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Introduction

If parenthood doesn’t scare you, you probably aren’t one. To bring into the world a little person who is utterly reliant on you, but who, with every passing day, seems to deviate more and more from your ideas about what’s best for them, is a challenge that evolves as the years go by yet somehow never diminishes. It’s also an unequalled opportunity to do good for the child and for the parents to do some good for themselves. 

I’m going to teach you how to raise your child so they have the kind of attitude towards life that will make them resilient in the face of its many challenges and free of the limitations that hold so many people back. But I’m also going to teach you a bit about you – because how can you expect to raise a child a certain way without becoming more that way yourself? Gandhi once said, ‘Be the change you want to see in the world.’ I’m going to paraphrase the great man and say, ‘Be the change you want to see in your children.’

This is a book of four parts. In the first part I’m going to explain what your brain is doing to create the version of the world you live in and the kind of person you believe yourself to be. I’m going to describe how a glitch in the survival software that’s protected us for millions of years can lead to beliefs about our self, and the world, that limit us and make ourselves our own worst enemy.

In the second part I teach you three lessons about how to take back control of your life, and your feelings about yourself, by developing a new mindset that inoculates you from the pressures of pleasing society and gives you back the power to choose the life you want to live.

These first two parts are about you, the adult, but you’ll see that what you learn about yourself will be applicable to how you parent your children. In Part III we focus on that specifically. I give you eight parenting mantras and explain why integrating them into your everyday connection to your children will help them grow into strong, happy adults. 

Part IV begins with looking at developmental stages in children, and tailors advice to what might aid you at particular moments in your children’s life. I then go on to talk to the children themselves. It’s ideas and thoughts that I’ve gathered from twenty years of listening to people’s problems and thirty years of being a parent. While it’s written to the children, I think you’ll find I’m speaking to you at the same time, so don’t feel that you’re eavesdropping. 

I’ve written this book for parents without presenting myself as any kind of expert on children. What I am is a therapist with a perspective that I hope you’ll find useful. 

The scary news is that, while I’ve listened to many harrowing tales of abuse, neglect and harm, much more often the source of a client’s misery has arisen from a misinterpretation of more everyday contacts with their parents, siblings, friends, or other significant figures. So many times I’ve found myself recognising similar interactions from my own youth, or – more uncomfortably – those between me and my own children. I’m including scientific findings that support my opinions whenever I have them, but I haven’t limited what I say to what I can prove. Like every other bit of advice you’ll get about being a parent I trust you’ll absorb what you find useful and rightfully discard what you don’t.

The central theme of the book is that living things are in one of two biological states: growth or protection. I’m going to suggest that a lot of what your brain spends its day doing is working out, moment to moment, which state you should be in, and that it uses our memories to guide its decisions. Cumulatively, such decisions guide each of us towards a tendency to interpret the world, and what happens to us, in one or other of those two ways most of the time – we see the world as a place we need to protect ourselves from or we see it as a place where we can thrive. What this means is that decisions we make as children about the meanings of our parents shouting at us; or splitting up; or seeming to favour a sibling; or our feeling stupid in front of our friends or rejected by them; or humiliated by a teacher, can be the beginning of a chain of interpretations or misinterpretations that lead us into being in a state of protection unnecessarily. Does this matter? Hell yes. Not only can the physical state of protection lead to major health problems, it colours every relationship you have, every goal you pursue, and every interaction you share. In a world where you’re primed for attack, everyone is a possible attacker and threat is contained in every opportunity. I’m going to argue that a life lived in protection as a default state is the result of not liking who you are and that living in growth arises from a strong sense of having fun just being you. 

My purpose in writing this book is to establish these two positions of growth and protection as a principle in parenting and to help answer questions about what will help your children grow and what will prevent them from getting triggered into a state of unnecessary protection. 

How can you ensure your child grows up liking him- or herself and doesn’t become someone who fears rejection, or failure, or never feels good enough? My answers are here. They apply to you as well, because it’s hard to raise a child in growth if you’re in protection. Sometimes I’ll be talking about how you relate to your children and sometimes how you relate to yourself. As part of that I have to wonder who you, the parents, are? I mean, I’m sitting in front of my computer and I’ve put a pile of blank paper beside me. That’s the book we’re both just beginning. I want to write something that helps you to guide your children towards a happy life but also helps you along the way to do the same; so I need to know who you are, don’t I? That’s not easy when there could be a million of you – at least if the publisher’s dreams come true. So let me take a stab at describing you. You’re probably between 15 and 115, male or female, gay, straight, or somewhere in-between. You’re in a relationship, were in one, want to be in one, or you’ve vowed to be on your own for ever. How am I doing? I know, it’s years of experience.

Let me drill a bit deeper: you sometimes have a feeling that you are capable of more than you’re achieving, that something in you is waiting to be revealed to the world. You’re not always sure that people like you, and you’re not always secure in the love of those who should. There are times when you worry about being good enough. Sometimes you even wonder if you deserve success or happiness as much as other people. Probably not all of these apply to you, but a couple will have made you nod, however slowly or grudgingly. I’ll keep going. You had a childhood that contained some events that left a mark and which sometimes still hold you back. You’ve been hurt in love and maybe still hope for a relationship that makes you whole. Maybe you’re even increasingly feeling that you don’t quite belong in the culture that surrounds you. You’re looking to fill something of a void in your life in a better way than you’ve managed to date. To be honest, life is sometimes a bit of a struggle for you.

How do I know? Because the feelings I’ve described seem almost universal. I’ve heard combinations of these feelings coming from everybody sitting opposite me in my clinic, or at dinner parties, or in conversations overheard on the train. I cannot tell you how liberating it was for me to hear these things coming from the mouths of others. They were an echo of the thoughts I held in my own secret places. What was liberating was the knowledge that I wasn’t alone. These thoughts connect the poor to the rich, the young to the old, the genders, sexual orientations, and races. We’re all fellow strugglers.

It’s what we do within our heads that causes the struggle. Our thoughts, beliefs, feelings and values create a world around us that enables us to thrive or to wilt. Often we feel a victim of them. I want to talk to you, to let you know what I know, to let you know what I want my kids and your kids to know: that you can make yourself into the person you set your mind to becoming and you can help your children do that too. While the focus of this book is on parenting it also applies to your life – none of us are who we’re going to be yet; it’s just that, left to itself, our brain tends to keep making us more of what we’ve always been. And while that’s change of a kind, it may not serve you. There are things you can think, and things you can do, that can turn you into the creator of your life and not just the helpless created. If you’re not having fun just being you, this book can help to change that. And a parent having fun being themselves is a parent who will raise their child in growth. There are things to do, and things to avoid, that will encourage your children to grow productively. Through sharing the most valuable things I’ve learnt from my years of being a therapist, I hope to avoid your children ever needing one. I’m going to take you on a journey through a series of life lessons. I’m going to give you the chance to try them out in your own life and see the difference they make to you and yours. But they come with a warning. If you truly live what this book teaches you, things will change. You will lose things from your life – your excuses most of all – and you will gain things, few of them actually material. Like Neo in the film The Matrix, this book acts as a red pill. If you take it, you wake up in a different world – and there’ll be no going back. 

I should also make it clear from the beginning that a lot of what I’m saying is from my experiences of regressing clients back to childhood events. I know some people think of regression as weird or problematic. I don’t. What did you have for dinner last night? You see, I just did it. Regression is the act of causing someone to bring their past to mind. We all do it every day. Regression in my therapy is simply asking the client (in a particular way) to notice what memories come to mind when their attention is on their problem. In the next chapter I’m going to explain a theory of mind and memory that suggests that how we interpret the present is a result of connections our brains find between now and events in our past. Like a string of beads, our memories connect together through the years according to the meanings our brains give them. The good news is that our memories are plastic, so old memories that cause unhappy responses in our present can be changed. We do not have to be the victims of our past. In fact, to live in a state of growth, we need to free ourselves from it. This book will give you an insight into how that is possible. The more you’re free of the negative effects of your childhood the less likely you are to infect your children with them.

Let me give an example from my own childhood of a small event that had a large effect later.

When I was about eight my family wanted to get a dog. My family, that is, apart from my mum. We undertook a campaign to wear her down, but with no success – she was pretty sure who would end up doing most of the work. One day, on a journey to school with my dad, I decided to give him the benefit of my extensive experience with women, and said, ‘Dad, you’re the man of the house. If you want a dog you should put your foot down and say we’re getting a dog.’ That evening my dad took my advice. Numpty. 

We lived in a council flat, so I could hear what went on in the living room from my bed. Sure enough, I heard them having another talk about getting a dog. All good so far. It became more heated. That was unusual, my parents didn’t used to row much. Finally, with Dad’s foot firmly down I heard my mum shout, ‘Well you can have a divorce, but I’m keeping the kids!’ 

I remember to this day my heart freezing with the thought that I’d split the family up. I don’t think I’d ever known such fear. I’m sure I had a disturbed night. Yet, when I went to breakfast the next morning, not only had they made up – but I was greeted by the news that we were getting a dog! What I discovered, through my own therapy, was that the relief of hearing this news didn’t undo the moment of deep fear from the night before. My brain had stored it to keep me safe from anything that scary ever happening again. And what effect did it have? I never felt free to say what I felt in relationships or to allow any anger to be expressed towards a partner. The techniques of Cognitive Hypnotherapy helped me to re-write that narrative – to apply to the memory of the night of the ‘dog talk’ my adult understanding that my mum, like many, sometimes had a tactic of pushing her point of view to an extreme to make people back away from theirs. The result has been that now it’s no longer an issue for me – and if I want a dog I’ll put my foot down and ask my wife really nicely.

A key thing I want to be clear about from the beginning is that I’m not saying that my report of this event is ‘The Truth’ about what happened, any more than my new understanding of it is. They’re both just interpretations. I’m going to explain how we create a story about ourselves that builds our character and our responses to the world as a result of such interpretations. Our brain takes this story very seriously, treating it as true. It isn’t. I’m going to teach you how to create a narrative for your children that leads to a happy life and, along the way, show you how to treat yourself as the author of your own story, not just a character in it. So if you want to change it – you can.

This is a very personal book that is in no way intended as a gospel, more as a tool to make you think. One of the things that makes it so personal was the news I received, shortly before I started writing, that I was to become a grandfather. While the book has grown I’ve watched my grandson Heath begin his life, and, as the book progressed, he has been joined by two cousins, Sasha and Seth. I’m blessed. They’ve been much in my mind as I’ve written, becoming a natural focus for what I hope this book will achieve. Maybe the ideas contained here will help to shape their journey. That’s not my decision, but I do hope so.
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