that life is a whole lot easier in terms of his ability to regulate than when he was 3.

			However, even at 14, when he needs connection or help to regulate his emotions, he doesn’t come home from school after a tough day and say: ‘Hey Mum, I’m not feeling great and I think I need connection. Can we have a hug?’ Nope. He comes home, drops his shoes and bag right in the middle of the busiest part of the house, doesn’t pick them up even after the 16th ask, picks on his brother, and complains that ‘there is never ANY good food in the house’.

			While this behaviour may also seem unreasonable, it’s also a cue for connection. While I don’t always have the emotional capacity or energy to get this right, when I can, I just throw my arms around him and I wait in the hug until HE decides to let go. No words needed. (You might think at 14 he’d be too cool for hugs, but here’s the thing: when our kids are feeling dysregulated, often this is  exactly what they need, and they intrinsically know that.)

			Here is what happens:

			
					He hangs in the hug for so long that I can find my mind racing to my to-do list or wondering when it might ‘end’.

					When he finally wriggles out, his whole face has softened.

					Sometimes that’s it. He didn’t have words to wrap around what was happening emotionally (even at 14); he just didn’t feel great – and the hug provided the reset needed to leave his brother alone. (Or this becomes the moment he opens up and tells me something that is on his mind, like he is worried about assessments that are due.)

					From there, we can reset or coach him on a different way of managing his emotions and get him to check on his brother etc. 

			

			How can we help kids with all these emotions?

			So, we now know that big feelings are normal. Phew. But we need to survive the young years with our kids and bring as much peace and joy to our homes. We still want the best shot at teaching resilience and the emotional skills that will help our child to cope better, and allow us to get from A to B. So how do we teach resilience?

			The answers lie in connection, boundaries and welcoming big feelings – and without a doubt, we always start with connection.

			Connection is how we answer our child’s biggest question: ‘Am I loved?’

			Our children have three key questions that they ask us from the minute they are born:

			
					Am I loved? (We answer this through connection.)

					Am I safe? (We answer this with loving limits and firm and kind boundaries.)

					Am I seen and heard? (We answer this when we welcome their emotions.)

			

			Young children experience their world through a lens of relationships, and these relationships affect virtually all aspects of their development. The most important relationships for our kids are the ones that happen with one or two primary caregivers (generally this is their parents), and the biggest impact we have on how our kids process emotion and relationships happens in the first five years. The goal in our parenting is to meet the needs of our kids so they grow up to have a secure attachment style. This is one of the biggest gifts we can give our kids.

			We’ve known about the impact of creating a secure attachment for a long time. In the 1930s, psychologist John Bowlby began working on understanding the significance of the relationship between a child and a parent, describing attachment as a ‘lasting psychological connectedness between human beings’. Today Bowlby is credited for having brought to life the concept of attachment, and the importance of the physical and emotional connection between a child and their parents or primary caregivers, as part of healthy development.

			The quality of the relationship a child has with one or two primary caregivers is the single most important factor in a child’s later development. This relationship sets the tone for how our child as an adult will live, love, work and even grieve. It’s the single biggest indicator of your child reaching their potential (academically and socially) as well as a factor in good mental health and physical health. It determines their self-worth, and ability to ‘get back up’ after falling or failing. It drives the kind of friends they will make and how they retain those relationships. It is the foundation for all the emotional intelligence skills we hope for in our kids: kindness, compassion, resilience, creativity.

			The relationship of a child with their primary caregivers also determines their attachment style. Research shows that adults who have a secure attachment style are happier and have better relationships, including how they parent their children.

			So yeah, focusing on relationships and meeting the emotional needs of your kids, rather than holding up flashcards, is definitely the way to help your child be the person they can be.

			But before you panic or worry you’ve missed the boat because your child is already 5 or 8 or 18, please also know this: it’s never too late to improve the relationship we have with our child. The brain is always developing, and we can form new neural pathways even as adults.

			We also know that while this relationship with our primary caregivers has a huge impact on development, it’s not everything. We are also who we are as individuals – and it’s not just what happened to you in the first five or eight years of life that counts, but how you’ve made sense of it. Many adults have stories of challenging upbringings, but have worked on their ability to regulate in therapy or through meditation or self-reflection. Bottom line is that it’s never too late for us, or our kids.

			A few facts about the parent–child relationship and attachment:

			
					Children have one or two primary attachment figures. This can be two parents, a single parent, a parent and a grandparent or other relative, adoptive parents, and the list goes on. They don’t need two; they only need one (two is a bonus).

					Grandparents, other carers and educators are secondary attachment figures. They are important but have less impact on a child’s attachment style.

					The attachment with the primary caregiver(s) needs to have a balance of warmth and structure. The child moves in and out of proximity from seeking warmth and structure as they need it, and a parent or caregiver who is responsive to this makes a big difference to the security of the bond. 

			

			Am I loved? Connection with us is our child’s love language

			Connection is how we answer the most important question we all have as humans: Am I loved? 

			It is widely said that adults have five love languages, and yet when it comes to our kids, they really process love as one thing: feeling connected with their parents or primary caregivers. Connection is so important for kids and for fostering emotional intelligence, simply because this forms the foundation of how they view themselves. Connection makes kids feel intrinsically lovable and worthy of love. 

			This feeling of connection is something that happens when you are with your child and time stops even for a second as you ‘see’ them. It happens as much with a hug, or our face ‘lighting up’ with delight as they enter a room, as it does with just being with them and letting them know how much you enjoy their company. Connection isn’t just the good stuff though. It is also sitting in the ‘eye of the storm’ with a child who is struggling, remaining in relationship with them, and balancing warmth with being a leader for them when they need it. When we are truly in connection with our child, we are more able to be what they need.

			Let’s be real here. Parenting is not for the faint-hearted and it’s certainly not skipping with your child through fields of connection flowers every day. More often than not, it can feel like you are waging a war, sleep-deprived and just trying to put one foot in front of the other. But connection is the antidote to all of that. It is how we keep what’s important while also juggling the day-to-day demands. Interestingly, it’s also how we best meet the fundamental needs of our kids.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Delight in your child

						
					

					
							
							When I talk about connection with kids, I think of the concept of ‘delight’. When we delight in our kids they feel ‘delightful’ – secure in the knowledge that just by being themselves they bring us joy. 

						
					

					
							
							Evidence shows that delight in the parent–child relationship is one of the fundamental factors in having a secure attachment, and that the more a baby or child is delighted in, the better their outcomes. 

						
					

					
							
							Delight can be an electric supercharger to your relationship with your child. To explain what I mean by delight, I want you to close your eyes and picture your child asleep in their bed when you go to tuck them in at night. Maybe they terrorised you all day long and now you look at that tiny body, those squishy hands, their sweet mouth as they breathe, and it feels like your heart might just explode . . . That is delight.

						
					

					
							
							We can’t always access our feelings of delight for our child when they are melting down, or when we are rushing to drop them at day care and get to work. But, when we can, it can reset a day, open our hearts and fill your child’s connection cup to the brim. 

						
					

					
							
							Tip: Greet your child like the dog does!

						
					

					
							
							Try to picture how a golden retriever greets its owner when they come home, bounding towards them with pure love and excitement. Dogs are brilliant at showing delight for us, whether we are happy or sad to see them, and can be excellent teachers of how to delight in your child.

						
					

					
							
							Try surprising your child with ‘delight attacks’ every now and then. Maybe you pop back in to your child just after you have tucked them in because you simply ‘need one more hug’, or you just come up near your child as they are playing quietly and give them a big squeeze because you ‘love watching them play’. The effect of this on our kids is profound – the person they most rely on for absolutely everything delights in them for no reason, and this makes them feel worthy of love, and makes them feel ‘delightful’. And when we feel delightful as humans, we go well. 

						
					

				
			

			Filling your child’s connection cup

			I like to work with parents to visualise that our children have a cup they need filled with connection with us. There is also a second cup that fills up with our child’s emotions, and they need our help to empty this cup.

			Picturing the cup can really help in the day-to-day ‘grind’ of parenting, to spot where your child is at, and to meet their needs. 

			Children are always seeking our connection because, put simply, their survival depends on it. Human beings are completely dependent on their tribe for survival, so the answer to a child’s biggest question – ‘Am I loved?’ – is everything.

			A child is not able to process the meaning of the words ‘I love you’ at age 2 or 3 (or even, I would argue, at 14), because this concept is too abstract. But they do need to know and feel they are loved, and we show this predominantly through physical connection and time spent with them. This is our child’s love language. Kids go better when we fill up this cup, and it’s impossible to overdose a child on connection. 

			We fill a child’s cup when we talk to them, play with them, listen to their ideas, and when we hug, kiss and fist-bump them. When we do these things for our child, even for a second, we are saying, ‘You are worthy of love and you matter to me.’

			The second cup fills up with your child’s feelings and ability to regulate emotions, and they need our help to manage it when it overflows. We all know, even as adults, that on some days the smallest thing will tip us ‘over the edge’; our kids are no different.

			Some children have a very small cup (like an egg cup). That child may seem ‘thin-skinned’ or deep-feeling. Some kids seem to have more capacity to manage upsets before they spill over the edge. No matter how big a child’s emotional cup is, when that cup overflows the child will be dysregulated.

			This explains why a meltdown over the fact you’ve peeled a banana ‘wrong’ can feel like a huge overreaction, because we’re not aware of what else has gone into that emotional cup before this moment. Their cup overflows and they can no longer regulate through ‘one more thing’.

			Let’s take a 3-year-old called Luca. He has been excited about his friend Ivy’s birthday party all week. So his mum is shocked when he gets to the party and he doesn’t want to give Ivy her present, he winds up pushing someone over in the jumping castle, and then he has an enormous meltdown before the cake has even arrived. His mum feels frustrated and thinks, ‘He was so excited! Why can’t he just enjoy himself?’

			Let’s take a look at Luca’s behaviour with his ‘emotional cup’ in mind. On the day of the party, when he wakes up there’s a change to his routine because the party is on and Mum has forgotten to get the present, so Luke needs to rush. ‘We’re getting ready for the party,’ Mum keeps saying. Then Luca has to get dressed in his good clothes and they are scratchy. His emotional cup starts to fill up.

			Then they go to the toy shop to pick a present for Ivy. Luca is excited to buy Ivy a present, but it’s so hard not to pick something for himself as well. He is disappointed. (His cup fills up a little bit more.) Then his little sister is crying and his mum is really busy feeding her, and now they are late (more in the cup).

			As excited as Luca is about the party, by the time he walks in, his emotional cup is already full and he just can’t hand over the present. The demands of the situation require more than he has left in the cup. He is no longer regulated, and is unable to be reasonable even when his mum pleads with him to hand over the gift. 

			Through this lens we can see why he is more likely to struggle to share, or cope with the crowds, or find the jumping castle or the cake or the new food or the singing too much. Quite simply, Luca’s cup had nowhere to go but to overflow.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Ruby

						
					

					
							
							Ruby is 6 years old and is adjusting to the beginning of Year 1 at school. She has just found out she will be in a different class from all her friends. Ruby has always been a kid that needs to move, plus she finds dresses a bit scratchy, so school days can take a lot out of her as she is required to sit still and focus on all the rules. All these things place a load on Ruby’s emotional cup. In addition, she is still learning to separate from Mum at the gate and with her best friend now in another class, things are even harder.

						
					

					
							
							All of these things fill Ruby’s emotional cup each day, and before and after school has been tough. Her mum knows this, and she also knows Ruby loves going for a scooter ride with her, so when Ruby asks for a ride together after dinner one night her mum says yes. But when her mum tells her she needs to put shoes on, Ruby simply falls apart.

						
					

					
							
							Most parents, like Ruby’s mum, can be left feeling: ‘Why is she being so unreasonable? She knows she needs shoes to scoot!’ We may as parents even start to think, ‘I don’t want to raise a child who is ungrateful for what I do with them, who isn’t resilient or flexible.’ And we may even decide that because of this extreme behaviour, Ruby needs a ‘timeout’ to calm down, or maybe even that she needs a punishment to learn. We do this because we want to teach our child a different way to behave.

						
					

					
							
							When we view Ruby through the lens of the two cups, we can see her connection cup may be a bit low as she adjusts to a new year at school; but her emotional cup is overflowing from the pressures of the school day and the separation from her mum and friend. Quite simply, Ruby just has nothing left to give when it comes to one little bump at the end of a day. She is no longer coping.

						
					

				
			

			Is the above scenario frustrating for a parent? Yes. But also, it makes so much sense.

			Believe it or not, what Ruby needs to help her with everything that is going on is for her mum to welcome that big feeling, to let that emotional cup overflow and then fill the connection cup.

			We can start with welcoming the feeling: we let Ruby know she is a great kid who is having a hard time right now, and that we know she feels strongly about not wearing shoes and we would like to understand more about what’s going on.

			What happens for Ruby in this moment is that she feels seen and heard. She learns that even when she is having big feelings her mum is right there, able to keep herself calm. That process is how Ruby becomes more regulated.

			The other thing is that there is now a space for connection and coaching. Maybe Ruby will be able to get shoes on, and they will go for a scooter ride, or maybe being understood allows Ruby to tell her mum more about what’s happening at school. With her emotions able to be let out FULLY, this will lead to Ruby feeling better and her emotional cup having more room in it for the next day at school. 

			Let’s look at two ways this could play out.

			Example 1: It all goes pear-shaped

			Ruby: ‘I won’t wear shoes.’

			Mum: ‘Ruby, you KNOW the rules. Either you want a scooter ride or not!’

			Ruby: ‘I hate you, I hate all of you. No one loves me.’ Sits down on the floor.

			Mum: ‘Don’t you talk like that, Ruby, you are hurting my feelings. This isn’t nice and you are being very ungrateful.’

			Ruby: Kicks her scooter over.

			Mum: ‘Go to your room. It’s not okay to kick your things.’

			Ruby: Runs off crying and slams the door.

			Mum: ‘I don’t know what to do with her! She’s just impossible!’

			In this (let’s be honest) very relatable scenario, everyone now feels miserable and Ruby doesn’t feel heard or understood. Ruby has been sent off to manage her emotions and behaviour alone (which she can’t do) and she learns that it’s not safe for her to show her mum her big feelings, so she may learn to keep them inside. (This is not self-regulation.)

			Example 2: Mum stays connected with Ruby and emotion-coaches her

			Ruby: ‘I won’t wear shoes.’

			Mum: ‘Ruby, you KNOW the rules. Either you want a scooter ride or not.’

			Ruby: ‘I hate you, I hate all of you. No one loves me.’ Sits down on the floor.

			Mum: ‘Whoa, Ruby! Sounds like you are not feeling great. I can tell things feel too much right now . . .’

			Ruby: ‘I hate shoes. I especially hate school shoes . . . and school shirts. The button scratches my neck.’

			Mum: ‘That makes sense. Lots of kids struggle with uniforms and stiff shoes. I get it, I hate high heels too – they hurt my feet!’

			Ruby: ‘I miss my friends. I hate being in a different class. I don’t know anyone.’

			Mum: ‘This start to the year has been hard.’ Pulls Ruby into a hug. ‘Making new friends is hard . . . I wonder what we could do to make things a bit better?’

			Ruby: ‘Could we arrange a playdate on the weekend?’

			Mum: ‘I reckon we could! That’s a great idea! And you know, with your school shirt let’s look at keeping the top button open. I can talk to your teacher about it.’

			Ruby: ‘Okay.’

			Mum: ‘What do you think about that scooter ride now? I’d love some time with you, but you will need shoes on.’

			Ruby: ‘Can I wear my red sneakers instead of my school shoes?’

			Mum: ‘GREAT idea!’

			While this second example takes longer in the short term, we know that this style of sitting in emotions (while holding the limit about the shoes) is the best way to help a child begin to self-regulate and build resilience. It also feels so much better in the moment. Trust me, I’ve done it both ways! 

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							More intense feelings

						
					

					
							
							In a child who is neurodivergent, has sensory needs or is very deep-feeling, when these big feelings arise, they can be more intense and more frequent. But, like every child, they still need help to make sense of their feelings and they still need to feel connected with a loving caregiver or parent. We need to do the same things, but just more of it and we may also need the help of a team. Depending on the needs of your child, help may look like family who step in to give you a break, but it can also be seeking out professional help.

						
					

					
							
							Just because a child experiences big feelings more than other kids, it doesn’t necessarily mean there will be a diagnosis. There are many kids who have big feelings who are just more sensitive (or deep-feeling) in the way they feel or experience the world. There are many kids who have a diagnosis who don’t have meltdowns. There is a lot of misinformation about what a diagnosis might look like, and it’s very hard to see our own child clearly as our view will always be clouded by our own fears and love for them.

						
					

					
							
							If you are ever worried about whether there is ‘more going on’, I 1000 per cent recommend checking it out. I tell parents who feel like the struggles in their home don’t feel ‘normal’, or one child is completely dominating the house, or things are at a level where they are impacting daily life beyond what feels right, to always check it out with a GP. One of the best places to start is to get help from a qualified behavioural occupational therapist. You’ll never regret checking things out, and finding out more information about your child, and what’s underlying their behaviour and emotions, can be helpful in supporting them. 

						
					

				
			

			The magic of connection

			So we know that the goal is to turn out a child with a secure attachment, and the way to do this is through having a connected relationship. Connection doesn’t mean we are always kind and gentle. Connection with a child requires us to be both firm and kind, always tuning in to the needs of our child to find the answers. In the following two chapters you are going to learn all about boundaries and welcoming feelings, but in this chapter I want to talk you through ways to really connect with your child.

			Everything I know about connection comes from my friend, mentor, and all-round parenting LEGEND Maggie Dent. When I was a very young mum, deep in the trenches with two little boys, it was Maggie who first taught me about the magic that physical connection can bring to a relationship with young kids.

			Maggie spoke to me about ‘micro-connections’ and how a wink or a hug could reset a day in a second. When I started trying it out, I was blown away, not only at how well it worked to reduce tricky behaviour, but how good it felt. I knew I loved my kids – I did so much for them and I told them daily how much I loved them – but learning how to show them that love in a language they could intrinsically feel changed my relationship with my sons profoundly.

			Maggie explains it best: ‘Most parents would never question that they love their children wholeheartedly . . . However, children don’t always feel our love because “love” is a difficult concept for children and even teens to grasp. In a way, children see love as connection – where they sense that you not only see them, but that you feel them invisibly and strongly.

			Many people talk about having quality time with their children and, while that is a good thing, it might only come around once a week – or once a month in our busy society. I am more inclined to recommend micro-moments of loving connectedness or building “love bridges” which happen often, rather than just focusing on quality time created by an adult at a time convenient to them.

			Children live in the present moment and when we come and join them, even briefly, in that amazing place, it makes their hearts sing. When we can come to them and share in their childlike view of the world, children know we love them.’

			We love our children to bits. They are undoubtedly at the centre of our hearts and our minds and a perpetual priority but, babies aside, no parent can devote their every waking moment to a single child. All parents have competing demands on their time, their energy and their focus.

			We have relationships to maintain, physical and mental health to take care of, paid and unpaid work, responsibilities to relatives, the never-ending debacle of washing, not to mention the demands of multiple kids. No one child can ever really be the permanent centre of a parent’s universe because, as a parent, keeping a child’s world ticking means we have to keep ourselves ticking.

			Let’s be clear: the idea that any parent can make a child the centre of their universe around the clock is unrealistic, and not actually what our kids need. But there is a major hitch, and it’s this. For our younger kids, we really are the centre of their universe. The sun, the moon and the stars all rise and set with us.

			This is why when our kids start to feel that all is not right in their world, they seek us out – their safe base – in order to feel right again. We make their world feel right. They don’t have the ability to seek us out in a rational way and let us know they need connection, so they do it through behaviour.

			A common struggle that parents come to me with is that their child seems to constantly gravitate to the exact thing they know they shouldn’t do. This may be grabbing the TV remote that their parents have made clear is for grown-ups only, hitting a younger sibling, or standing on the kitchen table and staring a parent square in the eye with a look that says: ‘What are you going to do about THIS?’ Parents will often wonder, ‘Why is my child seeking attention in this way?’ When we stand back and look at this behaviour through a different lens, we can see that this is our child seeking connection, not attention.

			The challenge for parents is trying to make things right and to meet our child’s need to feel at the centre of our world. However, doing so at the level and frequency they seem to need can feel like an impossible task. What I have found is that connection is a magic shortcut to meeting the needs of my kids, and it really doesn’t take long at all. Connection with kids is about physically showing love with touch or time.

			Whenever you hit a struggle point in your parenting, I would love you to know that you will never regret starting with connection. Even when your child has really mucked up and it feels counterintuitive to ‘reward them’, trust that we cannot correct our child until we connect with them first.

			The connection strategies below are my go-to cup fillers. I use each and every one of them in my parenting, and I know – through my work with thousands of parents – that they are the best way to make your child feel loved and worthy of love. 

			SIX WAYS TO CONNECT

			
					Mini moments of connection

			

			My mentor Maggie Dent, who introduced me to the concept of micro-moments of connection, is a teacher and I now believe what she did was something much bigger than to just give me a ‘shortcut’ to connection. The thing about a mini moment of connection is that, in that gesture of a wink, a hug, a fist-bump or just noticing what they are doing (‘I love watching you draw’), we make our child feel good, but something bigger also happens. We actually get better at enjoying our child. We tune in to them and it feels good. This is the magic of micro-moments, and I’ll be forever grateful that Maggie helped me to learn this art of connection with my children because it has not only profoundly influenced our relationships, but also my ability to enjoy my kids.

			Key examples of mini moments of connection:

			
					A wink, a hug, a fist-bump or a ‘head ruffle’ can all be more powerful for kids than words.

					A ‘butterfly kiss’ or another special code that your child knows is special and means you love them.

					Connect through fun, silly or active chasing games, rumbling, tickling (always respectfully and stopping when your child says stop). These games can reset a morning and kids love the anticipation.

					Connection through dancing in the kitchen, singing in the car, enjoying cooking together.

					Blow your child 10 kisses. See if they can ‘catch them’ and blow some back for you to keep for later.

					Hug your child for ‘no reason’ and say you couldn’t help giving them an extra cuddle.

					Notice your child trying at a new skill and let them know how you noticed their efforts: ‘Wow, you’ve worked so hard at that, how do you feel?’

					Love them for who they are – just enjoy observing them play or draw or do cartwheels, and let them know how much you love watching them.

					Delight in them for no reason. Grin as they enter a room to communicate you are so glad they are here.

			

			
					Special time

			

			Kids feel most connected with us when we ‘enjoy’ time with them and it can surprise many parents to find out that this doesn’t need to take all day. In fact, one of the biggest ‘bang for buck’ tips I can give parents who want to make their child feel loved is to try to set aside 10 minutes of ‘special time’ with their child.

			I want to note a really important point here. We don’t need to spend ‘more’ time with our kids. In fact, evidence points to the fact we are probably overdoing it when it comes to this. We drive our kids to activities, and we supervise their free play more than any previous generation, so special time is not in addition to this; it is an idea to help time-poor parents realise that our kids go better with quality over quantity. We can ditch a lot of the guilt around the need to constantly ‘play’ with our kids and know that independent play is much better for them. Committing to some special time once a week, or more often if you want, and making it count can be one of the best ways to really show your child how much you love them.

			To make special time ‘special’ it needs to be:

			
					one-on-one

					distraction-free (no phone, no baby, no folding washing on the side)

					child-led (we let our child pick the activity and we follow their lead).

			

			Much like a holiday, the magic of special time is often in the anticipation of it, as well as remembering it afterwards. As you tuck your child in at night you might tell them: ‘The special time I had with you today was the best part of my day.’

			A dad in one of my classes asked me if watching the arrival of the weekly garbage truck with his son was ‘special time’. He told me his son loved garbage trucks and so each Tuesday they’d get out chairs and wait for the trucks – the highlight of their week. Of course, I said it was such a lovely way to have special time!

			The dad contacted me a year later to tell me that not only was the garbage-truck time still going, but this part of the week had become one of the moments he most looked forward to with his son. 

			We are our child’s first and most important relationship, and when we let them know – even in just 10 minutes together – that we love spending time with them, everything goes better.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							The magic of special time

						
					

					
							
							Just after I had my third son, my second-born started getting out of bed at night. At first it was funny, cute even. Eventually it became an issue. He was waking his older brother who needed his sleep – and was interrupting some serious post-kid-bedtime Netflix time.

						
					

					
							
							We had tried talking to him, pleading with him, even putting him into the portable cot to keep him in place and nothing was working. Eventually something inside me thought this was about connection.

						
					

					
							
							So, I took him out for a milkshake. Just him and me for about 20 minutes tops. I remember that he sat opposite me and never really said a word, and yet the image of his little face is burned into my core memory because there he was just grinning at me. Wide-eyed, chubby hands gripping that milkshake, and it was clear he was loving this little moment of just us. He felt amazing! Here he was out with just his mum, no big brother and no baby, and the impact was palpable.

						
					

					
							
							The ‘getting out of bed’ was never an issue again.

						
					

					
							
							Sometimes children will seek connection in tricky or surprising ways – and connection (not discipline) can solve the problem.

						
					

				
			

			
					Hold the hug

			

			One of the things I work on with parents is spotting their child’s ‘cues’ for connection. And here’s a hot tip: a cue for connection can look very much like a child ‘seeking attention’ by acting out, pushing boundaries or driving you wild. Once we can spot that and see it as our child coming to us to have their emotional cup filled, we can attempt to fill that cup up. 

			We mostly fill our children’s emotional cups with connection. This is the physical display of love and delight. Noticing them, playing with them, hugging them or fist-bumping them. But there will be days when their cup is so empty a fist-bump just isn’t going to cut the mustard. In these moments we need to bring out the big guns.

			When was the last time you stopped everything and hugged your child as if there was nothing else in the world you needed to do? No ‘to-do’ list. No washing to hang. No other kids to attend to. A hug as if you were never ever going to let them go?

			What I’ve worked out is that, most of the time, as parents we are the ones who ‘end’ hugs. This makes sense because we often hug at drop-off or bedtime, and these are transition moments when we are trying to get from A to B. We bend down, we give a cuddle and then we scoot out – which is all good and well if your child’s cup is filled. 

			But when a child is having a really bad day and seeking connection in ways that are frustrating and undesirable, I have found that going in for a hug with no intention of letting go can be the most powerful, efficient, turbo-charged way to ‘fill their emotional cup’.

			
					Stories and narratives

			

			To make the abstract concept of love feel ‘real’ for kids, we often need to create a picture for them. You can be as creative with this as your imagination takes you. You can ask your kids to ‘guess’ how big your love is. ‘Bigger than a whale?’ they might ask. ‘Bigger!’ you can reply. Kids love the fun and craziness of this as much as the way they feel loved.

			Here are some more examples:

			
					Draw a heart on your child’s wrist and one on yours, telling your child you will press the heart and think of them while you are apart or in bed.

					Give your child a connection object (something of yours or a special toy), which they can hug when missing you.

					Create a special code that means ‘Mummy/Daddy loves you’, which only the two of you share.

					Tell your child all about what they were like as a baby – how cuddly or how busy they were. They love to hear about how we felt about them when they were babies. 

			

			
					Roughhousing, tickling and play

			

			Have you ever noticed how much kids delight in physical games, such as roughhousing, tickling and chasing? These games sometimes dance on the edge of fear, exhilaration and even physical aggression, yet this play is incredibly good for children. The benefits of these games have been well documented. Roughhousing teaches kids where the limits are, and leads to better regulation of emotions and also more self-control around aggression as adults. Plus, it’s a supercharger for connection. Always roughhouse with consent: it’s important to keep checking in and pull back when they look worried or ask us to stop.

			
					Use writing to connect

			

			As our children get older they are capable of processing connection through the written word. In a similar way that our children process love through physical acts of connection, our slightly older children sometimes process things visually or through writing, even better than they do verbally. So using writing to connect with kids can be really effective.

			Here are some ideas:

			
					A card to thank them for being a great kid or to say you’ve noticed the effort they’ve put into something they’ve been working on.

					A notebook to share ideas or to send each other messages, which can be left under your pillow.

					Little sticky notes left in lunch boxes or on mirrors to surprise your child when they least expect it.

					A story of love or of your relationship with your child that you type out and perhaps even read to them at bedtime.

					When there is going to be an absence like a parent leaving to go to hospital to have a baby, a special card containing a story about your connection with them and some photos of when they were a baby.

			

			Ideas for connection can be as unique and special as your child. When kids feel connected with us, they are more likely to feel confident and happier as they move through their days.

			I often joke that, when it comes to connection, kids are either like dogs who bound up to you and could take your hugs all day long or like cats who are choosy and a little aloof if you come on too strong. I have three ‘dogs’ and one ‘cat’. With cat-style kids we can’t just go in for a huge front-on hug. We have to come up to their side while they are playing or watching TV, being subtle as we pull them onto our lap.

			One of the mums I worked with had a ‘tough to connect with’ kid. He was going through a really difficult time at school and she was noticing that ‘overt’ attempts at play or time together were being met with a ‘no thanks, Mum’. We workshopped what really made her child feel good and she came up with asking him to help her with something.

			She was embarking on some kitchen renovating and so she went to her son and told him she was really stuck on choosing paint colours. She was hoping he’d help. He was tentative at first but in time the paint became this wonderful project they shared. He felt so important as they shared the task and loved that his mum needed his help and cared about what he thought. This creative project evolved into a shared interest in cooking, and the mum wrote to me recently to say they made a new recipe together each week and they were loving the joint project of picking and preparing food together.

			One last thought about connection . . .

			I think of connection as being like the foundation of a house. It’s what everything else that happens for our child, and within our relationship with them, stands on. If we don’t have the foundation right, nothing else is going to work. What surprises me to this day with my boys is just how much these tiny moments can change the vibe, or shift a problem from being unmanageable to manageable.

			Connection with our kids makes them feel worthy of love and belonging, and somehow more able to tackle the tough moments in their day. But above all, it’s in these moments of shared time, shared experiences and shared delight that I feel most grateful to be a parent to four incredible humans.

			The thing about parenting is that it is forever changing. Just when you think you have a handle on a stage, in comes the next stage or area of development, and you find yourself thinking, ‘Why is this happening and what do I do about it?!’ When I feel stuck, I sometimes think, ‘I need a parenting educator.’ And then I think, ‘Oh bugger! I am one.’ And then I think, ‘What would I tell another parent?’ and then the answer comes to me in a flash: ‘I’d tell them to start with connection.’  

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Boundaries and behaviour – carrot or stick?

			Picture this: your child hits the baby for the 14th time this morning. You’ve tried explaining that they need to use ‘gentle hands’ or you’ve said on repeat, ‘We don’t hit in this family.’ You’ve tried ignoring it, or just moving the baby elsewhere. Perhaps you have a reward chart, or you try to notice gentle behaviour and praise your child. Or maybe you’ve lost it or tried a timeout or sitting your child in the corner. Maybe your neighbour advises you that if he hits, you should hit him back. You may be thinking: ‘What on earth do I do now? Nothing is working!’

			If you are feeling like you are just not sure how to effectively set boundaries (without ruining your child’s spirit), you are not alone.

			You are not alone – this shit is really hard

			What you are going to discover in this chapter is that your gorgeous (and sometimes extremely challenging) child actually really does want to get it right, and none of the above techniques aimed at stopping them hitting the baby will work. You will also find out what will work – and you’ll have a plan for how to manage any challenging behaviour in a way that increases connection and cooperation, without squashing your child’s spirit.

			One of the reasons that I do what I do is because I found myself struggling when I had two kids – navigating my elder child hitting, snatching and frequently melting down, while also trying to manage a new baby who would cry all night long. I had no idea what was the ‘right way’ to help my elder learn. There was what my parents thought, what my sister or friends were doing with their kids, there were the books and parent educators, and there was a lot of pressure to not ‘stuff it up’. 

			I knew I wanted to do a good job and raise a kind, compassionate person. When my son was testing limits, my instinct jumped from rewards charts, to trying to encourage the ‘good’ behaviour, to sitting him in the corner, or scolding him to ‘nip this bad behaviour in the bud’. I didn’t feel like my husband and I were on the same page with any of this, and it really didn’t feel like anything I did was working. I felt like I needed a manual to tell me what to do. Because, more than anything, I wanted to ensure my son did not turn out to be an asshole!

			Through working as an educator with thousands of families, I now know that how I felt around boundaries is how most modern parents are also feeling. Many parents I work with wonder if the problem is them – thinking it must be that they are just not great at it or, worse, that there is something wrong with their ‘strong-willed’ child because they ‘just don’t listen’. Modern parents can also feel the weight of the generations before, as their own parents may say things like, ‘I wouldn’t have let you get away with that!’ This can increase feelings of confusion and shame. You may have even tried some of the parenting tactics from the past but they don’t feel right and don’t seem to work. It can feel like our kids are running the show and we are at a loss. You may be wondering – as I did – ‘Why did no one warn me it would be this hard?’

			If this resonates, please know that it is much harder to set and hold boundaries for your kids these days for two main reasons:

			
					You are trying to do it differently from the way your parents did, and so there is no roadmap, and

					Boundaries and limits upset our kids and we don’t want to do that because we feel responsible for their feelings. 

			

			Let’s unpack both of these.

			We are trying to do it differently from our parents

			I am a child of the 1980s. When I had a meltdown or did the wrong thing, I was sent to my room, yelled at or, on occasion, given a smack AND I absolutely knew I was loved and there was nothing I could do that would make me unlovable. 

			However, by the time I began raising my sons, I had access to more information and new evidence that smacking is ineffective, so I knew I would be approaching this aspect of parenting differently.

			My story seems to resonate with the millennial parents that I work with who, on the whole, love their parents, but appreciate that times have changed. We now know that many of the old-school and more punitive strategies for managing kids’ behaviour are less than ideal. So we try to avoid them.

			The problem is, it wasn’t modelled for us HOW to set a boundary without these old-fashioned techniques, so in the intense moments most parents find themselves grasping at different strategies, from reward charts, begging and distraction, to occasionally falling into the patterns of the past and resorting to timeouts simply because it seems like nothing is working. This can lead to feelings of confusion, guilt and shame.

			We don’t want to upset our kids

			Most of us know how to set a boundary at work, or in other aspects of our lives, but when it comes to our tiny 3-year-old we walk on eggshells and do anything to distract or avoid a limit, terrified to say no because of the dreaded meltdown.

			We don’t want to upset our kids because we live in a society that is uncomfortable with sadness:

			
					When a baby cries, we say, ‘Shhh, don’t cry’ and we shake a rattle

					When our toddler falls over, we say, ‘Dust it off, you’re okay’, and

					When a woman has a traumatic birth, we say, ‘At least you have a healthy baby.’

			

			We don’t do this to be deliberately dismissive; we do it because we were given a message when we were growing up that it’s good to be happy and less good to be sad, so we hide our tears and struggles. This is why most of us want to be ‘alone’ when we are upset, even though the answer nearly always lies in sharing our experience with others.

			So when we say ‘no’, and our toddler cries, we feel ‘responsible’ for fixing, solving or stopping the tears, which can result in backtracking on the limit, or yelling or punishing the child for their feelings.

			Am I safe? Kids need boundaries

			‘Boundaries are one of the highest forms of love.’

			– Janet Lansbury

			‘Yes, set limits and boundaries for your kids, but you don’t have to be an asshole about it.’

			– Dr Vanessa Lapointe

			Boundaries answer the second question that our babies and kids need the answer to: Am I safe? Our children may look like they want to run the show, but actually when children don’t feel like we have ‘got the wheel’, it can leave them feeling terrified. They need to know we’re in charge because at their core they know they can’t be. When they feel like they are in charge, they will try to find the limits through pushing boundaries or through their behaviour. 

			In order to set an effective limit for our kids, we need to be able to identify that one is needed. Brené Brown defines boundaries as ‘simply our lists of what’s okay and what’s not okay’.

			I know I’ve hit a boundary moment in my parenting when I think: ‘This isn’t working for me/This isn’t working for my child.’ Sometimes this is a whisper but most often it’s more like an unmissable ‘THIS ISN’T WORKING’. This ability to spot a need for a limit is essential because it allows us to be what our child needs and step into leadership mode.

			We want our children to be happy, but healthy parenting is not a democracy and doing it ‘right’ when it comes to limits will often make kids unhappy short-term. Children need to know that when they are not making good or safe choices, we can step in and be in charge, even when this makes us unpopular.

			I was working with a mum who was struggling with the act of physically stopping her son from hitting the baby. She was heartbroken. Of course she wanted to protect her baby, but when she would physically stop her son from hitting, the meltdowns were so extreme that she wondered if it was the right thing to do. She also felt that her son was so big and so overpowering that he was verging on too strong/impossible to stop.

			I asked her to picture that her son was 27 and she was telling him how he used to hit his baby brother when he was 3. What might he say?

			The mum replied: ‘He’d say . . . “Why didn’t you stop me?”’

			I practise this exercise with parents around many different boundary issues because, when we look through an adult lens, suddenly our child seems so little, so in need of help. It reminds us that we need to be in charge in these moments, not out of a sense of control, but out of kindness. No child wants to be hitting their baby sibling. If they are hitting, it’s a cry for help and we answer that with limits that are firm and kind.

			The same applies with older children and the use of a phone or screens. The fight for these things can be epic. The same idea applies. Ask yourself what your child would say to you as an adult – when they’ve accessed inappropriate material online as a child – if you said: ‘You just wanted that tablet in your bedroom so much, you just wouldn’t give in and we couldn’t say no’, or ‘The meltdowns were too much.’ They’d say, ‘But I was a child . . .’

			Keeping this idea in your mind is a good way of steeling yourself for the hard task of being the ‘bad guy’ who is actually a super loving guy, because setting and holding firm and loving limits is harder and therefore one of the true indicators of love.

			Imagine your child riding a bike along a very high, very narrow bridge. Consider two scenarios:

			
					The first where there is no railing. How does your child feel as they ride? Would they be riding with ease? Would they feel secure and safe?

					The second where there is a solid railing in place. As your child rides their bike, how are they feeling now? Do they feel more confident knowing that if they run off-course they will hit the railing?

			

			The child with no railings would be terrified. If they made a wrong move, they’d go off the edge. Kids in this type of scenario can get overly controlling or bossy, or very anxious, and both are a result of feeling scared. It may have them asking ‘Who’s in charge?’ by testing us with behaviour, and hoping that at age 2, 3, 5 or even 15 that it isn’t them. Kids don’t want to feel like they are in charge all of the time – they need us to be able to do that for them.

			The most convincing argument for boundaries I have heard comes from Brené Brown. In her book The Gifts of Imperfect Parenting: Raising Children with Courage, Compassion & Connection, she writes about working with university students around how strict or permissive their parents’ parenting style was. She found something really surprising.

			The students that were putting their hands up and calling out with enthusiasm were the people that had the most ‘strict’ parents. They were bragging about ‘how they weren’t even allowed TV at all’. Interestingly, there was another group of students who weren’t saying much at all. Their heads were down and they looked ashamed, so she spoke further to this group about their parents and they mostly said things like, ‘My parents let me do anything I wanted.’ Brené concluded that the university students whose parents felt confident to set and hold limits interpreted this as a sign of love, and the people whose parents were overly permissive equally interpreted this as a lack of love.

			When you set boundaries, you are teaching your child that you can love someone, and still say no to them if something isn’t working for you. This is a vital lesson about consent that we want our kids to have for life. Just imagine your child as a teen; they will feel confident in their knowledge that being a good friend doesn’t mean always doing everything the other person wants them to do. This is a real gift to your child and another reason boundaries are both essential and loving.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Firm and kind

						
					

					
							
							One of the struggles most parents have with boundary-setting is keeping the balance of the two key things our kids need from us in these moments, and that is being firm and kind.

						
					

					
							
							Our kids need us to be kind, compassionate and empathetic because this is the connection that helps them calm down, regulate and learn. However, they equally require us to be firm and in charge when they need us to be. This means confident, no-nonsense leadership and the ability to hold limits because we are the adult, and they are the child.

						
					

					
							
							If we are setting a limit and we are all firm with no kind? The impact for our kids can feel mean and harsh. If on the other hand we are all kind but unable to be the firm leader our child needs, the impact for our kids is that we are weak.

						
					

					
							
							It is this balance between firm and kind that has been shown to make kids feel the most safe and secure and less likely to frequently act up to find where the limits are.
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			Before you panic here and think ‘I am mean’ or ‘I am weak’ or, worse, ‘I am both!’, know that we all struggle with this.

			No parent on earth can sit at the top of this highwire feeling totally comfortable with their ability to hold a balance between firm and kind. We ALL mess up. Plus, you and your partner will likely dip in different directions in that one of you finds it easier to be firm, the other kind. But know you both have strength points and you both have struggle points.

			The most common scenario I see when I do a one-on-one is that we usually partner up with someone who sits slightly opposite to us. Knowing that we all struggle in different ways is one of the steps to getting on the same page in your parenting. It’s through this that we can go from ‘You are too soft on the kids!’ and ‘You are too hard on them!’ to understanding each other’s strengths. From here we are able to come at our parenting as a partnership. 

			FIVE THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT BOUNDARIES

			
					Kids need boundaries to make them feel safe and these need to be set in a way that is both firm/in charge and kind/compassionate.

					Modern parents struggle with boundaries because they are trying to do it differently from their parents.

					One of the other things that can hold a parent back from setting a boundary is the fear of upsetting their child.

					Kids who don’t have boundaries set in a way that is firm and kind feel afraid. This can make them act up to find the limit, freeze with worry, or melt down more often.

					All of this makes these moments really tough, because there is no road map and our child may get upset. (Don’t worry, a road map is included in this book so hang in there.)

			

			Rewards and punishments

			Kids need boundaries to make them feel safe. But how do we set a boundary without breaking their spirit or ruining our connection with them? Let’s look at what techniques do and don’t work.

			One of the most common questions I get around boundaries is this: ‘If I don’t punish or set consequences for my child, how will they learn?’ My answer is that most of the time we don’t need consequences at all and the reason for this is simple: kids don’t muck up deliberately.

			So, in general, punishments and consequences that are not natural or relatable simply won’t work because they assume that your child hitting their brother, for example, is a choice.

			What I have come to learn is that it’s never our child’s first choice to muck up. And mucking up is our cue to step in and help our child out. We can do this sometimes through limits and boundaries and sometimes through natural and relatable consequences where the aim is to ensure safety and teach – not to shame or punish.

			When I think back to how I was setting boundaries with my son 14 years ago, all of the techniques I was using were what Alfie Kohn would describe as ‘conditional’ or from a behaviouralist model. We either praise and reward the good stuff to get kids to do more of that (the carrot), or we punish them with threats or timeouts (the stick) to extinguish the stuff we don’t want. 

			Kohn showed in his book Punished by Rewards that conditional parenting and the use of rewards and punishments do not change behaviour long-term. In fact, they lead to a lack of compliance and a decrease in cooperation in the longer term. They also lower intrinsic motivation, decrease connection and can lead to an increase in mental health issues and lower self-esteem. Ross Greene is another leader in the field of research and writing on the effects of praise on children. What he and Kohn have found is that praise works best if we praise effort over outcome. This is because when we praise outcome, children process the praise as being contingent only on that outcome. Longer term this can mean they get hooked on rewards, or they struggle when they don’t win or achieve that desired outcome.

			Here are some easy switches you can make to the way you praise:

			Instead of saying: ‘You are so smart.’

			You can say: ‘I can see how hard you are working on this.’

			Instead of saying: ‘Good girl.’

			You can say: ‘Thank you, I appreciate your help.’

			Instead of saying: ‘You got an award, you clever thing. Let’s put it on the fridge.’

			You can say: ‘You got an award . . . how did that make you feel?’

			Instead of saying: ‘Good boy for sharing.’

			You can say: ‘I am seeing how good you are making your sister feel by sharing with her. She loves playing with you.’ 

			The same goes for punishment. The reason punishments don’t work is because they don’t teach your child the skills they are lacking in order to do things differently next time.

			Here are more helpful examples:

			Instead of saying: ‘If you hit your sister, I will send you to your room.’

			You can try: ‘I won’t let you hit. I can see you are frustrated and you can be mad but you may not hit.’

			Instead of saying: ‘Clean your room or there’s no TV.’

			You can try: ‘Hey guys, once this room is clean, we can have some TV.’

			Instead of saying: ‘I am going to count to THREE.’

			You can try: ‘Hmm, I can see you are having trouble listening. I am here to help.’

			While these tweaks may seem pedantic, the research is clear: praising effort over outcome makes a huge difference to intrinsic motivation and self-esteem in the long term. When we punish a child they usually feel less connected with us, and this sends their brain into a heightened state of flight, fright or freeze. When kids are in this state, they are unable to process our coaching, and learning to change the behaviour will be slower.

			This has resonated so much in my own parenting. I have noticed there is a completely different energy with my boys when I comment on the effort they have put into things, rather than the outcome. I still say ‘good boy’ or ‘good job’ a lot – it’s a hard habit to shift. However, when I can, I switch this to a connection-building moment by either asking a question like, ‘How did you do that?’ or ‘How do you feel about what happened?’ or I simply comment on the effort I noticed – for example, ‘You are really enjoying all that colouring in,’ or ‘I can see you are being so patient with your brother today, and I think that makes him feel good.’ I have really noticed the difference in my kids’ desire to share more with me, and it feels so much better in the moment.

			Full disclosure. At least once a week I still hear myself saying, ‘If you don’t clean your room there will be no Nintendo.’ I say to myself, ‘This won’t help them be more cooperative long-term, Gen,’ and then I think, ‘I just need these rooms cleaned.’ The good news is that we don’t need to nail this all the time, but when you can tweak your praise and your punishment some of the time, you increase connection and intrinsic motivation.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Praise effort over outcome

						
					

					
							
							A dad I worked with wrote to tell me of how changing up the praise was going in their home. They had originally come to me about their younger children, but they had been applying the same advice to their teenager.

						
					

					
							
							‘Our son came home with an incredible report card. He’d really been working hard, off his own bat, to improve his grades. This was a massive turnaround. He’s really been a kid that has struggled to put effort in until now. He brought the report out to show me and when I saw how well he’d done, it took every ounce of strength not to jump for joy and tell him I thought it was AMAZING and how bloody clever he was.

						
					

					
							
							‘I held my breath, because we’d been working on changing the praise and punishments up in general with the little ones, and I’d seen it working with them, but also because I knew this moment mattered to him, and I wanted to really connect. I looked at him and said: “I can see how happy you are with this report, and I know how hard you’ve worked. How do you feel?” He paused, he looked me directly in the eyes and said, “Dad, I feel AMAZING.”

						
					

					
							
							‘I can tell it just resonated with him better because I asked him how he felt. It felt so much better for me too. I wanted you to know this is even helping with our older kids.’

						
					

				
			

			The way we praise makes a difference, and so does the way we set limits. We know that all the traditional punishments such as timeouts, smacking, threatening and ignoring are also less effective at increasing cooperation. 

			A study published in the Lancet in 2021 found that physical punishments (such as smacking) are both ineffective and bad for children’s development. In fact, it showed that it made kids’ behaviour worse, not better.

			Studies on punishments that isolate children (like a timeout or a naughty step) found that the impact on children can be worse than smacking. In his book Mindsight, Daniel J Siegel states: ‘In a brain scan, relational pain – that caused by isolation during punishment – can look the same as physical abuse. Is alone in the corner the best place for your child?’

			As I mentioned earlier, the crux of it is this: kids don’t muck up deliberately, so rewards and punishments simply won’t work because they assume that your child hitting their sibling is a choice. We know that children don’t hit or snatch or ignore us deliberately. When they do these things, they are letting us know they need us to help them. No child wants to be the difficult kid. No child wants to be the bad kid, the naughty kid, the whingy kid, or the kid who ‘loses it’ often. Why would anyone choose that when life is so much better for kids who go well, who comply easily, who don’t lose it? 

			Our kids really want to get it right. So when we punish a child for not being able to manage their emotions by making them manage their emotions alone (aka a timeout), our kids feel distressed, and while their brain is in that distressed state they are unable to think clearly or understand what they could do differently. 

			This can lead to a pattern where our child may do what we say because they are scared of punishment, rather than because they have developed an intrinsic understanding of what is right. Evidence shows this leads to lack of cooperation in the short and long term – our kids will still do the wrong thing; they will just try to hide this from us better.

			What doesn’t work to change behaviour long-term

			Carrots

			
					Rewards: ‘If you eat your broccoli, you can have ice-cream.’

					Star charts: hands up if there is a rewards chart on your fridge. [image: ]

					Praise: ‘You are SUCH a good girl; you are so clever.’

					Begging: ‘Please, honey, get off the table.’

					Distraction: ‘Hey, look over there. How about we get off the table and do iPad instead?’

			

			Before you panic, this doesn’t mean we can’t use some of these techniques in parenting, it just means they won’t change behaviour long-term. They can still be good things in your parenting toolkit so don’t chuck them all out: being mindful with them is the key.

			Sticks

			
					Smacking: note smacking has been shown to damage our kids’ mental health. It’s not illegal in Australia but it is in many countries.

					Timeouts: sending kids to their room or a naughty corner. Isolating kids has been shown on brain scans to cause the same emotional response in children as being physically smacked. Being isolated can be perceived as a threat to our connection with our child.

					Threats: ‘If you don’t stop screaming, then we won’t go and get an ice-cream later.’

					Punishments: ‘Because you hit your brother there is no TV.’

					Ignoring: planned ignoring with an idea that if we don’t give any attention, the behaviours we want to extinguish will stop.

			

			If you are anything like most of the parents I work with, your next question might be, ‘Um, so . . . what’s left?’ and this is a great question, which we will get to next! However, first we need to look more at why these methods don’t work at best, and negatively impact our relationship at worst.

			Both the carrot (praise, rewards, bribes) and the stick (threats, punishments, ignoring) are from a behaviouralist model. We either punish to extinguish a ‘negative behaviour’ or praise to encourage the ‘good behaviour’. The problem is that it’s been proven that neither of these approaches lead to long-term cooperation, and they may in fact negatively impact your child’s mental health and self-esteem in the process.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Behaviour as language

						
					

					
							
							Sadie was my eldest son’s family day carer. (If you are not familiar with family day care, it’s community, home-based child care with a local educator.) Sadie was like a GOLD find in child care. She loved my kids like her own and was a lovely woman who grew her own parsley, had chickens and would make my kids homemade tabbouleh and hummus for lunch. We loved her like a member of our family (and still do).

						
					

					
							
							One day, I was collecting my eldest son, Owen, when he decided he wanted the toy another child was playing with and, without warning, simply pushed that child over and took the toy.

						
					

					
							
							I was horrified! I didn’t want Sadie to think I was a ‘bad parent’, and in that moment I knew I needed to teach Owen a better way to behave. I reacted BIG. I firmly told Owen it was ‘not okay to push or snatch’ and promptly sat him in the corner. (I had heard this was appropriate, and at 2 he should be sat there for 2 minutes.) Owen was crying for me, and I was holding my ground. Staying firm. ‘Teaching.’

						
					

					
							
							Sadie, god love her, came up to me, placed a hand on my shoulder and said in the most loving way: ‘I don’t think this is working for Owen. He is seeking your connection and I think when you yell and punish, he is then seeking it out even more. It makes him snatch more.’

						
					

					
							
							I went home and I bawled my eyes out. I felt hopeless and ashamed, and like I was failing my son. That night I purchased my first parenting book online, The Secrets of Happy Children by Steve Biddulph, and a shift in my relationship with my son had begun.

						
					

					
							
							I will be forever grateful to Sadie for being honest with me. Sadie wasn’t a parent educator, child ‘expert’ or psychologist, but a mum who had raised four kids, and who had cared for hundreds of other people’s kids in her home through family day care. And because of that experience on the ground, she knew what my son needed. He needed connection.

						
					

					
							
							The minute I began reading about what evidence showed would work for kids around boundary-setting, I knew that I needed to change the way I was setting boundaries with my son. I learned that he was doing the best he could, and needed me with him in the tricky moments, not against him.

						
					

				
			

			Let’s look at why I now know that sitting a child in the corner won’t change their behaviour.

			Just say we are back in that situation and my son pushes his friend and snatches. I crossly tell him, ‘We do not push! You need to sit in the corner and come back ready to say sorry.’

			Here is what’s happening for my child:

			First, he already felt bad. No kid likes to get it wrong. When I isolate him, his system goes into fight or flight because isolation from big people is the worst possible threat to his existence. He’s now likely to get more angry or sad as a result, and his system isn’t calm, or connected, so nothing I now say is going in; he simply can’t process it. 

			He may or may not be able to come out of that corner and ‘say sorry’, but what he didn’t learn is how to not make the same mistake next time because I was never able to help him with the underlying reason that he snatched.

			He didn’t hit because he was a bad kid; he hit because he was dysregulated, and the emotional demands of the situation were more than he could handle. He was processing a new baby in the family, an extra day of day care, and this was 4 pm. He’d held it together – all day long – and then his mum arrived and his system went into overload and he snatched. By sitting my child in the corner, at best nothing is going to change and at worst he feels a little bit less lovable in a moment when he is already struggling.

			This also isn’t taking into account what led to his behaviour. Behaviour is the language of children: underneath is an emotional need, and unless we uncover what that might be in a connected and empathetic way, our child can’t learn to identify that emotion and make a different choice next time. 

			Can setting a boundary be prevented?

			A boundary may not be necessary if we spend time on connection, prevention and setting our child up for success. Here are some practical ways we can prevent a limit or boundary from needing to be set.

			
					Can you prevent the temptation altogether? Say that your 10-month-old is suddenly super interested in power points – can you cover them up or move a heavy plant in front until the phase passes?

					Prepare your child as MUCH as possible – use visuals and timers, and talk in advance about expectations.

					Use connection or humour to meet the underlying need and see if this shifts the vibe when it comes to certain moments.

					Try finding the YES before holding a limit really firmly. You might come up to your child jumping on the couch and say, ‘Ohhh, I can see your body needs to MOVE; you are so full of energy, let’s take that out to the trampoline!’	Is this the hill I want to die on?

	I learnt this phrase from a couple I did a fantastic one-on-one session with and I love it. It’s a great way of working out:

	a.	if we have it in us at this moment to set this boundary

	b.	if we are wanting to set a limit out of fear or stubbornness, or if it really matters.

	Picture that your child comes into the kitchen and asks for a snack. You might be ready to hold a firm limit because you feel strongly about snacks before dinner, and then you pause and remember your child has less in the tank on a Thursday post-day care, that you yourself have a tonne of work to do tonight, and a big meltdown isn’t going to help – or today you are just not so fazed about that snack.

	This is a good moment to pause and say: ‘You know what, I have thought about it and YES! Go for it.’ We do this for many reasons, but often because today this is not the hill you want to die on. (Also known some days as self-care.)

	However, the way you change your mind matters. This is not us giving in to emotion because we can’t handle it. It’s really important that you take a breath, and you can even say to your child, ‘Okay, I am hearing how much you want this, but I need a minute to consider it.’ You may add, ‘You know what, I have thought about it and I am okay with this today.’ This is quite different from screaming, ‘OKAY, JUST ONE MORE!’

	Three questions you might ask in this situation:

	•	Could a snack get us to dinner in one piece? Some days are harder than others and you may know your child is close to the edge (or you are), so you may decide that giving in to this smaller thing in the name of getting everyone to bed in one piece is the best choice.

	•	Does it work for me/my child to allow this? Sometimes we say no out of habit and then realise we were on autopilot. Save boundaries for the moments you are sure ‘this isn’t working for me/my child’.

	•	Am I setting a limit out of confidence or fear? (This is a big one!) Sometimes we hold a limit because we are scared of backing down. We worry we might look like a pushover. The truth is you can change your mind on a limit and still be in charge where it counts. In fact, being willing to listen and be responsive is a really good thing some of the time.

	I don’t know about you, but parenting is hard enough and I am a huge fan of making life easier when I can. This allows us as parents to retain the flexibility and fun that can make things that bit more enjoyable with our kids.




			

			Remember the ultimate questions when it comes to setting a boundary: ‘Is this working for me? Is this working for my child?’ If the answer to either question is ‘no’, then it’s time to step into boundary mode. 

			FOUR STEPS TO SETTING A BOUNDARY

			If you’ve tried prevention (see page 69) and your child looks you square in the eye with a look that says, ‘That currency, my friend, is NOT going to work today’, then we are in boundary town. It is possible to set boundaries in a way that is firm and kind AND keep the relationship with your child central. I recommend the following four steps when setting a boundary. This is the list I wish I had access to when I was starting out. These four steps always apply, unless there is any risk of harm (i.e. your child is hitting or hurting you, others or themselves, or damaging property). When there is a risk of harm, we jump right to step three (skipping one and two) because we need to make sure everyone is safe.

			
					Regulate YOU – breathe: we need to be able to come in calm and confident.

					Name the want or the feeling: this is done with authenticity and passion.

					Step in – set the limit and hold it: we need to be confident and in charge without losing our ability to remain kind and compassionate.

					Welcome the emotions: we have done our job, which is to set the limit. Our child’s job is to let us know how they feel about it and we need to let them do this.

			

			Example 1: The snack

			Your child comes into the kitchen and asks for a snack. Dinner is a few minutes away and it doesn’t work for you to give them a snack now. So you answer ‘no’. Your child lets you know they REALLY want that snack, and you know it’s time to hold a limit:

			Regulate YOU – breathe. You may take a short pause or take a breath. You might think, ‘I have what it takes to be kind and firm. I don’t love this part of parenting but I’ve got this.’ Some parents need to remind themselves to hold onto their ‘kind’ here and some need to encourage themselves to hold their ‘firm’.

			Name the want or the feeling. ‘Agh, you REALLY want a snack SO MUCH! It’s so hard when Mummy says no to things. I can see you are really disappointed about this.’ The most important element of this is that your energy and tone match your child’s. If you let them know you know the want or the wish with your words, but your arms are crossed and inside you are thinking, ‘For the love of god, it’s just a snack and you’ve had 17,000 today’, your child (a truth detective) will absolutely KNOW. The key here is genuine empathy, and letting your child know you really do understand their wish or want and that they are having a hard time.

			Step in – set the limit and hold it. ‘My answer is no.’ It really is as simple as NO. The important bit here is you are low and close to your child, you are calm and you are confident. You almost want to give off the vibe that for you this is no big deal; you can hold this limit even though you adore your child to the moon and back. 

			Welcome the emotions that flow. ‘AND I know how much you want one, and this is so hard.’ The goal of this step is to bring back our ‘kind’ and keep letting our child know that we do understand how much this means to them. This empathy is the key to everyone being able to move on. The goal is to say yes to the feelings even as we say no to the behaviour.

			These four steps give you some structure and don’t require you to use bribery or threats. You remain in control while keeping your connection. The other advantage is that threats and bribes will eventually stop working. We all know that bribes only get us so far, and as a mum of a teen I can tell you that the skills in holding a boundary with these four steps are still in use in the exact same way. These are the same steps I use with my teen and tween when they want high-caffeine energy drinks, TikTok or sleepovers that are not within my comfort zone.

			Example 2: Screen time

			Your child wants the tablet/video games. Maybe they are crying for it at 6 am and you are wondering where you went wrong. Maybe it’s your older child and they seem to be more and more ‘hooked’ on devices. Devices are addictive by nature – we know that as grown-ups by that horrible screen-time data we get each week, right? So it makes sense that children will struggle to regulate their screen time. Here is how you can manage and set limits around screens:

			Regulate YOU – breathe. You may be thinking, ‘Not the bloody iPad debate again! Is my child an addict? Am I really a mean parent?’ If it doesn’t work for you or your child to allow the tablet because, for example, you know that the tablet makes your child impossible to get ready for school, it makes sense to hold the limit.

			Name the want or the feeling. ‘I hear how much you want iPad time, you really wish I would say yes and I know how much you love playing games on it.’

			Step in – set the limit and hold it. ‘We are not doing iPad before school. You know the rule and I haven’t changed my mind.’

			Allow the emotions that flow. ‘I know . . . you love the games and it’s hard when I say no. We can draw or jump on the trampoline now and we can do games on Friday after school like we’ve talked about.’

			Example 3: A new baby sibling 

			One of the biggest challenges in setting boundaries for our kids arises when a parent welcomes a second baby. You suddenly need to keep the baby fed and safe, all in the presence of a toddler. Our toddler’s world has shifted and they may want to seek connection through behaviour like standing on their parent or the table, or threatening to catapult the baby out of the bouncer with vigorous rocking. Many parents feel uncomfortable saying ‘no’ or ‘I won’t let you stand on me’ because they want to make sure their toddler doesn’t feel pushed aside. This love, and desire to make our child feel loved, can actually wind up with us feeling really burnt out as parents and our toddler feeling really unsure of where they stand. Here’s how the four steps can help:

			Regulate YOU – breathe. You might remind yourself, ‘This isn’t working for me. I don’t want to push my child away harshly but standing on me is not working for me or the baby.’

			Name the want or the feeling. ‘I see you want to be close to Mummy while I feed the baby.’

			Step in – set the limit and hold it. ‘I won’t let you stand on my legs, it hurts. But you can sit right here next to me.’

			Allow the emotions that flow. ‘Yep, you are still trying to stand on me and you are smiling, but I think you are worried . . . You want to be near Mummy and you are not in trouble. Sit down, it’s hard being a big sister, isn’t it?’

			When we are clearly, confidently and kindly able to say to our toddler: ‘I won’t let you stand on me, but you can sit on my lap,’ a few huge things happen. Your toddler (who may not like it at the moment) knows you are at the wheel. This is really reassuring for them, especially when things have changed in their life with the new baby around.

			The goal in these four steps is to step in and embody the clear, confident leader that your child needs in these moments. Your child has had their world turned upside down and what they need is for us to let them know that they do have freedom and choice, AND when they need help we are also able to step in and take charge. I like parents to imagine that their toddler has ‘flipped their lid’ when they are taking a risk, or are hitting or hurting, or doing something that awkward or making you uncomfortable. We need to step in and be their frontal lobe. Let them know that they don’t need to worry about who’s at the wheel because we’ve got this when they don’t.

			This means that we get to decide to let our child lead as much as is working for both them and us, but we are keeping in mind their needs (and ours) and taking charge with confidence when it is required. So we are not letting our 2-year-old decide when they are tired; we are going to notice the cues that they need bed and help them out through confident and calm boundaries. This is all about stepping up into a leadership position and it’s a really hard thing to nail. A true leader is not begging or bribing, not yelling or threatening. The best leaders embody warmth and strength, and getting this balance right in parenting is the biggest job there is.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							You are allowed to change your mind about boundaries

						
					

					
							
							Sometimes a boundary moment can arise on the spot, and sometimes something that previously worked for you no longer does.

						
					

					
							
							Take, for example, when my eldest were 2 and 4. We had moved to a small apartment and we had no backyard. We had a huge, old couch, and no coffee table for them to hurt themselves on, and so my boys used to stand on, lie all over, eat on and jump on the couch.

						
					

					
							
							Eight months later, we had three kids and had moved to a new house with a yard and a brand-new trampoline. We also had a new coffee table that could take out an eye. It no longer worked for me to have my kids jump or eat on the couch. So we changed the existing rules and I set a boundary around this.

						
					

					
							
							Often parents will ask me this: ‘Is it okay that I lie down with my child to get them to sleep at night?’ I always reply, ‘Is it working for you?’ Fifty per cent of parents will say, ‘Yes, it’s working.’ They even quite enjoy it or it feels really natural within their values; their child falls asleep easily so it feels like a win.

						
					

					
							
							The other 50 per cent will say, without a moment’s hesitation, ‘NO, it’s not working for me.’ They will describe how it’s impacting their relationship, or their ability to work or have any downtime as a parent. In this case, it’s often also not working for their child who doesn’t go to sleep easily and more often than not things end in a meltdown at 9 pm.

						
					

					
							
							Your boundaries will be completely individual and that is okay because they are about being authentic in your relationship and keeping everyone in your home safe.

						
					

				
			

			‘Okay fine, just one biscuit!’ How to avoid collapsing.

			So, wouldn’t it be great if we set a boundary and your child said: ‘Thanks so much for setting that limit in a kind and firm way and with four clear steps!’ But we know that what is much more likely is that at this point exactly your child will either refuse to comply, or officially ‘lose it’.

			When our kids lose it, they may get angry, including kicking, hitting or yelling. They may get extremely sad and cry, or they may decide to test that limit in a way that seems unreasonable. As we finish the chapter on boundaries and prepare to take a deep dive into feelings, let’s look at the most common reasons we collapse.

			a) We are in public/in front of grandparents/others or in a social situation

			Yep. The worst nightmare of any parent. Even if our boundaries game is strong, the best of the best will fall here. If you do, please give yourself some slack because you are human and dealing with meltdowns in public breaks us all.

			My key tip here is to get low and close, and if possible get you and your child OUTTA THERE to anywhere safe where you can hold your limit and your child can show their feelings without the eyes of the world on you. This isn’t always possible and you do the best you can. Be super kind to yourself because public meltdowns really suck. 

			You’ll find more advice in the meltdowns chapter (see page 187).

			b) Our child gets really sad or mad and we just feel awful. We feel responsible for these feelings, or these emotions send our own system into fight or flight and we feel like if we don’t cave in to stop the crying we might lose it ourselves.

			When I work with parents and play out the snack scene, I ask if they feel like they sometimes collapse when their child gets really upset or angry, with a big sigh of ‘OKAY, you can have a snack but just ONE and no MORE!!’ Most parents crack up at this, instantly recognising this very familiar scenario. You are not alone!

			So, is it ever okay to collapse?

			Yes, there is always space for us to change our minds or totally backflip. But it’s important to be emotionally connected to whether you are backflipping with an aware mind, or if you are just overwhelmed by your child’s big feelings. The way we change our mind makes a big difference here. Following are two different ways we can backflip on a boundary:

			
					Our child is in the kitchen asking for the snack, we set the boundary and they start to let us know how upset they are. We pause for a second, we reflect, we hear our child’s wish for the snack and think, ‘This isn’t the hill I want to die on’ (see page 70). Calmly, we say, ‘I hear just how much you want the snack and you know what? I’ve thought about it and I think it’s okay to have one.’

			

			In this case the impact on your child is: ‘My parent hears how strongly I feel about this snack. They are still in charge but able to change their mind. They are not scared of me or my emotions.’

			
					This is different from when we change our mind simply because our child’s level of dysregulation becomes unmanageable for us, and we need to stop it or fix it. In this case we collapse in a way that is angry, or passive aggressive – ‘Fine! Do whatever you want!’ – and the impact on our child is different.

			

			In this case your child may be thinking: ‘I had these huge emotions of disappointment and anger and feeling overlooked and then I showed them to my parent and then they got so scared they changed THEIR mind about the rule or the boundary. Maybe I am too much, maybe my emotions are as scary as they feel to me.’

			In scenario two, we are also setting ourselves up for a situation where your child will continue to escalate each time until you give in – a situation that is fun for neither of you, and each time confirms that the big emotions will change decisions.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Picture your child as an adult

						
					

					
							
							If you are still unsure on whether something is ‘a boundary moment’, let’s return to the exercise I mentioned on page 54. One of the things that can stop us from holding a limit is the huge reaction from our kids. Parents describe feeling that they are ‘unable to contain or stop’ their young child from hitting the baby as they are so huge and strong (and determined). Or that the breakdown from an older child about not using a smartphone in the bedroom is just too much to manage, it can impact the whole house and setting a limit just isn’t worth it. If this feels relatable, the chances are you are really, at the core of it, struggling to regulate through your child’s feelings, and I get it. It’s bloody hard stuff! 

						
					

					
							
							Here is what motivates me through these moments to ‘be the bad guy’ and what I tell parents. Picture that your child is now an adult. You are telling them about this behaviour and how you ‘weren’t able to say no’ because they were too big or strong or too reactive. What would they say? Chances are they’d say: ‘But I was a child! Why didn’t you stop me?’

						
					

					
							
							By far and away the biggest reason that parents struggle to set and hold boundaries is because of the way boundaries and limits were set for you as a child, how your parents felt about your feelings when you showed them, and how you have made sense of this to date. So now we get our scuba gear on and we dive down deep into the murky deep sea of feelings.

						
					

				
			

			 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Why do I lose it when my child does?

			‘The best predictor of a child’s security of attachment is not what happened to his parents as children, but rather how his parents made sense of those childhood experiences.’ 

			– Daniel J Siegel

			No parent feels good when their child is struggling.

			Whether you are reading this book because your child has big emotions, or is frozen with fear and stuck to your leg right now as you read, or maybe gets overexcited and takes everything just one or one hundred steps too far, these are the moments where we somehow get stripped back to our core and often it can feel like all our creativity, compassion and humour goes out the window and we would do anything to just make these big feelings and behaviours STOP.

			Often these moments have us collapsing and losing our resolve to hold a limit or they have us parenting outside of our values. We scream, yell or isolate our child or we beg, bribe and collapse – either way, we feel like we are failing.

			Let’s get the core message out of the way right now: There is nothing wrong with your child, and there is nothing wrong with you and you are not failing. Read that again.

			How we feel about feelings

			This chapter is going to give you the biggest ‘AH-HA’ moment where you will finally understand not only why you lose it when your child does, but how to overcome that (some of the time) and help your child in new ways in these moments.

			How you feel about feelings (‘meta feeling’) is impacted by society as a whole and by how your parents felt about feelings. These two things will have the biggest impact on how you feel when your child loses it.

			As a society we are not great with what we perceive as negative emotions such as sadness. When parents are first handed their newborn baby, they are given this message by society: ‘Here is your baby – when they cry, you need to work out what’s wrong and FIX IT.’ 

			Parents I meet at the hospital are already overwhelmed because some days, no matter what they ‘do’, their baby won’t stop crying. They feel they are already failing, that they are not understanding their baby or maybe they even think they got a ‘bad’ baby. When I tell them to hold back the refund request, that actually babies are MEANT to cry, that sometimes crying is how they release an emotion, parents instantly feel so relieved.

			In addition, if when you cried as a child you were told to ‘dust it off’ or ‘not to be silly’ or sent to your room, you were given a very clear message that certain emotions were not to be expressed. You learned it wasn’t safe to show these, and it was better to either keep them in or express them in other ways.

			Put simply: you struggle when your kids do because your parents did too, and so did theirs, and so on it goes.

			Before you panic that I am going to ask you to blame your parents and rebirth yourself (this is not that book!) ask yourself this one key question. When you ‘lost it’ as a child, when you mucked up, when you hit or hurt, when you had a tantrum or a meltdown, when you came home in sadness or shame because you’d been bullied, what did your parents say and do? How did they react? And if you could guess, how did they feel?

			Some parents struggle to remember at first. They may say, ‘I don’t remember ever mucking up’ – this can be a sign that they learned really young that mucking up or showing emotion wasn’t an option; it can also take time to really remember. 

			Sometimes parents remember:

			
					Their parents dismissing emotions. For example, distracting or saying, ‘Where’s that smile?’ or ‘Show me a happy girl’ or ‘Be careful, if you keep frowning like that and the wind changes you might get stuck like that.’ They learned these feelings made their parents uncomfortable.

					Their parents disapproving of emotions. When they fussed too much, they were sent to their room or given a smack. Or their parents said things that made them feel ashamed of their feelings, like ‘Don’t be silly!’ or ‘You don’t see any other kids carrying on like this!’ They learned not to show these feelings as it would result in punishment or shame.

					Their parents being permissive or caving in to stop big feelings. Their parents may have been likely to say, ‘Okay, just have one’ or ‘Just give your sister what she wants.’ This comes from a parent who is permissive because the thought of holding a limit and upsetting their child was too hard.

			

			You can come from a loving home, have a fantastic relationship with your parents and still remember that your parents found some emotions harder to be with than others. This wasn’t a deliberate choice by them either; they were most likely unaware of how their own upbringing and society in general was impacting how they felt about feelings. By the same token, you can come from a home where emotions were dismissed or disapproved of and still be parenting in a way now that is meeting the needs of your children. It’s not a fait accompli, but it is a good way of making sense of where we struggle. 

			Reflecting in this way can be difficult, and many of us can be left feeling mixed emotions. But what we know is that having an insight into where your own parents struggled can help you to make sense of where you also struggle with your own child. It’s not about blame; it’s about making the covert or invisible way we view emotions more overt or visible.

			We actually don’t realise that we may struggle with our kids having a meltdown because we weren’t allowed to behave that way. We think it’s all about our child, when in fact our child is doing something that is healthy and vital for development, and it’s us that needs to regulate our feelings about our child having feelings.

			How we feel about feelings is one of the biggest indicators of what will impact your ability to be with others as they have feelings for the rest of your life. The biggest impact on how we feel about feelings happens in the first five years of life because that’s when our brain is forming. So, how your own parents felt inside when you cried as a newborn, fell over as a toddler or struggled to share as a preschooler is playing out in your reactions to your children and others to this day.

			I have discussed this question with thousands of parents, and I am yet to meet anyone who can say that every single emotion they had was welcomed with empathy, kindness and clear leadership. Most parents were able to accept some emotions but not others, and many people will report that one parent could welcome feelings more than another. Many dads I work with tell me that they can’t remember being allowed to share ANY emotions without fear of ridicule or punishment. I am always blown away by the incredible job these men are doing with their own children despite having to learn all about these emotions from scratch as an adult. 

			As a parent today, I think my parents did the absolute best they could to raise me AND I am trying to do some things differently because I have access to research that my parents didn’t have. Has this been easy? Hell, no. Sitting with my kids in the eye of a big meltdown or tantrum and resisting the urge to leave or yell or rush them is without a doubt my kryptonite. It’s become easier and easier though with the tools and concepts contained in this chapter and I can’t wait to share them with you.

			Before we move on, here are two really reassuring points about this evidence around feelings:

			
					It doesn’t matter so much what happened to you in terms of how your parents helped you with emotions so much as it matters how you’ve made sense of this. This is critical because it leads us to point two:

					It’s never, ever too late to change your relationship with feelings and impact generations to come in the process.

			

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Modern parents do it differently

						
					

					
							
							This topic is best articulated by a dad from one of my classes:

						
					

					
							
							‘Gen, I get it. I am doing the welcoming of feelings and all the stuff, we are not smacking and we try to let them know we get what they are feeling . . . but here is where I get stuck. My kids are definitely behaving in ways that I could never have gotten away with. My dad would hit first and ask questions later and we KNEW to respect him.’

						
					

					
							
							I listened to this dad, and we discussed how this is a really complex feeling we can have as modern parents: doing it differently in ways that often look louder, messier or less ‘well behaved’ and then wondering if maybe we have it wrong. I discussed some of the research that might help him, which showed that when we use this kind of authoritarian or behaviourist parenting style with kids, while it may get what looks like ‘respect’ in the short term, in the longer term, evidence shows that your teenagers are less likely to come to you with a problem because they’ve learned they will get punished for it. So what looks like ‘respect’ is, in fact, fear of showing emotion.

						
					

					
							
							The most incredible thing happened next. 

						
					

					
							
							This same dad said: ‘When I was a teenager, my dad was the last person I would go to when I had a problem . . . and you know what? I get on great with my dad; we have a great relationship but if I had a problem now, my dad is literally the last person on earth I would go to with the hard stuff.’

						
					

					
							
							What he realised was that while it looked like he had respect for his dad, it was more likely based on fear, and it got in the way of their connection. This understanding has given him the chance to create something different with his own kids, allowing for a true and enduring connection that can last a lifetime. 

						
					

				
			

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							This is a shame-free zone

						
					

					
							
							This is not about blame or shame. You don’t need to know why your parents were uncomfortable with certain emotions. But having a sense of which ones they found hardest gives us a HUGE clue as to which emotions we struggle most with.

						
					

					
							
							One of the things I often work with parents on is the reactions and feelings that can come up when you think back to what you might have needed or wanted to be different as a child. This is big work and sometimes best done with a psychologist to talk through some of your thoughts and feelings. Some people can feel angry, sad or disappointed for themselves as a child, and this is really important to honour and allow. (See Further help on page 339 for more info.)

						
					

					
							
							Blame and shame are really unhelpful when we work in this area. Blaming our parents can keep us stuck, blaming ourselves when we don’t do better; blaming our kids can also have us feeling like there is no way out. I have found the best answer to navigating the complex world of parenting and feelings comes from the legend herself, Brené Brown, who says ‘people are doing the best they can’. This is about applying the most generous assumption to our own parents, ourselves and our child. I apply this all the time: that my parents did they best they could, that I am doing the best I can, and that my kids, on any given day, are also doing the best they can.

						
					

				
			

			Welcoming the big feelings

			I often ask parents to close their eyes and picture that their child is now an adult who is coming over to visit them for dinner. I ask them to picture a world where sleep deprivation, nappies, sibling squabbles and mess is long behind them and I ask them this:

			Who do you want your child to be?

			The answers are most often very similar:

			
					They want their kids to be kind and considerate.

					They want them to be resilient, confident and brave.

					They want them to be creative in the way they solve problems.

					They want their child to reach their academic potential.

					They hope their child will be able to make and retain meaningful relationships.

					They hope their child will be happy.

			

			Everything that parents want for their kids is directly linked to children having a good understanding of their own emotions and the ability to relate to others. This is commonly understood as a set of skills we call emotional intelligence or EQ (emotional quotient).

			Up until the 1990s, parents thought that IQ (which is a number derived from a standardised intelligence test) was the most important indicator of success for their kids. Many parents would even begin this drive to educate their baby right from birth with flashcards or educational TV shows.

			Thankfully, those days are long gone, and we now know that a grown-up person’s ability to perceive, control and express emotions (or EQ) is a much more significant indicator in lifelong success, which includes academic success as well as success in relationships.

			Parents are looking to foster EQ skills in their kids. After all, we are a social species, and it makes sense that the biggest indicator of happiness and success is going to be linked to our ability to manage our emotions and get on with others.

			So, how do we help our kids with their emotional intelligence? It turns out it involves us allowing our children the chance to express their emotions fully. Welcoming in every big, ugly, messy feeling with arms open, letting our child know that we at some level know what it’s like to have that feeling, and we are right there with them while they feel it.

			The evidence is clear that the best way to build resilience, compassion, kindness and so many other EQ skills for our children is actually not to ‘teach’ our kids how we want them to be. Instead, it’s to accept that in order to learn about feelings, our child needs to experience them, and that we will be there both when our child is happy and when they are sad – and all emotions are healthy.

			Welcoming feelings in our kids some of the time is one of the essential elements of creating a secure attachment for our kids. A secure attachment style significantly impacts both emotional and cognitive aspects of empathy. We know that early relationships set up our child’s attachment style and EQ skills. Welcoming feelings helps your child to become more regulated and, over time, builds the EQ skills that will set them up for life.

			Our second job in helping our children to learn to process and regulate emotion is to give feelings a name. According to Daniel J Siegel, when it comes to emotions we need to ‘name them to tame them’.

			The way it works is that by us articulating the feelings that our child might be experiencing, we allow the frontal lobe – the thinking part of the brain – to start to come back online (see emotional regulation on page 17). This works for us too; learning to spot and name our own emotions helps us to process them. What’s been shown is that the more kids can spot and articulately name their feelings, the less these feelings overtake them. This leads to a decrease in mental health issues and depression long-term.

			I am not going to lie: welcoming feelings with your child can feel terrifying. (Remember you were taught that this stuff got you isolated or shamed some of the time so it triggers these same feelings in you when your child is upset.) But, learning to do this will have you yelling less and feeling much more able to set confident boundaries, and it will help you meet your child’s emotional needs.

			The thing that motivates me most when I struggle with my boys’ big feelings is this: ‘Who do you want to be the first call your child makes at 16 when they are in trouble or need help?’ If you want it to be you, then you need to get really good at letting them know that their big feelings are not too much for you.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Do less, be more

						
					

					
							
							What if the real answer to your child’s big feelings was to actually ‘do less and try less’:

						
					

					
							
							•	Less trying to fix

							•	Less trying to solve

							•	Less trying to teach

							•	Less trying to make it end sooner.

						
					

					
							
							The answer lies in how to BE, rather than in what to DO. This is much easier said than done when our kids are losing it, but often all they need is for us to just not join in. So instead of trying to DO anything next time your child is struggling, try to BE what they need instead:

						
					

					
							
							BE CALM: Model keeping your own breathing low and deep – sit on the ground if you can and focus on opening your body. Don’t rush these feels as they are better out than in.

						
					

					
							
							BE CONFIDENT: Be able to take charge and lead where needed; be a great leader and show them you can step in when needed to stop them hitting, hurting or making a mistake.

						
					

					
							
							BE PRESENT: Don’t let yourself panic that your child will never be resilient or there is something wrong with them.

						
					

					
							
							BE KIND: To yourself above all else. Self-compassion is key, and leads to more compassion for your child.

						
					

					
							
							These moments are so tough but sometimes when we let go of DOING and just surrender, we are able to BE what our little humans need. 

						
					

				
			

			Identifying challenging feelings

			Starting to reflect on what emotions were freely accepted in the home you grew up in, and which ones were not as accepted, can help with the process of working out which feelings your child expresses that you will find the most challenging. The exercise below is adapted from the globally run parenting course Circle of Security Parenting™. I have found that even carried out in isolation from the rest of the course, this exercise is really helpful so I have included it here.

			Please note that doing this exercise can bring up feelings about our own childhood, things we wish our parents could have done. It is really important that if you feel you need it you reach out for help to talk through this. See Further help on page 339 for help.

			Getting a handle on your reactivity

			One of the most important steps in being present for our child in all their feelings is gaining an awareness of which feelings make us most uncomfortable. This is so vital because if we don’t realise that our feelings about feelings are constantly affecting our reactions and relationships with our children, we are parenting in the dark, unaware that our subconscious mind and our amygdala are running the show in the moments that count. 

			When parents say to me, ‘I know the parent I want to be – but in the moments when my kids lose it, I don’t understand why I am losing it with them’, I tell them of a concept from Circle of Security Parenting International called ‘shark music’. This is essentially the soundtrack from Jaws playing in the background of our emotional lives, telling us there is something very dangerous happening, even when there’s not. 

			This is why your toddler having a huge meltdown can make your mind and body react physically in almost the same way it might if a giant crocodile or an intruder entered your home. Sweaty palms, increased heart rate, screaming, freezing and an inability to think clearly are all symptoms of fight, flight or freeze. Our toddler showing healthy emotions is not a risk the way the croc or robber is, and yet why does it feel so awful? 

			We are all different. Some of us struggle when our kids are angry, but for others it is sadness, or shame. We don’t need to know WHY some feelings make us feel worse but we need to know which ones. 

			Here are some examples:

			You are either scared or scary in response to emotions: You may find when your child is happy or sad you feel okay and able to be the parent you want to be, but when your child is angry or mad you feel terrified or you wind up shouting and yelling. Your reaction is either showing your child you are scared of their feelings by going into flight or freeze mode, or being scary in fight mode. All are a sign of a parent who was made to feel that when they showed that emotion as a child it was not safe in some way. Likely your primary caregivers were either scared or scary with you too. 

			You need to keep a lid on excitement: You may find yourself telling your kids, ‘Settle down!’ or ‘Look around, no one else is carrying on like this!’ You may feel embarrassed or threatened when they are being too over-the-top, joyful or silly. It may be the case that when you were growing up extreme joy was something that you were not meant to show: ‘Boys don’t carry on that way’ or ‘Children should be seen and not heard’. This can really be mucking with your ability to connect with and enjoy your kids because the ‘shark music’ is pushing you into that fight, flight or freeze response. 

			Your child gets sad and you feel mad: When your child cries because they graze a knee you feel okay. You are able to soothe them easily and so you feel fine. However, when your child cries and you can’t stop the crying the panic rises in you. The ‘shark music’ starts to take over, and as your heart rate increases and stress fills your body you feel so angry at your child and wonder, ‘Why are they so unreasonable?’ This reaction again has fear in the driving seat, even though it looks and presents like anger.

			You just want to make sure everything is magical: So you feel responsible when your kids are uncomfortable, sad or mad. You will leap over buildings to make it all better, and yet it never quite seems to work, so you then get resentful and snap in the end. You feel responsible for making your kids happy ALL THE TIME and it wears you thin. The truth is, much like all of the above responses this is another way we are scared of feelings and instead of yelling and screaming, we try to fix, solve or appease. 

			The examples of the ways in which we struggle with emotions and the way we feel about feelings are almost endless. They are as unique as we are. The only way to start to get a handle on your reactivity with your child is to get a sense of which feelings you most ‘react’ to. To do this, try to notice which moments with your child you find harder to keep your cool in. This gives you a clue about which emotions your primary caregivers struggled most with when you were growing up. 

			Another way to get an idea about which feelings make you feel the most uncomfortable is to look back at how your primary caregivers responded to you in your emotions. You might reflect back on how your parents managed their reactions when you expressed your feelings. Many parents find that this work is best done with the support of a psychologist, social worker or parenting coach who can support this exploration. 

			I also highly recommend parents look into a parenting course such as Circle of Security Parenting or Tuning Into Kids. These affordable and readily available parenting courses across Australia help parents to understand these concepts in more detail. 

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Reflection and revelation

						
					

					
							
							In 2022 I ran a Circle of Security Group for dads only. It was the most incredible experience for me as a facilitator, mostly because I had a pre-set idea that maybe these men would be less willing to share and contribute than their female counterparts. This theory was debunked in the very first session. One of the dads was very affected by the work on emotions. He was from a cultural background where emotion was extremely frowned upon, particularly for boys and men. I still smile when I remember him reflecting on his son, a BIG-feeling kid aged 5:

						
					

					
							
							‘I struggle so much mostly with my son, he’s so naughty. It feels like he’s just mucking up all the time on purpose and just seeking attention, and it makes me feel so angry . . . Now I am thinking about it and I mucked up too. I was always in trouble for attention seeking, I really was a very naughty kid, the whole family called me the naughty one.’ 

						
					

					
							
							Then he paused, and this is where the magic happened. 

						
					

					
							
							‘You know, now I am thinking about it, I don’t think I wanted attention . . . I think I wanted connection . . . And now I am thinking about my son. He doesn’t want attention either . . . he wants connection.’ Mic drop.

						
					

				
			

			The power of self-compassion

			Once you have identified which feelings you find hardest, you can understand why they feel so threatening to you in the moment. You now have the opportunity to spot them in motion and then offer yourself compassion. (Chapter 4 will help more with this.) At first, the way this feels is usually that they catch you anyway, despite your best intentions. But then you get better at spotting your descent into fight or flight in the moment.

			Ways we can start to spot the descent into ‘fight or flight’:

			
					Body: Maybe you notice your heart rate increases, your teeth clench, maybe it’s tension in your shoulders. Fists may clench, breathing is rapid.

					Mind: Thoughts like, ‘I can’t do this’ or ‘She is just impossible’ or ‘If I don’t teach her how to behave, she will turn out to be ungrateful’.

					Feelings: Anger is common. We can become furious, and feeling helpless and overwhelmed can have us wanting to run and hide. Fear can be huge and it can even convince us we are ruining our child, or maybe that they are destined for a life behind bars etc.

			

			Once you have spotted these signs of feeling threatened, the best thing you can do is offer yourself compassion. Research shows that when we can be kind and compassionate, rather than harsh, to ourselves, we have much better mental health outcomes. Self-compassion leads to less depression, anxiety and stress, and increases resilience and happiness.

			Research around self-compassion has shown this isn’t all just fluffy talk. When we soothe ourselves, it’s as powerful as if we are being soothed by someone else. Just imagine you are home with three kids who are driving you bonkers and you could have a guardian angel who could pop in and give you a hug. It would help, right? What if that angel could say: ‘Gosh, this is hard today – you are not wrong, these kids are ratbags!’ (Jokes, but also true some days!) You can be your own guardian angel and talk to yourself the way a good friend would. It might feel silly at first but give it a go – it really does help. 

			Imagine how much less alone you might feel when your brain hears kindness not harshness. When we soothe ourselves with a hug around our arms or shoulders, or some kind words, we are tapping into the ‘mammalian care-giving system’. This works by promoting the release of the hormone oxytocin (the love hormone), which increases all the feel-good emotions, like trust, connection, love, calm and safety. It also helps us to feel self-compassion. 

			What this means is we actually do have the power to stop ourselves from going into fight or flight (aka prevent the yelling). It requires us to pause and notice we are heading there, and then offer ourselves compassion. This works by reminding us we are safe, increasing calmness and connectedness – all the things we need to be the parent we want to be in these moments.

			Here is how I encourage parents to do this:

			
					Try a mantra: ‘I am doing the best that I can and so is my child.’

					Be kind to yourself – you are getting through a tough day and you maybe are not 100 per cent as you haven’t had much rest; it makes sense to feel like this is too much.

					Physically reassure yourself with a hug, or by placing your hands on your heart and taking a deep breath.

					Fill a glass of water and be very present as you watch the glass fill, then have a slow sip.

			

			Interestingly, when we are hard on ourselves, as so many of us tend to be, this also has an impact on our body. Have you ever sat on the couch at night and criticised yourself for not getting it right as a parent? Research shows that this is one of the worst things we could do. Self-criticism has an effect on the body. The amygdala is the oldest part of the brain, and is designed to quickly detect threats in the environment. When it feels under threat (this can happen by even just speaking to ourselves in a negative way), this can trigger our fight, flight or freeze response. The amygdala can’t tell the difference between an emotional threat or a life-and death-threat, so it sends in a physical response – which is why your heart rate increases, adrenaline pumps, and your breathing gets shallow, all in case you need to confront something threatening.

			When I spot that familiar feeling of panic or rage or frustration that sounds like, ‘Why does he ALWAYS do this?! It’s never going to change, and I can’t handle this’, I will first feel it in my chest or stomach. At that point I will take a breath, or place my hand on my heart and I will say to myself either internally or out loud: ‘This is hard and I am doing the best I can . . .’ The impact, the sense of relief, is instant. What often follows is the flow-on of self-compassion and it sounds like this: ‘. . . and so is my child.’

			Think about how you first notice fight or flight kicking in around emotion. Is it in your body, your racing mind or your emotions? (It can be all three.) Most of these feelings in our body and mind are pretty much the same ones you would have if an actual lion walked into your living room. It’s kind of comical to think that a tiny toddler having big feelings could make us feel the same as an actual beast from the jungle. Reminding yourself of this in the moment can help!

			It is important to remember that applying this information about the way feelings make you feel is a practice. Like all practices it takes time – and self-compassion when you don’t nail it.

			And let’s remind ourselves why understanding how we feel about emotions is so darn important to our ability to parent. Because until you can see that this is playing a role in how you respond to your child, you are almost parenting with one eye closed. You are going to miss being able to BE what your child needs because your own feelings are mucking you up. Put simply: when your child gets angry, sad or scared, you are taken right back to how you felt having these feelings at age 3 or 4, and then you are not able to show up with the level of confidence, compassion or creativity needed for these massively hard moments for you and your child.

			So now that we have that out of the way . . . what can take a child from a 9/10 on the emotional scale to a 3/10 within minutes?

			It is simply accepting their feelings. Yep. Just letting them know that you hear them and you see them. You can see they are having such a hard time and, at some level, you too know what it’s like to have that feeling. This is compassion.

			Once we realise that what is getting in the way of us simply being compassionate to our child is actually more about us than it is about them, everything – and I mean everything – shifts.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							It’s often actually about you 

						
					

					
							
							The first time I ever truly spotted my own discomfort with emotions in real time, AND did something about it, went like this . . .

						
					

					
							
							When my eldest son was around 3 years old, I was putting him to bed one night. My husband was travelling for work and to say I was tired was an understatement.

						
					

					
							
							I had arranged a babysitter so I could go and do some personal training. I was really looking forward to the break. What is it about kids that somehow they know when you’re trying to get away and they get even more worked up? Well, on this particular night, it was like my son knew and even though normally he went to bed with ease, he was not planning to go to bed that night at all.

						
					

					
							
							He was telling me how he didn’t want to go to sleep, he didn’t want me to leave. I was getting, really frustrated and things were not going in the right direction. Next thing I knew I was snapping, he was crying and things were not good. Then, suddenly, I realised this was about me: I was freaking out because he was getting sad. ‘Sad’ was a struggle point for me.

						
					

					
							
							I took a deep breath. I sat down on my son’s bed and I said: ‘You are having a really hard time going to bed tonight.’

						
					

					
							
							He said: ‘Yeah . . .’

						
					

					
							
							I said: ‘Sometimes I find it really hard to go to bed. I know what that’s like.’

						
					

					
							
							And he said: ‘Yeah?’ . . . but as he did, he pulled up his covers, rolled over and proceeded to go to sleep.

						
					

					
							
							That night I sat there in the dark, absolutely blown away by the power of listening, relating and saying ‘I hear you’ to my son. I couldn’t believe it could really be that simple (and sometimes it’s not) but as I continued to practise this with my children I have seen over and over again the difference in genuinely letting them know we understand their wish or want. 

						
					

				
			

			THREE KEY POINTS ABOUT MELTDOWNS

			
					The first is to know a meltdown is never a child’s first choice. No child ever wants to be ‘difficult’ and when kids melt down, what’s happening is the emotional demands of a situation have become more than they can manage. 

					The second is understanding how our own systems are responding to emotion. This is a work-in-progress and you can continue to do the best you can to notice when a feeling being expressed by your child is making you feel stressed, worried, mad or sad and catching it.

					The third is where we learn how to be what our child needs in their meltdown, and that is a balance of warmth and structure.

			

			Am I heard? The only way out is through

			So, we know our kids are not choosing to be difficult, and in fact are growing their brains in these tough moments. We are exploring how our experiences to date, and how we’ve made sense of these, are impacting how we respond to our child in a meltdown. Now let’s get into the nitty-gritty. What can you do to help your child through a meltdown without joining them in the emotions yourself?

			The first thing we need to know is that the only way out of a meltdown is through. Our kids need to know they are not alone in their feelings and that we’ve got what it takes to stay with them in these tough moments.

			The problem is that so often we are inadvertently pushing against the feelings with our words or body language and it might sound like this:

			
					‘It’s not so bad, where’s that big smile?’

					‘Don’t be sad. When you get sad, Mummy gets sad.’

					‘What about we [insert distraction]?’

					‘Shhhh, you’re okay, you’re fine.’

					‘Look around you, no one else is carrying on like this!’

			

			And the list goes on.

			We don’t distract our kids from feelings because we are uncaring. It’s the opposite! We care so much we struggle to see them unhappy. We also carry that baggage from our own childhood where feeling these big feelings might have resulted in us being given a similar message to the above, or even sent away to our room or punished for having feelings. When our kids feel uncomfortable, we feel uncomfortable.

			Over the page shows you how the co-regulation process can look as kids feel us ‘being with them’ in their feelings without pushing against them.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			This sounds like ‘This is so tough’, ‘You are not okay, and I am here’, ‘This has made you feel sad’, etc. The child feels like someone is hearing them; they feel seen and heard, and they are more likely to begin co-regulating alongside their big person (and able to come up the other side).

			It is tonnes and tonnes of practice at this process that builds our child’s ability to self-regulate.

			But hang on, you may be thinking, ‘I was sent to my room and I learned that it wasn’t okay to carry on like that! Wasn’t this a good thing?’ I hear you! It’s tempting to think that because we stopped crying or melting down that the social isolation worked. But there is a catch.

			Often when kids are sent to their room, the crying or fussing will stop because the child has learned a really important lesson, one that is critical to their survival as a social species: if you show that feeling or behave in that way, you will be isolated. This can have a short-term impact of looking like it works – maybe our child comes out and says sorry – but in the longer term it leads to children who simply don’t show their behaviour or emotions to us.

			For example, say one of your kids hits the other. You snap at the hitter and they begin to melt down so you say, ‘Go to your room.’ Eventually your child does calm down, they come out and possibly say ‘sorry’. It feels like ‘maybe’ that worked? The thing is . . . we may as well set a timer for 37 minutes and that behaviour will happen again and this is why: we haven’t helped our child to unpack WHY they hit.

			There is always a WHY – maybe they were jealous, maybe their sibling did something to them. This doesn’t make it okay to hit, but without the help to understand the why, our kids can’t be coached how to do it differently. If we don’t coach them on this, nothing will change.

			All behaviour is triggered by an emotion. Let’s think about behaviour as the smoke alarm going off on the roof. A timeout or a punishment is like taking the hose and pointing it at the smoke alarm – sure, it may even stop the alarm if the water pressure is strong enough, but if we don’t find the reason the alarm went off, nothing will change. We need to find the fire.

			When we stay with kids in their emotions, we can help them get their systems regulated with us through the power of co-regulation and then we are able to coach them.

			Meltdown prevention plan: how to spot mini emotions before they become meltdowns

			Once we identify emotions we find the hardest, we can start to become emotion detectives. This can allow us to spot emotions building up in our child and prevent them becoming as big as a full-blown meltdown.

			First, three key points:

			
					Kids are meant to have lots of meltdowns and we don’t want to prevent them all.

					Often a child will express smaller emotions before they fully melt down.

					You don’t need to start catching EVERY emotion. This chapter is going to teach you how to try and spot them around 30–40 per cent of the time. This is about the right amount.

			

			Research shows that children actually show around 10 mini or ‘micro’ emotions before they have a meltdown. What this means is that on any given day you may notice the signs of your child heading towards a meltdown, and if you tune in to some of these signs you may be able to prevent the meltdown.

			Here’s an example of how it might look:

			Your child wakes up on the wrong side of the toddler bed. Nothing is right, you hug them ‘wrong’, then you cut their toast ‘wrong’. You give them the wrong-coloured cup, you then go to get them dressed and nothing you suggest is right, and to top it all off their socks are scratchy . . . I think we all know where this day is heading. As parents we can find ourselves avoiding the emotions, trying to make it okay for our child. Trying to fix them we say: ‘I’ll get you a new piece of toast,’ or ‘Those socks are not scratchy, they’re fine,’ or ‘You liked this colour cup yesterday!’ We’re doing everything we can to stop those emotions because we’re worried about where it’s heading – Meltdown Zone. 

			What if the answer is to just lean IN to the emotion? What if instead of avoiding those little emotions, we walk right up to our child, we throw our arms around them and we say: ‘You’re having such a hard day’ or ‘Things are not okay today, are they?’

			Sometimes we need to just stop and let our child know:

			
					‘I see you, and I see your struggle and it makes sense to be disappointed or frustrated or feel little or powerless some days.’

					‘It can be hard to be a big brother or big sister some days, can’t it? How about you and I have some one-on-one time today?’

					‘Yeah, I find it hard when we say goodbye at day care some days too. What should we do when I pick you up today?’

			

			There is so much power in letting our child know that we hear them, we see them and that there is nothing wrong with them. And isn’t that what most of us really want – even as adults?

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Sensory systems and emotional regulation

						
					

					
							
							Children’s bodies and sensory systems can impact their emotions. As human beings, we learn ‘from the bottom up’. In other words, as babies and small children, our development begins with physical and sensory skills that we master, one by one, step by step. Trott and Taylor (1991) developed a pyramid showing Sensory Integration Development, which is essential to how young people develop and become ‘ready to learn’. Learning from the bottom up means kids need to sort their sensory systems, gross and fine motor skills and their emotions before they are ready to listen, to learn, to sit and to ‘cooperate’. (The original is pretty complex so opposite is a simplified version I use for working with parents.)

						
					

					
							
							When parents ask, ‘When will my child be able to listen/regulate/control their temper/impulses,’ the answer lies in development. We need to develop the body before the higher-level emotional and EQ skills. Some children take longer to get the bottom sorted than others, and this explains why some kids struggle for longer to regulate their emotions. 
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			This Pyramid of Learning is reproduced with permission from AlertProgram.com (included in their Alert Program® Online Course and its textbook).

			

			Emotion coaching

			Research has shown that kids who turn out to be the most resilient and robust in the face of adversity have parents who have been able to be an ‘emotion coach’ for them.

			The good news about when we set a boundary using the four steps outlined in Chapter 2 (see page 72) is that mostly we don’t need to coach our kids. The lesson lies in the boundary. No need for consequences or big speeches. We are coaching our children each time we show empathy or set a boundary. This is mostly all that needs to be said. 

			Sometimes coaching will help – especially for behaviours that keep repeating. We want to emotion coach kids only once they are calm and cool. Usually they have made a mistake or struggled at something, and we want to chat through another way to do it with them – when they are regulated and able to listen. For younger kids, this might be as we chat to them when they are in the bath, or while lying beside them in bed at night, or driving in the car. I talk more about emotion coaching in Chapter 9.

			FOUR TOOLS FOR EMOTION COACHING 

			
					Make it visual

			

			Kids process information better visually than they do with just words. (So do many adults!) One key tool that can help you to help your child with a change, a limit or an emotion they are struggling with is to draw it. This works when kids are so consumed by feelings or ‘stuck’ that they can’t hear you.

			I recommend you draw in this order. First draw the emotion your child is having. You don’t need to be Picasso to draw a sad face emoji that shows you see your child is really upset because they wanted a biscuit and you said no. Then you draw the wish or want they have (the biscuit) – you might even draw a cross through it to show Mum said ‘no’. Finally, we draw a plan of action. What IS happening next? This might look like a two-step plan that involves 1. dinner and 2. a biscuit.

			
					Tools that help with transitions

			

			I like to encourage parents to use timers to help kids see time moving and help to give clear warnings. It helps if your child is part of this process so you ask them to set a timer to help them know they have 30 minutes of TV before dinner. Preparation is everything if you know your child struggles to turn off the TV. I like to tell parents to use a visual timer (one that shows the time physically, not just numbers) to help with the transition. Kids like to see the time ticking away. 

			
					Practise talking about emotions when calm

			

			When calm and connected, we can talk through our emotions: ‘That was so hard when your sister got the lolly bag and you didn’t.’ Reading books on big feelings is useful because we can process the information when we are not in the heat of the moment, and books also provide visuals. There are lots of tools to choose from these days, but know that the biggest teacher and the most useful tool is actually yourself – via modelling (‘I felt so frustrated when I burned the dinner last night!’), talking and coaching your child around their feelings.

			
					I wonder . . .

			

			Try using the concept of wonder to help engage your child’s problem-solving. Being an emotion coach for our kids is mostly about listening and helping our kids to find their own solutions. Kids really do want to go well and the best answers usually come from them. When you first start emotion coaching with your kids, you may need to give them a hand. I love using the concept of ‘I wonder . . .’ instead of just telling them what to do. ‘Hmm, that didn’t go so well when you hit your brother. I wonder . . . what could you do next time he annoys you?’ Wonder is an incredible tool for your emotion coaching because it engages our kid’s curiosity and willingness to also get creative and come up with ideas.

			Here are some examples of emotion coaching younger kids:

			After your child has hit their brother (again!) . . .

			Not emotion coaching: ‘We don’t hit in this family! Go to your room!’ Your child won’t learn how to spot the feeling (anger, frustration) that led to the behaviour (hitting) and therefore eventually be able to make a different choice when they have that feeling.

			Emotion coaching: ‘Ah that didn’t go so well, your sister knocked over your LEGO tower. I know how hard you worked on that and you were really disappointed, you got so mad you hit her . . . do I have that right?’ Then we might add: ‘Hitting didn’t go so well, did it? I wonder what you could do different next time?’ Your child learns that we all feel emotions, and if we don’t become aware of how they impact us we wind up making a mistake (hitting). It’s okay to have the feelings but we need to learn to spot them in order to make a better choice.

			After your child has snatched . . .

			Not emotion coaching: ‘No snatching! Give that back now! I mean it . . . I am going to count to three . . . if you don’t give it back there will be no dessert tonight.’ Your child feels backed into a corner and will be likely to fight. They feel unseen because no one understands they just wanted the toy.

			Emotion coaching: ‘Billy had the red car and you wanted it so much, didn’t you? And you took it, and then Billy cried . . . hmm, that didn’t work. What could we do next time you really want the toy that Billy has? Yep, we could try offering him another toy. That’s a great idea. You can always ask me for help when you feel like you want to snatch. I will always help you and I’ll always stop you from snatching.’ Your child feels seen – ‘My parent knows I am doing my best and it was really hard’ – but they get to practise strategies that will help them socially.

			For older kids, the opportunity to emotion coach may also come up when they tell you how they are feeling.

			‘I hate school, I DON’T want to go’ . . .

			Not emotion coaching: ‘You’re fine. Don’t be silly, you are going whether you like it or not.’ Your child may feel dismissed, like their feelings don’t matter and may dig their heels in and refuse to go in order to feel heard.

			Emotion coaching: ‘You really don’t want to go to school today; that is tough. I struggle to go to work some days too. I wonder . . . what about we pack one of your special toys in your backpack? It might help a bit going off today with something familiar on you.’ Your child feels like you hear them, and are willing to help them come up with ways to make it easier.

			‘No one played with me today’ . . .

			Not emotion coaching: ‘Tell me the names of who is leaving you out, I’ll call the school!’ Your child feels like sharing their emotions made you uncomfortable and angry, and they may hold back sharing when this happens again.

			Emotion coaching: ‘Today was tough, tell me more . . .’ [silence here]. And then, ‘Sometimes when I have trouble entering groups of people, I practise some ways to join in. Would you like us to try out some ways of asking to join in together, so you feel ready for tomorrow?’ Your child knows they are not alone, that we all feel left out sometimes, and explores ways to problem-solve.

			‘I hate my brother; he gets everything! It isn’t fair’ . . .

			Not emotion coaching: ‘That’s not true, don’t be silly! Do you know how much we do for you?’ Your child feels less understood.

			Emotion coaching: ‘I can hear you are feeling like your brother gets more. I am guessing that feels a little unfair. Tell me more. I know it can be really hard being a big sister some days.’ Your child may feel, by you being willing to listen, that they are seen, heard and loved. Most kids will feel things are uneven at times between siblings, but if their parents are willing to hold space for this emotion, they usually feel much better.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Seb

						
					

					
							
							I worked with a family whose son was struggling at the start of primary school. He went okay once he was there but he found it really hard to say goodbye. Drop-off was frequently hard and his parents wanted help to find an alternative to the too many mini Mars bars they were using to get out the door. Sometimes the treats worked but often there were big feelings at the gate and their child would ‘cling’ to the inside of the car like an octopus.

						
					

					
							
							Here was the emotion coaching plan we developed:

						
					

					
							
							1.	Prepare with a pre-game chat

						
					

					
							
							Talk when calm and connected: ‘Tomorrow is a school day; we know it will be hard to go, and that the goodbye at the gate is always tough.’

						
					

					
							
							By prepping in advance our kids get an opportunity to get their big feelings out at an easier time, and process some feelings the day before. This can lower the emotions the next day.

						
					

					
							
							2.	Emotion coach ideas to make things easier

						
					

					
							
							Once they had acknowledged that drop-off was tough, they asked their son: ‘What can we do tomorrow to make things a little bit easier as you say goodbye at the gate?’ In this case their son suggested taking his favourite toy with him, giving it a big squeeze at the gate, then handing it to his parents to ‘keep safe and mind until pick-up’.

						
					

					
							
							3.	Follow through

						
					

					
							
							When it comes to the actual moment, it’s important parents are holding the firm and kind as they help their child off to school. Use the toy to help but be prepared to assist your child as they struggle. It’s about knowing the emotions are okay, and workshopping tools and ideas that can make things more tolerable for all as a child adjusts.

						
					

					
							
							I received this note a few weeks later:

						
					

					
							
							‘Gen, we can’t believe how well the coaching worked. Seb loved the idea of us minding his Pokémon. We think it helped him feel connected knowing we were holding on to it for him. The good news is that within 2 weeks we no longer needed the toy to help, and our farewells are 99 per cent light and easy and only 1 per cent mini Mars bar!’

						
					

				
			

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							30 per cent is good enough

						
					

					
							
							So how much of the time do you need to welcome your child’s feelings and emotion coach them in order to create a secure attachment and build resilience and emotional intelligence? What if I told you it was only 30 per cent? Would you breathe a huge sigh of relief? The truth is 30 per cent is not only enough but it’s been shown in research that shooting too much for being with our kids’ feelings can actually have a negative effect of parental burnout, and not allowing some struggle for our kids. It’s important kids get to experience some struggle where we are not jumping in, too. In the next chapter, which is arguably the most important in this book, you are going to learn more about this magic reassuring percentage, and how to make this knowledge work for you as a parent.

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			How do I do this without stuffing it all up?

			‘We’re all imperfect parents and that’s okay. Tiny humans need connection not perfection.’

			 – LR Knost

			We are not parenting in the same world our parents did. We are parenting in a post-pandemic, modern world where the information overload is real – and the village has changed. 

			Parents are spending more time and energy on their kids than any previous generation, AND at the same time, being harder on themselves about their failings as parents than any previous generation. The expectations of parents have shifted and the amount of pressure to get it right is huge. If you are feeling like parenting is harder these days than it used to be, you are not imagining things. It is harder.

			On top of this, we are trying to parent differently from the way our parents did. Not necessarily because we perceive that they had it wrong, but because we have new information. The problem is, we are trying to apply ALL the information ALL the time and we are burning out.

			It turns out there is a lot of wriggle room in parenting, and things go much better when we shoot for an idea of ‘good enough’ – not ‘perfect’ – parenting.

			Kids don’t need perfect parents

			If I could shout one key message from the rooftop, it would be this: ‘Kids don’t need perfect parents!’ I wish we could all get a tattoo somewhere so we could see it daily. As much as the evidence shows this, as much as we know this at a cognitive level, we as parents are being harder on ourselves than any previous generation. And the irony is, this self-criticism is NOT helping us parent better.

			Our kids’ needs are quite simple. They are asking us to answer their key questions:

			
					Am I loved?

					Am I safe?

					Am I seen?

			

			We answer these questions through connection, boundaries and welcoming feelings – and when we do, our kids feel secure in their attachment with us.

			How much of the time do we need to get it right? The evidence shows that our kids don’t need us to get this right all the time. It is completely okay when we miss an opportunity to connect. It is okay when we don’t set a boundary right and instead collapse or we yell and we get it wrong.

			Evidence shows that if we can turn up for our kids, particularly in the moments when they are seeking an emotional validation or connection, around 30–40 per cent of the time, this is enough to not only create a secure attachment but to have them feel seen and heard.

			This is great news. When parents first hear this, their reaction is often to say, ‘But surely that’s not enough?’ or ‘But it’s better if we do it more though, right?’ My answer is: Not necessarily.

			What I find is that when we keep the 30 per cent figure in our heads, we can let go of our drive for perfection, and as a result we become more authentic with our kids – naturally leaning in to the moments when our children need us to be there for them and, on the other hand, also being able to cut ourselves some slack and model self-compassion the rest of the time.

			It can be tempting to think that in order to improve our parenting we need to berate ourselves. As parents we do this, right? We sit on the couch at night and worry about all of the ways we got it wrong. We feel guilty, and we vow to do better tomorrow . . .

			Time and time again, studies around how the brain changes show that the better way to help us to become better parents, to help us to yell less and connect more, is actually to be kind to ourselves – to cut ourselves slack and acknowledge that we are at any given point doing the absolute best that we can.

			Studies on self-compassion show that when we respond to ourselves with kindness, when we talk to ourselves like we would a good friend, things start to change. We go easier on ourselves, and tend to enjoy our kids and parenting better despite our imperfections. When we give ourselves compassion, not only can we ‘do better’ next time, but the beautiful flow-on for our kids is that not only do they learn how to give themselves compassion when they get it wrong, but that compassion we give ourselves flows on towards our child.

			So whenever we think, ‘This (parenting in this moment) is so hard, and I am doing the best I can’, we will be able to then look at our child and realise: ‘And so are you. You’re a tiny person doing the best you can.’ Compassion brings connection.

			The ‘good enough’ parent

			In 1953, paediatrician and child psychotherapist DW Winnicott coined the term ‘good enough mother’.

			The idea of good enough parenting is based on being a parent who is in tune with your child, welcoming feelings and being sensitive around 30–40 per cent of the time, but is also okay with allowing them to experience struggle some of the time. 

			It turns out that in our quest to be perfect at parenting we are missing a key point: children need to experience struggle, and if we are always aiming for emotions to stay at the happy end, they are missing an opportunity to learn.

			We all know at some level that aiming for perfection in parenting is a waste of time. But somehow we still keep striving for things to look and feel perfect. Often our vision of ‘perfect’ doesn’t involve struggle or meltdowns or kids who make mistakes.

			Children need to experience just enough struggle of managing some things on their own and also having loving caregivers who can stop and drop everything to help them with feelings around 30–40 per cent of the time. So, you can let go of that perfection stick, and kick it to the kerb. Good enough parenting is what is best for both you and your child.

			What to do when you mess it up

			I’ve been working hard on being a good mum for 14 years. I’m far from perfect and I am pretty convinced that’s not the goal. I get crabby and tired, I snap, I forget things – even important things. I am completely imperfect. And when I mess up I always, without fail, say sorry.

			Evidence shows that kids don’t need parents who never make a mistake, but they do need parents who are willing to go in and repair the relationship when they have stuffed it up.

			One of the biggest myths about parenting is that there’s an ideal – that it’s even possible to be the parent that our child needs all of the time. Parenting is hard. It’s taxing, it’s physical and it pushes our buttons in ways you never imagined before kids.

			Some days, despite knowing the parent we want to be, we are a different parent – the parent we swore we’d never be. If you think you are the only parent making these mistakes, you’re not. We all stuff it up.

			Sometimes we yell or lose it. We ‘dig in’ for the sake of being right, long beyond the point of being helpful. We don’t respond with kindness in a moment that requires connection, because we have our own stuff going on. And while there is no ‘undo’ in parenting, here are the words that create a ‘reset’:

			‘Let me try that again.’

			It takes courage to stop and ask for a do-over, but it’s worth it, in both the short and long term, for the sake of your relationship.

			Evidence shows that us never making a mistake is not what our kids need. But making mistakes, owning them and taking steps to repair the damage is. In fact, it’s one of the most useful models a child can have.

			Our mistakes can be a great moment to model the ability to pause, reflect, change tack and apologise if necessary. Surely these are qualities we would watch with pride in our own kids, and showing this ourselves is much more effective than just asking them to ‘say sorry’ when they make mistakes.

			Those five words – ‘Let me try that again’ – can help us to re-centre and reset. You might add, ‘I wish I’d done that differently’ or simply, ‘I’m sorry’.

			The most important thing is that your body language is open and ready for connection. If you reach for the reset button, be willing to start over.

			I have found the most magic moments with my kids have happened after I have made a mistake, after I have had to tell them I didn’t mean to yell and could I try again. Often it is in these moments you get to the core of something that really matters for this little human.

			DOS AND DON’TS OF REPAIR

			DO

			
					Keep it simple – short and sweet.

					Keep your body open, face soft.

					Wait until you are ready before going in to say sorry.

			

			For example: ‘Can I try that again? I know I yelled and that scared you, and that’s not how I want to make you feel. I’m working on yelling less, and that wasn’t your fault.’

			DON’T

			
					Collapse: ‘I’m sorry I yelled. Just have the snack you wanted, please don’t be sad or mad at me.’ This makes our child feel unsafe and unable to hold a firm limit.

					Add a ‘but’: ‘I’m sorry I yelled BUT if you had just listened . . .’ The but takes away from the sorry and blames our child.

			

			The goal here is to recognise there has been a blowout in our connection with our child and we need to work to get the relationship back on track. The goal is not fixing everything, but feeling connected again. 

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							It’s never too late

						
					

					
							
							The problem with learning more about parenting, and how to create a secure attachment with our kids, is that it can leave us feeling like we wish we knew this before we made mistakes in our parenting. The most important thing to know is that we do the best we can until we learn more and then we do better. Shame about what you didn’t know is never helpful and it is never too late to turn things around.

						
					

				
			

			When did you last have fun?

			Taking care of yourself is one of the most important things you can do for your relationship with your child.

			The term ‘self-care’ gets thrown around a lot – and most parents, including me, roll their eyes and think, ‘Like I’ve got time for that on top of everything else!’

			I didn’t prioritise self-care until the shit really hit the fan when my second baby, who never slept, arrived. I was juggling two kids, it felt like someone was crying ALL THE TIME, and I was not feeling even close to the mother I had pictured I’d be.

			I was complaining to a very wise friend, and she gave me the number of her babysitter. I remember saying, ‘What would I even do with two hours off?’ I honestly didn’t know, but I was desperate, so I booked in the sitter and went shopping.

			The impact that this one decision to take care of myself made was phenomenal. The babysitter started coming every week for two or three hours and I would always come home after my break so much more ready to deal with whatever followed with my two kids. I wondered why I hadn’t done it sooner.

			Self-care is a muscle that we need to work on. While for some of us it may come naturally, I think for most parents – particularly the primary caregiver of young kids, predominantly women – it doesn’t come easily. My advice is that you need to start small and build up, but know it’s one of the best things you can do for your kids – and it will make you a better parent (much more so than berating yourself on the couch), so give it a go!

			Brené Brown often talks about the importance of play and fun for us as adults. When I first read this my heart sank; I thought to myself, ‘When was the last time I had fun?’ I realised I had almost forgotten what I even found fun anymore.

			Fun can be one of the first things that goes out the window with the pressure of parenting. When life is feeling intense with one or more young children in the house, one of the first things I will encourage parents to do is look at the amount of fun they’re having, and try to inject more things into their week that make them feel good.

			If I could give parents one message as we end the first part of the book it would be this:

			You are not stuffing it up. You are doing so much better than you imagine, you are exactly what your children need and, even when it doesn’t feel like it, you’ve got this. (Now: work out what you find fun and book it in today!)

			EIGHT TIPS FOR SELF-CARE

			
					You need to schedule it 

			

			Breaks won’t happen (particularly after your second baby) if you don’t schedule them. Get your diaries, book in self-care and make it happen. Think creatively about ways to bring in breaks for both of you. Maybe start with a breakfast once a month away from the kids if dinner is too tiring or doesn’t work.

			
					Tap each other out 

			

			My husband and I developed the tapping-out system around six months after the birth of our second child. We were under a lot of pressure and up until this point we had played the classic ‘who is more tired’ game. (Have you ever done that? Yeah, it never ends well.)

			When we realised this wasn’t working, we started on a system of tapping each other out.

			When you’re really overwhelmed by a young child who’s having another meltdown, you’re unable to fit your own oxygen mask because you yourself are going into fight or flight. Although you can’t always spot this yourself, your partner often can. They, or anyone who is around to assist you, can tap you on the shoulder and say, ‘Go have a shower, I’ve got this.’ If you can implement a system of tapping each other out with your partner, it can make a big difference.

			If you are a single parent, or you don’t have anyone to tap you out, it might be about looking for someone you can schedule in to come and give you a tap-out on a regular basis. This could be a neighbour, a grandparent or a friend.

			
					Ask for help 

			

			This comes easily for some of us, but I think the majority of us would rather have our fingernails pulled than ask someone for help. Somewhere along the way we got the message that we should be able to do this parenting gig on our own when it actually takes a village.

			The modern village has changed. We don’t have the built-in family and neighbour support that people had in the past, so we need to be willing to ask for help. This can make us feel extremely vulnerable, and one of the obstacles is overcoming the idea we SHOULD be able to manage on our own. Asking for help is self-care and you will get better at it with practice.

			
					Give yourself permission to rest 

			

			Many parents I work with find it hard to rest, particularly in the first few years. There seems to be a myth you should be able to do it all and not ask for help. Evidence shows first-time mums are less likely to ask for help than those with two or three kids. This indicates we get better at it.

			I encourage parents to rest, to nap when they can, and ditch the guilt. 

			
					Dial down perfectionism 

			

			Easier said than done for most of us. But perfectionism and comparison really are the thieves of joy. When we can catch ourselves shooting for perfectionism, then dial down some pressure, things go a lot better.

			One of the ways you can dial down perfectionism is to visualise that you have a big dashboard with lots of knobs. There might be a knob for feeding, one for sleep, another for activities, and others for connection, boundaries etc. You need to pick the things that are less important to you and turn those knobs down to, like, 4 or 5 out of 10.

			Certain things are going to be really important to you and you can keep those up at a 10. It is impossible to be perfect and have every single dial at a 10 out of 10, so look at your dashboard and decide what you can turn down so you’re not striving for perfection in every area of parenting.

			
					Mini breaks can build into bigger breaks

			

			There is a popular meme on the internet that says, ‘A shower is not self-care for mums.’ I completely disagree, especially when it comes to mums with a young baby. It can be really hard to take a solid break when you have a baby who’s breastfeeding or a toddler who doesn’t like to leave your side. It can be more helpful to start with an idea that any break is better than no break.

			Self-care can be taking a moment to breathe before going in to your crying baby. It can be sitting for just a minute longer to enjoy your coffee without rushing around and cleaning up the mess. It can be taking the time to floss your teeth or even just to wee (I know how many mums hold it in to prioritise their kids). Once we’ve started self-care, we find it’s like a muscle that we need to continue to work out. It is a ‘practice’ that we will often lose sight of, crash, and then we pick back up and reprioritise. It’s about keeping it in focus, and planning for breaks, for fun and for rest.

			
					Find the fun 

			

			When I ask parents, ‘When was the last time you had fun?’, there often follows a very awkward silence. Many parents are embarrassed to realise they aren’t able to remember when they last had fun.

			Finding the ‘fun’ again after kids can feel like a huge task. Here are some ways I guide parents. I ask them what they found fun before kids, what they ‘think’ might be fun and we go from there. Sometimes parents will have a strong idea like, ‘I used to dance and I’ve seen a local salsa dance class and I’d love to go but it’s right on bedtime’. From there we can make a plan – how can we put supports in place to make salsa dance happen once a week. It can feel like a lot of effort to coordinate, but you find yourself lighter, happier and much more able to be the parent you want to be when you are maintaining self-care, fun and play.

			In her book The Gifts of Imperfection, Brené Brown says that making time to laugh, sing and dance is the final guidepost to living wholeheartedly. The importance of fun shouldn’t be overlooked; partaking in these activities can have a significant impact on your life.

			There is a lot of research on adults and children benefiting from play. Researcher Dr Stuart Brown describes play as ‘time spent without purpose’. It should be something you find enjoyable and that you lose track of time doing.

			For me, it’s basketball, tennis, walks with friends. For others it might be knitting, reading, coffee with friends, or ocean swims. I love things where I am moving but also social, and where there is laughter. Create what I like to call a ‘play list’. Write down three activities you could do for hours on end. Now carve out time on your calendar for play and fun.

			
					Speak to yourself the way you would to your best friend 

			

			As a generation of parents we are so mean in the way we talk to ourselves.

			I know this because I did it for many years, and I know from working with thousands of parents that we are all doing it. A critical voice resides in most of our heads and it doesn’t talk very nicely about our parenting.

			We are expecting ourselves to nail every moment of parenting and when we don’t we come down hard thinking that it will make us better at it.

			The catch is, speaking unkindly to yourself does not make you a better parent. The only way we can learn, the only way we can change, the only way we can do better with our kids, is through self-compassion and self-kindness.

			Next time you catch yourself speaking negatively about your ability to parent or the way you are showing up for your kids, put your hand on your heart, close your eyes and say: ‘This is hard right now; I am doing the best that I can.’

		

	
		
			

			Part Two

			How to coach little people through big feelings and bigger behaviours

			Why Part Two?

			You are sitting on the couch. You have had the literal day from hell with your child (or a few of them). You weren’t the parent you ‘should’ have been. Maybe you yelled, maybe you gave in to everything, maybe you feel like your child watched about 23 hours of TV today . . . or maybe you are just broken, feeling you don’t know what to do about meltdowns, or bedtime, or dinner, or a child who won’t share. You start to scroll online for an answer: you need to fix this because it’s NOT working. This part of the book is for these exact moments – for when you need an answer now.

			I’ve never met a parent who isn’t doing their best. We all want to be the best parent we can be because of what’s at stake. But the reality of assisting young kids through the grind of daily life isn’t easy or clear – they are not mini adults, and they are still growing up.

			When I was a mum of little kids, I bought a tonne of parenting books but I found it was really hard to actually read them. I found the info was helpful in theory, but I needed answers to the issues in front of me now. What to do right now. 

			While we all learn differently, I find that sometimes if we start with what to ‘do’, the how to ‘be’ for our kids follows and these guides to the specific problems in your home might be a stepping stone towards parenting with confidence in a broader set of circumstances as your child grows.

			Part Two of this book is divided into the problems parents most commonly book a one-on-one session with me to discuss. Along with helpful, quick tips, this part of the book will direct you back to Part One, for a deeper dive into the concepts that underpin this practical advice. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			My child won’t listen!

			‘The way we talk to our children becomes their inner voice.’

			– Peggy O’Mara

			I didn’t know that the deep breathing I worked on in my calm birth classes before I had my first baby wouldn’t really come into its own until I was standing at someone’s house, trying to get my child to listen to the fact it was ‘time to go’ as they hid from me as a ‘fun’ game. Or when I’d tripped over the shoes I’d asked my son to move 10+ times. We know parenting is going to be challenging, but nothing can really prepare you for the frustration of getting kids to listen (without losing your shit). In this chapter you will learn why this is and HOW to talk so your kids listen.

			Whenever I run a webinar, I ask parents what they most want covered. This is a typical response: ‘Our biggest issue is getting our three children under 6 to listen to the request (any request) or stop doing what they are doing and do what we ask. It doesn’t matter whether they are drawing, playing or worse – hitting, spitting, running away – our kids simply look at us and laugh. Please help us!’

			Why your child isn’t hearing you

			If you are reading this chapter, you’ve probably established that it’s not that your child can’t hear, but that they are not cooperating. They hear the sentence ‘Who wants ice-cream?’ from 2 kilometres away, and yet ‘It’s time to get ready for school’ just isn’t landing with the same enthusiasm.

			Your child is not ignoring you.

			The biggest thing to be aware of when it comes to communicating with kids is that they are visual communicators, so while body language is vital in most communication, when communicating with kids, it is everything!

			As we know, a child’s brain is still developing. ‘Effortful control’ is the technical term for how we consciously make an effort to control impulses or restrict our behaviour. Research shows that children are still developing their effortful control. Eventually a child develops the ability to stop what they are doing to do something else (usually less favourable). But it’s a really slow burn because of the way the brain develops from the bottom to the top very gradually. 

			Essentially, they are not ignoring you: they just have trouble listening, especially in cases where they need to cease an activity they enjoy or resist an impulse.

			The other thing that gets in the way of little kids listening is that their ability to multitask is still in development well into the teenage years. Children are very good at play and being very singularly focused, which can mean as much as they’d like to listen, they just don’t have the capacity to do what they are doing AND hear us . . . yet.

			The part of the brain (the prefrontal cortex) that allows us to multitask and follow instructions or cooperate with ease is also associated with impulse control and executive function (a set of skills needed to control behaviour). This develops with age.

			As a mum of four boys, believe me when I say ‘I get it’ when people tell me their kids are not listening. Even these days, I can tell one of my kids to put their shoes on 17 times and it feels like they simply don’t respond. It’s frustrating!

			However, it can be helpful to understand that our kids are not being naughty or disobeying us deliberately. Their brains are still developing and, essentially, they are unable to multitask. Therefore, if they are immersed in play, they may look like they are ignoring us but actually they just need us to communicate a bit differently in order for them to HEAR us.

			So we need to change the way we talk so we can get through to kids who have a few roadblocks in the way of just being able to hear and cooperate. The best way to do this is through connection.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Saskia

						
					

					
							
							I remember a dad who attended a class I was running at hospital. His older daughter, a big-feeling, bold and bossy 3-year-old, was coming in to meet her new baby sibling and visit Mum in hospital. He was nervous because she never listened to him, and often ran away/had meltdowns if she had to separate from her mum at the best of times. He was so worried that the first visit would be a disaster, so I was delighted when he DMd me a few days after the class with this message:

						
					

					
							
							‘Hi Gen, I’m not sure if you remember me? I was the dad who asked all the questions and was so nervous about the first visit to hospital – I was taking notes about your tips on listening? Anyway, I really must admit I wasn’t sure it would work, but I took Saskia in to see my wife last night. When it was time to leave, I followed all your steps. I got down low, touched her on the shoulder, I told her I could see she was so sad to have to say bye to Mummy and that I was sad to leave too but that it was time to go. I couldn’t believe it when she fell into me, took my hand and said, “Okay, let’s go, Dad.” I couldn’t believe the difference in leaning in to the emotions. Gamechanger!’

						
					

				
			

			FIVE STEPS TO HELPING YOUR CHILD HEAR YOU

			
					Connect before you direct

			

			Get close. Notice what your child is doing. Are they having fun? Will it be hard to stop what they are doing (playing) in order to do what we’ve asked (usually something less fun like putting their shoes on)? Connection tunes our child in to the fact we are there, and makes them feel good, and when kids feel good, they go better.

			Touch is a wonderful way to connect to kids and tune their bodies in to hear us. By simply touching your child’s shoulder or getting down low and close and being physically near your child, it lets them know you are there. Because children live so much in play, in imaginary worlds and in the moment, this touch simply helps to tune them back in to our world. Come alongside your child, pop your hand on their shoulder, or ruffle their hair. See if your child looks up and notices you before you start to talk. 

			Sometimes it feels like this connection will take too much time. But take my word for it – this is much faster than the alternative of asking many, many times.

			Examples:

			
					‘Wow, you’ve been working so hard on this drawing! I can see how much you are enjoying it. I know it’s going to be hard to stop and get in the bath, so what if we pop it on the side here so it is safe and waiting for you when you get out? If we are quick, we will have time for more drawing after your bath.’

					‘You have had the best time on the slide and the swings today at the park! Which one did you like best? We have to leave now. Should we say “bye” to the slide and the swings as we race to the car?’

			

			
					Control your voice and body language

			

			Let’s be honest, none of us really feels great when we are being yelled at. For kids, when our volume goes up, their ability to be calm and hear us goes down. When we talk more softly they are less likely to get distracted by our loud or angry tone. They are also less likely to go into ‘fight, flight, or freeze’ and this means they will hear what we say and be able to process it better.

			They also see our body language better than they take in all of our words. It’s really important that your body indicates clearly what’s happening next and you are confidently moving forward to what your child needs to do.

			We know that most of adult communication is non-verbal. It’s our body language and our tone that communicates with people more than the actual words. For our kids this is even more so, especially if their language is still developing. Big gestures allow our kids to ‘see’ what we mean as well as hear and this often helps them process our instructions. Clear and direct is kind.

			Examples:

			
					Try whispering your next ‘command’ and see what happens. When my kids are doing something unsafe or that doesn’t work for me, like standing on the table, I come close and whisper the words, ‘I need you to get down.’ This works a lot better than yelling.

					Try using fewer words – say ‘Walking, please’ and make a clear stop-sign gesture, instead of ‘Stop running in the house!’ The combination of fewer words and big gestures will help your child process faster.

					A wink or a clear gesture with your hand can communicate much more effectively than words for our kids.

					As you leave the park, point at the exit, take your child’s hand and start moving forward.

			

			
					Notice the emotions

			

			Sometimes our kids can’t listen because they are processing emotions. It’s important to be able to spot the moments when, despite us following all the steps, our child is not putting on their shoes. This can be a moment of curiosity. We might notice: ‘That’s not like my child normally . . . I wonder what’s going on.’ Spotting the emotions behind not listening can be a beautiful way to feel more connected with your child. Some days they simply need our help with the task, and other days this might initiate a conversation about what’s going on at school.

			When we can view kids as generally doing the best they can, knowing they actually do want to listen and get it right for us, and that they need us to change the way we communicate with them so that they can hear us, the upside is that this often feels better and brings more peace to our home.

			Examples:

			
					‘Hmmm, I can see it’s really tricky popping on your shoes today. In fact it’s been a tough morning. I find mornings hard sometimes as well.’

					‘It’s really hard leaving the park, I get it. The park is fun.’

			

			
					Humour, creativity and play

			

			Okay, I know this isn’t always within us, but when it is, what a difference it makes. Kids love play and humour – they are the most natural things to them. Once you’ve acknowledged feelings, sometimes a game or a joke can help move us from ‘stuck’ to ‘unstuck’. Humour can lower resistance, create positive endorphins and reduce cortisol – all things that can have kids listening better.

			Examples:

			
					Kids love a challenge: ‘I bet you can’t beat me to the bathroom to wash hands for dinner.’

					Have fun with resistance: ‘So you wanted Daddy to get you dressed and he’s busy.’ [Put on a deep voice] ‘How about I do my best Daddy voice as I get you ready and I stomp around like Daddy does!’

					Playfulness: ‘Teddy doesn’t want to get HIS shoes on either. Can you help Teddy to get ready – he’s having a hard time!’

			

			
					Move forward and take charge

			

			Sometimes despite trying all the above steps, your child will still not listen. This may have you in boundaries territory. Often, when we are talking about getting our child to listen, we are really talking about getting them to cooperate.

			This is usually about getting out of the house, to the table for a meal, out of the park when we are done for today, or into bed at night. All things that sometimes our kids are going to need help with in order to go well. When you’ve tried to help your child and they are not able to cooperate, it’s about letting them know what the limit or boundary is and giving them a hand if they are not able to listen.

			Examples:

			
					‘I can see you are having a hard time stopping the colouring-in. I am going to give you a hand by putting the pens and paper away. It’s bathtime now, so there is no more drawing for today.’

					‘I won’t let you keep standing on the table. I can see you are having trouble listening, so I am going to help you down.’

					‘Guys, we are done with TV for today. I KNOW it’s hard to stop watching and go to bed . . . I’m turning off the TV and I am wondering if you want one story or two tonight?’

			

			Let’s look at this example of Sam, who is playing happily with her LEGO when it’s time to go to day care. 

			
					Connect before you direct

			

			Kids can’t hear all our words. They do, however, hear us much better when they feel connected with us. Just by touching Sam on the shoulder and coming in next to her, we are tuning her body and brain in to hear what we say.

			Once you’ve physically come in alongside your child, you want to connect emotionally. We do this by simply noticing what they are doing. Maybe you notice they are feeling a bit down, or maybe you notice they are having a great time playing. Connection is all about just slowing our agenda down long enough to notice what our child’s agenda is.

			‘Hey Sam, you’re really enjoying your LEGO. I can see you’ve built a big house and farm here . . . now, I know it’s going to be hard to stop because you are having so much fun . . .’

			
					Control body language and tone

			

			Make sure your feet are grounded and your voice is low and steady, even a whisper, as you talk. Your tone is calm, controlled and kind to have the best impact.

			‘Up you get, Sam, that’s it.’

			
					Notice the emotions

			

			Sometimes when, despite you connecting and speaking clearly, your child isn’t moving, it’s a clue that there is more going on. We want to ask, ‘What’s happening here that has my child stuck, because I know they want to get it right?’ Try letting them know you can see it’s hard. You might give them a hand, or offer compassion.

			‘Hey Sam, I can see it’s really tough to get going today . . . and I realise it’s a Friday and that means you go to your mum’s place after school. I’m going to miss you too, buddy. How about we get these shoes on and have some special time together before school starts so we feel more connected when we are apart this weekend?’

			
					Use humour, pretend or play

			

			The best way to engage kids, when you have it in you, is through play and humour. You might offer a race to the car, or you might pretend the dog or another object is talking. If you can engage in playfulness or fun, things often go better.

			[Parent grabs a toy] ‘Wahhhhh, I hate Fridays too, Sammy, can you take me with you to Mum’s? I don’t want to be left here, the dog might peeee on me!’ Pee, bum and poo jokes are guaranteed to bring a laugh.

			
					Move forward and take charge

			

			Sometimes it’s not appropriate to use humour, or your child needs a clear instruction. This part is where you tell them the thing you need them to listen to:

			
					Say their name. 

					You want to use as few words as possible, 1–2 steps at the most.

					Offer two choices; a sense of autonomy helps.

			

			This is the following through and helps our kids to know we are at the wheel:

			‘Sam, I know you really don’t want to stop playing LEGO, you really wish you could keep playing, and I know Fridays are hard.’ 

			‘It is now time to stop and get your shoes on, so we can get to school.’ 

			‘I am going to place the LEGO here on the shelf to keep it safe, and we can play with it again when you are back on Sunday.’ 

			‘Do you want to take the blue water bottle or green water bottle today?’ 

			[Confidently moving forward with arm around Sam] ‘Off we go.’

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							The birthday cake

						
					

					
							
							The thing is, like so much of parenting, this is all easier said than done. So enjoy this little story from my past about getting kids to listen . . . 

						
					

					
							
							I was at home with three children aged 5 and under, it was my 3-year-old’s birthday and I was making a cake to take to the park to meet with friends to celebrate.

						
					

					
							
							While I was making the cake, I had an 11-month-old baby on my hip, and the two other boys underfoot. They were keen to get to the park – I was ‘just finishing the cake’.

						
					

					
							
							I told my 5-year-old that he needed to put his shoes on because we were leaving soon, and he said, ‘Okay, Mum.’ He was distracted by his new soccer ball. He was kicking it in the house, and NOT moving towards putting shoes on.

						
					

					
							
							I said, ‘Stop kicking the ball, get your shoes on,’ and continued to ice the cake while giving my 3-year-old a drink, which he spilt. I wiped it up but not before the baby slipped on it . . . you get the picture. I feed the baby a snack. I keep on with the cake.

						
					

					
							
							From memory, it feels like I asked my son to stop bouncing that ball and put his shoes on 57,000 times, but in reality it was probably about two or three more times.

						
					

					
							
							Just as the cake was done, and the shoes were on, I saw that bloody ball fly across the room, past the kitchen bench, past my face and I watched in slow motion as the ball zoomed up to a high display shelf at the back of our kitchen. I watched in horror as the ball hit my favourite vase. The vase, full of water and flowers, came crashing down. The vase smashed into a million pieces, RIGHT ON TOP of the cake. There was a terrible silence.

						
					

					
							
							We tell this story in our house still to this day, and it has brought so much laughter. But no, I was NOT laughing as it happened.

						
					

					
							
							It felt very much like my son wasn’t listening, or worse, deliberately disobeying me. It was beyond frustrating. I was so angry at my son because if only he had just listened the first time . . . right?

						
					

					
							
							So, how would I do things differently these days?

						
					

					
							
							I’d walk over to my son, I would put my hand on his shoulder and I would say in an almost whisper: ‘You are loving your new ball, huh? I get how much fun you are having with it, but I won’t let you keep kicking inside. I am worried something will get broken. So how about you go outside for 5 more minutes of kicking the ball, and I’ll set a timer. Once it goes off, we will get everyone’s shoes on and get to the park.’ I would make sure he moved the ball OUTSIDE and I wouldn’t expect him to listen without helping him follow through.

						
					

					
							
							These days I try to communicate differently with my son. I really believe in the connection touch and empathy before direction, because I’ve seen it work time after time – and I am hoping it saves your cake, your vase, your flowers, your child, and your sanity from a day like my Disaster Football Vase Cake Day of July 2015.

						
					

				
			

			TEN TOOLS TO INCREASE COOPERATION

			Kids want to cooperate. I promise they do! They love being on your team and getting it right. So how can we best harness this and build up intrinsic motivation and cooperation that lasts long-term in your home?

			
					Choices

			

			Simple and effective. Try: 

			
					‘It’s time to brush your teeth. Should I go first or do you want to go first?’

					‘It’s time to go to day care. Do you want to bring a toy or a snack in the car?’

			

			
					Pretend

			

			Kids delight in fun and pretend play. Especially when it’s silly. Try:

			
					‘If I close my eyes . . .’ Trust me when I tell you this works like magic. Kids love to shock or surprise us. So when you say, ‘If I close my eyes . . . I BET there is no way you can pack up all the green blocks before I open my eyes again, there is no WAY you could do that,’ there will be squeals of delight as they attempt to shock you. For bonus points add: ‘If you guys manage to clean up this whole room, I might just fall over and wave my arms and legs in the air like a bug!’ (You need to actually do this but it causes the biggest stir and makes kids really want to cooperate. They love it when we can be silly and playful.)

					‘I need your help.’ Play the fool who doesn’t know if shoes go on feet or on heads? When your child corrects you, argue back as you are SURE shoes go on heads.

					Make their toys, the dog or any object you like talk. This is my go-to. I love bringing a toy to the table and asking my child to help them as they are really nervous about this dinner as it’s a bit different, or asking a toy if they will give my child a big hug as they are having a hard time going to school. It works incredibly well.

			

			
					Competition

			

			Who doesn’t rise to a challenge? Try:

			
					‘I’ll race you . . .’ Kids also love a race. Especially one THEY win. Race them to the bath, the shower, or out of the park for an easy win.

					‘Who can pack up the most toys in 3 minutes?’

			

			
					Give them jobs

			

			Kids rise to a genuine challenge and love to feel important and helpful. 

			
					Ask for their help and give them important roles in what must happen next. Getting kids to help prep for dinner, or for bedtime, can really have them feeling like a part of the team. It goes even better when we authentically thank them for their help.

					Come to them with a problem and see if they can help come up with the solution. 

			

			
					Listen

			

			Kids hear us best when we really hear them. This means tuning in to what they are interested in, even if it’s the individual powers of all 1000 Pokémon! This listening and connection works incredibly well to make kids feel good and listen better.

			
					Humour

			

			Humour is one of the most underrated parenting strategies. When we can lighten the mood with a dance party, a challenge or a joke, the tension lifts and kids are so much more likely to cooperate. If it’s a little boy struggling to pop shoes on, make sure you try the odd bum or fart joke, and then pop the shoes near them to put on and see if things go better.

			
					Believe

			

			Believe in your child and their desire to cooperate, and be ready to help them when they need assistance to get it right. We need to always come from the most generous assumption possible, so instead of ‘He never listens!’, we need to think, ‘How can I change the way I am communicating so he can hear me?’ Try:

			
					Setting your child up for success: make it doable, keep instructions simple, just 1–2 steps and, on a bad day, wind the ask right back to the bare minimum to give your child that initial feeling of success.

					Thanking them for cooperating BEFORE they are cooperating: ask your kids to start packing away their toys, and even if no one is moving yet, stand there and say, ‘Thanks so much, guys. I can see you are going to help and I so appreciate that you are getting this done.’

			

			
					Praise less

			

			Praise is a demotivator. Kids go better when we focus on effort over outcome. When we focus on effort, they are more intrinsically motivated to listen and be cooperative. Try:

			
					‘I notice how hard you’ve been working on this. I can see how you are improving too.’

					‘When you gave your sister a toy it made her smile. I think she loved that.’

					‘Wow – you did it! I can see by your big smile you feel great too.’

			

			
					Give a connection boost	When your child is struggling to get something right, like being kind to a sibling and you catch them going well, try bragging about their effort to someone else within their earshot: ‘Did you know I saw Seb being so kind and patient to Remi? Gosh, he is growing up!’ Sometimes the best way to increase cooperation is to tell someone ELSE how helpful your child is being, or how much they are listening and how you are really noticing it. For younger children you can even tell the dog, the cat or their favourite toy and it works just as well.
	Catch your child doing one thing right and thank them directly. Noticing the good stuff really can have kids feeling and going better. ‘Hey mate, thanks so much for taking your plate to the table.’
	Try one-on-one time, and mini moments of connection. ‘I am going to hang this washing up and then what about we play a game of UNO?’



					Take charge

			

			When all else fails, it might be that your child is unable to cooperate and they need your help. This is when we take charge without shame or blame. Try:

			
					‘Okay, I can see you are having trouble not splashing your sister, so I am going to get you out of the bath. Bath is done for today; we can try again tomorrow.’

					‘I am putting away this toy for now. I can’t let you throw it as it’s not safe.’

			

			For older kids it’s about connection and tuning in with empathy. If they are struggling, it’s about talking to them about the bits they find hard and helping them with ways to make it easier or better.

			Try:

			
					Writing a note. For a child who frequently forgets to close the door, put a big note on the door: ‘Please close me.’ For a child who hates wearing a helmet, stick a note to their bike saying, ‘Don’t forget your helmet.’

					Use fewer words. Big kids want to go well and can forget. Instead of ‘Why are these shoes still on the floor?’, try touching your child and only saying one word – ‘Shoes’ – with intent.

					Describing how you feel about what’s happening. ‘The volume level in this car is really getting to me, guys, can we move it down to about a 5/10 please?’

					Empathising. ‘I used to hate packing up too. In fact, I still find it hard. What used to help me was breaking it up into chunks, so just the books first, then the clothes . . . For me, stages helped me get it done. Would you like my help getting started?’

			

			Final three tips:

			
					Appreciate progress before describing what’s not done or where kids haven’t listened. Even if they’ve only managed to get one sock on, it’s progress. Sometimes just noting they’ve got that far and you can see they are trying brings more cooperation: ‘Well done, darling, I can see you are halfway there. Pop on the other sock and we can get going!’

					If you are threatening or bribing before you’ve begun, you are off track.

					When in doubt, connect before you direct. Get closer, slow down, speak more quietly and try to see it from your child’s perspective.

			

			There is no child on earth like yours. There is no parent–child relationship like the one with you and your child. Getting kids to cooperate is about leaning in to what makes them ‘tick’ and applying that in an authentic way. It’s trial and error, but when it’s working it feels so much better than the constant battle that can take hold if we are not focusing on connection before correction.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Jamie

						
					

					
							
							Jamie’s parents requested a one-on-one as they were seeking help with their big-feeling son. We’d had a session because Jamie was struggling with doing anything independently. He was 41/2 and still wanted to be carried a lot and have most things done for him. His parents had tried praise, rewards and bribery and they felt that they could never find the right ‘currency’. So we talked about moving away from bribes and into connection and boundaries. This was the note they sent me after our session:

						
					

					
							
							‘We embarked on a 3 km walk up to a lighthouse with the three kids. Jamie was 2.7 km of a 3 km walk to the lighthouse when I said, “You are doing SUCH a good job, Harry, I am so proud of you.” I know you’d talked about praise in the session and it was crazy because the instant impact of what I said was that Jamie stopped right there and demanded to be carried.

						
					

					
							
							‘Then we remembered about praising effort over outcome. We tried the “I’ll race you” tip and said, “Jamie, I BET you can beat us to the top,” and off Jamie ran. When he got there on his own and said, “I did it all by myself,” we could see he felt great. Interestingly, no complaints on the way down either and this is a huge thing for him in terms of cooperation.’ 

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			How to make ‘no’ mean ‘no’

			‘It’s your child’s job to ask for the moon. It’s your job to calmly state what you are and are not willing to do.’

			– Janet Lansbury

			Many parents I work with come for help with boundaries and limits. They feel they can’t set them because it makes their child too upset, or their child won’t accept the limit. But when we dig a little deeper, it’s not that those parents are incapable of setting the limits – they know how to do this. They struggle with the emotional upheaval this causes in their child and being ‘responsible’ for that upset. No parent wants to be the ‘bad guy’. But setting and holding limits is one of the most deeply loving acts in parenting, and it answers one of our child’s biggest questions: ‘Am I safe?’

			I received the following email from a parent before one of my boundaries workshops:

			‘The biggest thing for me is making no actually mean no! We ask “Can you please not unclip your seatbelt until the engine is off?” He always says, “No” and he jumps in the front seat. At day care pick-up with his little brother we ask, “Please don’t run on the grass area near the road. Come with me straight to the car.” He says, “No” . . . then I spend half an hour chasing them around to get them in the car. When we are out with family, I tell him “No more lollies, you’ve had enough.” He says, “No.” I have no control – I hate using that word. We need some tools to help get a better reaction when we ask him to stop doing something. Help us, Gen!’

			We all have our struggle points with boundaries. This scenario may be familiar to you. It’s 5 pm and you are racing the clock to do the dinner/bath/bed dash. Your child asks for something – it might be a biscuit or some TV, or it might be for you to play with them again. Or it’s 8 pm and maybe they are in bed and they ask for what feels like the 10 millionth thing. You know it’s unreasonable and you say no – for a multitude of reasons from health, to safety, or a need for sleep, or because it doesn’t work for you right now – and your child starts to get upset.

			In your head you think, ‘Not this again!’ You dread the emotions hitting meltdown level, or you just can’t take another outburst today. You worry it will upset siblings, or it might disrupt the bedtime routine and you collapse:

			
					‘OKAY, just ONE biscuit.’ 

					‘Fine. I’ll play for 5 minutes and no more.’ 

					‘Alright, you can get up and have a bowl of cereal, but then that’s IT, okay?’

			

			But it’s likely that won’t be it. It’s kinder to be clear. This may mean saying no sooner and knowing that it’s our kid’s job to constantly push the limits and our job to decide where the line is.

			Limits are not only kind, but essential

			Studies show that long-term low-boundary parenting or overly strict parenting have negative impacts for children. One of the impacts is that when kids don’t feel like someone is ‘at the wheel’ and in charge some of the time, they are more likely to struggle to regulate their emotions. This is because when kids can’t sense that firm boundary keeping them safe, it leads to more anxiety, which is dysregulating.

			One study looked at adolescents aged 11–16 years over one year and compared different parenting styles and child self-regulation. Both mothers’ and fathers’ permissive parenting styles were found to be linked to lower child self-regulation, which may lead to more angry or anxious children. The same goes with longer-term authoritarian (overly strict) parenting, which was also found to disrupt the development of child self-regulation. 

			I also believe that a lack of confidence in boundary-setting leads to burnout for parents who are constantly struggling to meet every single need, or make sure their kids are never uncomfortable or sad, and as a result they wind up depleted. Boundaries not only make kids feel safe but they are how we, as parents, model self-love.

			‘Boundaries are the distance at which I can love you and me simultaneously.’

			– Prentis Hemphill

			So, kids need boundaries but, as we’ve discussed, the balance of kind and firm is vital. Kind without firm can come across as weak, and firm without kind can be mean. Neither weak or mean is good for kids.

			Setting and holding limits

			Setting and holding limits is not for the faint-hearted. It does upset our kids and we find this hard. While it’s okay to change our minds on limits with our kids, or decide tonight we are happy to do one more story or allow ‘5 more minutes’ of TV, it’s not so helpful for children if we start to feel we can never say no because we are living with a tiny terrorist who is running the show, or if we repeatedly collapse out of fear of their big feelings.

			For some parents, their upbringing was overly strict and they weren’t allowed to muck up or show big feelings. As a result, the idea their child will get upset is a real challenge. They are often determined NOT to be like their parents, and this can hold them back. Other parents had caregivers who were permissive. They also avoided big feelings, but instead of punishing their child for it they would give in or do anything to make their kids happy. In both cases, we wind up with parents who will struggle with the emotions that erupt when a boundary or a limit is set. So, the key to being able to set limits with confidence is mostly about getting comfortable with your child’s emotions. The good, the bad and the really big, huge ugly ones!

			As we’ve discussed in Part One, we struggle because we’re attempting to set limits without some of the common behaviouralist tactics from the past, like punishments or bribes, and because of our own discomfort with the fact that setting a boundary will most likely upset our child.

			This discomfort shows up in our body and our tone. You may be surprised to find it’s tiny non-verbal cues that can confuse your child and make you much less effective at holding limits. So you can be saying ALL the right things, but if your subconscious mind isn’t on board and aware of what it’s doing, these limits won’t work as well.

			The other major struggle point in setting and holding limits can happen when parents are expecting their kids to just be able to comply. We forget that it’s kind of in their job description to say no or to push up against the limits we set.

			The thing is our kids WANT to be good, and if they are constantly butting up against our limits or it feels like boundaries are not working, it is us that need to change the way we set the limit, not our child. So how do we adjust the way we say no and how do we hold limits with confidence?

			The answers lie in our body language, tone and confidence more than anything else.

			In her book Setting Boundaries, Dr Rebecca Ray talks about the need to meet your ‘inner leader’ to get better at setting boundaries. She argues that ‘boundaries are learned, we observe and adopt them primarily from our parents or primary caregivers in childhood’. Attachment research, and my work with thousands of parents, would concur with this – how we go setting boundaries has a lot to do with how our parents went, and how we’ve made sense of this.

			We need to find our inner leader in order to be what our kids need. Our inner leader responds to the world from logic and reality, but is mindful of where we struggle with emotions. In other words, when we notice emotions rising up in the body that are more about us than our child, we choose to keep being what our child needs in the moment, rather than being influenced by our past.

			When I talk about our ability to set and hold limits, we are doing this with the past in mind. One of the steps to a solid boundary is first engaging that inner leader who is kind and firm. So it’s about knowing where you naturally lean in this balance and staying in the present when you set a boundary.

			Many parents find limits don’t stick, or they are struggling with boundaries even though they are saying all the right things. They can start to worry that limits don’t work on their child or wonder where they are going wrong. One of the first things I like to explore is what’s happening for us emotionally and physically when setting and holding limits.

			The first step in working out where we are struggling with limits is to work out what’s happening within our body. This is simply because a lot of how we ‘go’ in the stressful moments of parenting is very much being communicated and dictated at a subconscious level by our body language, even when our words are getting it right.

			Here are some examples of where we are not really holding a limit in an effective way:

			
					‘Hop down off the table, darling. Darling, please hop down. Darling, it’s not safe, you don’t want to get hurt, do you? Why don’t we do something else?’ This leads to someone eventually getting hurt or a burnt-out shouty parent wondering why her child doesn’t just LISTEN in the first place! When a child isn’t listening and there is a safety issue, they are letting us know they need more help. We need to physically get them down.

					‘Please stop hitting your sister! I said stop it!! Gentle hands! We don’t hit.’ Kids can’t hear our words when they are unregulated, so we need to physically step in to stop the hit for our child.

					‘Okay, are you ready to brush your teeth now?’ Questions rarely work for young kids, especially if what you actually mean is not a question but a statement.

			

			The only way to make no mean no is simply to follow through, even though it upsets your child. The message is: ‘I can see you are having a hard time listening/leaving the park/stopping yourself from hitting . . . I am here to help you/stop you.’

			SIX KEY STRUGGLE POINTS WITH LIMITS

			
					The ask is too much for the child – developmentally they don’t have the impulse control and emotional regulation to comply, and they simply need more help (e.g. we are wanting them to sit still at the table and they simply can’t do that yet as their body needs to move to regulate).

					The tone of the ask or the limit is not said with confidence because the parent struggles with the emotional fallout of setting a limit. A parent says, ‘Are you ready to leave the park now?’ instead of making it a confident statement: ‘Home time now! Let’s grab our things.’

					There is no follow through, so when a child butts up against the limit (which is their job) the parent doesn’t know what to do next and collapses. We say it’s time to brush teeth now and nobody moves because they are engrossed in a TV show. Instead of asking 17 times, we should move and follow through: ‘Hey guys. I’m now going to turn off the TV as it’s teeth time. Who’s going in first? I’ll get the paste, you get your brushes.’

					The parent is trying to avoid being ‘harsh’ like their own parents, or they had parents who were unable to set limits because they too struggled with emotion. So they say, ‘Please darling, don’t you feel tired now?’ However, a child needs us to be clear: ‘Bedtime now. Which story am I reading? Let’s go!’

					A strong little soul is pushing so many limits that parents begin to become exhausted with limit fatigue and surrender. ‘FINE, just have what you want, I give up.’

					We are confused about what a limit is, and we think it’s about controlling our child when it’s mostly about what we are willing or not willing to do. ‘You need to eat all of your dinner’ is not something we should (or can) control. We get to decide what we will and won’t offer for dinner and when we serve it, but we can’t force them to eat. Or ‘You need to do a wee before bed.’ Again, we can’t force this but we can say: ‘Sit on the toilet and let’s check if there is a cheeky wee in there or not, and then let’s read that story!’	Holding a limit . . . almost

	I was working with the most incredible mum, Nadia, a few years ago. She had read every parenting book out there. I was so in awe of her knowledge that we spoke about her coming back to me for a job once her kids were a little older.

	Despite this knowledge, Nadia was stuck. She had a highly active 3-year-old who just wouldn’t listen when she set a limit (for example, not standing on the dining table). It was really frustrating and had her wondering where she was going wrong. 

	I asked her to talk me through what she did when her child climbed on the table and she said this:

	‘I come up close and touch her, I let her know calmly, firmly and confidently that I can see her body wants to move, that I won’t let her climb on the table, but she can climb outside. If she doesn’t move, I tell her I am going to help her down. I follow through and then I hold the limit, letting her know, “I can see you want to climb; I won’t let you on the table, but we can climb outside.”’

	I was floored. She was absolutely nailing it – her words, her tone and her confidence were spot-on. I was feeling a little perplexed. While young children will push boundaries (that’s their job), this should have been working better for this mum. Then she added, with a smile: ‘Then I might say, “You cheeky little monkey.”’

	As soon as she said it, she knew.

	As she attempted to ‘lighten the mood’ (to ease her own discomfort, which came from her past experiences and childhood) her child thinks: ‘Mum and I just LOVE this game!’ Rinse and repeat. In 20 minutes her daughter would be up on the table again. They were stuck because of the fear of feelings. 

	So why was Nadia adding that last bit? Because although her conscious brain knew exactly HOW to set and hold a limit, her unconscious brain – the part of her that developed when she was a child – was firing up and letting her know: ‘This discomfort is upsetting my child. This isn’t safe. Let’s lighten the mood, so it doesn’t get too serious in here.’

	It’s a coping mechanism. It served a purpose at one stage, but it’s just no longer serving her in these situations. The truth is we are always seeing our child through the lens of our experiences to date, and it is in there shaping everything from our thoughts to our words and actions. What we need to do as parents is start to spot these moments that are hidden. When we see them, we have a choice to make: Do I run with my automatic programming? Or be what my child needs? 




			

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Physical intervention

						
					

					
							
							When limits aren’t working, you need to physically help your child.

						
					

					
							
							Often when setting limits for young children, we need to physically show them that limit – from a clear stop sign with our hand as we say, ‘Walking, please’, to physically helping a child get down off the couch because it’s not safe, to using our hands or body to stop a child from hitting or get between two siblings who are fighting.

						
					

					
							
							We need to physically stop, help or show kids with our bodies for two main reasons:

						
					

					
							
							1.	Actions speak louder than words (often children are busy or can’t hear you).

							2.	Sometimes children literally can’t stop, without help. 

						
					

					
							
							To be clear, I am not advocating physical violence of any kind to enforce a limit, or ever using fear or control to intimidate. Absolutely not ever. But using our body physically to help our child with a limit to keep them, us or others safe is sometimes required. For example:

						
					

					
							
							•	If your child is standing on the table and you have asked them to get down and they are not complying, you may need to help them down by picking them up and placing them on the ground. They may be crying and try to climb back up, so you can use your hand to stop them, and your words to let them know: ‘I won’t let you climb on the table.’

						
					

					
							
							•	If your child is about to hit or hurt a sibling, you can use your body to get between them and hold your child’s wrist while saying, ‘I won’t let you hit.’

						
					

					
							
							•	If your child is refusing to wear their seatbelt despite your attempts at humour or distraction, you may need to hold their body still and buckle them in.

						
					

					
							
							•	If your child refuses to brush their teeth because they are watching TV, you may say, ‘The TV is going off for now, we can watch more tomorrow,’ while physically turning off the TV and placing the remote out of reach.

						
					

					
							
							•	If your child is melting down, you may pick them up and move with them to their room or the car to help them in this moment. 

						
					

				
			

			FIVE REASONS LIMITS MAY NOT BE WORKING FOR OUR CHILD

			
					We didn’t connect first 

			

			We are pre-empting the emotions and come in hot from across the room, already shouting commands, and our child goes into fight, flight or freeze. We’ve lost the balance of firm and kind and we never even got out of the gate.

			I have to admit that often I forget to connect first. It always takes longer and goes less well when I do. When I remember, I go in with connection before I ask my kids to do anything.

			Even in the most heated or emotional of moments, try coming up close, taking a breath and tuning in to where your child is at, what they are wishing, wanting or feeling, and talk out loud about that. ‘You are so excited about the colouring-in competition, and you don’t want to stop. I get it. I think I was rushing you and I didn’t realise how important this was to you. How about we set a timer for 5 more minutes and then when it goes off, we pack up. Sound okay?’

			
					Our words are spot-on, but our body fails us

			

			When kids are taking in very few of our words, it’s our body language that lets us down. Our words might say, ‘It’s time to leave the park’, but our body language says, ‘He’s not going to listen to me anyway, here we go again, please listen I don’t want a public meltdown.’ Our child can sense our discomfort, our nerves or our inability to follow through just by the body language in our shoulders or our stance and they are more likely to grin and ignore us or test us with a ‘no’.

			They don’t test us to be difficult. They test us because the discomfort in us makes them feel worried, or unstable. They push, I believe hoping we will hold the limit and not cave in.

			
					Too much logic and too many words

			

			Our discomfort with being the ‘bad guy’ can have us rattling off all the logical reasons why this boundary needs to be set, for safety or practicality, none of which matters to our child in this moment. The simpler we keep our words, the better.

			I met a mum recently who was struggling with a child. She was so frustrated when her daughter wouldn’t just accept the limit in place. A common example was her daughter asking to stop for a snack on a car trip and her mum would explain how many kilometres they were away from the next snack.

			After our session this mum was able to spot in the moment the desire to jump to logic that would lead to ongoing debates; instead, she started pausing and naming the feeling: ‘Yeah, I’ve said no, and you feel really disappointed.’

			To be clear, we don’t want to revert to the days of ‘no because I told you so’ but we are often getting so tangled up in the logic of ‘why the no makes sense’ that we lose the ability to lean in to the fact our ‘no’ has made our child feel disappointed, or powerless. Our child can only hear our logic once they feel heard.

			
					Our words are spot-on, but our tone is off

			

			Sometimes I work with parents who have the words right, but their tone gives them away. Their discomfort with the emotions that might erupt from a boundary being set are given away as their voice goes up in pitch at the end. This is something you can only notice once you become aware of it.

			If you are trying to let your kids know what’s happening next, i.e. ‘It’s time to brush your teeth’, pay attention to whether your tone goes up in pitch at the end. If it does, it lands for your kids as a question, not a statement.

			When we are setting a boundary with younger kids, it’s not a question, it’s a statement. Our pitch and tone need to indicate this because it’s much kinder to be clear and direct than to try to soften a limit with too much kindness.

			
					Jumping straight to bribing, begging or pleading

			

			We sometimes pre-empt our child not listening and we show our hand. Kids need us to be a calm, cool and collected leader and we don’t look like we’ve got the wheel if we are begging or threatening.

			What should you do if any of this feels familiar? First, know you are far from alone. Setting and holding boundaries in a connected way is really tough and the most important thing to remember is that it’s not a perfect science. No one knows your child like you do and temperament will certainly play a big role.

			However, as the adult in our relationship with our child, if we can work out where the discomfort lies for us, and where we are struggling, we are more likely to be able to hold loving limits more often without collapsing in anger or frustration.

			For our kids, the impact of this is huge. While they may not like our ‘no’, that’s actually not their job. Holding limits for our kids makes them feel loved, and it answers one of their biggest questions: ‘Am I safe?’ We get to let them know they are safe because we’ve got this, and that is one of the most loving messages we can give. 

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Hunter 

						
					

					
							
							Kate was in one of my parenting groups. Her son Hunter was a runner and she was struggling to get him, at 2½ years old, to cooperate with limits. Kate was pregnant and feeling really stressed that she wasn’t going to be able to take Hunter anywhere soon. No matter where they went, he would bolt and had no sense of safety (yet) so this was scary and dangerous at times.

						
					

					
							
							Kate sent this to me before a session: ‘I can say no till the cows come home but he just bolts in the other direction. He can even predict when I am about to say no or it’s time to go home and start to hide or run before I even say it. We’ve tried banning the TV, we’ve tried taking away toys if he won’t come to us . . . none of it works and it’s making going anywhere really unsafe because he runs into car parks, and no amount of saying no is helping.’

						
					

					
							
							Kate had tried threats, bribes and punishments, all of which had increased the level of misery in the house, and none of which had changed her son’s tendency to bolt.

						
					

					
							
							One of the biggest misconceptions about setting limits for young children is that they should do what we say. Their job is to butt up against that limit and test it repeatedly. Our job is to hold the limit and let them know we see their struggle. Below is the plan we came up with to help Kate and Hunter. This can work for you too.

						
					

					
							
							1.  Set expectations

						
					

					
							
							Before you get anywhere, set your child up for success by talking through the plan and any potential pitfalls. Kids need to really understand what the expectations are. If you know your child is a runner, talk through the day’s activity in advance. Also talk through how you will help them if they are struggling.

						
					

					
							
							For a very young child, you might even draw this out – the plan for the day and the expectation of coming to the car and holding your hand. Your child also needs to know in advance what you will do if they are unable to hold your hand or try to run.

						
					

					
							
							You might say: ‘Today we are going to the park. I know when I tell you it’s time to leave you find it hard, but I need you to come when our time is up. What can we plan out to make leaving the park easier? What about a snack for the car?’ The most important part is that your child has had time to mentally prepare for the disappointment of park-time ending.

						
					

					
							
							2.  Be ready to help your child

						
					

					
							
							When it’s time to leave, you need to let them know while holding their hand. This way you can easily stop them from running and you are communicating that you’ve got this, and you are letting them know.

						
					

					
							
							You might say: ‘I am not going to let you run away, I am holding your hand now. I know it’s so hard to leave the park.’

						
					

					
							
							3.  Help your child as needed

						
					

					
							
							Clearly let your child know the limit and be ready to offer them choices and help them.

						
					

					
							
							You might say: ‘It’s now time to go. Are you going to hold my hand or will I carry you? I know, you really don’t want to leave.’

						
					

					
							
							Note: We can’t always physically carry a child from A to B for many reasons, especially when they get older. So what then?

						
					

					
							
							We may still prep and set the limit while holding their hand because we know they may struggle. Remember the limit is what we are willing to do or not do. So while you may not be able to carry your child out, you may say: ‘We are done playing for today. I’ll wait here with you until you are ready to get to the car.’

						
					

					
							
							By making sure our child feels that we are willing to take the wheel to get them from A to B, things often go a lot smoother because they can rely on us to help them when they can’t manage.

						
					

				
			

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Watch your tone: resistance brings more resistance

						
					

					
							
							Following through with a limit is a lot about your tone. Though it’s tempting to threaten or punish, do know that anything that has us butting up against our child will bring MORE resistance.

						
					

					
							
							Example:

						
					

					
							
							You walk into the living room and say, ‘Turn off the TV, we are late for the dentist.’ Your child says, ‘NO, I am not going! You can’t make me!’ and grabs the remote. 

						
					

					
							
							Before you go in guns blazing, try to spot the underlying emotion: ‘I can see you really don’t want to turn off the TV, this is hard.’ 

						
					

					
							
							Often, once our child knows we understand, they are more able to hear the limit. This might sound like: ‘I get it, you are right in the middle of that episode, and you really want to see the end. We need to turn off the TV now because it’s time for the dentist. I am going to take the remote and help you turn off the TV. We can pause it where you left off. Would you like to watch the end when we get home this afternoon?’

						
					

					
							
							I am not saying your child won’t get upset. They have every right to be upset. But when we can be their bigger, stronger, wise and kind leader, it helps them to know they can rely on us.

						
					

				
			

			How to set a boundary when your child is kicking/hitting/hurting

			If you are going through this, you are not alone. One couple I met with for a one-on-one are very close to my heart and we still stay in touch. They were referred to me for the tricky behaviour of their son who had recently become a big brother. The reason I’m telling you this story is because of what they both did for a living. As we were prepping for their session, I found out they were BOTH practising child psychologists. I panicked and said, ‘Why are you coming to me?’ I was really ready to tell them they didn’t need me at all when one parent said to me: ‘Gen, my 2-year-old is hitting me in the face. We need you.’ This just reinforced and reminded me that none of us finds the tricky moments of parenting easy.

			I’m also reminded of Ameena, a gorgeous 3-year-old who was an older sister to a 3-month-old brother. Ameena was a gentle, loving, articulate and easy-going girl, until – according to her parents – around four weeks before her brother was born. They said it was like a dark cloud came over her. She went backwards in toilet training, she was waking frequently at night and her parents felt that no matter what they did, she would wind up having about 10 meltdowns a day. If they tried to help her with her big feelings she would hit and kick everyone and everything in her path. They wanted to help her and it felt like everything they tried made it worse. The question that Ameena’s parents came to me with was this: ‘Do I keep welcoming my child’s feelings when they are hitting, spitting or kicking me?’

			Let’s start with a few points about kicking and hitting:

			
					When your child is kicking or hitting or there is any risk of safety to them, others or property, the way we set and hold the limit looks different.

					As above, one of the most common questions I get asked is: ‘Do I keep on welcoming feelings when my child is kicking me or trashing their room?’ The short answer is absolutely not.

					No child wants to hit or hurt you, property or themselves. This is a ‘take charge’ moment and anything less will have our kids feeling terrified by the level of dysregulation in their body, and us as parents feeling hopeless and lacking the answers.

			

			When there is any risk of harm, whether to you, your child, the dog, the baby or property, there are only two steps:

			
					Safety and containment

					De-shame, empathy and connection.

			

			Safety and containment

			We prioritise safety and contain our child first because this is what our kid needs. No child wants to be hitting, hurting or raging around trashing your house. When they are doing this, they are begging with their actions for your help and for you to stop them. We need to keep in mind that their prefrontal cortex isn’t fully developed, and that the way they learn this ability to regulate without hitting/hurting is through us doing it for them. This means containing your child physically, and moving them (where possible) to a smaller or safer space like their bedroom. This is very different to a timeout as the aim is to go with them. This is a ‘time in’. 

			I teach parents the use of this sentence: ‘I won’t let you hit/kick/bite. I am moving/holding/stopping you/me/the dog/the baby to keep us/you/me/the baby safe.’

			Examples:

			
					‘I won’t let you hit me. I am holding your arms to keep me safe. You can be mad but you may not hit.’

					‘I won’t let you throw your toys. I am putting this up high to keep it safe. I can see you are frustrated, and this is hard.’

			

			I like this sentence because it helps parents to step into their role as being responsible for physically containing their child. It’s hard to say ‘I won’t let you’ without physically moving to step in, and also sounding confident and like you are in charge. Your tone and body need to reflect the words. We are not asking our child to stop and then getting frustrated when they don’t listen. We are taking charge and letting them know that we will be there to be their prefrontal cortex, until they are able to do it themselves.

			I truly believe containing a child when there is a safety risk or who is harming themself, property or others is one of the highest acts of love. We are saying: ‘I believe in you, I know you don’t want to hit or hurt, and I am going to help you to stop.’

			De-shame, empathy and connection

			This is just as important in any situation where safety is a risk because our kids KNOW when they have done something that didn’t please us and, in addition, they often feel unregulated and scared by the feelings they have just experienced. The only way to get kids back to a place where we are able to effectively coach them is to help them with the feelings of shame that come up when they get things wrong.

			This might sound like: ‘That was really scary, I know. I said no TV and you got so mad you were kicking. So we moved into the bedroom and I kept us both safe until you calmed down. You really wished for the TV and you got so upset.’

			The aim of this retelling of what happened is not to condone the behaviour, but to help your child understand the feelings that caused the behaviour. This is so important because, without this step, children are unable to begin to spot that feeling again and make a different choice.  

			But what about consequences?!

			Hang on a minute, you might be thinking, there is NO WAY I could have behaved in this way growing up. Maybe you wonder sometimes if we’ve got it all wrong. Surely if we don’t have a consequence here, nothing will change?

			The best way to create a change in the behaviour, while keeping your connection, is through containing and de-shaming. From this point your child can be coached in a better way to do things next time.

			The problem with most consequences in a heightened situation is that they will not be relatable, and we won’t manage to keep connection with our child. This results in our child feeling punished and more alone, and this is likely to result in the behaviour continuing as we haven’t helped coach our child in spotting that emotion and communicating it without hitting/hurting.

			It’s easy to doubt yourself when trying to parent in a way that doesn’t lean in to punishment, blame or shame – especially if your child is behaving in ways you wouldn’t have dared to. These doubts make sense, but when we remember that you may not have ‘dared to’ because it wasn’t safe for you to show these feelings, we can see the bigger picture. If we want our kids to have the best chance of being in touch with, and regulating, their emotions without masking, shutting down or self-medicating, then leaning in to these feelings WHILE holding firm limits is the answer.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							When older kids hit

						
					

					
							
							When kids get older, the situation can become more complex than the average child who is hitting at age 2 or 3. If you have a child who is still getting really dysregulated at school age, I would encourage you to talk this out with your GP or paediatrician and think about engaging a behavioural Occupational Therapist. This will not necessarily lead to a formal diagnosis, but it does help with assessing if extra support is required.

						
					

					
							
							When a child has been struggling to regulate their emotions for longer, things can build up to a level where everyone can feel tired and lost. Older kids still need us to help them, and they don’t want to be free to get so dysregulated that they damage property or hurt others.

						
					

					
							
							We are still stepping in and helping, mindful that our child is a good kid having a really hard time.

						
					

					
							
							There are two main areas to focus on when assisting any child who is hitting or kicking. The steps are the same for older kids:

						
					

					
							
							1. Safety and containment. When older and bigger children hit or kick, we need to absolutely let them know we are bigger and stronger. We do this with a combination of confidence, calmness and kindness.

						
					

					
							
							2. De-shaming, empathy and connection. No one wants to be the ‘bad’ kid. No kid wants to feel so out of control regularly either, and when you’ve been in trouble for your feelings a lot, it can build up. When kids ‘lose’ it, especially when they are older and maybe some of their peers are less likely to get as upset as them, it can feel terrible and they may need more reassurance that we believe in them, and that more than anything else they are worthy of our love EVEN when they are struggling, hitting or kicking, and we will never withdraw that love.

						
					

				
			

			‘First and then’ is your new answer to everything

			Little kids who are adjusting to the fact their parents are now busy with a new baby may suddenly for the first time be asked to wait. ‘In a minute,’ we say, or ‘After I feed the baby.’ The thing is, what is a minute to a 3-year-old?

			FIRST and THEN is your new best friend. While a child may not yet understand the concept of time, they can understand a two-step process from around the age of 2 years old.

			Just say your child wants something, and you are changing the baby’s nappy. Your child wants it NOW. Maybe you’ve already said ‘in a minute’ and they are just not listening. Here is what I would say:

			‘I hear you. You want the yoghurt RIGHT NOW. It’s so hard to wait.

			FIRST: I will finish changing the baby.

			AND THEN: I will get that yoghurt.

			I KNOW, it’s so hard waiting, and it’s hard being a big sister some days too, isn’t it? Come near me and let’s talk about what flavour yoghurt you will pick.’

			This response lets your child know you hear them, that it’s okay to find waiting hard. It helps them to know their feelings and they are seen and heard.

			It also holds a limit, letting them know that you can love them to the moon and back and still not be willing to drop the baby’s nappy change to help them. The holding of this limit makes your child feel like you are at the wheel.

			It is also done in a way that your child can process. FIRST and THEN can be applied to anything your child wants when you need to get something else done first such as: ‘First we need to post the letter, and then we can go to the park.’

			FIVE WAYS TO USE HUMOUR TO MAKE BOUNDARIES WORK

			My mum once said to me that if you’ve lost your humour in parenting, you are off track. When she said it, my eldest child was only 6 months old and I was a pretty serious first-time mum. I didn’t really understand what she meant, or why humour was so essential to parenting effectively. But I get it now.

			Humour is the best way to shift us when we are stuck, and never are we more ‘stuck’ than when trying to hold a limit with our kids and facing their big feelings. I’m not suggesting we use humour to distract us away from the emotions, but when used creatively, humour can bring connection and can get everyone ‘un-stuck’ in tricky moments.

			
					A song, a race, or toys as props to move the mood

			

			Take an example where your child absolutely does NOT want to brush their teeth. Yes, sometimes we are going to take the lead and help them, but if you have it in you, try suggesting your child can’t beat you in a race to the bathroom. Try singing a silly song or brushing their favourite toy’s teeth. The sillier you can be, the better. Sometimes when we break the ice with a joke or some playfulness, our child feels less ‘cornered’ and more able to cooperate.

			
					Try a funny or silly challenge to aid cooperation

			

			Humour is a great option to use when a child is not helping with a task (like packing away their toys). Becoming a good ‘teammate’ and helping out takes time to develop in children, but I’ve had the most success with clean-ups in my home by suggesting to my kids that there is NO WAY they could possibly be able to ‘clean up all the soft toys before I come back’. They adore a challenge and often will rise to it. I can then act all shocked and silly and say, ‘Okay, so you did that, but I BET you can’t get all your clothes picked up too – and if you do I might just fall over and collapse in shock!’ Of course they do it and I fall over and everyone giggles.

			
					Dance parties and funny videos to get everyone out of a funk

			

			Sometimes you need to know when to have a mood-reset. Nothing is working and your strong-willed child isn’t coming to the party. One of the best things you can do is pump up the music, or watch a funny video on YouTube. Just get everyone feeling lighter and then try again.

			
					Talk to the toys or the pet

			

			When I was little and I would get upset, I remember my brother would come into my room and get my toys to do the ‘can-can’ or dance for me. I now understand he was using humour to connect with me, and I love using this concept with my kids. I love talking to the dog or pretending I am the dog to get my kids to laugh, or using my kids’ toys as a way of lightening the mood – and I find the laughter and lightness is just as helpful for me as it is for my kids. When empathy and limits are just not working, it can sometimes be a gear-change of humour or fun that lightens the mood and shifts into the next steps.

			
					If in doubt – go for the toilet humour!

			

			The other day my son was refusing to help me help him get dressed. He was floppy like a piece of cooked spaghetti and I couldn’t get his pants on. He was close to the gas fireplace and I made a joke that if he wasn’t careful his bum might catch on fire. Cue giggles, the resistance was broken and he helped me help him to get dressed. While that could have also been a firmer boundary moment, I always try for breaking the resistance first before coming in more firmly with a limit.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Should kids say sorry when they’ve mucked up?

						
					

					
							
							Kids don’t need to say sorry to learn, and forcing an apology will likely have you butted up against your child and the disconnect growing. Remember that no child wants to muck up. They already feel bad and are much more likely to go well if we are on their team tackling the problem together.

						
					

					
							
							One of the things I like to ask parents to do when they are struggling with getting limits to stick or holding limits is this. Picture your child on one side of a table and you on the other. The struggle, the limit being tested, is sitting right between both of you. The problem is your child not listening, getting it wrong, being defiant. And the solution is your child needs to change.

						
					

					
							
							Now picture this. You walk around the table to the side your child is on. You place your arm around your child and together you look at the problem – the hitting, the defiance, the not listening, or getting it wrong. You think, ‘You are a good kid, and I know you don’t want to be difficult so what’s getting in the way for you right now?’ You look at the problem together and say: ‘I know we can work this out, and I am right here to help you if you need.’

						
					

					
							
							The difference is profound in the way kids feel supported and how the problem becomes more manageable when you tackle it as a team.

						
					

					
							
							If it ever feels like you are standing over your child demanding they ‘say sorry’, picture yourself coming alongside them, being on their team, and notice how much it shifts the problem from being something within your child, to being something you can tackle together.

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 7

			Meltdowns and tantrums

			What if the secret to helping our children with meltdowns was as simple as leaning in, not out? What if mostly what our kids need is us to surrender and accept the emotion?

			When our child is having a meltdown, every instinct in our body wants to stop the noise, help our child, or protect ourselves. We can know the parent we want to be in these moments in theory, and yet in the moment we can find our palms sweating, our shoulders tensed, our jaw clenched, our heart rate elevating and a strong feeling of ‘No, no, no, not THIS again!’. Many parents describe it as ‘walking on eggshells’ – they know a meltdown is coming and they’ll do anything to prevent it.

			If our desire is to stop the meltdown, we may attempt to distract our child, solve the problem or even ignore or punish our child, in the hope it will help. In all these instances we are dealing with the behaviour only (i.e. stopping the crying/yelling/whingeing/stomping) and we are not dealing with the underlying emotion, which is the cause of the meltdown. 

			Meltdowns are like smoke alarms

			As I mentioned in Chapter 3, one of the ways to think about all behaviour, including meltdowns, is to picture that your child having a meltdown is the smoke alarm going off on the roof. It’s loud, annoying, inconvenient and it sometimes gives us a fright. Trying to stop a meltdown in a child by focusing only on stopping the behaviour is like trying to stop the smoke alarm going off by pointing your hose at the alarm. We are missing the reason the alarm went off – we need to find the fire.

			The behaviour is the smoke alarm going off, but the fire is the underlying emotions – the reason why your child is melting down. While a child may be crying because you peeled their banana wrong, if you only deal with the crying (the behaviour) you are missing the point. We need to help our child to start to understand the reason they are crying, because there is always an underlying emotion, even if we can’t name it.

			We’ve all felt the public shame of our child not coping in a social situation. We think, ‘My child will never learn to socialise with others! This is so embarrassing – what will the neighbours think?’ I can’t imagine there is a parent on earth who doesn’t cringe at the thought of a public meltdown because we’ve all felt that complex mix of emotions that happen when our child loses it in front of others. And as we explored in Chapter 3, it’s hard to meet our child’s emotions when we are being blinded by our own.  

			For this reason, we need to learn how to lean in to emotions and find the fire as often as possible at home, so that when a meltdown happens in front of others, we’ve had some practice. This can help our reactivity.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Felix

						
					

					
							
							Tony and Ben came to me for help with their older son, Felix, who was 7 and often struggled to regulate his emotions. This was especially hard in some social situations. Group holidays, parties and playdates seemed to always end in tears. The fathers told me about one particular struggle Felix had.

						
					

					
							
							‘Felix was so excited to have the neighbours over. He had spent all day planning an “obstacle course” for everyone to do as an activity and was feeling really excited about it. The next-door neighbours came over and when he told them about the game he had in mind, they said they didn’t want to do it. Of course, we did get that it was disappointing, but his reaction was over the top.

						
					

					
							
							‘Felix lost it completely and started yelling and throwing things and then told the neighbours’ girls they had to go home. I tried to step in but then it all spiralled into a full meltdown. I lost it and I told Felix he couldn’t talk to the neighbours that way and sent him to his room. It all went terribly and now I feel like the neighbours will never talk to us again. What could we have done differently?’

						
					

				
			

			FIVE STEPS TO FINDING THE FIRE

			
					First, we pause

			

			We need to first be aware that it’s likely that we are in a state of shame, or at least embarrassed. It never, ever feels good when our child loses it in public, or in front of others. Offer yourself compassion because these moments in parenting are HARD. By acknowledging we feel embarrassed, we are less likely to yell at or shame our child from that place where we are unaware what’s driving our responses.

			Try taking a deep breath and placing your hand on your heart. Ground yourself, ready to be what your child needs and prevent a reaction that comes from shame.

			
					Focus only on what THIS moment requires

			

			Tune in to your child’s emotional state and recognise no child wants to yell at their friends and make a social mistake. This is compassion. Refrain from scrolling forward in your mind and picturing they might ‘never learn to be resilient’ and if they ‘carry on like this they will never make friends’ etc. It won’t help you at this moment, and can be simply fear talking.

			Try a mantra: ‘This is a good kid having a hard time.’

			
					Contain

			

			This is where we take charge if needed – this may be by containing the situation. You may need to get close, take charge and step in with the intention of helping your child. Remember no kid wants to get it wrong so you need to help them out when they need it. 

			In the example above, Felix’s dad could try saying: ‘I am not going to let you yell at your friends. Let’s get inside so that we can calm down together. Girls, we will be back in a second.’

			
					Name it to tame it

			

			Finding the fire is all about looking beyond the behaviour of yelling to the feelings underneath. When we talk about what might be happening for our child, we build their ability to regulate better next time.

			Once in the room Felix’s dad could say: ‘Wow, things got really out of hand there. You have worked on building this activity all day. You were so excited and when the girls didn’t want to play your idea you got disappointed and maybe even a little embarrassed they didn’t like your idea? I get it. I would have been absolutely gutted if I were you too.’ This works to uncover the underlying emotion and source of ‘the fire’.

			
					Then we coach

			

			Maybe you and your child hug, maybe you sit in silence for a second, but once you notice your child is in a better state to hear, you might say: ‘What do you think we should do now?’ 

			Felix’s dad might say, ‘I wonder if the girls also had their own idea in mind? Maybe we could go and suggest a compromise, that we play their idea for 10 minutes and then we do the obstacle course? What do you think?’

			Many people reading this may be immediately recalling a moment that didn’t go like the above. If you are feeling like you recently got it all wrong, please remember we are trying to get this stuff right around 30–40 per cent of the time. Be kind to yourself – you are doing much better than you think!

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							It’s not about the banana

						
					

					
							
							When I was around 10 days postpartum with my fourth child, my third son, Tom – who was 2 years old and obsessed with Batman – was underneath me as I was cooking dinner.

						
					

					
							
							My newborn was in a baby carrier and it was 5 pm. I had my older two children tearing around the house with a few extra kids from the neighbourhood. Tired was an understatement and it was exactly at this moment that Tommy asked me for a banana. Even though I was about to serve dinner I was not about to rock ANY boats, so I gave him a banana.

						
					

					
							
							Then Tom asked me if I could ‘peel it’ for him, so I did . . . And as I was peeling that banana, I did what you should never, ever do to a toddler. I accidentally BROKE IT IN HALF.

						
					

					
							
							 My son was devastated. He was rapidly declining into the biggest meltdown I had ever seen him have. He was screaming over and over: ‘Banana broken, I want a new banana.’

						
					

					
							
							I didn’t have another banana.

						
					

					
							
							I initially tried to console him with logic: ‘It tastes just the same.’ Then facts: ‘I don’t have any more bananas.’

						
					

					
							
							He remained on the floor screaming with tears running down his face: ‘MY BANANA BROKEN!!!!!’

						
					

					
							
							Then I tried to fix it: ‘I could chop it up?’ Then solve it: ‘Or pop in a bowl with a spoon?’ (I would have offered chocolate sauce at this point if I thought it would have helped.)

						
					

					
							
							I tried distraction: ‘What about some TV?’

						
					

					
							
							What was becoming increasingly clear was that my son was NOT going to be consoled – he was screaming so loudly I wondered when the neighbours would call the police, and in this moment, I was struggling, struggling to find my calm, my compassion, my anything! I felt so lost, so angry at my husband for not being home yet. I thought, ‘If Tommy is going to be like this, I can’t manage four kids’ and I could feel this huge, unmistakable desire to scream, ‘GO TO YOUR ROOM!’ rising very quickly within my body.

						
					

					
							
							I knew sending my son to his room wasn’t the answer, but in that moment it almost felt like the only choice. I was going into fight or flight fast, and then I remembered this: ‘I don’t need to fix this, I just need to let him know I get it.’

						
					

					
							
							I took a deep breath, I sat down on the floor in our kitchen next to my son and I said three things:

						
					

					
							
							1.	‘Your banana broke.’ (‘Yessssss,’ he replied, through his giant sobs.)

							2.	‘You DID NOT want it to break.’ (Sniffing and gulping, he nodded.)

							3.	‘You are really sad about this.’ (‘Yes, banana broke.’)

						
					

					
							
							Within 3 seconds, my son’s head was leaning against my shoulder. Within 5 seconds, he was eating that bloody banana . . . The world spun back on its axis, I could breathe again, and I sat in silence and awe about how well it can work, and how good it can feel, to just accept the flipping feelings.

						
					

					
							
							Here are the three main observations I had in this moment:

						
					

					
							
							1.	How quickly genuinely acknowledging feelings can help to calm kids down.

							2.	While we can ‘know’ what kids need at a cognitive level, finding this compassion and creativity under pressure remains one of the hardest parts of parenting.

							3.	It was NOT about the banana.

						
					

					
							
							Yep, only after I put my gorgeous Batman-obsessed son in his cot that night did it click. I had a baby only 10 days ago . . . I’d gone away for 5 days to have the baby, and that was the longest my son had ever been away from me. While it’s a fact he was upset his banana broke, it’s likely that he was also processing the recent monumental change of becoming a big brother.

						
					

				
			

			I tell this story to parents often because I think it highlights where our brain and the instinct to go into fight, flight, or freeze will take us in the moment. How despite knowing how we want to respond on paper, our underlying programming, our fear and our emotions can really block our ability to see clearly when our child is losing it.

			I tell it because I think stories can help us better in the eye of the storm than stats or facts and because I want parents to know when they can’t find that calm parent they so want to be, they are not alone and we all struggle with this stuff. No one, I mean no one, rides the parenting emotion bus for free – this struggle is in all of us.

			Next time your child is losing it about the banana, the toast cut wrong, or the fact you pushed the button in a lift, I want you to remember it’s about the banana AND it’s not just about the banana. Remember you don’t need to fix, solve or change this in the moment; you simply need to listen. Simply commentate on what is happening right in front of you. 

			This is the starting point for finding that ‘fire’.

			FIVE THINGS TO AVOID SAYING DURING MELTDOWNS (AND WHAT TO SAY INSTEAD)

			Ever feel like you can’t find the right words when your child is having a meltdown? Just as important as what to do to help your child, knowing key pitfalls to avoid can clue us in to when we are off track.

			
					Don’t say: ‘You’re okay.’ The message this gives our kids is: ‘I’m not okay when you are not okay.’

			

			Instead: ‘Are you okay?’ This gives your child the knowledge that they can come to you whether they are okay or not.

			
					Don’t say: ‘Go to your room.’ Kids can’t calm down on their own, so sending them away rarely helps.

			

			Instead: ‘Let’s go to your room together. I’ll stay with you. I can see you are having a hard time. I am not leaving you.’

			
					Don’t say: ‘Use your words.’ Let’s be honest, you’d never say this to a friend. 

			

			Instead: Try to stop, listen and name the underlying feeling your child is having for them until they can: ‘Oh, you really want the toy so much; it’s really hard when Mummy says no.’

			
					Don’t say: ‘When you hit/bite, it makes Mummy sad.’ This makes our kids responsible for OUR feelings. They are the ones who are still growing up. We are the grown-ups so it’s not fair to make them responsible for us.

			

			Instead: ‘I can see you are SO mad, and I won’t let you hit me.’ And you physically stop them from hitting in a way that is calm, kind and firm.

			
					Don’t say: ‘Look around you – other kids aren’t acting like this’ or ‘Why can’t you be more like your sister? She doesn’t carry on about it.’ This is a sign we have entered into our own shame response.

			

			Instead: ‘Ah, you are having such a hard time. Let’s get us both out of here for a bit. I will stay with you.’

			How to prevent a meltdown

			Wouldn’t it be great to find a way to STOP a meltdown from even happening? I mean, hear me out. What if there was some kind of magic pill in parenting that just prevented these hugely stressful, loud and distressing moments from occurring at all?

			The truth is, we don’t want to stop all meltdowns. They are vital for our child’s brain development and the building of resilience, but sometimes it can feel like our kids are really struggling, like they are on the fast train to meltdown town all the time, or like they are always unhappy and looking for reasons to get upset.

			What if, though, the answer to having meltdowns feel less intense, go for less time and happen less often is to INVITE emotion in, not avoid it?

			Meltdowns build up in your child’s emotional cup and while it can feel like they come from nowhere, the writing was likely ‘on the wall’ in the lead-up. Most parents innately know this as they describe ‘walking on eggshells’ to avoid meltdowns.

			We don’t want to sit in every emotion our child ever has; it’s not good for them or us to do that. But what if we leaned in to one of these moments: ‘You really don’t want to put your shoes on, huh? Hmmm, I wonder what’s going on here. Mornings can be hard, can’t they?’

			This process of ‘naming it to tame it’ makes your child feel seen and heard. It also lowers the pressure in the valve and allows some of the steam to come out.

			What is essential, however, is that you do this with genuine empathy. If your body language isn’t on board with your words here, your child will likely look at you and say ‘stop talking,’ like mine have done in the past when my words were right but the empathy was off. Or they may get more upset. See Chapter 3 for more discussion about emotions and meltdowns, and what they may evoke for us.

			FIVE STEPS TO MANAGING PUBLIC MELTDOWNS

			Not too long ago my youngest son, who was around 4, had an EPIC meltdown right on the school crossing opposite the primary school my two older boys attended. It was a Friday arvo, a notoriously busy pick-up day when most parents are around. He lost it right ON the crossing. It was so loud, so physical, and so, so public.

			I had tried all my tricks, I’d let him know I could see how upset he was, I had tried opening my body, giving him a hug, and I was keeping him safe by getting him off the road. It became pretty clear that he was not going to settle, and the best thing for him – and me and the boys – was to pick him up and get us all home.

			I carried my wailing child to our van and managed to get him into his seat. As the boys asked what was for afternoon tea, I couldn’t even think. I was ashamed and I felt pretty hopeless. I wondered if others might think, ‘Geez, that parent educator can’t manage her own kids so well.’

			The thing is, I know how developmentally necessary and appropriate meltdowns are. I know it made sense for my son, on a hot day, after a huge week of preschool, to lose it. I get it. And yet, it doesn’t ever feel amazing, does it?

			It’s important to understand that one of the reasons these moments feel so shitty is because while we have come a long way in how we respond to kids in the home, there is still a lingering idea that ‘children should be seen and not heard’ when it comes to them taking up space in public.

			So as we break into the public meltdown plan, know that if you would literally rather be sucked into the bowels of hell than manage a meltdown in the supermarket or the park, know that you are definitely NOT ALONE. 

			But it always helps to have a game plan, so here it is.

			
					Spot it coming and really try leaning in

			

			Often, because we are in public and we don’t want our child to fully lose it, we deflect or distract way too long and this can make the meltdown actually happen. Get in close, let your child see that you understand the wish or the want: ‘I can see you are so disappointed, you so wanted that cookie and they are sold out – this is hard.’

			
					Imagine a bubble

			

			The meltdown happens anyway . . . Get low, hyper-focus on your child and you. Imagine there is a bubble around you, and whisper. This can help you drown out the perception of judgement and allow you to be what your child needs. Remember you are your child’s advocate and you don’t need to worry about how your child is impacting others, just on meeting the needs of your child. Also remember that, just like you, others are usually thinking, ‘Oh, I am so glad that’s not my child’ or ‘That parent is doing great.’ We often perceive judgement that simply isn’t there. 

			
					If at all possible, get outta there!

			

			No kidding. If you can get your child out of the supermarket, the lift, the party, the family gathering, the playground . . . DO IT. It’s totally okay to football-hold if needed, and say something like: ‘You are having a really hard time, I’m going to get us out of here.’ Get away from eyes, get somewhere the stimulation is lower (for example, supermarkets can be really overstimulating for us all) or get to the car. Anywhere more private is going to allow you to be more of the parent you need to be, and this in turn is really going to help your child.

			
					Name it

			

			Once in the car, or outside, or off the pedestrian crossing, you can say: ‘You are really mad/sad. You really wanted that ice-cream.’ We don’t want to overdo this, but naming what we see can help our child to get a sense of what they are feeling. It also lets them know they are seen and heard.

			
					Hang in there

			

			Breathe. Be your child’s safe base until the storm passes. Know that by being at their side you are helping them build their brain for resilience – something we all hope for our kids.

			In the evening after the Friday arvo pedestrian crossing meltdown, I got a message from a mum I didn’t know that well at the time; I wasn’t even sure how she’d got my number. It read: ‘Hey Gen. If you haven’t done the walk of shame with a screaming child down High Street, I am pretty sure you haven’t been a parent. Hope you have a wine in hand and your feet are up.’

			I’ll never forget how that made me feel – less alone, less like a failure, more able to laugh. While we can’t stop our children from having public meltdowns, what we can do is support other parents and let them know they are not alone. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 8

			Sibling rivalry

			Most parents will be familiar with the sound of siblings fighting or hurting each other. One child is yelling, ‘THAT’S MINE!’ . . . then there’s a scream and then, very often, a whack. Our stomach sinks and we bolt in there to find absolute chaos – and the idea of being calm and connected in the way we handle this can feel completely out of reach.

			The reason that sibling struggles are the absolute pits is because they threaten one of the greatest hopes we have for our kids – that they will be friends. Our subconscious vision is for siblings who will be allies for life – a shoulder to cry on, someone to share memories and adventures with, someone to help when moving house. A friend who will always be there.

			And then we find ourselves knee-deep in parenting with kids who seem intent on hurting each other, taking each other’s toys, setting each other up for trouble, and it breaks our heart – particularly if one child (usually the eldest, but not always) continues to target another, or they just seem to fight and moan over the injustice of just about everything.

			Sibling squabbles are normal

			For many parents, children not getting along triggers worry deep in us that they may never get along. It can lead to a situation where we are reactive because the wish for them to be friends is so core to our hopes for them that the alternative is scary. As a result, we may yell and punish the offending child in a way we regret, or respond in a way that adds fuel to the fire. When this happens, usually everyone feels awful, and you might as well stand and count down until the next fight because when our reactions are angry and repetitive, the one thing we can guarantee is that it is going to happen again . . . and again.

			The first thing that helps when it comes to sibling squabbles is to know that it is normal. Mark Feinberg, a research professor at Pennsylvania State University, found that ‘early and middle childhood are particularly difficult times for sibling aggression’. Observational studies have shown that sibling conflict may happen up to eight times an hour. Eight times! No wonder we are exhausted.

			Not only is it normal for kids to fight, further studies have shown that sibling rivalry also serves a developmental purpose: it helps children figure out what is unique about themselves, otherwise known as ‘differentiation’. Children want to be seen as special by their parents, so they seek attention and connection over their siblings.

			While we know from the research that it’s normal for siblings to fight, it’s hard to know what to do about it – especially when it’s repetitive, loud and someone is often getting hurt.

			Two perspective shifts can help with sibling fighting:

			
					It’s healthy. Fighting with a sibling is a gift. It is a chance to learn about power and negotiation, and as long as no one is hurting anyone, kids learn a lot about how to socialise from their siblings.

					It’s sometimes about us, not them. When it comes to repetitive sibling struggles (like one child targeting another constantly), they need us to help them with it, and to do that we need to understand that a lot of it is about us, not them.

			

			These perspective shifts are vital to the way we react, and our reactivity is everything when it comes to sibling fighting.

			Sibling issues with a new baby

			It’s a myth that sibling issues around a new baby only arise immediately after the baby is born. The most common time I get a call-up for a one-on-one session is when there is a baby in the house that has recently started crawling or moving. Most often this is around 7–11 months, when the baby is also becoming more of a ‘person’. It sinks in for our older child that the baby is not only here to stay, but that you – the sun, the moon and stars in their universe – seem increasingly fond of this ‘little lump’.

			Often, big feelings including jealousy, fear, anger and resentment can result in the older child snatching everything out of the baby’s hand, or even hitting or hurting the baby.

			Parents understandably can feel like the behaviour can’t be about the new sibling  because the baby is now 9 months old, and wonder why their child would pick on an innocent being. In some ways they are right, and it’s not about the baby. It is a LITTLE about the baby, but a child can love their sibling but still feel at their core a need to seek out connection and reassurance from their primary caregivers (you), in order to feel loved, safe, seen and heard as they process what this change means for them.

			I believe our toddlers and preschoolers feel this so deeply, and if we don’t work with them to process this and allow their feelings to be seen and heard, it can fuel ongoing sibling rivalry. I believe we can see this continue to play out (if not attended to) in much older kids for many years to follow. Kids learn to seek connection through the same pattern of upsetting or aggravating a sibling. We are reactive, and the process continues until we can become aware of the underlying needs of our children and start to do things differently. 

			Managing big feelings from an older child when difficult behaviour is directed towards your baby is a massive challenge, but trust me when I tell you the only way to get your child to stop is to shed light on the underlying emotion. Your toddler isn’t hitting the baby because they are a bad kid, or because you’ve done anything wrong: they are hitting the baby because they need reassurance that you have enough love for them, as well as the baby.

			So, lead your child with calm and confidence, letting them know it makes sense they are struggling, and you are there to help them and you will always be there to stop them from hitting or hurting the baby.

			SIX TIPS FOR DEALING WITH AN OLDER CHILD HURTING THE BABY

			
					Supercharge the connection

			

			I know it might feel counterintuitive, but the first thing I would look at for a child who is hitting the baby is offering some special time/one-on-one time. Little kids will seek connection in any form, and we are never more connected than when responding to sibling struggles, so try offering lots of ‘good connection’ and see if it helps. Also try bragging about your child within their earshot. As I often suggest in my ‘Becoming a Sibling’ class, react to your child coming in the door the way a golden retriever greets its favourite human and you won’t go wrong. (See page 39 for more connection tips.)

			
					Minimise pressure to be a big kid

			

			When we have a second baby, we can suddenly expect more of our older child. We want them to be a good helper, to know how to share or demand less. The ability to manage all that doesn’t develop overnight and sometimes under the extra pressure, a child will hit to let us know the demands are just too great. Remember they are still learning and they need our help. Let them know they will always be your baby.

			
					Become a ‘hit detective’

			

			Try to notice the patterns and the times your child is most likely to get frustrated (like in the dinnertime lead-up) and sit them up at the table away from bub. Many kids struggle more on long days at home with the baby, while others might struggle when transitioning to day care or to bed. When we spot what can lead to hitting, we can help prevent it. Set your child up for a pattern of success that might lead to less hitting.

			
					Always stop the hit if you can

			

			I know: easier said than done. But starting to watch your child’s struggle points, and being more alert when they are unwell or tired, can help. Use the words ‘I won’t let you . . .’ to help spring you into action and physically stop your child. Use the boundaries steps on page 176 for hitting, focusing on containing and keeping everyone safe.

			
					Empathy is your way through

			

			When your child hits, it is deeply triggering. However, offering compassion, understanding and connection with your child, who (trust me) doesn’t want to be hitting the baby, is your pathway forward. I know how hard it can be, but believe me when I tell you I’ve tried the alternatives of anger, shame, blame and timeouts and they do not work.

			
					This will pass

			

			It won’t always be this intense. Dealing with a small child who is hitting or hurting the baby can feel like a baptism of fire. It DOES GET EASIER – this I can promise you. Make sure you give yourself grace and compassion and ask for any help you can to manage through these periods.

			What about older kids?

			As kids grow and sibling struggles continue, I tell parents to first consider that children are always seeking connection from us, and the patterns around seeking connection must be the first thing we examine if we want it to change. Kids learn really young (by 11 months or younger!) that they can get this connection by poking the bear (AKA touching big sister’s Barbie dolls or humming a song after a sibling has told you to stop). Even what looks like deliberate attacking, where one sibling seems to target another one constantly, can be connection-seeking behaviour.

			When this is happening, it can help to pause and ask: ‘What is my child communicating or needing?’ or ‘What is the underlying feeling here?’ These questions are always going to get you closer to the answers than any response that is loud, knee-jerk or reactive. 

			When you think about it, hitting, snatching or emotionally hurting a sibling will ALWAYS evoke a reaction from parents. Kids seek and compete for that connection constantly and, while it may not be great connection, we are never more connected than when we are fully focused and sorting out a sibling fight.

			It might sound crazy, but the first step in any sibling conflict is that one-on-one time with each of the kids. If you super-charge that connection, you are in a better place to start to understand and work on the problem from alongside your child – not against them.

			Our children are wired to seek us out and when we can keep this at the centre of how we manage a sibling fight, it starts to make a lot more sense; the answers to helping our kids and reducing sibling struggles must come from a place of connection and compassion, not from blame, punishment or fear.

			FIVE TIPS FOR REDUCING SIBLING DRAMA IN YOUR HOME

			The way we react to siblings fighting matters. A LOT. Here are my top tips for changing the way we respond to fighting, and therefore changing the game when it comes to sibling struggles.

			
					Welcome conflict – and step out of the middle

			

			Conflict is how our children learn about power and negotiation. It’s healthy. Put that on the fridge if you need to!

			Often, we are just too involved and reactive. This feeds a cycle in which our kids seek us out because they haven’t learned how to read each other’s cues and work their conflicts out. When we overreact, the one thing we can guarantee is that they will do it again. Kids want our reactions – whether they are positive or negative – so yelling will lead to more of the same.

			Next time your children come running to you with a conflict, try saying something like this: ‘Wow, it sounds like you guys have a big problem. I wonder how you can solve it?’

			Next time you hear your kids tussling over a toy, try to sit back and watch, ready to step in but willing to see how they go sorting it out themselves until your help is really needed. Kids can be very good at working out conflicts when they stop looking for us to step in. The less we step in as a habit, the less our kids request our involvement in their fights.

			
					Be a coach and commentator, not an adjudicator

			

			When siblings need more support, the trick is being able to be a commentator (who sets a few ground rules), not an adjudicator who passes judgement on who is right or wrong.  

			As our kids’ coach, we need to put some basic rules in place – for example, we don’t hit or hurt and we don’t snatch. Our kids are free to get into healthy, noisy conflicts as long as they don’t break the ground rules. This makes our role clearer. If a rule is being broken, we must set a clear boundary to stop it: ‘I can’t let you hit.’

			Outside of a ground rule being broken, our role as a commentator is simply naming what we see: ‘Oh wow, you both want the yellow block, but we only have one . . . I wonder what you guys are going to do?’ These observations can engage even the most stubborn brick builder to come up with a solution.

			‘She gets more than me every time!’ can be met with: ‘You feel like your sister is always getting more than you are and that’s upsetting you.’ Commentate without the judgement and resist the urge to jump in and solve the problem.

			
					Spot the protagonist – it nearly always takes two to tango

			

			When my eldest child was around 4 years old, he appeared to have a permanent hobby of attacking, undermining and hurting his little brother. We handled it like most parents would – we blamed him! He was older so he should be nicer and know better.

			It wasn’t until my in-laws minded the boys, while my husband and I had a weekend away, that they observed and gently pointed out that our younger son was an incredibly good ‘shit-stirrer’. This very Aussie term sums up well the behaviour of a younger sibling who knows exactly how to push the right buttons until the older child does what they do best – lose it and thump them.

			When we took the blame out of the post-thump discussions, things turned a huge corner. Getting curious about what had happened before the thumping was helpful: ‘Oh, so he threw that ball at you 17 times and then you pushed him off the bed and then he cried, and now we are here having this chat. I wonder how we could have done that differently?’ These conversations seemed to help, and it definitely felt better and more positive.

			
					Start with connection

			

			You want to connect with both kids; getting in low and close with the hitter/snatcher/protagonist to find out what happened, in their words, without placing judgement, can allow them to feel seen and heard.

			Try really putting yourself in your child’s shoes and empathise. ‘Sounds like you got really mad when he took that block you wanted . . . it really is hard being a big brother some days’ can go a long way towards actually getting your child to hear you when together you brainstorm what they might do next time instead of hitting.

			
					Welcome the feelings

			

			We don’t like it when our kids are angry, jealous or sad. And when these emotions are targeted at another child of ours it is a really hard situation for us as parents to accept. The way our own parents handled sibling struggles and feelings will also play a role in our own reactions in these situations. The bottom line is when we can welcome all of the feelings our kids have about their sibling, it helps.

			Sibling struggles are healthy and very normal. Getting comfortable with that will ease the discomfort you might experience when they’re at each other.

			If it feels like sibling fights are dominating your family life, you may need to work on some prevention and coaching strategies to help your kids to read social cues and develop the empathy necessary to calm some of the chaos.

			You don’t need to make everything fair

			Who remembers measuring the amount of lemonade in a glass with a tape measure? Or the ‘if you serve, I get to pick’ rule for ice-cream? Siblings will strive to make everything fair because that’s in their nature and interest to constantly compete for the attention and resources of parents. It’s biological.

			The thing is, aiming to make everything fair for your kids is fraught. I used to buy two of everything and count out Christmas presents by value amount when my first two kids were younger. I found it hard if one of them had a lolly bag from a party and the other didn’t.

			Buying two of everything is another example of us avoiding emotion. Aiming to always make everything fair is exhausting and actually impossible.

			The day I learned that it was okay for something to happen and have one of my kids feel it was unfair was a game changer. There will always be party invites, new shoes or bonuses that happen for one child and not another, and while it makes so much sense for another child to feel sad or angry about that, we don’t need to always balance the scales.

			The problem with us constantly making everything ‘equal’ is that:

			
					It’s impossible, and even if the ice-cream in two bowls is 100 per cent even, one of your kids will think there is an imbalance, because that is life.

					It intensifies the sibling rivalry – as we buy into the idea that everything should be equal, our kids compete more.

					It’s exhausting for parents.

			

			It’s much better to accept that feeling overlooked, or that something is unfair, is a normal human emotion and it makes sense. It IS hard when your sibling has something you don’t, and that struggle is part of learning to regulate emotions and build resilience.

			So the next time one child gets a party bag and their sibling says it’s unfair, you can save the energy you might have spent making it okay for them and say: ‘Yeah, it’s really hard when your sister has a party bag and you don’t, I get it.’ Allow that emotion, and life starts to feel less fraught.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							My core family rules

						
					

					
							
							It can be useful to develop a list of family rules. I like to keep our family rules really simple, and they are:

						
					

					
							
							1.	We don’t hit or hurt each other or property.

							2.	When someone is upset or looks worried, or says ‘stop’, we stop and check if they are okay.

							3.	We don’t call each other names (even silly or seemingly less problematic ones like ‘weird’, ‘fussy’, ‘lazy’ or ‘shy’). This is because language has a big impact and evidence has shown the longer-term damage from sibling name-calling can be really problematic for self-esteem and longer-term sibling relationships.

						
					

					
							
							You will notice I don’t have rules about table manners or teeth brushing. I have found keeping these core rules as the top priority means we are all clear on them. While we may skip the odd night of brushing our teeth (shh, don’t tell our dentist), we never skip on the rule of no hitting or name calling. It is never accepted or excusable and when it happens, it’s a parent’s job to step in and help out. 

						
					

					
							
							The biggest benefit of the clear rules is that it’s much easier for you to know when to step in. This allows you to listen, stay out of the middle, coach and know clearly when a line has been crossed and you then need to step in to hold a limit. 

						
					

				
			

			THREE STEPS TO A MORE PEACEFUL HOME

			You know that familiar sound of your kids building up towards a fight. Sometimes it can feel like groundhog day and, while everyone is laughing right now, you just know in a minute it will be all tears. 

			The way in which we ‘coach’ our kids from the sidelines as they learn to get along can make a big difference to how peaceful life is at home.

			
					Set the ground rules

			

			If it feels like sibling struggles are dominating your home, and your children are old enough to talk about it, consider a family meeting and discuss what is and isn’t working. This can be an opportunity for everyone to share their perspective on things that are making them upset, and a chance to remind everyone you are all on the same team and there is no problem you can’t work through together.

			
					Commentate on what you see happening between siblings in lower-key or less tense scenarios

			

			It might sound like this:

			‘Girls, I can see you are having this great game on the trampoline, but I am looking at Stella’s face and I think she looks worried. Should we check on her?’

			‘Teddy, I can see how excited you are to touch Jude’s brand-new Pokémon cards . . . But I can see Jude is holding them away from you, so it looks like he’s not ready to share yet. Is that right, Jude?’

			‘Guys, I can hear some hurtful words happening in here, and I can see by your big frowns this isn’t fun anymore. It seems like this game has you both feeling really frustrated. I wonder what we can do to make it more fun?’

			In all of these scenarios with older kids, what we are doing is starting to teach both kids to read social cues. We tend to overlook that so much of communication is non-verbal and children often need some help to understand how to appropriately read and respond to these cues. Often when one child hits another, there has been a build-up of misunderstood, or unseen, social cues.

			
					Know when to step in to take charge

			

			Sometimes our children will need more help. When emotions have escalated and their ability to be coached from the side is ‘offline’, we need to take over. You’ll either hear or see when it’s time to step in because a core rule will usually be being broken or you can see it is about to be.

			This is where we, as their coach, step in with a boundary with the purpose of ensuring safety and also providing empathy for everyone involved. 

			Believe me when I say that I get how hard it is to remain neutral, especially when it feels like one child is in the wrong. The perspective you need in this moment is this: no child wants to be the bad kid, my child doesn’t want to keep getting it wrong, so what needs to shift here?

			When it’s all blown up and a core rule has been broken, the first step is simply getting everyone back to that regulated, calm and connected state. This may mean separating your kids, but always with a view of helping them, not punishing them.

			There may be a consequence to the fighting – for example, if your kids are fighting over a toy constantly, you may say, ‘If you keep fighting over that one toy, I am really worried it will break.’ This consequence is a natural result of the fighting and is much more effective than a consequence that isn’t natural or related, like ‘Because you guys fought all day, we won’t go to the park now’ or worse ‘I’ll take away screens’ – which is more of a punishment for you than them and you know it!

			How to stay more neutral than Switzerland

			Walking into a scene of one child who is crying after another has hit or hurt them can make your blood boil. However, you need to be as neutral as possible and unless you are meditating 16 hours a day, you’re going to need some hacks:

			
					You can ‘check on’ the victim first. This is not to exclude or punish the ‘hitter’ but to give you time to regulate yourself. I’ve often used a hug with my hurt child to allow me a beat to stop myself from flying off the handle. As a bonus you are modelling the empathy needed when someone is upset, for both kids.

					Open body, deep breathing, be a vision of calm. As soon as you are able, you may turn back to your other child, open your palm and say, ‘Looks like things went a bit wrong here . . . what happened?’ Or perhaps your kids both race towards you screaming about who did. Step in, calmly take charge and say, ‘Whoa! I can see you are both really upset, let’s hear one at a time. What’s happening?’

			

			
					Understanding another person’s perspective is your goal. The language you are working with is often non-verbal cues. When you are able to keep compassionately acknowledging the perspective of the child in the ‘wrong’, it is through such kindness – even when they are stuffing it up – that they will in turn learn to show that same compassion to others, and eventually even their sibling!

					Stay in the present and don’t jump to the conclusion they will never get on. When you feel your mind racing to their estranged future, bring it back and say to yourself: ‘The story I am telling myself is that these kids will never get along, but . . .’ and try to remember a time/any time where they did get on. This can help us from moving into fight or flight and ensure we able to coach.

			

			You can stay neutral AND teach the ‘hitter’ a better way to manage emotions.

			Example:

			Child: ‘He tried to take my special Barbies, and they are MINE so I hit him.’

			Mum: ‘These are special toys and it’s sometimes hard to share special things but I can’t let you hit.’

			Child: ‘I hate him. I don’t want him to play with my Barbies.’

			Mum: ‘Yeah, I know you get mad at him. It is hard having a little brother who wants to do what you do . . . Want a hug?’ or ‘I know it is tough having to share things with your brother. But I won’t let you push him over. When you pushed him, he got really sad and I think you don’t feel great either. What do you need to do when he mucks up your things?’ [Waiting a few minutes] ‘What could you do next time?’

			Child: ‘Maybe he can’t touch my Barbies.’

			Mum: ‘Okay, you could just put your Barbies away. What else could you do?’

			Child: ‘Give him a different toy?’

			Mum: ‘Yeah, that might work. And you know you can always let me know if he won’t leave your special dolls alone and maybe together we can think of something to do that is okay for both of you.’

			Bottom line: kids are meant to fight. The conflict is okay, the emotions are okay, and until they can regulate themselves without breaking core rules, our job is to believe in them and help them where needed.

			While it’s uncomfortable for us, stepping out of some of the bickering and coaching kids to work things out for themselves is a better long-term plan.

			The more we can add empathy to our understanding of siblings and stay away from making one child the ‘bad guy’, the better it will go.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Should siblings be forced to say sorry?

						
					

					
							
							Forcing your kids to say sorry will mostly end in heartache. (See page 185 for more on this.) While sometimes it’s appropriate to ask a child to ‘say sorry’, I recommend you build in a family rule of always checking in on anyone who is upset in any way. This means the game stops, and we ask: ‘Are you okay?’ You will find as kids grow up, they will naturally add the ‘I’m sorry’, as they begin to develop the part of the brain that understands when they’ve got it wrong. The beautiful thing about this is it is genuine.

						
					

					
							
							But we do want to teach kids the importance of making things right. When a conflict or injustice occurs that someone in the house remains upset about, or if you feel more effort needs to be made to right a wrong, you may need to coach your child around how they might ‘make it right’.

						
					

					
							
							The goal is to keep sharing how the fight/issue may have impacted their sibling – for example, how it can feel to be a younger sibling who just wants to be involved – while continuing to offer the child you are talking to your empathy: ‘I know it’s hard for you to be the older child, but Harry is really upset, and he’s sad his good toy got broken in that fight. I wonder, what do you think you can do to make it right?’

						
					

					
							
							As always, I truly believe the best solutions come from your child. While they often need some support to come up with ways to make things right at first, their answers can really surprise you as they begin to step into their empathy, creativity and (sometimes reluctant but still there) love for their sibling.

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 9

			When things escalate – hitting, biting, throwing

			When it comes to children hitting, hurting, biting or throwing things or where there is a risk of safety, it is important to remember the following:

			
					No child wants to hit or hurt.

					No child wants to get it wrong and disappoint others.

					No child wants to be the ‘bad kid’.

					When children hit, hurt or bite, they are letting us know the emotional demands of the situation are more than they can handle, and they need our help.

			

			While it’s ‘normal’ for kids to hit, hurt, throw and lose it because they are not yet able to regulate emotions, it is also a sign we need to step into a ‘take charge’ mode to help keep them and everyone else safe. 

			This behaviour shows us that our child’s body perceives it is in danger. This is most often because the emotions your child is experiencing have reached a point that feels so overwhelming, so scary, that the fight or flight state has taken over. This process renders the frontal lobe useless until our child feels safe again.

			When children are hitting, biting or throwing, we must remember that because their prefrontal cortex has gone offline, we need to set boundaries and welcome feelings differently. Our job in these moments is to contain our kids and stop them from hurting, with kindness, compassion and confidence, until they are calm. Our priority is safety.

			This chapter is going to take you through the how and why of containing your child in the face of aggressive behaviour.

			How aggression is the bodyguard for your child’s big feelings

			Picture this. Your child has a new bike. They are really excited about it. You’ve already told them the bike doesn’t come in the house, but you catch them bringing the bike inside. It’s not safe with a baby underfoot and so you tell your child: ‘The bike needs to go outside.’

			Your child digs their heels in; they don’t want to move the bike. You try to help them take the bike outside and then seemingly out of nowhere your child is screaming, grabbing the bike, and they won’t let you take it outside. You ask them again to take the bike outside and they throw the bike in a fit of rage and try to hit you. It can feel like your child has gone from 0–100 with no warning.

			Many parents would be feeling absolutely floored. We may have feelings of anger and resentment: it looks like our child is ungrateful for the new bike, and this is such a simple rule, and that anger looks so deliberate. We may start to wonder, ‘Why are they so impulsive and defiant?’ and ‘Why do they need to make everything a challenge – they KNOW bikes don’t come inside?’

			Anger is considered by many to be a ‘front’ emotion. What this means is that anger can be what our children are displaying, but what is sitting just behind that could be anything including disappointment, feeling small or fear. (This is said best by Liza Palmer: ‘Angry is just Sad’s bodyguard.’)

			Fear is very often the underlying emotion because, for more sensitive kids, the feelings that come up when they do feel strong emotions are so scary and rattling that anger steps in to almost protect them.

			Let’s look at this same scenario with an understanding of how anger – in the form of throwing that bike – can be masking the REAL underlying feelings and how this can be the secret to helping your child learn to regulate their emotions better. 

			Our child throws the bike, and we might say this: ‘Ah, you are really mad. You really wanted your bike inside . . . I also think maybe you are a bit disappointed? You are so excited about your new bike, and I know you don’t like getting it wrong. I am sure we can figure this out.’

			What we are doing here is uncovering the emotions that are sitting right behind anger, and this uncovering somehow tames them and brings our child’s and our own thinking brains online – essentially, name it to tame it (see page 190).

			But are you going to let your child hit you because you are aware they love their new bike? Or because they are having a hard time at school? Absolutely not, and the reason why is that no child wants to be free to hit or hurt. The best thing we can do is physically step in and take charge.

			When we step in and stop our child from hitting or hurting, we let them know that we are their big person and we are ‘at the wheel’, and this is what our kids want.

			What our kids desperately need is for us to focus less on fixing them, and more on stepping in to BE their frontal lobe while theirs is offline. We do this in two ways: first we contain our child with the primary focus on the safety of people, pets and property. Then we offer empathy and compassion because it feels awful for kids when they muck up. You may be wondering about the second step – what if offering empathy rewards a child for hitting? This chapter will explain why this step is essential and how it won’t encourage further bad behaviour (I promise!).

			Seek out the underlying cause

			Hitting, biting and hurting can happen for a variety of reasons and it can be helpful to look at what the underlying cause is for your child.

			
					Is it sensory seeking? It feels GOOD to chomp down on things. Maybe we can offer a young toddler an alternative: ‘I won’t let you bite me, but you can bite this teether.’

					Is it from an emotional regulation root? Children get really overwhelmed by big feelings and they go into fight or flight. ‘I know it was so hard when I said no. It’s okay to have big feelings and I’ll always be here to stop you from hitting.’

					Am I setting boundaries clearly and confidently? Does my child know I will step in to stop them? Or are they unsure?

					Is it related to sibling rivalry? ‘It can be so hard being a big sister. I won’t let you push the baby, but I will help you move your toys up to the table where she can’t reach them.’

			

			The solutions often lie in the answers to the above. The underlying feelings hold the answers.

			FIVE THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT AGGRESSION IN LITTLE KIDS

			
					All behaviour is communication. EVEN biting. In fact, when you think of it, it’s very effective communication – I mean, it does get the point across!

					Aggression in toddlers and some preschoolers is normal and your child is not destined for a life behind bars.

					No child ‘wants’ to hurt or bite. They are in a dysregulated state and need our help to stop.

					It never feels good to get it wrong. Getting it wrong and disappointing you is NEVER your child’s first choice. Our kids need empathy from us in order to start to feel regulated again.

					Only once kids feel regulated again can we coach them about a better way to communicate or manage emotions.

			

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Why do some children hit or go to anger more easily than others – aka ‘Is my child destined for prison?’

						
					

					
							
							Just like kids learn to walk at different times, kids learn to regulate their emotions at different rates.

						
					

					
							
							•	Language and the ability to express feelings develop at different rates. If a child doesn’t yet have the ability to ‘use their words’, their body may do the talking.

						
					

					
							
							•	Physical and sensory differences: the way a child perceives their world, how comfortable they feel in their own skin, also develops differently in children, and most young kids at some stage will behave a certain way because of sensory elements in their world or body. 

						
					

					
							
							•	Times of change: whenever a child is going through change – whether it’s developmental, a new sibling or tensions at home – they might communicate fear and worry or the need for boundaries and help with feelings through hitting or aggression towards their parents or siblings.

						
					

					
							
							•	Temperament also plays a role, and some kids who just feel things deeply can express emotions in bigger ways.

						
					

					
							
							Note: While aggression is normal for many kids, it could be a sign of more going on for a child. Maybe you are noticing that your child’s regulation is extreme compared to their peers who seem to be settling, or maybe it’s impacting their ability to get along with others or manage their life. If aggression ever feels more than what is normal, or just doesn’t feel right, it is a good idea to get it checked out. You can start with your GP, a child psychologist, a developmental paediatrician or a regulation and development-focused occupational therapist. (See Further help on page 339 for more info.)

						
					

				
			

			THREE THINGS NOT TO SAY WHEN YOUR CHILD HITS OR HURTS

			
					‘When you hit, it makes Mummy feel sad.’ We say this because we want to teach our kids the consequences of our actions, but it’s not the right time and can make them escalate because it makes them feel unsafe. Children need us to be bigger and stronger when they are struggling.

					‘Gentle hands.’ This is not very clear. When children are dysregulated they need us to be really specific. What works better is physically stopping the hit, and containing your child to keep them, us and others safe.

					‘We don’t hit in this family.’ The thing is . . . they JUST DID! This is unhelpful because it can increase feelings of shame and it’s confusing for your child as they’ve just done the thing that you said they/this family doesn’t do.

			

			Before you feel awful because you’ve said one or all of these, please know that we all have.

			We don’t say these things to be mean or dismissive. We say these things because, in that moment, we are desperately trying to teach our child another/better way to express emotion. It’s a whole lot of pressure. Saying these things doesn’t make you a bad parent, they make you a deeply loving parent who is doing your best. However, they are a sign that we’ve lost the balance of firm and kind needed for these really tricky situations with our kids.

			How to be ‘at the wheel’ when your child needs you

			When kids are hitting and hurting, they need us to take over.

			The thing that really helps kids to feel safe when they are so completely and utterly ‘out of control’ is their big, safe person (you) taking control for them.

			Make no mistake about it, in these moments you need to step up with calm confidence and a belief that you’ve got this – because the one thing we know for sure is your child hasn’t got this!

			For some parents this ability to take charge comes naturally. However, for many this can feel really challenging, clunky or downright scary. If your own parents set limits in a way that was scary, abusive or traumatic for you, you may well be really trying to avoid patterns from the past, and this fear of stepping in to be the ‘boss’ at times can mess with how things go for your child when they most need someone to take charge.

			When we are describing our child as a ‘tiny terrorist’, when we feel bullied or even abused by them, this is a clear sign that we are not stepping in to be in charge.

			One of the things that can help you here might be an understanding of just how much your child wants you to help them stop. While their actions seem angry, defiant or scary, they are a child whose system is in complete distress. They want and need you to keep them safe, help them stop, and be in change until their frontal lobe is back online.

			In no other moment is it harder to keep ourselves at the top of the parenting summit, where we are holding that balance between kind and firm. Here are the steps we need to take:

			Be firm: contain 

			As I’ve already said, I like the use of the phrase: ‘I won’t let you hit/hurt/bite me/the dog/your sister, I am going to move you/me/your sister/the dog/the object to keep you/us safe.’

			The word ‘I’ reminds us that it is our job in these moments to be our child’s firm and kind leader. The words are not critical for your child as much as they are for you. When we use the phrase ‘I won’t let you . . .’, it springs us into action and reminds us we now need to ‘do’ something.

			We are never containing with a goal of fear, intimidation or aggression. When this happens, we are off track and we’ve gone mean. This is never going to help our kids go better. The goal is always safety. Remember that your child doesn’t want to hit/hurt/bite and, when they do, they are no longer in control and they need you to physically help them.

			Here are some other ideas to help contain a child who is hitting or hurting:

			
					Consider moving your child to their room/the car/anywhere safe. A smaller space can help contain things and bring a sense of safety. It’s best to be with your child. This is a ‘time in’. However, it’s completely okay to step out as a parent to take a breather and calm yourself down first. 

					You may find your child needs to rage before they can calm. You may want to sit behind the bedroom door with your child in their room, or hop in the backseat with them. You want to be as close as your child allows, without making things worse. Don’t let them hit you and, if needed, you can stand up and step away, saying, ‘I’m going to stand up. I won’t let you hit me.’

					Consider sitting nearby and drawing their emotions on a whiteboard or a piece of paper. When the brain is dysregulated, for some children who are visual learners, drawing out how you can see they are really struggling can help. You do not need to be an artist and we are simply talking about a sad or a mad stick figure. 

					Don’t ask your child to take deep breaths or calm down. (Hello? Red rag to a bull!) But DO model deep breathing, and big sighing to help release some tension.

			

			Be kind: empathise and de-shame

			By acknowledging the feelings – it may be a hug, it may be showing that you care and you are not going anywhere – the message is: ‘I know you are a good kid, and you must be having a really hard time to be hitting/biting/throwing. I am here.’

			We are constantly moving on what can feel like a tightrope between kind and firm. This is done in response to and with your child, keeping your relationship (not the problem of hitting) central at all times.

			I sometimes hear: ‘Gen, you don’t understand how big/strong my 4-year-old is.’ I get it. I really do. I am a mum to a few pretty huge lads who’ve had their share of equally huge feelings. But I want to remind parents that no matter how big or strong their child is, you are bigger and stronger – this is a child who is struggling, and they need you need to be.

			Remember that boundaries are less about controlling our child and more about what we are willing and not willing to do. Containment might be putting a child down who is biting you and then welcoming their big feelings. It might be standing up to stop a child from spitting or hitting you in the face. It’s not always about containing your child, but containing yourself and reminding your child you love them to the moon and back AND you will not let them hit or hurt you, siblings or property.

			Many parents worry this will encourage more bad behaviour and I want to reassure you it won’t, simply because the assumption that empathy will lead to more poor choices relies on the assumption that the behaviour in the first place was a choice.

			Any child who is hitting or hurting is at the stage where any part of their capacity to think, process or be coached is offline. We absolutely need to focus all our energy on letting them know we understand they must be feeling awful, that we are not going anywhere, and that we’ve got this.

			FOUR STEPS TO HELP YOUR CHILD COMMUNICATE DIFFERENTLY

			
					Stop the hit/kick/bite if possible: your child needs your help

			

			This is a take-charge moment. Stop the hit or bite, physically – for example, use your hands to hold your child’s wrist, or stand up and move your body away from a child who is spitting. The aim is to be calm, kind and confident with your body and words in order to keep everyone safe. Your body is communicating no-nonsense discipline. You are in charge and not freaked out by their behaviour.

			And while your actions matter much more than any words, again I find the words ‘I won’t let you . . .’ the most helpful because they remind me that it’s my job to stop my child from hurting. These words are also clearer than ‘gentle hands’, and let our child know we are in charge.

			
					Contain your child

			

			Sometimes your child will need more help to stop. This may mean physically stepping between them and a sibling or the dog to stop them from hurting them, or moving them and you somewhere safe. Remember your child’s prefrontal cortex is offline, so we need to anticipate push-back and for them to fight us with their words or body. They may scream, ‘Go away, I hate you!’ but you are staying in there, focusing on keeping them safe and de-escalating them.

			
					Empathise and offer compassion

			

			This is how we help a child start to understand the underlying feelings that led to the behaviour. We do this by being present, by showing we understand our child is struggling through body language or naming their emotions. Once they understand the feeling that led to the hit, they are more able to choose an alternative. It’s important to offer empathy to yourself as well as your child. Your brain wants to jump into fight or flight just as much as your child’s does, and remaining calm but in charge is really, really hard. Show yourself some compassion.

			
					Emotion coach (see page 234)

			

			Once everyone is safe, and your child feels calm, you can talk through what happened: ‘You got so excited playing the game and then you hit Mummy, so we stopped the game for now because it hurts when you hit me. We can try again tomorrow.’

			Only once our kids feel calm, heard and connected with us can we talk about using other ways to communicate, and often this is best done later on that day or the next day.  

			When your child resists your help

			When your child screams, ‘Go away, leave me alone – you are the worst mum EVER!!’, should you stay, or should you go?

			When our children are physically aggressive it can be tough, but sometimes their words can be tougher. When your child yells that they hate you, or you need to go away, within the context of a meltdown or when they’ve just hit or hurt, I want you to try to remember it truly isn’t personal. I know it can feel that way – trust me. Gosh, it can trigger the worst in us and remembering this is a small person needing help can be hard to keep front of mind. So here is my most powerful reframe next time your child says ‘I hate you’ or ‘go away’. 

			What if instead of your child talking to you right now, they are actually talking to their feelings? They hate having these big feelings. It feels scary. They want the big feelings to go away and never come back. Big feelings are the worst.

			This makes it all a little less personal – because here is what I know: no one wants to be left alone when they are frightened and dysregulated, least of all a child who is unable to self-regulate through these moments without our help. When we say ‘go away’, that is fear and shame talking, and I really believe our child is almost speaking out loud their worst fear – that you may leave them because they are unworthy of love in these moments.

			Quick note. When you first try ‘staying with’ your child, it can almost elevate things more. This is because you’ve changed the ‘dance’ and your child is frightened by this. Lean in, not out; hold the firm but kind, and trust. Stay as close to your child as possible, even if this means just outside their room with the door open at first, letting them know you are there when they are ready.

			I personally don’t recommend addressing the words they say when really upset (i.e. telling my child that’s not a nice way to speak) UNLESS kids break a core rule. Most of the time these words ‘I hate you, you are the worst mum ever’ are really just another expression of feelings. However, if one of your core rules is ‘We don’t call names’, then your child calling you a ‘bitch’ might be something you want to address with coaching. Your child calling you a ‘poo poo head’, however, might be one to have a chuckle over later that night.

			THREE RESPONSES TO BIG INSULTS FROM LITTLE KIDS

			
					‘Go away, leave me alone!’ 

			

			You say: ‘You are feeling awful, and you want these feelings to stop. I hear you and I am going to stay with you. I am over here until you are ready.’

			
					‘You are the worst mum in the world!’ 

			

			You say: ‘You are so disappointed I said no. I really get why, and how angry that has made you feel at me.’

			
					‘I hate you!!!’ 

			

			You say: ‘I hear how upset you are – this is so hard. I love you and it’s okay to be furious with me.’

			When to emotion coach and how to do it

			Parents who emotion coach can really make a phenomenal difference to their kids. While it’s not always needed, especially for very young children, it’s a great way to help kids find better ways to express their emotions.

			But how and when we emotion coach makes a huge difference. It’s important we don’t try to come in when our kids are still really upset or dysregulated. Emotion coaching will never help in the peak of a poor behaviour choice or a meltdown, simply because the part of the brain needed to learn from this is offline at that time.

			Emotion coaching can only happen once we are calm and connected. For young kids this is once the storm has passed, and for older kids I find this works best the next day or at a later date. It can help if you are driving, walking or playing when you emotion coach, because it lessens the intensity for kids.

			For little kids, a beautiful way to emotion coach is to do it through play. Maybe we watch for our child playing and notice a theme that mirrors something that happened in real life. This is a cue to jump in. For example, your child is playing out a theme of their toys hitting each other, right after they were hit, or hit a friend, at day care. Rather than encourage a ‘nicer’ game, you might come alongside your child and notice the play theme. You could talk about how the play mirrors what happened at day care, or you could join in the game and explore the theme presented by your child. 

			You can explore lots of things your child is processing or struggling with through play. It can also help with giving up a dummy, moving to a big bed, learning to use a big toilet and processing grief. 

			FIVE STEPS TO EMOTION COACHING

			When you emotion coach your child, you:

			
					Become aware of their emotion, especially if it is of a lower intensity (such as disappointment or frustration).

					View their emotion as an opportunity for intimacy and teaching.

					Communicate your understanding and acceptance of the emotion.

					Help them use words to describe what they feel.

					If necessary, help them to solve problems. You may also communicate that all wishes and feelings are acceptable, but some behaviours are not.

			

			How does emotion coaching help kids to change behaviour?

			In their book The Heart of Parenting, JM Gottman and J Declair state: ‘Emotion coaching works alongside positive forms of discipline that rely on providing children with clearly understood consequences for misbehaviour.’ This means that when we’ve stepped in to stop the hit, or contained our child in these really intense moments, it is usually a clue that they may need additional help in the form of emotion coaching – particularly with repeated behaviours, sibling struggles, or problems with hitting or hurting. The reason we always offer empathy (even when our child has done the wrong thing) is because it is only through this process, and the process of co-regulation, that your child will be in a place where they can be coached.

			When parents begin to emotion coach, they find that discipline problems often decrease. By coaching our kids when calm and connected, we have a far better chance of our child starting to get an understanding of the underlying feelings that caused the behaviour. No child hits because they want to; they hit because a feeling became so overwhelming they were unable to stop themselves, and the behaviour (the hit) is how that emotion was communicated.

			We can use emotion coaching to stop big feelings from escalating, when our child displays smaller feelings throughout the day, and when big feelings have happened or a huge meltdown or disappointment has occurred and our child needs some help to process it.

			The benefits of emotion coaching include:

			
					Because we get in sooner to help our kids with less intense emotions, our child doesn’t need to escalate their behaviour. Kids will keep escalating until they feel heard, so tuning in sooner helps de-escalate.

					If children are emotion coached from an early age, they learn to self-regulate sooner. They are more likely to stay calm, even when they are experiencing strong emotions.

					Parents who are emotion coaching their children show more empathy and get better at understanding their child’s perspective so there are fewer points of conflict. At the same time, because they are comfortable with emotions, they feel more confident setting clear limits about inappropriate behaviour because they know they can handle any emotions that follow.

					Emotion coaching creates a strong emotional bond between parents and children, so children are more responsive to their parents’ requests and more likely to come to their parents for help in the future.

			

			Sometimes with little kids the best way to emotion coach is simply to replay what happened step by step. It might sound like this:

			‘So let me get this right . . . You were building a tower and Frankie knocked it over. You’d worked so hard on that tower and you felt so angry and disappointed when it fell. You hit your sister and then Dad stepped in and stopped you from hitting again. You got really upset and tried to hit Dad and so he took you to your room and he and you stayed in there until you felt calm again. Have I got that right?’

			Sometimes this is all that is needed. When it comes to emotion coaching, less really is more and there is a real risk of our kids feeling shame or tuning out if we go on too much about what they ‘should have done differently’. But if it feels right, you can add: ‘I wonder what we could do differently next time, because that didn’t go so well for anyone, did it?’

			Sometimes your child will have ideas about ways to help with the problem – like move the tower to the table, or ask for help. If they can’t do this yet, you can gently suggest some ideas.

			You may need to repeat this process anywhere from a few times to what can feel like a few million for some kids, but if you are having repeated issues with sibling hitting or aggressive meltdowns, this process of coaching – when calm – gives our kids practice at understanding how they escalated. This allows them to get better and better (with time) at managing these moments with more regulation, more impulse control, and a greater ability to ask for help when they need it.

			The thing to keep front of mind with the coaching is that you are on your child’s team. Try to picture yourself sitting next to your child, on their side. The behaviour, the problem, is in front of you and together you are going to work this out. The belief in your child, the belief that they will get there, is key: ‘There is nothing we can’t figure out together.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 10

			Social struggles

			When it comes to young kids and the pressure of a social setting, a family gathering or a birthday party, it’s a jungle out there. When your child struggles socially, it can really make you question whether you are doing enough to help them. Whether it’s because they are too shy to properly join in or because they are snatching, biting or hitting, or melting down over wanting something they can’t have, most parents can relate to the shame of leaving a park or a playdate because of a child who simply isn’t coping. They wonder if everyone is judging them and, worse, worry: ‘Is my child a good friend?’

			I once received this request for a one-on-one session from a parent. ‘My daughter (3) is really struggling socially. She is so excited to have friends over, but the minute the doorbell rings she goes and hides behind a door, or under her bed. When she finally comes out it’s to snatch anything her friends touch or tell them they can’t play with that. Recently we had the most diabolical playdate where she was hitting and biting! We needed to end the playdate in a hurry and everyone was crying. My friend told me it was fine but I am so worried . . . Is my child a monster? The worst bit was after they left she cried for 45 minutes because the playdate was over! I don’t know where to start! Please, please help us!’

			I could really relate, because this was something I really struggled with as a first-time mum, too. My 2-year-old, a big-feeling, enthusiastic little boy who ‘wanted what he wanted, and wanted it now’, began hitting, biting and snatching. I once got a call from my son’s day care to say they had 23 children crying because they had told the kids they had a bunny rabbit visiting for Easter, and my son got so excited and wanted to be first to see the bunny so he shoved every single other child out of the way. The day-care worker had never seen anything like it. I, of course, was humiliated: Would my son ever learn impulse control? What were we doing wrong?

			The kids who struggle the most with social skills are usually very big-hearted, deep-feeling and often extroverted. Yes, they can be loud and dominant (yet also overwhelmed socially), sometimes impulsive and occasionally pushy, snatchy and chompy. But, with our help, our calm, confident limits and our connection, these kids can be coached to work out better ways to communicate their desires and feelings. I believe in these kids, and although they are really hard at 2, 3 and 4 . . . they do become the most wonderful kids as they grow.

			The other factor that impacts our children in social situations is less about temperament and more about child development. Children don’t have the capacity to get it right, socially, at first because of their developing brain and because it takes a lot of practice to learn.

			In the psychology field, social skills are treated as a subset of social cognition, or the ability to understand social processes. As mentioned in Chapter 5, the prefrontal cortex is a key component in impulse control, but it is also described as key for perceiving others’ intentions. This is referred to as Theory of Mind. 

			Until children achieve Theory of Mind, they will not understand others’ perspectives or that everyone has their own thoughts and feelings. This means that it’s not that your child is not a ‘good friend’, they just haven’t hit the stage of neural development that allows them to be compassionate and take on another perspective.

			However, it’s one thing to know your child is still learning, and another when you are at a family gathering and your parents say: ‘We would have never let you carry on like that.’ When we are parenting in public, we are not able to exclusively focus on what our child needs as we are not immune to worry about what others think about our child or our parenting. We live in a society where – despite coming a long way with our understanding of children – when a child has a meltdown or mucks up there can be a sense of ‘children should be seen and not heard’, and this can really make it harder to be the parent you want to be.

			Maybe you are able to be the parent you want to be at home, but at a playdate you feel pressure to parent differently from your values. Maybe you don’t really feel your child should hug anyone they don’t want to, but then you are not sure how to navigate that with a grandparent who can’t understand this way of thinking. If this is you, this chapter is your social survival go-to!

			Big-feeling kids

			Whether you believe in nature or nurture when it comes to how our kids turn out, anyone who has more than one child will tell you there is a certain amount of a child’s temperament that seems to be within them from birth.

			Maggie Dent describes children as being either roosters or lambs. This resonates with me and I often think of it at moments when my roosters are being loud or demanding, or my lambs are being quiet or introverted. Of course, there is more to it and every child is unique, but having this understanding of a ‘type of child’ certainly helped me navigate the early years with my brood.

			Roosters are the kids who are confident, loud and feisty; they love to use the word ‘no’, always want to go first and dislike sharing. Loosely, these kids may be more extroverted. Raising a rooster can leave you feeling like a terrible parent at the end of a playdate. They need firm limits, and for us to help them to have empathy and compassion for others.

			Lambs are more introverted or quiet. They can be slow to warm up even when they know people, and are often more thoughtful or sensitive. While lambs can be a pleasure to raise, our challenges are with getting these kids going and encouraging them to take risks.

			According to Maggie: ‘It helps to keep in mind that children need both rooster and lamb tendencies to grow into being happy, healthy kids.’

			You may find your child fits neatly into being a clear rooster or lamb, or you may find they are a bit mixed. This concept is sometimes useful as a way of understanding the differences between other kids or siblings.

			Another useful concept I work with parents around is that some kids are what I would describe as big-hearted/deeper feeling. Both your more extroverted rooster kids and your introverted lamb children can be deep-feeling kids.

			Deep-feeling kids might be more likely to have bigger meltdowns, and to struggle more when being corrected or told no. They often desperately want to please and be a ‘good kid’, and feel a lot of shame when they get it wrong. It may not surprise you that many of the parents I work with have a child that they know is ultra-sensitive, deep-feeling or ‘spicy’. 

			Once parents are able to see the incredible strengths in these gorgeous deep-feeling, sensitive kids, and understand they are doing the best they can, they are often in a much better position to support their child socially and emotionally.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Kids with sensory struggles

						
					

					
							
							Many, many kids (some with a formal diagnosis and many without) struggle to regulate their sensory systems in the world. This ability to regulate and manage develops in all kids over time, and many adults still have quirks or things we do to regulate ourselves.

						
					

					
							
							These kids either avoid sensory input (they find the world too bright, food too hot or too scary to try, and loud noises too much, so they move away from that input at times) or they are sensory seekers. These children chew their clothes, bump into walls, roll themselves up in a doona, shovel food into their mouth. Some children are a combination of both. We can definitely help kids by understanding this need they have to seek more or less sensory input as the body and brain try to bring themselves back to a state of regulation. Once we know this, we understand that kids moving about on their chairs are not being naughty but instead regulating their body in order to sit and have dinner. 

						
					

				
			

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Shahe

						
					

					
							
							I was working with a couple a few years ago who were struggling enormously with their deep-feeling kid. Shahe had forever been a child who pushed in ahead of others, found it difficult to be calm in social situations, and had BIG feelings and meltdowns. There was no formal diagnosis. He was just a deeper-feeling, more intense kid.

						
					

					
							
							I had assured the family that these really intense kids often become the most incredible older kids, tweens and teens. I often joke: you don’t need to push them to study or get out there, they are self-motivated, and bring so much joy and big-hearted compassion to the world . . . once we survive the early years, that is!

						
					

					
							
							I got this email about 2 years after we had finished working together.

						
					

					
							
							‘Recently we were at the beach on a family holiday. We were trying to fly a kite and it was broken. Eventually, one by one, the whole family including my husband and I gave up. The sun was setting, we all wanted to go home. Shahe kept trying to get the bloody kite to fly – he wouldn’t give up! We told him it was no use, it was broken, but he was determined. Tearing up and down the beach, running repairs on the kite, he just wanted one more go. To be honest we were a bit frustrated and then, and much to all of our delight, he managed to get that broken kite up. It was in that moment I was able to see the incredible connection between that little boy and the struggles to control impulsivity, and the fact that within this same person was this underlying strength, determination and grit. We thought of what you had said about him a few years ago and wanted to let you know we are seeing the light!’

						
					

				
			

			Should I make my kid . . .

			
					Share?

					Say sorry?

					Give something back if they snatch?

					Take turns?

					Say please and thank you?

					Hug someone they don’t want to?

			

			Share

			The short answer is no.

			Forcing kids to share keeps parents in the middle and stops children from developing critical skills. It’s also not genuine sharing if it’s forced. It’s better to coach and model.

			Examples:

			‘I can see Jia has the red block and I know you REALLY want it, but he is playing with it. I know it can be so hard to wait, but when Jia is done with it we can have a turn.’

			‘Oops, looks like Tai wants the car you have. This is tricky, guys – there are two kids and only one car. I wonder how we can work this out?’

			Say sorry

			While sometimes this may be the way to go if your child is willing to say sorry, evidence shows that forced apologies don’t help kids to develop the underlying qualities of kindness and compassion. The problem with forcing a child to say sorry is that it removes us from being on the same team as our child to being in opposition to them. They fight back and refuse to back down. 

			As parents we can apologise to another parent, but remember your child is still learning and is doing the best they can.

			I like the idea of checking in on someone instead. You can develop a family habit of checking in on anyone who is upset, quiet, sad, worried or angry. The beauty of a check-in is that we do this even if we didn’t cause the problem.

			The scripts below (and variations of these) are a fantastic way to model compassion and empathy while also teaching your child to notice the social and emotional cues that they have upset someone. This leads to being able to read these cues and get along better with others longer term. It’s worth noting that children who are used to ‘checking’ on each other eventually add the ‘sorry’ organically.

			Examples:

			‘Luca, I can’t let you hit. [Contain your child] Lena is crying – should we check if she is okay? [If your child can’t help, you model it] Lena, are you okay?’

			‘Guys, you three are all having fun but Mia looks really sad. It looks like she’s not enjoying this game. I wonder if she is okay. Let’s check on her. Mia, are you okay?’

			‘Okay, I think I know what happened. Banjo, you really wanted the doll that Avalon was holding so you took it from her. I can’t let you snatch so let’s give it back. Avalon looks upset, do you want to ask her if she’s okay? I think that doll is really special for her and taking it made her feel sad.’

			Give something back if they snatch

			Yes. I recommend you consider this as one of your core rules that require parent intervention: We don’t take something off someone without their permission (aka no snatching).

			If your child takes something without asking from another child, the kindest thing is to step in with empathy and help them to make it right. This may mean giving the object back to the other child, but still staying in connection with your child if they feel upset. Remember that sharing is a really grown-up skill, and it makes sense for kids to struggle, so we help them until they can.

			Examples:

			‘Oh, Sarah you wanted the spade and you took it off Milla and now she’s crying. Agh, this is tough. You really wanted that spade, but I won’t let you take Sarah’s while she’s using it. Do you want to give it back? Or do you want my help?’

			From there, you can coach your child. ‘It is very hard to wait for that spade but we can’t take Sarah’s. I wonder what else we can play with?’ or ‘We can offer Sarah a different spade or bucket and see if she is willing to swap.’

			Take turns

			It’s better not to force this. Taking turns involves a lot of adult intervention and kids are not learning to navigate these social situations for themselves. It’s also kind of forced snatching – only adults do the snatching. It often requires a lot of work and everyone ends up in tears anyway. That said, sometimes in social situations where there is one key toy and multiple kids want a go, we might set up turn-taking for the sake of the group.

			In an ideal situation where both you and your friend are on the same page, it’s better NOT to make kids take turns. Let each child use the toy they are interested in, and other kids need to wait. Yes, kids will struggle to wait, and this is part of learning to cope with disappointment, as long as these feelings are met with empathy and we coach kids through these situations. This leads to peace much faster and keeps us out of the middle.

			Modelling social awareness helps here. If your child turns up on a playdate with something really cool and flashy, be aware that everyone is going to want it, and so leaving it at home can be a better choice. If you are on the swing at the park and a child is waiting, it’s a great opportunity to coach your child about the fact that another child is waiting and soon it will be their turn. This isn’t the same as forcing kids to share; it’s more subtle and it’s about being aware of others. Modelling social awareness also means talking about how our actions impact others. 

			Examples of encouraging a child to notice emotions in others:

			‘I am looking at the little boy wanting to join in the game in the sandpit. Would you like to ask him if he would like to play?’

			‘Can you see the little girl waiting for a go on the slide? She really looks like she wants a turn. It’s hard to wait and you’ve had a big turn. What about one more push and we give her a go?’

			Examples of helping name emotions in our own child:

			‘I know you really love the look of the toy that Lin is playing with. It’s so hard to wait I know! Should we play with the water table while we wait for Lin to finish?’

			‘You are excited to play with your friends, but keen to have me stay with you. That’s okay, I can stay until you feel more relaxed and ready to join in without me.’ 

			‘I’m noticing that you are so excited to play with the diggers and Seb really wants you to come to the slide. You both have great ideas. I wonder if you guys could work out a way to do both ideas?”

			Say please and thank you?

			Gone are the days where children should be seen and not heard. But one of the final frontiers is manners. We want to raise good people who are polite and gracious, but making kids say please and thank you doesn’t actually teach them the underlying qualities we are aiming for. There is nothing wrong with asking a child to say ‘thank you’ or ‘hello’ under pressure. However, if they struggle or refuse to, it’s much better to not make a big deal about it and model the manners you’d like to teach instead.

			Example:

			Someone gives your child a present. Our instinct is often to ask our child to say thank you. This is fine when it works, but sometimes our child isn’t playing along. While this can feel embarrassing, forcing them rarely helps build the emotional skills we are hoping for. Instead of insisting on your child saying thank you, you can say: ‘Oh wow, that’s the toy you really wanted isn’t it, Kirra? [and then to the other child] I can see by her big smile she loves it. Thank you so much for such a thoughtful gift.’ This models the process of being grateful and thanking someone and will result in a child who says thanks even when you are not around to prompt them.

			Hug someone they don’t want to?

			Defo not. End of story. We want kids to learn to trust their bodies, and know they don’t have to hug or kiss anyone they don’t feel comfortable with to please that person.

			This is important because it’s one of the foundations of teaching consent. If we’ve always told kids that even though they don’t want to hug some long-lost aunt who they can’t remember they must or she may get offended, we are giving them the wrong ideas about boundaries.

			Example:

			On the way to your family gathering, let your child know who is going to be there. If they struggle to warm up, or there will be unfamiliar faces there, let your child know they are welcome to hang with you till they are ready. You tell them there may be some new faces that remember them but who they may not recognise, and those people may be excited to see them and want to say hello or have a hug. You can suggest ways to say hi to your child: ‘You can just wave, or say hello, or even give a high-five if you don’t want a hug. That’s totally okay.’

			Social survival plan

			You are at a party with an entertainer and your child is the only one clinging to their parent’s leg – or worse it’s your own child’s party and they won’t join in. As a mum who’s had many a playdate end in disaster, I want you to know that this will pass and that, with lots of preparation, connection and coaching, your child will get better at the social stuff.

			Why do kids sometimes struggle at events even when they have been looking forward to them? Let’s think about what might be happening for a child in the lead-up to this moment:

			
					There is excitement and even though this is a good feeling, that internal sensation of being excited can be a lot to process.

					Change to routine (maybe a change to sleep, or clothing such as itchy clothes or a costume theme) or regular activities. This can trigger dysregulation.

					Kids are often still learning to eat a variety of ingredients and there can be challenges with different party foods. 

					Then there is noise, a jumping castle, lots of kids and an entertainer . . . and it can be all too much.

			

			Thinking about your kid’s emotional cup (see page 29), and knowing that for some that cup will be already full before they even walk into the social gathering, can be helpful. In addition, it is good to prepare with a social survival plan.

			Before the social event/playdate/party

			
					The more we can prep a child for what’s happening, the better they will go. I like to use a whiteboard or piece of paper to draw the situation, as kids process things better visually.

					Talk about who will be there, what will happen, and troubleshoot what they can do if struggling: ‘You can come to me. We can have a secret code if you feel worried.’

					Talk through potential pitfalls like struggling to share or feeling nervous.

					If you have a sensitive child – this can be the rooster (see page 242) that gets too silly and worked up, or the lamb who becomes overwhelmed – giving them lots of information will help: ‘At the party/at Ali’s house, there will be lots of noise/kids/smells’ etc.

			

			At the gathering, if your child is struggling in any way, we want to troubleshoot ways to help

			
					Name the feeling: ‘I get a bit worried when going to parties too.’

					Workshop things we can do when worried e.g. have a drink of water, stay with Mum.

					If your child is struggling, try to get somewhere private (maybe around the corner) and give them a ‘time in’ (see page 177) with you to help them calm down.

					Offer enough help to have them rejoin: ‘You can sit next to me’, ‘We can have a code’, ‘We can watch till you are ready’ or ‘I can come with you.’

					Sometimes giving them the permission to NOT participate will be exactly what gets a child to join in. Accept where they are at.

			

			For kids who have additional challenges

			
					Keep the sensory environment in mind. If you know it’s going to be really noisy or there will be lots of big things happening, you may want to create a chill-out zone for kids who are overwhelmed.

					If you know your child may struggle, you can ask to stay with your child, or put other supports in place.

					We want to believe in our child and keep encouraging them as far as they can without feeling flooded. Think about how you can adjust the task to meet the needs, or make your kids feel safe enough to attend.

			

			Friendship fires

			It’s really hard to hear of your child struggling to connect at day care or school. It’s just as hard when you find out your child is excluding others.

			Most parents really have difficulty with the idea of their kids struggling socially because we all relate to that feeling of being left out. When your child comes home and says they are sad about the fact that no one played with them today, as parents this can be one of the most triggering things to hear. We can quickly go to these places:

			
					‘Tell me their names! I am calling your teacher immediately and we are going to tell their parents.’

					‘If I’ve told you once I’ve told you twice, if you don’t share and work to get along, these kids will leave you out!’

					‘You’re fine! I bet it wasn’t that bad. Just play with someone else when that happens.’

			

			We kind of know none of these reactions is what our kids need, but it can so easily happen. Deep down, we know what they need. They need the same thing we all do when we have a hard time: to be heard.

			What if the next time your child says, ‘No one played with me’, you take a deep breath, pause for just a second and say: ‘Oh, that’s really tough. I can see you’ve had a really hard day.’ You may pause and give your child a moment to process that you hear them.

			Sometimes we can let our child know we know what it’s like to have that feeling by adding something like, ‘Sometimes I feel left out, too’ or ‘I remember being left out when I was about your age and it made me feel lonely and sad . . . Is it like that for you?’

			Then, when your child seems calm and connected, or if you think they need more help, you can emotion coach. I love using the word ‘wonder’ when coaching because it’s less confrontational and it opens us and our child up to being more creative with the answers. It may sound like this: ‘Feeling left out is really tough. Have you thought about what you might do if it happens again tomorrow? I wonder if you have ideas about what you could do?’ See page 114 for more on this. 

			What I love about this approach is that often the best solutions come from our kids – they might already know another friend to play with, or a teacher they could tell, or have another plan in mind. This dialogue and coaching also opens up your relationship. It is an incredible way to feel more connected and on the same team as your child, tackling one of life’s many problems together, instead of stepping in for them, blaming them or dismissing their feelings. From this position your child is more likely to also accept your help if the problem is beyond them. And here is the kicker: the evidence shows that kids who are emotion coached in this way are more likely to come to us with their problems as they hit the tricky teenage years, and for me this is one huge incentive. 

			How to set up your child to be a good friend

			We all want our child to be a good friend, not only because a good friend is likely a good person, but also because we know it’s vital for their livelihood to make and retain friends now and in the future. 

			So what’s the best way to ensure your child will be a good friend? To trust that they already ARE a good friend. Humans innately want to be good people; they want to please and go well. So when they don’t, we need to ask, ‘What’s getting in the way for my child here?’ and help them, or coach them.

			When things don’t go to plan socially, and your child is unable to join in – or they are snatching or dominating – this is an opportunity for connection and coaching. Later, we might commentate about what happened and ask our child what they might do differently next time. We want to keep offering just enough support when they need it to assist them to be a good friend.

			We know that little kids are often not developmentally able to put themselves in another person’s shoes. As a result they struggle with compassion, with winning and losing, with sharing, and understanding social expectation. While it is so tempting to go to town with teaching, the impact of too much of this can have kids feeling ashamed, or not good enough. When we trust that we already have a good kid who does want to get it right but is still learning, and most importantly we are modelling being a good friend, a good winner and good loser, then the rest is covered for our kids.

			We can also wonder about the impact of our actions on others without resorting to blame or shame. For the lamb (see page 242) who struggles to say hello to classmates, we can point out that when they do, it seems to make their friends smile, indicating it makes them feel good. We can ask our child how it makes them feel when others say ‘hi’ to them. This gentle coaching helps kids rehearse ways to speak up and join in more.

			For the child who is our rooster and struggles to share, we may feel like the coaching job on their sideline is exhausting and they are not listening, but they too want to please, and they will get there with support. For these kids, we can commentate on how their actions impact others: ‘When you touch the baby on her feet like that, she loves it! See her big smile! Yes, she likes that much better than when you come too close to her face.’ Or: ‘I can see how excited you are to be here with your special friend Ivy. You are jumping up and down and I am looking at her face and she looks a bit worried – should we check if she’s okay?’

			This coaching can help your child to notice the impact they are having on others and alter their behaviour accordingly. This helps them to become a good friend.

			My final advice is best said by Glennon Doyle: ‘Don’t let yourself become so concerned with raising a good kid that you forget you already have one.’ Trust the process.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 11

			Help! Common struggle points

			Parents rarely come to a session asking for help with connection, boundaries or their ability to welcome big feelings. They come wanting help with bedtime, drop-off, parental preference and toilet training. Or, more specifically, when these things are not working so well. The answer to these issues does lie in connection, boundaries and our ability to welcome big feelings, but sometimes we need some extra tips, hacks and scripts. This chapter is where you will find them.

			It’s completely normal for your child to struggle with saying goodbye, especially as they adjust to anything new. Starting a new day care or school, moving house or having friends move away are all common struggle points for young kids.

			There are also struggle points that are normal parts of development. Most kids will prefer one parent over the other at some stage, and fussy eating is a parental rite of passage, but we can set these transition points up for success with preparation, connection and coaching. 

			Dealing with drop-offs

			It is human to struggle with transitions, but no one on earth struggles more than our little kids with big feelings. This message was from a parent seeking a one-on-one session: ‘We are having major issues with school drop-off and separation anxiety. Malik is okay when his dad drops him, but when it’s me he will say, “I don’t want to go today” from the minute he wakes up. He stalls on everything – suddenly he needs to play outside or use toys he’s not touched in ages and sometimes it’s just all tears and it’s so hard to get him in there. Once he’s inside, he settles fast and has a great time. I just need help with making the mornings better.’

			Kids and transitions can be hard work – especially the ones that involve separating from their parents. Day care and school days can be tough for all. They don’t want to get into (or out of) the car and they are definitely not listening when you tell them it’s time to stop playing and put their shoes on. So, what’s up with that? And more importantly, how can we bring more peace to tricky transitions for little kids?

			First, why is it so hard? Because these little humans are just making sense of their world. Their emotions and brains are still developing.

			The thing is, I really get why kids struggle. I find it hard to finish up doing something I am enjoying and start something that is harder. Who else finds it hard to turn off Netflix at night and go to bed? Or to get out of a warm shower and get dressed? Or put on the trainers and go for a run?

			But for little kids – who don’t have a grown-up brain and the emotional vocabulary to manage that this feels so hard – this causes a struggle, or worse, a meltdown. It can also leave parents feeling like life has become a constant battleground.

			FIVE STEPS TO A BETTER DROP-OFF

			
					Preparation pays off

			

			Warning your child about a change or transition that’s coming is important.

			Even better than an immediate warning is a chat in advance about what’s happening next. You might do this over breakfast, or the day before. In my house we often draw this out on a whiteboard so our youngest (and most stubborn ‘transitioner’) knows what the steps will be. Seeing the plan visually can really help.

			I like to warn my child the day before that ‘tomorrow is a school day’. This gives them a chance to let me know in advance about their feelings. It can be easier to deal with the feelings with calm, creativity and connection when we are not running late.

			You want to tell your child when things are happening, and what steps will be involved, and who will be taking them: ‘Today is a day-care day. You will need to put on your clothes and shoes and socks and then Daddy will be taking you in his car. Which hat would you like to take? The blue or the orange one?’

			This preparation process gives your child the chance to practise what is coming in a safe and non-pressured space. The brain gets to prepare for the process ahead and often this really helps.

			Pro tip: You can also involve your child in preparing their uniform or day-care clothes the night before. Giving choices and laying things out to process visually also helps with morning transitions.

			
					Connection before commands

			

			As a mum of four boys, let me tell you, if I try to say anything (apart from ‘Who wants chips?’) I will not get a response if I don’t connect in with them first.

			It only takes a moment to stop, to notice what my child is doing, and to tune in. I might get down to their level and say: ‘Wow, you have built the biggest LEGO tower this morning!’ Or maybe I’ll notice they are having a hard time and go in for a big hug, or just wink to let them know I see them. These small moments of connection usually have kids much more ready to listen.

			Pro tip: If your child is struggling with drop-off, you may incorporate some extra cuddle time or a morning play session into the process to help them feel really connected before they need to separate.

			
					Transition time – get in low and close

			

			When it’s time to go, get in low and close and tell your child what’s happening. You need to believe you have everything you need to be the confident leader in this situation. Stick to your word so they know you are at the wheel.

			If your child looks like they are going to struggle, try giving them some control among it all: ‘I know, it’s really hard to go to school some days, I get it. Do you want to pick a special toy to hide in your bag?’ Or ‘I can see you really don’t want to stop playing with your cars, but it’s time to go. Do you want to hold my hand or have me carry you to the car?’

			Pro tip: Don’t stop the momentum of moving on from A to B. If you say, ‘It’s time to leave for day care now?’ and ask it more like a question because you know it’s going to be hard, your child will sense your discomfort. It’s important you are confident and in charge at this point and, most importantly, always kind. 

			
					Welcome emotions

			

			Some days, no matter how well I prepare my kids, they struggle with a transition. It helps to know this is normal and that the best way through is to really embrace it and sit in that emotion.

			Welcome the crying, anger, disappointment – transitions are hard! Tell your child you hear them, that it’s okay to be sad/unsure etc: ‘Yeah, I hate stopping what I am enjoying too. I can see this is hard for you today.’

			Breathe. Know it’s not your job to make this better for your child or make it stop. But it is your job to ride the wave of emotion and keep moving through, next to your child, as they process the big feelings. It’s never easy for us, but it makes such a difference for our child when we do.

			
					Believe in your child

			

			Don’t get me wrong. Many a time I have walked out of day care, got in my car and burst into tears after a horrible drop-off. But what I’ve come to realise is that my child having a hard time at drop-off is normal and natural, and it’s okay for them to cry and show emotions about separating. It’s a beautiful sign of attachment when our kids don’t want to separate – we are their safe base. This can be so hard to remember in the moment though, and sometimes we get so caught up in the struggle that we join in their fears and doubts.

			The final step in assisting your child through big and small transitions is believing in them. A child struggling to go off to day care, preschool or school happily really is doing their absolute best, and this too will pass. Part of believing in them is walking away and saying goodbye when the time is right with complete confidence. Show them that even though they are worried, you are not. You know they will be okay. This is not done in a way that dismisses the feelings – quite the opposite. It’s letting them know that their big feelings are healthy and you are okay with your child expressing them, even though you know it’s all going to be okay.

			It’s this belief in them that children really pick up on. A little person experiencing such huge feelings as they separate from their parent can sense our confidence and, somehow, among their own feelings of doubt, this helps them to know that you (the centre of their world) know it will all be okay.

			And, it will be okay. I promise you.

			Starting BIG school

			Each year, a new cohort of tiny humans embarks on the next steps in their education, starting ‘big school’. This adjustment can bring big feelings and nerves for kids, as well as their parents.

			The nerves make sense. For parents it’s a significant step into our child being more independent, and it can be emotional seeing your baby in their new uniform, hidden under the enormous school hat and huge backpack that you can’t ever imagine will fit them. We worry about our child. Will they fit in? What if they need help – will they be able to ask?

			For our kids it’s a time of much excitement and some apprehension. They really don’t know what to expect, so it’s very much a leap into the unknown. So, what’s the best way to prepare us and our kids for the beginning of their school journey?

			In days gone by, the biggest consideration of readiness for school was a child showing interest in reading or being able to write their name. It is now widely accepted that the social and emotional skills needed for kids to navigate this transition is by far the bigger area that supports a smooth adjustment into primary school.

			When it comes to knowing if your child is ready for school, I think it’s important to defer to the advice of their preschool educators. However, when in doubt, research shows delaying the start of school can be best for some kids.

			We know that in Scandinavian countries kids don’t begin formal education until 7, and this is because little bodies are often not ready to sit and learn yet. In Australia and much of the western world, children start at around 5 or 6 years of age, and for many of them (and especially the boys, who are often a bit behind) the adjustment period is huge.

			If you have a school starter, here are my top tips to assist with the social and emotional adjustment.

			
					Practise the basics

			

			So simple it’s easy to overlook. Can your child open their own lunch box and drink bottle? Can they take a jumper off unassisted? Or get a shoe back on if it comes off? Can they go to a communal toilet and use it independently? These are the skills we tend to overlook when thinking about school readiness and it’s these seemingly little things that can turn an ordinary day into struggle city for a little 5-year-old navigating kindy or prep. The more confident your child is with the basics, the more they can focus on the other aspects of adjusting to school. 

			The answer lies in practice. Serve food in your child’s lunch box in the weeks before school, assist them to learn how to dress independently, and work on their skills at opening a pack of ‘rice wheels’! This will mean that when your child is at school, having already navigated so much, they won’t feel lost when it comes to basic eating or self-care.

			
					Let them play

			

			As the child psychologist Jean Piaget said, ‘Play is the work of children.’ Or in the words of Fred Rogers, ‘Play is often talked about as if it were a relief from serious learning. But for children, play is serious learning.’

			It might be tempting to get out the educational apps to prepare a child for seated learning, but evidence shows that working on their gross and fine motor skills outdoors makes a much bigger impact on readiness to learn. Additionally, through a wide variety of outdoor and indoor play, kids can work on their ability to share, take turns and practise winning and losing. These are all essential skills for navigating the classroom and the playground.

			When my eldest son was starting kindy, the principal told us to ‘go home and play lots of UNO over summer – and make sure that sometimes you let your child lose’. While that might sound harsh, she explained that many kindy starters hadn’t had much experience with losing or missing out. According to her there was only one pink pencil in the pack and 23 kids in each class. So, most kids have to face the disappointment of missing out on their choice many times a day.

			The answer lies in play. Playing games where kids get an opportunity to miss out or lose, with the emotional support and safe base of their parents, gives them a chance to practise navigating these ups and downs, and result in a child who is more resilient when small disappointments happen at school. 

			
					Talk less (and listen more)

			

			Much like preparing our little ones for other big transitions in life (like becoming a big brother or sister), sometimes we talk a bit too much and this can add pressure to our kids.

			When we ask our kids over and over if they are excited, if they feel ready, or tell them stories about how much they will LOVE school and how much fun they will have, it can add pressure or set our children up for unrealistic expectations.

			The same goes for playful threats about the expectations of school, or saying things like ‘You won’t be able to carry on like that when you’re in big school!’ This is probably more about our worry as a parent than our child’s readiness and will generally add an element of stress that isn’t helpful in the weeks before school.

			The answer lies in letting our child know we hear them, asking open questions and listening to their concerns. If your child expresses a fear about school, sometimes what they need is to be heard. As much as our instinct is to make it better or tell them everything will be fine, there can be such a relief in someone saying: ‘I hear that you are worried, that makes sense. Starting school makes lots of kids feel worried.’

			Our child then feels seen and heard and less alone with that worry. From here we can work on strategies to help with the nerves, like having a connection ritual, or talking through who their teacher is, and how they can ask for help if they need it.

			
					Prepare yourself for the ups and downs of being a primary school parent

			

			I don’t want to alarm you but the adjustment to prep/kindy for some kids takes a while. You might be thinking they will be tired for about 2 weeks and then they’ll adjust, right? For many kids it takes a lot longer and your beautiful, together 5-year-old may suddenly be having meltdowns after school that you haven’t seen since they were 3.

			It’s all about patience. For many children in the first year of primary school (and more so for boys) the adjustment to school, and all it entails, really takes about a year. For one year they are the smallest fish in a big pond. They are learning the rules, making friends, navigating the playground, remembering to sit still and, on top of this, learning to read and write. It’s a LOT. And for most kids it will show. You are not getting it wrong, and neither are they: it just takes time.

			In 12 months, when your child is moving out of prep/kindy and into Year 1, they will look so much bigger in that uniform, carry that bag with ease, be bolder, and strut in with more confidence. Before you know it, your tiny little child in that oversized uniform will be marching through the gates into the next year, and you will spot the teeny new starters and wonder how that year went so darn fast.

			FIVE TIPS FOR ‘AFTER-SCHOOL RESTRAINT COLLAPSE’

			Many parents can relate to the feeling of being so excited to pick up their child from day care or school, and less than 30 seconds after being out of the gate, that child falls apart. This can look like whingeing, fighting with a sibling or a full-blown meltdown.

			This is known as ‘after-school restraint collapse’ and is a result of our child working so hard to keep it together away from their parents all day long. At day care or school, they need to share, take turns, listen and follow directions. For young children this can be absolutely exhausting, and it is when they see their parents or primary caregivers that they can no longer hold it together and we often see kids ‘fall apart’ in a way that can seem out of character. As hard as this is for them (and us), it is actually a huge compliment that they feel safe and secure enough to be their true selves with us.

			Restraint collapse is something we can all relate to, even adults, but it is very common in younger children at some stage. Parents will know because it seems to happen right after school and seems like a very sudden change in mood and character without a visible cause. Most kids struggle with it as they adjust to the demands of their day. This is normal and it does get easier as they get used to the new environment. The following tips will help.

			
					Create a connection ritual

			

			Sometimes restraint collapse can be about our kids missing us all day. Think about creating a connection ritual so your child can keep a piece of you with them through the day. This can be drawing a heart on your wrist and theirs and telling them you can both press the heart to stay ‘connected’ through the day.

			
					Centre yourself before you pick your child up

			

			Try taking a breath before you greet your kids. Be ready for whatever is coming even if it’s not an excited face. I try to pause, take a deep breath and get ready to greet my kids. The breath or pause helps me to shake off the ‘to-do list’ and be present.

			
					Food is essential

			

			Have snacks ready in your bag, car or pram. Kids get ‘hangry’ and food can prevent many of the after-school moments of collapse.

			
					Be okay with their feelings

			

			Often your child has held onto feelings all day long and it took loads of effort. When they see us, their safe base, it all just falls apart. Stay out of fixing or solving if you can and just listen. Sometimes they just need to download and feel like we ‘get it’.

			
					Dial back the after-school commitments

			

			Finally, if your child is struggling a lot with this issue, try winding back any after-school schedules so things are less rushed. They may need some downtime while they adjust and settle.

			Parental preference 

			‘NOOOO, you go away. I only want Daddy to change my nappy!’ or ‘Mummy do it! NOT YOU, Daddy!’ or, worse: ‘Mummy do my seatbelt, no actually Daddy, no actually Mummy, no actually . . .’

			When a child prefers one parent over another, the impact on parents can range from ‘What a relief, she wants Dad to read the story!’ to feelings of burnout for the preferred parent or heartbreak for the parent who is being rejected.

			If your child is preferring one parent over the other and it’s not bothering you, carry on! It is not a problem. Parental preference is a normal developmental stage, and it does pass.

			Research suggests that parental preferences start at 2 years of age and that children may develop it due to the different experience that each parent brings. For example, a child might seek Dad rather than Mum for play as they enjoy the rougher play that Dad gives. The appearance of parental preference may also be a flow-on of culture, as parents take on different roles and thus bring different needs to the child.

			At the time of writing, my youngest much prefers his dad to read his bedtime story and this is totally fine by me! However, if Dad was busy at work and my son couldn’t adapt to me taking over, that’s when it might become more of an issue.

			While parental preference is normal, if it feels like it isn’t working for you, your partner or your child, it might be time to step into the emotions. 

			When we are dealing with this, it’s the rejected parent who needs to follow the five steps below, and the preferred parent needs to step back and let their partner have a go. 

			FIVE STEPS TO MANAGING PARENTAL PREFERENCE

			
					Offer yourself some compassion and empathy

			

			When your child frequently prefers the other parent, we can feel rejected or wonder if we are lacking something our child needs. Be kind to yourself before you respond to your child and take a minute to acknowledge they are expressing a feeling, not a fact, and it won’t last forever. This can help you to lean in to your confidence, because you do in fact have what your child needs in this moment and you’ve got this!

			
					Name the wish or the want

			

			You could say: ‘You really wish it was Daddy getting you out of the bath’ or ‘I hear you – you want Mummy to come in for a cuddle, you really wish it was Mummy.’ It’s important you say this with genuine empathy and you level your tone where your child is. You want them to know you really do get how much they wish you were the other parent at that moment. Often once our kids can sense that we ‘get this’ they can move on more easily.

			
					Lean in, not out

			

			Your confidence here is everything. Believe that you have what it takes to be what your child needs in this moment: ‘Tonight I am getting you out of the bath. Do you want to bring the frog or the duck?’ or ‘I know you wish Mum was here, but tonight Dad is going to lie with you.’

			
					 Follow through

			

			Your child is still allowed to be upset and you can still follow through. Allowing their big feelings, staying calm and remembering this rejection is not personal are all important, but your ability to hold this limit and ride through the feelings lets your child know ‘I’ve got this, I am here for you even when you push me away. I’m here now, and I’ll be here always. I am in through thick and thin.’ Confidence and kindness, always.

			
					Connect

			

			Even being told to ‘go away’ by our child is an opportunity for connection. If we can stay the course and show them ‘it’s okay to have big feelings, I can take it and I’m not going anywhere’, we set them up to lean in to not just one but two secure and safe bases. It’s a gift. Connection through the day and looking for ways to share moments together can improve things and help with this stage.

			Toilet training

			The biggest mistake we can make when it comes to toilet training is rushing a child who isn’t ready yet. When children get ‘rushed’ before they are ready for toilet training, it can lead to a situation where everyone gets stressed out. Our child can wind up either taking much longer to train, or even developing a fear of the potty, which can really have everyone wishing they had just waited a little longer.

			Parents may mistime toilet training for three main reasons:

			
					Feeling the external pressure of a deadline, like a baby being on the way or a child starting preschool.

					Getting tired of nappy change time. Let’s be honest, changing that nappy can get a little ‘old’ for everyone and when neither us or our toddler is having a good time, we may think the answer is potty training.

					Being unaware of the signs of readiness and not realising we want to see all three signs – physical, cognitive and emotional – to begin the process.

			

			So how do you know if a child is ready for toilet training or learning?

			Children may be ready to learn about and use a potty from around 2 years old, with some children being ready from as young as 18 months. However, the average age for successful potty training is around 2½–3 years, when children tend to have a better grasp of language and awareness of their bodies.

			There are a number of signs of readiness that can be broken down into three main areas:

			
					Physical. Your child is walking and can pull up their pants or get them down. Other good signs of physical readiness might be a child with a dry pull-up or nappy for up to two hours, or a child who does a poo in the same place every day. (My kids loved their toy kitchen.) All of this demonstrates some awareness and physical readiness.

					Cognitive. We are looking for signs our child can follow instructions, like ‘Can you pass me the red truck?’ Or maybe they are increasingly wanting that wet nappy off straight away. Maybe your child is telling you when they do go, but this isn’t essential. Ideally, we want children to know what it ‘feels like’ when they ‘need to do a poo or a wee’.

					Emotional. We need to know children are ready to ‘let go’ of a situation they are used to (which is using nappies and pull-ups), and comfortable with tackling a new stage of development, and coping when accidents happen. The emotional readiness factor usually comes last and is the most powerful. When we mistime emotional readiness, it can delay toilet learning and, in some cases, lead to severe constipation.

			

			You don’t need all of these signs to be present for your child to be ready, but a general trend across the three areas will let you know it’s time to start. So, what else can we do to make sure the potty-training journey is a success?

			In the lead-up

			Think of the lead-up to toilet training as the time to talk more to your child about using a potty, how you use the toilet and how you know when you need to go. Kids are visual learners, so it helps to read books on the subject, making sure that this talk is free from pressure.

			We want to send a message that we know our child has ‘got this’ and they will use the potty or toilet when they are ready. This confidence in our child sets up a fantastic connection so that when we do begin toilet training, they know we are on their team – this support and connection will help the journey.

			As toddlers begin to indicate they want more independence or resist nappy change time, we can start to embrace that. We can offer our toddlers an alternative to a traditional nappy, such as a nappy pant. We can start to change our toddler more often in a standing-up position. This is more like how things work once we are toilet training, while embracing their growing independence.

			Make sure there is no shame or fear in your language around toileting. Remember that even when we joke about a ‘stinky poo’ when changing a nappy we can be setting our children up with an idea that there is something yucky or wrong with their poo. This can make it harder to toilet train when the time comes.

			When it’s time

			Making sure your child is ready physically, cognitively and emotionally will also help you avoid the pressure to start too soon for preschool or a sibling’s arrival. Picking a time that is free from too much external change, when our child is emotionally settled, is the best bet.

			Once you think it’s time, and your child feels ready, it’s about trusting the process, accepting a bit of mess and being ready to stay at home for a few days (ideally at least three) while everyone gets the hang of it. I prefer to train kids in summer or at least not in winter. That way you can keep clothing and mess to a minimum. It’s okay to roll up rugs and make sure you are ready for accidents as your child learns.

			Once you’ve committed, ditch the nappies by day completely. It’s feeling the wetness or mess that allows our child to learn. This is why at least three days at home can help.

			Some kids will train by day easily and then go immediately dry at night. Others take years to go dry at night following successful toilet training.

			Potty training really can be an exciting stage in our child’s development, and in our relationship with them if we wait for our child to be ready and trust the process. Make sure you hold on to your humour and creativity, and keep connection at the centre of the process above and beyond success.

			Troubleshooting – what about when it goes wrong?

			If you take the time to make sure you wait for the signs of readiness, things are more likely to be a success. But even so, some children can hit a struggle point in toileting. For some children, just one bad experience, like an accident or being a bit constipated, can have them struggling and scared to go.

			I commonly get questions from parents about a child who is toilet trained but then, for no reason, everything goes backwards. Or they might refuse to do a poo in the toilet and only wees. In this scenario, although it is so tempting to push or encourage, we need to trust. Most often something has happened, like a poo that hurt, or a new sibling entering the family, that has a child feeling less safe – and the thing about poo is that we need to feel really safe and secure to go.

			Focus on safety and connection, tell your child you know they’ve got this and lower the pressure. This approach is much better than an alternative where your child winds up constipated. In some cases, you might decide (with your child) to pop nappies back on, and try again when ready. Don’t see this as a failure but trusting in your child and the fact they will work this out when they feel safe and ready.

			Once your child is keen to try again, move towards going to the toilet in small steps, like a poo in the nappy in the bathroom for example, and celebrate the wins in a calm and connected way that isn’t too over the top.

			Trust the process, trust your child, allow them to learn to trust their body – and you will get there.

			Dinnertime battles and fussy eating

			If there is one part of my parenting day that is my Achilles’ heel, it’s dinnertime. Everyone is fractious, I am tired, the food my kids actually like is crappy nuggets, and I have guilt around what to serve that they actually eat that is actually nutritious. Add a dog who’s likely to eat a pack of butter when I am not looking then vomit right in the middle of the kitchen, a toddler or child melting down because they want a snack, my phone pinging with WhatsApp messages about things I need to do, a TV on full volume, a kid that needs help with homework . . . and I am wanting to rock in the corner. Dinnertime can be HARD.

			One of the reasons I know what to do around mealtimes is that we’ve had struggles in our home with fussy eating. I’ve tried all the wrong things to do, and then sought expert help and worked out how to lower the pressure and trust my kids to work it out. I’ve also collaborated with Jessica Beaton, an accredited practising dietitian, author from One Handed Cooks and a fellow mum of four boys, to run workshops for parents on connected mealtimes. Jess and I share our top tips here.

			FIVE STEPS FOR EASIER MEALTIMES

			
					Connection is your foundation

			

			Eating is a biological process and, much like sleep or going to the toilet, kids need to feel safe to try new things or feel hungry. The opposite, fear, can leave them feeling anxious and not hungry at all. One of the best ways to ensure that sense of safety is to make sure mealtimes offer our kids lots of opportunity to connect with us.

			This may mean:

			
					One-on-one special time before you eat. Even just a few minutes to read a book, colour in or play outside together really helps.

					Using play and humour to lighten the mood. A good laugh about how all the peas fell off your fork, or sharing some funny jokes, can release any anxiety your child might be feeling.

					Keeping the focus on family rather than the food and what they eat. Sitting down to eat the same meal together and sharing favourite parts of the day or moments of gratitude is a lovely way to boost family connection.

			

			Many babies are incredible eaters until they become toddlers and then . . . suddenly they look at a dish you’ve been making for years with total mistrust and say YUCK. As parents we worry that we won’t get enough nutrition into them, or that if they don’t eat enough dinner they won’t sleep. Most of the time our worries are unfounded and if we make less of a deal about what they eat and focus on connection, the rest will usually take care of itself. 

			Toddlers may appear to be able to run for most of the day on a few Cheerios and half an apple, but the key according to Jess is to look at what they are eating over the day or week as a whole and not at each individual mealtime. It might surprise you that when we are realistic about our toddler’s nutritional needs (surprisingly less than when they were a baby), what a toddler portion size looks like, and being flexible and adaptable about when they take in their nutrients (morning tea or lunch might be when they are most hungry rather than dinner), most kids – when left to trust their appetite, and for us to respond appropriately to this – do very well at meeting their own body’s needs.

			
					Bodies need to move, so prep them in advance

			

			Little bodies have a need to move and so expecting them to sit in a highchair or at the table for long periods can be a big ask. Consider having a good pre-dinner routine and wash hands for dinner. This rhythm and routine helps prepare kids’ bodies and brains to transition to the next moment, which is sitting still for mealtime.

			Jess explains that eating is one of the most sensory activities we do. It involves all the senses – sight, sound, touch, smell and taste – and processing all the sensory information we receive from food, eating and the mealtime environment. When you consider,  our little kids have to process all this at once, while trying to sit still and eat – particularly at a time when they may be feeling overtired and overstimulated from the day – you can see why mealtimes may be challenging.

			Preparing our children’s sensory systems through certain pre-meal activities can help to engage their interest in food and eating by contributing to their body’s state of calm and organisation.

			Examples of pre-meal activities include:

			
					Singing and dancing

					Jumping on the trampoline

					Swinging on a swing

					Playing with playdough

					Blowing bubbles

					Squeezing stress balls

					Yoga exercises

					Wheelbarrow walks

					Throwing or kicking a ball outside

					Tug of war.

			

			Different activities will suit different children at different times, depending on what they have been doing and how they are feeling. A child who has been concentrating on a sedentary activity, such as building bricks, may need to get up and move and run or jump on a trampoline for a few minutes before sitting down at the table. Another child who has spent a long time running around outdoors may need a few calming minutes of playdough before sitting down at the table.

			I often joke there is rarely a meal that happens in our house without someone falling off their chair. I know this is because little bodies tend to wobble and move in order to stay regulated and eat. Try not to sweat this too much and make any accommodations needed to ensure kids are comfortable at the table. Feeling uncomfortable while they eat is a huge distraction for little kids and a common reason why they might refuse food. Making sure they are seated in a supportive chair, which has an upright backrest and has them at the right height as well as having their feet supported by a footrest, may help to have them sitting engaged at the dinner table for just a little longer.

			
					Division of responsibility

			

			These three words are going to change your life! This is the dinnertime mantra that took me from dinnertime hell to more connected mealtimes.

			The Satter Division of Responsibility in Feeding method, devised by the Ellyn Satter Institute, encourages the parent to take leadership with the what, when and where of feeding and let your child determine how much and whether to eat what you provide. Let’s say that again:

			
					Your job is to choose what food you offer and when you offer it.

					Your child’s job is to choose if they eat it, and if so, how much.

			

			With this model, we are trusting our child to determine when they are hungry and when they will eat, staying in our lane of being the boss of what food is offered. What will help you with applying the division of responsibility is calm, confident boundaries and being able to hold a limit in four steps (see page 72). At dinnertime that may sound like this:

			Name the wish: ‘I hear you. You really wish dinner was different today. You wish it was ice-cream. This is hard.’

			Set the limit: ‘Today what’s on offer for dinner is on the table.’

			Welcome the feeling: ‘I know, that’s not what you wished for.’

			Deconstructed family mealtimes and tasting plates are two of Jess’s favourite ways to serve meals to little kids using the division of responsibility. Both work best when foods you know they like and enjoy are served at the same time as foods that may be new or regularly refused. This can reduce any mealtime anxiety significantly for both you and your child. Win!

			Deconstructed mealtimes are when all the elements of the main meal are served separately in the middle of the table and our children can choose which foods to eat and how much. At first your child might pick only their preferred foods – even just one or two for the fussiest ones. However, over time in a no-pressure, connected and trusting family mealtime environment, children become more familiar with, and accepting of, new and refused foods and begin to choose a wider variety.

			Tasting plates are another useful tool where you serve a selection of foods from the variety of the main food groups together on a small plate, sectioned or regular (both work well), and your child can choose which foods to eat in whichever order they like. It’s a wonderful way to introduce new foods and flavours with trust and connection.

			When we define the roles nice and clearly, we are more able to focus on the goal of family meals, which is about modelling healthy eating and coming together as a family. As a mum that tiny bit further down the road, I promise mealtime does get much easier, and eventually most kids will eat your cooking!

			
					It’s okay for your child to reject food – welcome the feelings

			

			Part of the division of responsibility is to allow our kids to do their job. They are allowed to be scared of new foods. In fact, ‘food neophobia’ – the fear of trying new food – is really common in children aged 2 to 5. And it makes sense from a biological perspective, as at 2 we are hoping our toddlers will get more cautious about what they put in their mouth, which may save them from eating a poisonous berry. Kids are allowed to reject food. This is where they get to decide, and the more you get out of the way, the safer they will feel to try. Remember that pushing kids around food will never make them feel safer to trust us, or new foods. 

			There are many steps towards trying food. We think trying is chewing, swallowing and eating, but just tolerating a food on the table or on their plate can be a huge win for a child who is hypersensitive to the smell of food cooking in the kitchen. Passing food to others with their hands, touching, smelling, licking or kissing food is a great step towards trying. Eating things happily can take kids a while of slowly adjusting to that food over time. Celebrate the small steps (quietly for the kids who don’t like a fuss).

			When kids express a few emotions around food or are upset because of food, welcome that emotion the same way you would around any fear, or sadness. Let them know you hear them, that they are upset about it/don’t like it. That doesn’t necessarily mean you jump up and make an alternative – though sometimes we do that too because some days it’s all about #survival and the stretch to bed and that is totally okay too.

			
					They will get there – it’s all about modelling

			

			Like so much of parenting, if you want your child to grow into a healthy person with good eating habits, the biggest thing you can do is model this yourself. They’re watching how you bite and chew a carrot, twist spaghetti on your fork, pick up a piece of rockmelon and lick the ice-cream. So, if you are eating a wide variety of foods, if you enjoy meals, the chances are your child will be exactly the same.

			It can be helpful to know that it’s considered a family mealtime when just one adult parent or carer is present to sit and eat alongside your child. With busy work and life schedules, this suddenly makes ‘family mealtimes’ a lot more achievable on a day-to-day or even weekly basis. And it’s not just dinnertime where family mealtimes count – maybe breakfast time or weekend lunches work better, or lunchtime with your preschooler on their day at home. If you want to boost connection and nutritional variety, being both intentional and realistic as to when you can achieve family mealtimes will make things a lot easier for you and your family.

			When we can relax the pressure around food and build trust, the natural appetite of kids can take over and they are much more likely to relax. Kids love connection and when we make the primary focus of preparing, serving and eating food about coming together as a family, mealtimes (in time) do become a joy.

			Note: There are many reasons why kids may not eat. If you do have any concerns regarding the growth, development, health and wellbeing of your child or the nutritional adequacy of their diet, don’t hesitate to seek the advice of a relevant health-care professional such as a GP, paediatrician or accredited practising dietitian. (See Further help on page 339 for more info.)

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Hot tips for eating at the table

						
					

					
							
							•	Always make sure there is one food on the table that your child enjoys – a safe food you know they will eat. It’s okay if this is a cracker or some fruit; sometimes they need to warm into dinner with some safe foods to get them going.

						
					

					
							
							•	Try serving food tapas-style (unstructured) in divided serving plates, lunch boxes, or even ice-cube trays. Kids love seeing food and colour laid out separately for them to try.

						
					

					
							
							•	Attempt meals outside when the weather is good. This regulates the body and resets the tone, and there is less mess to clean.

						
					

					
							
							•	Give kids a ‘not-ready-to-try bowl’. When there is food on their plate that they dislike, they can place it in the not-ready-to-try bowl until they are ready. Just having the food on the table and popping it in the bowl is a step towards tolerating food.

						
					

					
							
							•	Try exposing your child to different foods and meals away from the table by looking through recipe books, growing your own herbs and vegetables, grocery shopping or basic food preparation with kid-safe utensils.

						
					

				
			

			A smoother ride to bedtime and sleep

			‘We create a physical and emotional environment that allows sleep to come naturally.’ 

			– Janet Lansbury

			Agh, the home stretch. Bedtime is the ultimate battleground because we are tired, our child is tired, and the transition from being awake to going to sleep is really tricky for some kids. More to the point, separating from their safe base (you) and saying farewell for up to 12 hours (if you are really, really lucky) is hard for little kids.

			If you find bedtime or night-time battles difficult, you are not alone. It can also be tricky if your partner has different expectations from you around how your child should be sleeping.

			What I struggle with when it comes to information and advice about sleep these days is how polarised a lot of it has become. The overload in this area is mind-blowing. I fear that we have a lot of new information that tells parents it’s never okay to sleep-train a baby or child in any form. Then there is the old-school idea that your baby is manipulating you and you should start a routine from birth. In my view, any theory applied to modern parenting that doesn’t flex to allow for the individual needs, support systems and mental health of parents, as well as the individual temperaments and needs of babies, is extremely hard on parents. 

			While I can see, from a scientific or attachment perspective, a completely baby- and child-led approach to sleep may be ideal, I raised four kids in the modern world. Both my husband and I had to work, and I’ve seen the benefits of a loving routine that is attuned to the needs of each of my kids, and how we have all benefited.

			I also know we don’t live in a village. I’ve seen parents burn out while trying to meet the attachment needs of their children day and night with no or very little backup, and I’ve seen how it truly doesn’t work for the parent or child.

			I don’t find any conversation about sleep training, when the focus is only on the science or ‘evidence’ around crying, helpful to parents who may have sleep-trained out of necessity and may carry guilt about this. It’s also unhelpful for a parent who has an instinct that leaning in to a firm but kind boundary at bedtime could be a gift to their child.

			My belief is that if all parents were to focus on connecting with their babies in the first 12 weeks of life, and were supported with just enough information about the sleep needs of their infants, with a focus on normal development, safety and connection as a starting place, there would be a lot less confusion. 

			If any attempt to assist our kids with sleep came from a place of what might work best for the parents and the child, that decision – which would be different in every home – would come from a place of connection, and love. I think when we are attuned to the individual needs of our child, and aware of how their feelings make us feel, we are then able to make confident decisions around sleep that work for our own family.

			I think there are many ways to ‘do’ sleep, within a loving home environment, which can all turn out a securely attached child. And any attempt to focus only on the needs of a child, without considering the needs of the parents, is unhelpful at best and damaging at worst. 

			This section can guide you in when to know you have a problem with sleep that needs action and, if that happens, how you might handle the changes with your child so that emotional needs are met.

			This guide is not meant to be definitive advice. If you are in need of help, I always recommend looking first at what might be getting in the way of sleep for your child, both physically through a health coach, and then emotionally through working with a good parent educator or sleep consultant who specialises in connection through the process. 

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Bedtime tips

						
					

					
							
							•	Kids don’t struggle with bedtime because it’s about sleep, they struggle because it’s about separation from us. Bridge that gap to help them with a connection ritual. (The book The Invisible String by Patrice Karst can be a great place to start.)

						
					

					
							
							•	Children perceive any change in their life – from a new sibling, to a change in day-care rooms – as a loss, or a threat. They will seek more attachment or connection through these changes, and sleep is an area where this will show up. Help them with the emotions around the change and increase connection to help with sleep. Many parents may decide to simply bring a child who is going through big changes in their life into their room, with a view that it’s in the best interest of the family short-term and at a later stage, when things have settled, they can move their child back out if they wish. 

						
					

					
							
							•	Sleep is a biological process, much like eating or going to the toilet, that we can’t force kids to do. We need to create an environment where they feel safe to sleep. Sometimes this is about setting a boundary and leaving them to it when they can’t settle with us.

						
					

					
							
							•	Think about tools that can help to create a lovely sleep space. Nightlights, weighted blankets, meditations and special connection objects can all assist with night-time separation.

						
					

					
							
							•	All kids eventually sleep . . . even without any intervention. If you are struggling with sleep, know that one day, you WILL sleep again.
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							Xanthe and Nicole came to me for help with their daughter Evie’s sleep. Evie (3½) had always been a great sleeper according to her mums. Apart from a small blip when teething around 8 months, she had always gone to bed happily and pretty much slept through since around 14 months of age.

						
					

					
							
							For around three months Evie’s parents had noticed she was wanting more of her parents’ attention at bedtime. It had become a slippery slope where they found themselves in a routine that was now taking them hours to get through, and often ending in a meltdown. Then they found for the first time ever that she’d wake and need them in the night to come back and repeat the routine again.

						
					

					
							
							When I asked them if this was ‘working for them’ it was a clear ‘no’. Xanthe and Nicole wanted this to change. It wasn’t working for them and it also wasn’t working for Evie who was often falling asleep en route home from day care, as she was just too tired.

						
					

					
							
							‘Sometimes she wants a bath, AND then a shower. She wants at least 10 books (it used to be two). She wants us to sit with her until she goes to sleep, sometimes insisting on one of us or both of us, or starts changing her mind on who she wants, which would be okay if it worked, except she won’t settle and it usually ends in yelling or tears. She’s also waking in the night, which she’s never done, and ordering us around. We feel like we are being completely dominated by her and we need help!’

						
					

					
							
							When it comes to bedtime, the first thing to know is it’s not a problem unless it’s a problem for you. There are many ways to sleep in this world, and there is nothing wrong with meeting the needs of a child in the night, especially when it’s working for you all. In this case, it was clear it was not working and the idea of a floor bed in her mums’ room wasn’t an option. 

						
					

					
							
							On the following pages are some ideas that I discussed with Nicole and Xanthe.

						
					

				
			

			FIVE THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT BEDTIME

			
					Is it a problem for you or your child?

			

			There is an old-fashioned idea that children should not need us at night. From a child-focused perspective this doesn’t make sense because children would attach to us all day and night long if they could, so the requirement for them to be alone, in the dark, for 10 hours, is a huge ask.

			So, if at any point you want to lean in to connection by holding your baby longer, by lying with your child while they fall asleep, by having them in your room or your bed at night to soothe and make them feel safe, and it’s working for you all, nothing needs to change. I promise you, they won’t want to be in your bed forever and, as Maggie Dent says, one day they will find someone else to sleep with!

			The rush towards independence over connection can push us around and have us following sleep advice that doesn’t feel right. Most children will go through stages of waking more, struggling to separate more, and older kids may want to come into your bed or you may choose to go in with them. My youngest slept on a mattress on our floor for a time and this worked for all of us. However, if this didn’t work for me, my partner or my son, it would be equally okay to not do this.

			Before you do anything about sleep, the first question you need to ask is: Is there a problem here at all?

			I’m often asked by parents in my classes: ‘My child needs me to lie with them to get them to sleep at night, is this a problem?’ My answer is always: ‘Is this working for you guys?’ Half the time the parent says, ‘You know, I don’t mind, it won’t last forever,’ or ‘Actually I like it. I just wasn’t sure if I should be teaching her to settle alone.’ My response is that this sounds like it’s working for everyone and nothing needs to change.

			The other half of parents say to me, ‘IT’S NOT WORKING!’ before I can finish my question. They often describe feeling ‘bullied’ and ‘trapped’ by a routine that is taking more from them than they feel they have at the end of the day. Many parents will describe how much they resent it because it’s putting pressure on them, their work, their relationship. Mostly in these cases it’s also not working for the child who can’t settle in the presence of a caregiver who doesn’t feel settled, and it always ends in tears. In this case I think it’s not working and I advise strategies to help this family feel more on track at bedtime.

			
					The role of connection in allowing better bedtimes

			

			Before we can sort night-times, we need to sort our days. If a parent is feeling less connected with a child who is in five days of day care, it makes sense for this child to seek out that parent at bedtime. They want their emotional needs met and bedtime is one of the ways this can happen. Look at when your child is able to get their needs met. Often children will start coming in more following the birth of a baby. This can be stressful for all, but when we look at the changes in our child’s life it might make sense that, if the baby is taking up time through the day, an older child may start wanting us more at night.

			One of the ways to reduce bedtime needs is to up your connection through the day:

			
					Consider some special time just before bed. One-on-one, no distractions and really focus on letting your child know how much you love time playing with them.

					Fill your child’s emotional cup with lots of mini moments of connection; even a few extra high-fives and winks can make a difference to separation (see more about this on page 39).

					Play is one of the best ways to connect and fill up that connection cup. Get silly, dance or play with your kids even for 10 minutes.

					Create a connection ritual that keeps your child connected with you through any separation, from going to day care to going to bed. Children need to practise feeling that connection through lots of separations.

					Try blowing 10 kisses and ask your child to hold on to them until morning. This is a fun way to focus on being connected and on reconnection.

			

			
					The importance of preparation and play in the lead-up to any change in bedtime routine

			

			The more kids are prepared for an upcoming change or demand on them, the better they go. We can prepare them best with a combination of talking about what will happen and play. When you talk to kids about anything that might be challenging for them, it helps if you talk them through what will happen, in as much detail as possible, when they are calm – so NOT at bedtime. You might pick the morning of the day on which you plan to change the bedtime routine to sit down with your child and talk them through how bedtime tonight is going to change. You can let your child know that, although they love having lots of stories, you will only be reading two. You may even draw out your new bedtime routine. You can get your child to starting thinking about which two books they might want. This talk before the moment allows your child’s brain to rehearse the change. They can also let you know if they don’t like it ahead of time, and we are often so much better at welcoming emotions when there is less pressure.

			Once you’ve talked about the change that will be happening at bedtime, you can then engage your child in some play around the same theme. You can reach for their favourite teddy and get them to put the toy to bed with the new plan. Play is such a good way to practise how it might be hard to say goodnight and have them reassure their teddy they are just outside the room.

			A few more ideas:

			
					Draw out the new plan – maybe three steps to bedtime with some boxes your child can tick at the completion of each step. As above, talk through the plan early in the day, so your child has time to process it.

					Pick out PJs, stories and anything else that is part of the routine in advance.

					Prepare emotionally for the hard bits. If you child is suddenly always hungry at bedtime, keep reminding them of when the last opportunity to eat is because tonight you are following the new plan.

					Offer new ideas that can help with separation in your planning. Talk through the parts that might be hard and problem-solve ways to feel safe and connected. This can be music on in the room, a special toy or blanket, a photo of you to look at – anything that boosts a feeling of connection for your child will help.

					Let your child know you know it might be hard but you believe in them. You know they’ve got this. 

			

			
					Bedtime boundaries and limits

			

			If you are struggling to set and hold boundaries in ALL areas, it is a good idea to tune up your boundary-setting through the day first, so that you are feeling more confident with this before attempting any changes to night-time routines.

			Limits at bedtime are the most complex because kids need to feel really safe in our relationship, and our ability to set and hold limits in general, in order to feel safe and secure enough to have bedtime go well. 

			Once you are feeling ready to tackle nights (and this is best if both parents are on board with a united view of what the plan is) and the days are working well, and a plan has been communicated to the child, we are in boundary zone.

			The steps to setting and holding boundaries and loving limits at bedtime are the same as the ones we hold at other times:

			
					Regulate you

					Name the wish or the want

					Let your child know what you are willing/not willing to do

					Welcome the feelings with kindness and hold the limit.

			

			After you have moved through your new routine with your child, if they let you know they don’t want you to leave, want one more book, or one more anything, your response may sound like this:

			‘I know, you really wish we could read one more book. I love reading with you, too. We’ve read our two books and ticked them off on our chart and it’s time for Mum to go and get her work done. I will be just outside, and I can’t wait to see you in the morning and hear about your dreams.’

			This is all about balancing the warmth and kindness with our ability to hold a limit, because it’s in the best interests of us and our relationship with our child.

			
					Safety above all else (and creativity)

			

			When we know that children will seek our connection because it makes them feel safe, it opens the opportunity for creativity and compromise. This is why my child slept on a mattress on my floor. He used to sleep in his own bed, and started coming in to our bed. This worked for us for a period, and then wasn’t working as well because my son sleeps like a wild bull with a red flag in front of him. After one too many kicks to the kidneys and punches to the head, we decided it wasn’t working for us to have him in our bed. While we could move him back to his bed with a plan and play session as detailed above, we were just as happy to meet his need for safety by accommodating him in our room – just not in our bed. 

			This worked for us because he is our last child. There may have been periods when I would have moved one of his older brothers out sooner because I had a baby, and this is totally okay. At different times and with different children, depending on their needs, you can come up with different compromises. Don’t be afraid to get creative with your solutions and remember, they won’t be in your room or bed forever.

			In the case of a compromise like a mattress on the floor, you can still use the same steps of getting ready to set and hold the new limit. Do this with preparation and play, getting on the same page with your partner and then holding that limit by reminding your child they need to move back to their bed on my floor if they try to get into your bed at night. 

			For anyone worrying about whether or not their child will ever leave their room/bed, I have reassuring news. This year, around the time my son turned 7, we decided it was time to shift him back to his room with his brother. We raised it one morning, and it was the most easy and uncomplicated move. Just like that, he was gone, and completely fine about it. Us, on the other hand? Still adjusting to the fact that our last baby has probably left our bedroom for good . . . and that is another thing all together. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 12

			Becoming a big brother or sister

			‘Having one child makes you a parent; having two, you are a referee.’ 

			– David Frost

			The addition of a new baby into a family is always a big change. Society will tell you that you will be ‘busy’ but you already know what you are doing because you’ve done this before. However, I believe the addition of any baby into an existing family is a big transition for the older child or children AND the parents, as the pressures, the juggle and tiredness increase in conjunction with the joy and beautiful moments of sibling love. It’s a rollercoaster. This chapter is your troubleshooting guide to managing the addition of a new baby to your brood.

			There are moments as a parent of more than one child when your heart almost explodes with love and delight. It might be when your older child holds the baby for the first time, or does something nice for them, or when they start to play together. But the lead-up to these moments can be rocky, as the child who used to be ‘the baby’ adjusts to sharing you with someone new, and you as parents adjust to meeting the needs of multiple kids simultaneously. 

			A heart for every child

			The most beautiful advice on the expansion of our love for children comes via Dr Vanessa Lapointe in her book Parenting Right from the Start. Our kids can wonder (and sometimes we feel this too) how the relationship they have with us can manage with a new person in it. They may wonder if we need to take that love (or our heart) and divide it up. That maybe there will be less love to go around.

			Dr V suggests that one way to explain it to our kids (but I love this for parents just as much) is that ‘parents grow a whole new heart with the arrival of every child’. The idea is that every sibling has their own unique heart (or relationship) with their parents and this heart or relationship unfolds and grows over time. As Dr V says, ‘This is why a parent’s love never runs out and is never used up by another sibling.’

			When I started using this concept with parents, I found that nearly every one I told it to burst into tears. They were wondering how their love would expand and this seemed to help them visualise it.

			I also love this because it allows for the way that love can grow over time, and for the fact we can love all of our children in different ways, as the individual relationship between you and each of your children will always be unique.

			When I had my second baby, I had read and heard three key things about smoothing the transition for my older son:

			
					Don’t have the baby in your arms when your older child visits in hospital. 

					Get him a present from the baby. 

					Buy a special box of toys to get out and give the older child while you feed.

			

			It seemed reasonable and that was the full extent of my preparation to becoming a mum of two. If you asked me now if that was enough preparation, I would say no. 

			It’s not that these things are wrong, it’s that I wasn’t aware of how big the transition would be for my child and how to help him. Without this understanding, when his behaviour got tricky (which is so normal at 2, or 3 or 4) I viewed the problem as his behaviour – not the need for connection with me and reassurance of our bond.

			This advice doesn’t cover the fact that for many parents the big adjustment is managing the needs of two children, who both need you in different ways simultaneously. Or the guilt many parents feel as they start to think they are not ‘enough’ for all the demands placed on them. The guilt and worry can be overwhelming.

			THREE TIPS FOR HELPING YOUR OLDER CHILD ADJUST TO A NEW BABY

			
					Ease up on too much ‘talk’ and focus on connection

			

			Generally, in the lead-up to a new baby, parents start saying things like: ‘You are going to have a fantastic new friend!’ (This is, at best, an exaggeration as we know babies are not much fun for the first year, especially for toddlers.) Or we might say: ‘You are going to be such a good big sister!’ or ‘You are such a BIG boy now.’

			Depending on your child’s age and ability to comprehend the idea of a baby, it’s definitely good to let them know a baby is coming, but I think it’s best to be more honest. There will be good things down the track, but at first babies tend to sleep and cry a lot. The main reassurance your child needs is that you will still have enough love for them, and they don’t need to be or do anything differently. They don’t need to suddenly be ‘a big kid’ and they will always be your baby.

			Many parents also read books about new babies to their child, which is great – if your child is interested. If they are not interested and we persist with this talk anyway, kids really only process pressure: ‘Something big is happening and Mum and Dad seem kinda stressed about it.’ So when it comes to preparing your child, follow their lead.

			If you know you are going to go to hospital and this will mean time apart from your older child, you can talk to them about the fact you will go away to have the baby. Prepare a way for you to stay connected. Some parents leave an item of theirs with their child to ‘mind’ and bring in to them in hospital, while some put a visual countdown on the wall at home. It’s all about letting your child know what will happen and giving them ways to stay connected with you when you go.

			Here are some other ideas:

			
					Give your child a special toy or object (and have one for you as well), which they can squeeze when they miss you, and you can squeeze your toy back to feel connected while apart. 

					Prepare a few envelopes for your child to open. Inside you could place a photo of the two of you, a love note or a small present. 

					Create a visual countdown calendar for when ‘Mum is in hospital’ so they can mark off the days.

			

			The ideas are endless and you can make them personal for your child. Anything that increases connection while apart is helpful for your child. In the lead-up, and after the baby comes, offering lots of connection is a game-changer. Think of your child with that emotional cup that needs connection and know it will need a little extra through this change.

			When we increase physical connections, special time and play before and after a new baby, our children don’t need to seek connection with us as much, as they feel safe and secure in our love for them. 

			Here are a few more ideas for connection at this time:

			
					Mini-connections: wink, high-five, hug or saying, ‘I am blowing you a kiss, can you catch it?’ 

					Give your child an object like a little felt heart to hold or keep in their pocket that matches one you have, which they can take to bed or preschool. 

					Once a week, plan 10 minutes of one-on-one special time, let your child pick the activity and don’t have your phone nearby. The magic of this is in the anticipation of it. When your child knows how much you are excited about having time with them, they feel really, truly loved. 

					Play with your child to explore feelings around the new baby. Follow your child’s lead and enjoy the connection that play brings.

			

			
					Keep the routine and the rules consistent, and know that boundaries are one of the highest forms of love

			

			It can be tempting to makes changes to the routine or rules in the lead-up to, or following, the arrival of a new baby. But as a general rule, it’s best to avoid more change. I wouldn’t be rushing to move an older child out of a cot, or start toilet training, as adding change on top of change can make everything harder for your child. While this can be slightly inconvenient, you can often source a temporary cot for the new baby from a friend or online. And if the focus can be on ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’ when it comes to your older child’s routine and life, this is what I would advise.

			When it comes to boundaries around things our child wants, or demands on our time, there is a temptation to ease up on these to ensure our child likes the baby. Many parents who have had a second baby tell me their older child is climbing on them as they feed the baby and they feel unable to say no because they want everyone to adjust well.

			We do this because we have empathy for what our child is going through. It comes from love, but that’s not how it feels for our child. It feels scary and they notice we are not saying ‘no’ to something we probably would have before the baby and can be wondering, ‘Who is at the wheel here?’

			Boundaries and routines are the guardrails that keep our child feeling safe and secure through any transition, so sticking to them really helps. Boundaries are also the secret to juggling the demands and needs of two little people at once. 

			A reminder of the key to boundaries:

			
					Clear and kind – be the confident leader your child needs.

					Allow feelings of anger or sadness or frustration that flow as a result of a boundary being in place.

			

			It’s okay to say to the older child who is climbing on you while you feed: ‘I love you being near me, but I don’t want you climbing on me. You can sit next to me here.’ (Physically showing them, and holding that limit.) Setting boundaries like this is clear and kind, even when it upsets your child in the moment.

			Know that boundaries are how you make your child feel safe AND how we as parents juggle more than one child. Leaning into keeping things calm and consistent helps your child adjust.

			
					Welcome in the big feelings that arise

			

			As we know, one of the reasons parents can hesitate to set boundaries is that doing so can make our child upset, or worse lead to an epic meltdown. The vital part of boundaries is knowing that the feelings that follow can be welcomed with kindness, even if the behaviour needs to stop.

			We need to show empathy and help our child wrap words around their big feelings. Acknowledging that ‘it can be really hard to be a big sister sometimes’ or ‘I know, you really wanted that ice-cream’ can really help our child process all the big emotions that come with being a big brother or sister. 

			How to introduce an older child to a new baby for the first time

			Often we’ve been picturing that first meeting for nine long months. We have such high hopes that these two kids will be friends. We so want it to go well but our focus is on them, rather than us and the older child. Most children at 2 or 3 years old are not very concerned with the baby. The centre of their universe is still their parents.

			Don’t get me wrong, some children will be absolutely bursting to meet their new sibling, but usually once they have examined the tiny fingers and toes, they may look up and seek to connect with Mum and Dad. It helps to be ready for this look and meet it with open arms and say, ‘I have missed you so much, I am so happy to see you again!’

			When planning the first introduction, the thing to keep in mind is our child feeling connected to their parents first, and the baby second. When we get this right, the relationship of the sibling and baby unfolds as it should. Let your child lead – if they just need to talk about their blue car for 20 minutes and they are not so fussed with the baby, don’t push it.

			While some children will be really excited to cuddle the baby and this is an incredible moment for parents, don’t worry if you don’t see that from your child. For many kids, hospitals are a really stimulating environment, and the idea of what this baby means is a bit worrying or new and it takes them time to warm up.

			One of the best things we can do is let our child know these feelings are okay. Don’t be afraid to spot the underlying feelings they may be having and help them name it. You may see your child looking really worried about holding the baby. Try naming this: ‘You’re not sure about holding the baby. You are worried and that’s okay, you’ve never done this before. We can hold her together,’ as opposed to just saying, ‘Don’t worry’ or ‘You LOVE your new baby!’ This allows our child to know the emotions they are having are valid and safe to express.

			Know in your heart that the relationship between your kids unfolds over time and it’s okay for your older child to be tentative, uninterested or delighted with the baby at first. It’s about the long game – getting to know each other takes time.

			But seriously, should I buy the present and should the baby not be in my arms and what about the toys?

			The present

			As clichéd as it sounds, the real present is your presence. If you are going to buy a present, my advice is to make it from you, not the baby, as many 2- and 3-year-olds are pretty quick to work out that their tiny baby brother or sister was not on Amazon while they were in the womb.

			If you are keen to buy a present – go for it! (Who doesn’t love a present!) Some parents also get their older child to buy the baby a present, and many children enjoy the process of picking something out.

			What about Mum holding the baby on that first meeting?

			It is probably better not to have your new baby in your arms when your older child comes into the hospital room, but not because it will make your toddler jealous to see the baby with Mum. It’s because we want our arms and body open and ready to meet our older child – whose world has just been rocked – and say with our actions: ‘You may be wondering if I have enough love for you AND the baby, and my answer is unequivocally YES!’

			However, if the baby is in your arms (life happens that way) know that this is just one moment among many to show your older child that your love for them remains and it will all be okay.

			The box of toys

			I did try this one and it didn’t work for me. It can sometimes take you 10 minutes to get an older child ‘set up’ to do an activity independently. I found the baby would need to be fed urgently and I didn’t ever have time to get my son going.

			A better tip is to keep a snack and a kid’s book where you feed. This way, if your child appears and needs something, you have a book to read them and a snack to give them to help pass the time while bub feeds.

			When things get rocky – how to manage baby-related behaviour issues

			My most common DM on Instagram reads much like this.

			Parent: ‘Gen, help us! My gorgeous 3-year-old is terrorising us. She is really struggling, and we are trying all the things, but nothing is working. She is melting down all the time and although she used to sleep okay, she now needs one of us to lie with her for over two hours. She’s also gone backwards in toilet training. We feel like we are walking on eggshells all the time.’

			Me: ‘I would love to help, and I promise your gorgeous 3-year-old is still in there. Just before we get started, have there been any changes in your home in the last few months? Changes to where you live, people in your life, changes to routine or day care, any illness or a new baby?’

			Parent: ‘Oh yes, I probably should have mentioned, I also have a 12-week-old.’

			Me: Bingo.

			I spend more time in one-on-ones working with parents on the massive change that is adding a new sibling to the family than on any other issue. Many will say to me that the behaviour they are seeing, or the struggles with their older child, ‘can’t be about the baby because the baby is now 8 months old’. There is a myth that the reaction to a new baby is just in the first few weeks. However, it continues on throughout the first year of the baby’s life, and many parents hit a struggle zone with behaviour and jealousy towards the baby around 8–11 months (this usually coincides with bub starting to move).

			I wish more parents knew before they had a second or third baby:

			
					how much of a huge transition this stage can be for our older children

					that it’s not hard because of our child adjusting to the baby, but because they need reassurance that everything will be okay between us and them

					that the adjustment is a process that lasts about a year, not something we cover off on the first visit to hospital when they meet

					that you do have enough love for your growing family, and the guilt, the worry and the struggles of this transitional period will pass.

			

			At the start, things can be rocky because the older child, very often a toddler, has just had their world rocked but doesn’t have the words to wrap around how they are feeling. Parents are adjusting as well. There is sleep-deprivation, physical healing, more pressure on your relationship and, often with one parent needing to take time off to care for the baby, increased financial pressure.

			I survived the year that followed the birth of my second child. Just. Then I watched friends struggle with it, and now through my work so many parents tell me that their experience was the same as mine – hard, lonely and confusing. Many parents report feeling like their older child has changed or is behaving badly.

			When parents are expecting a second baby, our older child has one major concern and it goes something like this: ‘Are we okay? Do you have enough love for me AND the baby?’ Of course, we know the answer is a huge YES!

			In many ways the adjustment of a sibling is a time of change and loss for children. In addition to the baby, it is common that we wind up changing jobs/moving house/moving in with the in-laws, all around the time we have a second child (why do we do this!?). 

			We know that kids prefer routine and predictability so any change to things in their life can be unsettling and can take time to process. When children are going through any time of change, it’s important to start with connection, because it’s this connection with us that grounds them and helps them feel rooted through turbulent times. However, they won’t come up and say: ‘Hey guys, I am feeling like this change has me needing more reassurance that our bond is okay and you have my back.’ What they do instead is show us through behaviour and emotion:

			
					You may find there is a big increase in meltdowns.

					Your child may suddenly find separation much harder and bedtime or day-care drop-offs become challenging.

					They show jealousy towards the baby.

					Your child may seem angrier, or even angry all the time.

					Your child may suddenly develop new fears or worries and need you with them at all times.

			

			Or they exhibit more ‘tricky behaviour’:

			
					Fighting you on everything that needs to happen.

					Pushing back on boundaries they used to accept.

					Hurting the baby, the dog, their cousins or you.

					Being over-attentive to the baby.

					Destructive behaviour – drawing on the couch, breaking things.

					Acting out in ways that seem to be ‘attention seeking’.

					Regressions in eating, sleeping or toileting.

			

			The problem can be summarised best by this quote from Russell Barkley: ‘The kids who need the most love will ask for it in the most unloving ways.’

			It’s really important that we keep linking these emotions and behaviour back to the underlying feelings in order to help our child process the changes in their life. If you are able to focus on welcoming some of these emotions (around 30 per cent is enough, as we now know), it can make a significant difference to how seen and heard your child feels as they process the change. Most of all, trust that they will get there, and things will improve with a focus on connection, boundaries and welcoming their big feelings.

			FOUR STEPS TO RESOLVING SIBLING ADJUSTMENT ISSUES

			
					Empathy and understanding. Your child needs to know you see they are grieving the ‘way things were’. Remember that your child is doing the best they can to process this change and our understanding will have them feeling so much more able to move on.

					Name it to tame it. Even a child with limited language can understand when we say ‘It’s hard being a big sister’ or ‘The baby is so noisy, I know.’ Trust your gut and let your child know that they are not bad or wrong for feeling jealous, scared or angry about the baby.

					Increase connection. This is your superpower. Find ways to communicate in small moments that you delight in and love them so much, and you enjoy time when it’s just the two of you. They are enough and worthy of love.

			

			
					Be patient with them as they process. Don’t lose sight of how little they still are and how much they need you to keep that balance of firm and kind while they adjust. 

			

			The guilt, the juggle and time to ditch perfection

			Once the dust settles after the arrival of a new baby, many parents find that the guilt and the pressure on your relationships moves up a notch . . . or 10.

			This part of the process is big and it’s all about us adjusting from being a parent who can meet every single need of one child, to being a parent of multiples.

			When both my kids were crying and I was on my own on the bathroom floor at 5 pm trying to get the boys ready for bed, I used to think, ‘They should show this as a video to teens to prevent pregnancies’. Jokes aside, when multiple kids need you at once it’s rough, but when a baby and a toddler need you at once, it is an impossible situation to manage perfectly. So we need to ditch the perfection.

			This can be a hard process as you worry that:

			
					You are not giving the baby as much as your older child had.

					You are not giving your older child enough connection and attention.

					You’re not being a good enough partner, brother, sister, daughter or son.

					You are not ‘loving every minute’ (maternal guilt) or don’t feel like playing with your older child as much as before.

					You have no time for self-care, or the house is falling apart.

			

			The guilt can be real. The antidote is to dial down the expectations.

			
					The first step is to recognise that what you are feeling is in fact guilt. It’s a feeling (not a fact). Then ask yourself if the guilt is serving you.

					Know that you are not alone and this is one of the adjustments of a growing family.

					Offer yourself some kindness. This IS hard. You are learning to juggle two (or more) small humans at once and it is a huge task.

					Dial down the expectations and move to ‘emergency parenting’ where you let some of the standards slip for a period. Maybe the kids can watch a little more TV, maybe you add in an extra takeaway, or cut activities that are too hard when a baby needs to be carted along.

					Remind yourself that Instagram and social media are everyone’s highlights, and they are NOT real life. Everyone struggles with this stage.

					Talk to your partner about how you can get in some self-care, fun and breaks as a team. How can you support each other?

					Brainstorm the tasks in everyday life that you absolutely hate and think creatively about ways to outsource, ask for help, or simply not do these for a while.

			

			But most importantly, when these big guilty feelings come up, or you feel like you are not good enough, try saying this to yourself: ‘The story I am telling myself is that I am not good enough, or not doing a good enough job for my kids, but I am doing the best that I can, and good enough parenting is good for my kids. When I do less, they build resilience and autonomy. They also get the benefit of a sibling so, while I am less available, they get the gift of each other. This is a hard season and this is a long-term plan.’

			Ultimately, underneath the guilt we feel as parents is love. The fact you feel this guilt shows just how much you love your family and even if it feels messy right now, the love is absolutely there.

			Ditch the perfect parenting

			It is impossible to meet all of our kids’ needs all of the time. Often we will be feeding the baby or changing a nappy and our toddler will need to wait. Sometimes we are dealing with a scraped knee so the baby will need to wait for a cuddle or a feed. This is the juggle of two or more kids.

			This takes time to adjust to, and when parents are moving from a situation where they outnumbered the kids to one where the kids outnumber them, the juggle is real and can be disheartening if we expect to still be able to meet everyone’s needs all of the time. Most of us need reminding that good enough (not perfect) parenting is what our kids really need. (Remember your 30 per cent of the time rule from Chapter 3!)

			Know that if it doesn’t look or feel close to perfect, that is so normal. You are all adjusting and it does take time. It really does get easier, day by day, week by week. One day at a time.

			And the most magic moment of all? For me it was when my older child made the baby laugh. My baby was in the bouncer at around 12 weeks and my son couldn’t believe that he now had an audience. He looked at me with the hugest smile and told me proudly, ‘I made the baby laugh!’ Talk about heart-bursting stuff.  

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 13

			Building resilience and emotional intelligence

			‘It’s not our job to toughen our children up to face a cruel and heartless world. It’s our job to raise children who will make the world a little less cruel and heartless.’ 

			– LR Knost

			Your child is melting down about the smallest things on repeat. Maybe it feels like they are too sensitive, or not tough enough, or you are worried about how they will ever survive in the harshness of the real world. If you are anything like I was, you may find yourself googling ‘how to build resilience in your child’.

			One of the greatest hopes most parents have for their grown-up kids is that they will one day be resilient, happy, kind and considerate. These qualities are what we know as emotional intelligence, or EQ (emotional quotient) (see page 91).

			Resilience doesn’t look the way you think in young kids

			One of the biggest mistakes we make as parents is to assume that a resilient, kind and compassionate child is the ‘perfect’/compliant or easy child. Resilience is the ability to ‘get back up’ or bounce back after we fall, and is primarily cultivated through facing challenges and learning how to cope. Kids are not born resilient or not resilient, and it’s not something we can teach them either. The way kids develop these skills is through practising them. Through struggling with emotions over and over, and having a loving caregiver welcome these feelings and support their child, resilience comes. While our children develop EQ skills, we really need to trust, model and be very patient as they struggle, fail and sometimes fall.

			Kids need lots of experiences including struggling to share, and dealing with big feelings or meltdowns, and for us to help them, co-regulate with them, and coach them enough until they feel safe. All the while we are modelling the EQ skills our child needs, not asking them to have them fully developed yet. Through co-regulation we are ‘being’ the frontal lobe while our child can’t yet and, over time, this process is what teaches our child to be resilient.

			The process of kids learning to be resilient can look very un-resilient because they need to practise the emotions getting fired up to learn how to manage the emotions differently. The process of kids learning to be kind can feel like an absolute grind as they struggle to share; however, it is our compassion and kindness as we help them navigate that emotion that forms the neural pathways in their brain.

			Picture your child falling into your arms, sobbing at the end of a day at preschool and saying: ‘No one would play with me today, I asked to join in and they told me to go away. I had no one to play with.’

			Which of these reactions feels most like you?

			
					‘Ah, don’t worry about it! Just find someone else to play with.’

					‘What did you do to make them say go away? I’ve told you that if you don’t share, the kids will get sick of playing with you!’

					‘Oh, don’t worry about these mean kids! Let’s get an ice-cream and you’ll feel better.’

					‘Tell me the names? Who was it? I am calling your teacher!’

					‘That sounds hard, it looks like you feel really sad? Tell me more . . .’

			

			The truth is, answers a to d are more about our discomfort with emotions. They are us wanting to distract or take action to make things better. It’s so hard seeing our child hurt or upset, and yet it’s these moments of being excluded, of falling, of disappointment, of missing out that help our kids to build resilience. The key is US learning to get comfortable with the feelings these moments bring up, resist the urge to act, and lean in to the uncomfortable feelings. Just listening can be the hardest thing to do as a parent!

			FIVE THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT RESILIENCE

			
					Encouraging children to try new things and master skills, such as through risky play, builds resilience.

					Resilience builds when children and babies struggle and take risks. Avoid being a ‘helicopter parent’ around these things. Allow children to fall, struggle and fail. This process, in smaller amounts, leads to longer-term resilience.

					If parents model resilience when kids experience big feelings, co-regulation leads to children who can regulate and be resilient as adults.

					When parents are unable to set limits, always want to make kids happy or hover to avoid children taking risks, children are more likely to struggle with resilience and regulation in their 20s. They are also more likely to be depressed and suffer from anxiety. 

					Research has also found that helicopter parenting of children between the ages of 2 and 4 years is linked to children internalising symptoms (withdrawing, quiet and sensitive behaviours) as they grow. 

			

			What has been shown over and over in research is that our love for our children can have us wanting to shield them from emotion. Yet it’s this fear of emotion that is linked to a lack of resilience for our kids, so our number one job as parents is to learn to love feelings.

			Learning to love feelings

			One of the biggest things a parent can do to help build up EQ skills in kids is to learn to become an ‘emotion coach’ (see page 112). This often means we need to ‘model’ the ability to stay calm and manage our own emotions while our child is struggling to manage theirs – aka we need to NOT have a meltdown when our kids do.

			This is no mean feat. I am yet to meet a parent who feels amazing when their child is having a huge meltdown. But the evidence is clear that the best way to build resilience, compassion, kindness and so many other EQ skills for our children is to show them that they are welcome to come to us when they are happy and when they are sad: all emotions are healthy.

			Being with a child who is really, really upset isn’t easy for anyone. But what can help is if we remember that our kids, like us, just want to be seen and heard. They want to know that nothing can make them unlovable, even when they feel terrible.

			When we take the pressure off the idea that as parents we need to fix, solve or make things better for our kids, we are more often able to be there, doing what our kids really need most from us, which is showing them empathy.

			Once our kids are calmer, we are able to talk about feelings with them. Often our kids need some help wrapping words around emotions, and conversations where we help them to identify the feelings behind behaviour are often as illuminating for us as they are for them, as we are learning alongside our kids.

			Letting kids struggle and fall, feel sad and disappointed

			One of the other ways to build resilience and grit is allowing kids the opportunity to try hard things, to struggle, to fall and sometimes to fail or be disappointed.

			In a current culture where parents feel very responsible for their kids’ happiness, it can be hard for children to get the opportunity to experience disappointment. The problem with this is that eventually disappointment will happen, and without practice at managing big feelings through these small moments while young, these disappointments can have a much bigger effect later in life.

			We’ve softened the whole world our kids live in. From soft-fall in playgrounds, to everyone getting a prize in pass-the-parcel, to rewards and ribbons for everyone. We keep shielding kids from any disappointments and by doing this we are robbing them of their chance to build resilience. 

			When it comes to our kids being left out, hurt or disappointed, one way to help them is to use these little setbacks as wonderful opportunities to listen, and emotion coach your child. This is why when things don’t go your child’s way, staying away from fixing, blaming, solving or distracting, and focusing instead on just listening and understanding can be the best thing you can do. Holding space and letting feelings ‘be’ in a supported and loving way is an absolute gift for our kids.

			The good news is there are really only two things needed to sit with the feelings that will come up for your child when they are scared, sad or disappointed. These are: 

			
					Connection, and

					Welcoming feelings.

			

			Connection

			We talk to our kids daily, but we are not always connecting. When you are in a connected conversation with your child, it looks and feels different. The rest of the world fades out and you feel like time could stop. 

			Part of being connected is looking at your child to sense: ‘What do you need right now? Are you feeling okay or not okay? Do you need me to just listen, or provide some advice?’ and giving just enough, but not too much, of what our child needs.

			There are two keys to making a conversation connected. The first is to really listen. We can show this by being curious, by wanting to know more, by saying less but using our body to show we are listening.

			Underlying anything we experience is emotion. And when, as parents, we can be what our kids need us to be when they are having feelings, everything goes better.

			Welcoming feelings

			When kids are upset, it helps to understand what our kids need from us when they experience these feelings – and that is to welcome those feelings, with all the mess and anxiety they bring up for us.

			We feel responsible for our kids’ happiness. When they are distressed, we feel distress, and this often results in failing to meet their needs. We try to make things okay, distract our kids, or avoid the emotions. This is understandable. After all, from the minute we were handed our baby we were told that when they cry, it’s our job to work out what’s wrong and fix it. Just stop the sad!

			The problem is that babies, and kids, need to be heard, need to be seen, and need their fears to be welcomed as a natural response to distress. We need to summon what it takes to sit in that uncomfortable feeling with our child and say: ‘That feeling makes sense. I know what that feels like, and I am here with you.’

			It’s not easy to hear our child saying they are worried or sad without trying to make it okay (and I can promise you, it never gets easier). Fear and anxiety can – we all know – feel like a fire that we will do almost anything to put out, even for a moment. But when we can just ‘sit in the fire’ with them, our children feel less alone in these feelings, and they can build their own experience of resolving difficult emotions for themselves.

			The fear we may have as parents is that if we do this, we could make things worse. In my experience, the exact opposite is true. A connected conversation, with us willing to sit in the emotion, might be just as healing for us as it can be for our kids.

			Most importantly, allowing us to acknowledge our negative emotions can lead us to more resilient and positive responses. It can inspire conversations about what we can do to help, even in a small way. It can build empathy for the lives of others – perhaps the most important emotion to hope for in a well-raised adult.

			Sitting with our kids in uncomfortable emotions can be so hard but, when we do, it can bring more peace, connection, compassion and gratitude into our own homes. 

			How to stop hovering

			One of the other ways we deny our kids the chance to experience struggle is when we hover and prevent them from taking physical risks. We all find it hard to hold back the words ‘be careful’ or ‘watch out’ when it comes to keeping our kids safe, but it turns out that the bigger risk for kids might be them never learning how to navigate risk. 

			It turns out it is so important we are patient when they struggle with emotions like the frustration of not being able to do something yet, or the sadness of having a friend reject them. We may want to step in and go all superhero-parent on anything that may hurt our child, but this isn’t the best way to help them build resilience.

			When parents hover, or prevent kids from making risky choices or from struggle, kids don’t get the chance to learn about consequences or what it feels like to persevere. When we step in quickly to take away struggle, or overpraise our kids, we are robbing them of the feeling of achievement when struggle leads to success. (For more on this, see pages 60–63)

			It is through the experience of frustration a toddler has as they are learning to build a block tower, or the tears a child cries after a scraped knee, that our kids get to learn the EQ skills of bravery and resilience. Bravery isn’t always about feeling brave or doing things perfectly the first time. Being brave is falling and getting back up. It’s the ability to try even when we feel scared or unsure.

			As parents we can encourage these skills by holding back the ‘be careful’ and by being okay with the feelings that come with these important experiences of trying and not being able to do it perfectly . . . YET.

			Holding back the ‘be careful’ is easier said than done for many of us. This applies to emotional risks as well as physical risks. It can be tempting to protect our children from all heartbreak and struggle, but if we do this we are robbing them of that incredible sense of achievement when they get to look at you with pride and say: ‘I DID IT!’

			THREE TIPS FOR SURVIVING RISK AND LETTING KIDS FALL

			
					Practise, even with your baby, being okay with emotion. As they struggle to reach the ball that’s just out of their grasp, you can commentate without rushing to fix or solve. You can say: ‘Oh you want the ball, it’s frustrating!’ Of course, I am not suggesting you stand by while your child dissolves into tears without your help, but just the process of pausing and commentating about the emotions without rushing to solve is a really useful thing for both babies and children.

					With toddlers and older kids, you can commentate: ‘Agh, you can’t quite reach! I wonder what you can do?’ Your child may ask for you to pick them up, but they may work out a way to solve the problem on their own and this process develops their sense of problem-solving and creativity.

					Sometimes it’s about reminding yourself that struggle is how kids learn, and holding your breath as you allow risk-taking.

			

			How play can turn the day around

			Play is a fantastic way to reset a day. In fact, according to research, it takes approximately 400 repetitions to create a new synapse in the brain, unless it is done in play, in which case it only takes 10 to 20 repetitions.

			Whether it be rumbling, imaginative games, building a cubby or outdoor play, a child is always learning. For learning to occur in play, it should be done in a low-pressure/uncontrolled environment (so organised sports don’t count), and it should be meaningful for the child. It is important to foster the development of skills in play to help children reach their full potential.

			If there is something happening in your home with your child that’s a challenge, or you want to teach them a new rule or process around bedtime or dinnertime, the best way to talk them through it is often through play.

			Play is such an impactful way to connect with our kids. In as little as just 10 minutes of fully committed one-on-one play with a child (no phones, no distractions), you can help them feel more regulated within their brain, while also feeling completely connected to you.

			You don’t have to play with your child all day, every day. It’s totally okay to say: ‘I can’t wait to see what you get up to with your toys,’ while you let them lead their own play, and you come back and check in. That helps set them up for more independent play, too.

			Group play offers fantastic opportunities to learn about sharing. Don’t stress if your child is not able to share just yet. The first thing we want to consider is: What’s developmentally appropriate? Often, we might be over-assuming the emotional skills of our toddlers and our preschoolers. The goal is to meet them where they are at and offer just enough (not too much) support for them to go well.

			Here are some top ways to use play to help build EQ and resilience:

			
					Your child’s block tower falls. Before rushing to fix or solve, sit in that emotion and help your child know it makes sense to be sad about their tower falling: ‘Oh no, your tower fell. You are so sad and frustrated. I get it – you worked so hard on that!’

					Your child doesn’t want to lose at a game. Understand this is normal and stay on their team, letting them know it makes sense to want to win and you get that. ‘You are sad because Mummy beat you. That makes so much sense, I don’t like losing either! Let’s have a cuddle and when you are ready, we can play again and next time you may be the winner.’

					Your child struggles to share. Use play to talk through these emotions and ‘wonder’ out loud about ways we can solve this problem: ‘Ah, we have two kids and only one dinosaur . . . This is tough, I wonder what we can do?’

			

			SIX WAYS TO BUILD RESILIENCE

			
					Be okay when your child is not okay. Learn to manage your own feelings.

					Name feelings. Name it to tame it.

					Don’t use timeouts – do a time in. Stay with your kids in the hard times so modelling can occur.

					Let them struggle, fail, fall and do risky things.

					Praise the effort and not the outcome.

					It’s ultimately all about US. We need to model resilience while our kids test us through meltdowns, testing limits, hitting each other and so on. Giving our own feelings permission to be, giving ourselves self-compassion and showing our kids that feelings are not only normal but safe to share with us is the key to resilience.

			

			Helping kids to find their brave – building courage in little kids

			Learning to be brave and combating fears is a big part of development in the first eight years. From fears in the night, to getting down the big slide, starting school and everything in between, there are a lot of ‘new’ and big things for little kids to conquer.

			While some kids appear to have confidence in spades, other kids can struggle to find their brave and this can have parents wondering what the best way is to help kids become confident.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							A story about trying, and not succeeding and how this is still brave

						
					

					
							
							When my third son was 7, he told me he wanted to try the trapeze. He was a naturally cautious kid so I was a little surprised but keen for him to try. He went in so excited, but despite encouragement he froze on the ladder and had to be helped down. 

						
					

					
							
							While failing at something we try is always disappointing, the magic of this story happened in the days that followed, with two beautiful moments that I won’t ever forget:

						
					

					
							
							1.	When his two older brothers heard the story over dinner that night, they listened carefully, their big wide eyes nodding, and then told him that in their teen group multiple older kids also froze on the ladder. ‘Even big kids freeze,’ they said. They also told him that they too had felt scared climbing up that high and they understood how he would have felt – they showed him compassion.

						
					

					
							
							2.	While he never made it to the high outdoor trapeze, a day later it rained and the trapeze was set up undercover. This provided him with an opportunity to try the trapeze, but with a slightly less daunting climb. He said he’d give it a go . . . and he DID IT!! Three times! Each time he felt braver and the last time he sang a song as he swung with confidence and courage.

						
					

					
							
							When it comes to being courageous, it’s not getting to the top that matters. It also takes courage to stop on that ladder and say, ‘For me, this is enough.’ Courage isn’t feeling brave all the time, or succeeding at everything you try with bravado. It’s giving it a go – EVEN when you feel scared and even when you fail, and being able to get back up and keep trying.

						
					

				
			

			SIX TIPS FOR BUILDING COURAGE IN KIDS

			
					Talk to your child as if they are already brave

			

			The way we talk to our kids about what they are doing makes a big difference to how they view themselves. We might think it’s helpful to say, ‘I know you can be brave,’ but it implies our child is not already brave. What we can do instead is tell them stories about how you have seen them do so many brave things. This implies they already are brave so the next challenge can feel more doable.

			
					Let them struggle and fall

			

			Kids need lots of opportunities to fall and fail to be brave. When we protect them from failing, the real risk is they can get increasingly scared to take risks. Even as our babies begin to try to reach for toys, we can build future resilience by allowing space for them to struggle. It might be your baby reaching for a ball and rather than immediately picking it up for them you notice: ‘You want that ball? It’s hard to reach.’ Maybe you will pass the ball to them, or maybe you hang a little longer and much to your delight and your child, they get there themselves . . . and you realise what a joy it is to allow the struggle that can lead to success.

			It also can mean intervening less when kids are taking (reasonable) risks. It’s oh-so-hard to bite your tongue and hold back from saying, ‘Be careful!’ but so important that kids get to experience smaller falls in order to learn to navigate risks and regulate through bigger falls in life. When they do fall, we provide empathy: ‘Oh, you tripped on that step. Are you okay? It’s a big and tricky step that one.’

			
					Praise effort (not outcome)

			

			When we focus on their ‘effort’ not the outcome or success, it encourages our child to be brave and try because it builds intrinsic motivation.

			‘Wow, you did it! I know how hard you’ve been practising your stroke and how much you wanted to get to the next level in swimming. How do you feel?’

			‘It’s brave to climb the big tower, and it’s brave NOT to climb. I like how brave you were in telling your teacher you didn’t feel ready to climb the tower yet.’

			
					Childhood is not a race . . .

			

			Trust that whatever the current challenge is, your child will get there at their own pace. It’s so easy these days to compare your child, their development and their skills to those of other children, especially via social media. Remember social media is NOT real. All kids develop at a different rate and the more we nurture the strengths of our child, rather than trying to ‘fix up’ the weakness, the better everything goes.

			
					Change the scene

			

			A change can allow us all to relax, and for our child who is nervous to try something new to stretch. Ideas for changing the scene might be:

			
					Attempting a new skill or a challenge while on holiday – sometimes a change to the four walls allows our child to give something new a go.

					Practise the speech at school while driving in the car, lowering the pressure and using the fact you are not staring your child down to make them feel more at ease.

					Serving a new food alongside a safe food in picnic style, and enjoying a backyard picnic that lowers the pressure to try the food.

			

			
					Be the example

			

			Our kids are watching more of what we DO than what we say. When was the last time you tried something that scared you or that you weren’t good at yet?

			According to Maggie Dent who speaks often on resilience, one of the issues around resilience is that we often think we are supposed to live lives that are happy and perfect – where things don’t go wrong. But in reality, it is through the early years that we should be embracing the idea that adversity and struggle are really good for kids, and that failing is a wonderful teacher. 

			I adore the teachings on resilience that the incredible Maggie Dent offers the world. It’s a reminder that struggle isn’t a bad thing and is actually so good for kids (and us).

			The thing is, there is good stuff amongst that hard stuff for kids:

			
					That feeling of trying, of struggling, maybe even failing, and knowing that you are loved even in these moments.

					That when we struggle what we really want is to be heard, not to have it fixed.

					Plus the bonus of the pure thrill when your kids can look at you with pride because THEY finally did it!

			

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Here is one simple thing to try next time your child struggles

						
					

					
							
							Whether your child is sick of being in the car, they hate the way you cut their toast, or they can’t quite do a new skill they are working on, try leaning IN to the feeling instead of distracting or fixing. Try letting them know you can see this is hard:

						
					

					
							
							•	‘You are so done being in the car. I hear you!’ 

							•	‘You really didn’t want Mummy to cut your toast today.’

							•	‘Going to day care IS hard some days. I will miss you, too.’

						
					

					
							
							Let that really land before attempting to make it better. Sometimes when we stop fighting the feelings and surrender to them, that is actually all that is needed.

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			

			The end. (But it’s never the end.)

			If you made it this far, congratulations on getting to the end of a parenting book! This is no mean feat when you are time-poor, under pressure and very likely exhausted.

			I would like to tell you that by now you are a perfect parent and your child never has any meltdowns, but then I wouldn’t . . . not just because our kids need these moments to develop their brains but because, as a mum a little further down the track, I know that there is so much magic in the mess. Even in the meltdowns, the separation anxiety and the sibling struggles. I now know that the hardest moments with my boys are the ones that have changed me and them for the better. I now know that even in the worst storm there is love and connection, and it’s all worth it.

			As I reach the middle years of parenting when meltdowns are becoming less frequent, I can see what a gift these really awful and challenging moments have been for my own emotional development. Someone said to me once that our kids come to teach us what we haven’t learned yet, and this is certainly the case for me. The hardest moments with my own boys have changed me for the better. They have allowed me to develop my compassion and my self-regulation, and they have opened my heart wider and let more softness and light in.

			I truly believe that when our kids’ behaviour is challenging and we lean in to that with connection, the people that stand to gain the most from this will be us. We grow, we stretch, we find compassion in moments we never thought we could, and we benefit. We enjoy parenting more, we enjoy our kids more, and if there is ever a job worth investing in and enjoying the journey of more, parenting has to be it. 

			I still remember a moment when I realised how much this work on my parenting had actually changed ‘me’ for the better. We had come home from a hot and sweaty after-school pick-up of my two older sons from day care and preschool. We were all tired and the baby had been crying. My oldest son suddenly had this complete meltdown about not wanting to walk up the stairs into the house and not wanting to be carried and not wanting to sit where he was. Essentially, it came from nowhere and made absolutely no sense at the time. I remember what came out of my mouth as I sat next to him on the stairs and it may have surprised me much more than him. He was sobbing and I simply said, ‘Gosh, I love you’ and then we sat there until he was ready to come up the stairs. I was not rushing to fix it or solve it. I wasn’t worrying he’d never be able to manage his emotions at 21 or 31, I wasn’t angry that he was giving me a ‘hard time’, and even in a moment that would have traditionally made me feel awful I was able to find love and delight.

			Of course, it’s not a fairytale ending. My kids’ behaviour still triggers me, I still make mistakes, and parenting is a constant game of ‘catching up to the next stage’ and working out what we all need.

			Over the years, I have found that parenting has patches when kids seem to need so much from us and things feel so ‘off track’, and then there are patches when things go more smoothly, and we feel like we are winning. Whenever you get stuck in a new behaviour or a challenging patch, I hope:

			
					you can be kinder to yourself and your child

					you will be able to easily sift out information or advice around outdated parenting practices that won’t work long-term, knowing they are not the answer

					you will use the ideas around connection and showing love to your children and they will bring you as much delight as they have brought me

					you will feel confident to take charge, knowing it makes your child feel safe

					you will feel more on track, even in the biggest of meltdowns, not loving it (that’s for sure) but confident that it’s the right thing, when possible, to lean in not out

					you know what your child needs, more than anyone else on the planet, is you, and you’ve totally got this, even when you don’t feel like it.

			

			But more than anything, here is what I really hope: That you can stop worrying about creating a great kid and start enjoying the fact that you already have one – big feelings and all.

			You will always feel like a first-time parent every time your child reaches a new stage or a new challenge presents, and you will question yourself, wonder if you have the answers for this next part and sometimes think, ‘Am I stuffing this all up?’ – as I do, as we all do, because that’s the nature of the game. 

			In these moments, take a deep breath and think: Yep, this is hard . . . parenting is hard . . . but I’ve got this. I am a good enough (not perfect) parent, and I am going to start with connection. 

			Because when it comes to raising little people with big feelings, no matter what the problem, you will never regret starting with connection.

		

	
		
			

			Further help 

			Karitane offers virtual and in-person support including parent education and advice around a range of the most common issues.  karitane.com.au

			Tresillian offers early parent education with support for sleep and adjustment to parenting. 

			tresillian.org.au

			Parenting courses: 

			In Australia, two of the best parenting courses that are widely accessible are Circle of Security International™ and Tuning into Kids™. Many organisations run these in person or online, including Tresillian and Catholic Care. Some local councils, schools and day-care centres also offer these courses. 

			For your child: 

			I am a huge believer in ‘if in doubt, check it out’.

			If the emotions or behaviour of your child are taking a huge toll on the family or your child, or if your gut instinct says something’s not right in any way, it is best to check it out. I have come to find we really can’t spot what’s happening or not happening with our own kids because simply we are too involved. 

			A great place to start is a GP with some knowledge around kids, who can refer you to speech therapy, occupational therapy, a developmental paediatrician or another practitioner. They can also rule out if there is anything physical going on. Looking at milestones with these professionals can help you to see if your child has a delay with speech or some social skills. Getting extra help in the first five years make a big difference once kids are at school, and waitlists are long, so I encourage you to be proactive. 

			Finding a great child psychologist can also be really helpful, especially If your child is over 7. The best place to start is with a referral from your GP. 

			If your child has experienced loss or grief, visit childhoodgrief.org.au and nalag.org.au

			For you:

			One of the best things we can do for our kids is look after our own emotional wellbeing. Raising children can bring up a lot of emotions for us as parents. If the ideas in this book around the way you were parented or how you are showing up for your children are challenging or distressing for you and you’d like more help, consider talking to your GP about a possible referral to a psychologist. 

			PANDA (Perinatal Anxiety & Depression Australia) supports the mental health of parents and families during pregnancy and in their first year of parenthood.

			panda.org.au

			Gidget Foundation is a not-for-profit organisation that exists to support the emotional wellbeing of expectant and new parents to ensure they receive timely, appropriate and specialist care. Gidget House provides free individual psychological counselling sessions and telehealth sessions for expectant and new parents. 

			gidgetfoundation.org.au

			Lifeline Australia is a national charity providing support to all Australians experiencing emotional distress. Lifeline offers a 24-hour crisis support and suicide prevention services. If you are struggling, please call 13 11 14 or visit lifeline.org.au
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