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‘This book will change how we bring up our families’ – Simon Woodroffe OBE

‘A book with really helpful insights … we should all read knowing that we can make a difference’ – Dame Benny Refson DBE, President of Place2Be

‘Mandy is a like a surgeon for emotions. Through my work at Big Change, I know it’s easier to grow a strong child than fix a broken adult and early prevention is key to breaking negative cycles … I highly recommend this book’ – Sam Branson, co-founder of Big Change

‘The book gives guidelines and positive structures that can aid complicated, delicate and personal situations … an incredibly useful source to have as a parent’ – Jude Law
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FOREWORD
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As a parent, grandparent and with over twenty-four years’ involvement with Place2Be, a children’s mental health charity, I have often thought if I knew then what I know now, what would I have done differently? The reality is that we stand on our own shoulders of experience and it is never too late to learn and certainly never too early.

When we open our minds to learning we are exposing ourselves to the reality that there is so much we don’t know and so much we have to learn. Learning is not finite; we do not arrive at a moment in time being able to say, ‘we know it all’. Indeed, the more we are willing to listen and learn the more we recognise that learning is a lifelong process and one which can be enriching and exciting as well as make us feel vulnerable to the fact that we don’t know it all.

Parenting is an example of this. We read books during pregnancy to prepare for birth and then more books about the different stages of our children’s development, but how often do we actually admit that our own behaviour plays an enormously important role in their development and that we have much to learn at the same time as they are developing? (It is exciting to know that as individuals and as a society we can choose to open our minds to new knowledge and understanding, which will hopefully enable us to influence and enhance the futures of the children of today.)

More children and young people in the UK are struggling with their mental health than ever before. The numbers of girls under the age of eighteen being treated in hospital after self-harming has nearly doubled compared with twenty years ago and suicide rates among young people are alarmingly high. The world is rapidly changing – childhood is not what it once was, and neither is it the same for the adults; we are inundated with disturbing news and images now that we can access an overwhelming amount of information and content at the touch of a button. It can appear almost futile to ever try to keep track of the multiple different social and digital trends that seem to come and go with the seasons. Add to this the ever growing pressure to achieve, be successful, look the best, have the most friends, get the most likes etc…. it’s no wonder that some children and young people crumble under the pressure.

While awareness and understanding of mental health has increased in recent years, services have not caught up and children and young people are waiting a long time for their initial assessment. Amid all these alarming facts and figures parents can feel at a loss about how to best protect their children and where to go when their child is in distress.

Around 50 per cent of adult mental health begins by the age of fourteen validating the importance of early intervention. Now in its twenty-fifth year, Place2Be is a charity that is built on the principle that promoting positive mental health and intervening early when problems arise can prevent mental health issues from growing and becoming more complex and entrenched. The school-based support the charity provides is very accessible and enables children, parents and teachers to ask for help without fear or stigma. It provides a safe, accessible space which aims to develop children’s resilience and confidence, enabling them to have a sense of belonging and the ability to forge healthy relationships. Children, parents and teachers are reassured through access to professionally trained support, allowing them to take their fears and concerns to a stigma-free space with no lengthy waiting times and to a familiar person whose knowledge of the school environment and community provides a sense of containment thus preventing issues from spiralling out of control.

Of course, in an ideal world this type of support would be accessible to every child in every school but, partly due to budgets and partly due to the lack of suitably trained professionals, it is only a short-term solution. However, with Place2Be’s knowledge, practices, clinical experience and evidence of positive outcomes, they are well based to make a significant contribution to the future mental health of the children in many more state primary, secondary and independent schools. In the meantime, parents and carers must do all they can to equip themselves with the knowledge and understanding needed to best protect their children.

Addiction is a painful experience for both the individual living with addiction and their families. We fear for our children and loved ones and we fear that our responses might cause more harm. Often, we turn our backs on the very signs that our ‘gut’ notices because we are frightened by not knowing how to act or what to do. There comes a moment when we realise, as parents, that perhaps we could have intervened earlier if only we had asked for help or realised that there were steps we could have taken so much sooner to build our children’s self-esteem; enabling them to recognise that we are all vulnerable and that we can all develop healthy responses to that reality.

Mandy always starts with her own truth and talks from her experience of addiction and recovery and reflects throughout this most valuable book her thoughts on the underlying causes. However, at no point is blame directed towards the reader; instead in its place is a continuous, accessible explanation of the ‘whys’ and ‘wherefores’ and also, most importantly, the opportunities for prevention.

So often we read about causes and then presenting behaviours but rarely are we given advice and practical exercises which we can apply to our own parenting. As I continued to read Mandy’s book several ‘light bulb’ moments flashed up for me and my interest in the next page or chapter never waned.

Mandy has inspired many of us when she has given her lively presentations but now she has managed to capture that energy on paper, leaving us with a sense of hope that there are ways through proactive parenting that we can actively adopt in order to enable our children to develop the life skills that will help them manage their emotions in positive ways, without resorting to destructive ones. This is a book with really helpful insights which we should all read, knowing that we can make a difference before it is too late.

Dame Benny Refson

President, Place2Be
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