
[image: Cover]


Can We Talk?

A guide to talking about your child’s mental health

DR SARAH VOHRA

[image: image]


How to use this eBook

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.


This book is for any adult who is worried about a child’s emotional or mental health.

I also wish to dedicate the book to my daughter, Amelie, and to my husband, Ravi, whose love and support throughout the whole writing process have been immeasurable.
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A final note


Note to the reader

The words ‘parent’ and ‘carer’ are used interchangeably within the text. While the book primarily addresses parents and carers, it is designed to be of use to anyone concerned about a child’s mental health, whether a grandparent, teacher, social worker, police officer, sports coach and so forth. This book is not intended as a substitute for medical advice; in the event of concern, you should consult your doctor.


Introduction

We hear a great deal at the moment about mental health and the need to change the conversation around it; everyone, from celebrities and politicians to royals, is advocating that there needs to be more openness and less shame when it comes to sharing our emotional difficulties. We know ourselves, as adults, only too well how much of a struggle the prospect of opening up to people can be, yet we expect our children to be entirely open and honest in their communication with us.

Parenting throws many challenges our way. As my daughter gets older, I have found myself anxiously anticipating the difficulties she may face and possibly have to overcome: peer pressure bullying, body image issues and eating difficulties, to name but a few. While at the moment she is far from shy about vocalizing when she is or isn’t happy about something or when she does or doesn’t want to do something, I worry that there will come a time when communicating with me will feel too challenging or too difficult a hurdle for her to overcome. I worry that I will know deep down that something is the matter but will be rendered powerless by the shrugged shoulders or closed bedroom door.

As a child psychiatrist, I empathize only too well with the frustration and helplessness you may feel when you find yourself sitting in front of a child who refuses to open up to you. You never know how far to push it in such a situation. You worry that by doing so you will make things worse or it will open up a can of worms you have no idea what to do with. You worry that you are overthinking things or overreacting to something that is probably just a normal part of growing up. You feel that, as a parent, you ought to be able to handle it and you will be judged by others for admitting defeat and asking for help. Maybe you have got as far as taking your child to the GP or to A&E, but feel that you may as well have not bothered. You’ve been told to keep an eye on things and bring the child back if necessary, only to end up in the same situation as before, with your offspring still not talking to you and the problems seemingly getting worse.

What then? You may have been referred to a mental health specialist – finally, a light at the end of the tunnel – only to be told that it could be several months, maybe even a year, before your child is assessed. You end up feeling exasperated by the whole process. In among all that, you may turn in desperation to your favourite ‘search engine doctor’ to give you the answers you need – ‘How do I get my child to open up? How do I stop my child self-harming? Why is my child losing weight?’ – but feel overwhelmed by the thousands of hits, leaving you feeling panicked and none the wiser.

The idea of this book came from my personal and professional experience of speaking to parents – parents who have struggled to manage their children’s emotional difficulties – and listening to their frustrations of not having had professional, specialist advice to hand earlier or in one place, or of having had to wait several months before beginning to access it. With this in mind, I wrote a list of all the common mental health issues that I am faced with from day to day. I set about creating a resource that would be informative and understandable, but also practical. To make it simpler to understand each condition, I broke the information down into bite-size chunks, looking at each potential symptom in turn. Not only did I want to focus on how to spot symptoms (the premise of the book was born out of parents not really knowing what to do beyond that) but I also wanted to instil in parents the confidence to take action to help their child.

To make this process easier, I introduced a ‘traffic light’ system of action – an approach I use within my own clinical practice with parents and young people alike. There may be times when a simple conversation with your child may be enough to settle his or her distress or anxiety. At other times, you may need to get support from a healthcare professional, such as a GP, so that a more thorough assessment can be completed. There may be times when you categorically feel unable to manage your child’s difficulties and worry that she is at serious risk of hurting herself or potentially others, and you may have to take your child straight to A&E or even contact emergency services for a more urgent assessment. The step-by-step traffic light system will, I hope, simplify your decision-making and empower you to take the most appropriate action.

Throughout the book, I make reference to the ‘parent’ or ‘carer’, but, in fact, this text will be an invaluable resource for any adult who is concerned about a child’s mental health: siblings, extended family, friends, teachers, social workers and even sports coaches, to name but a few, will all stand to benefit from the advice shared. In an average waking day, your child may well come into contact with lots of people, so it is important that all feel prepared and emotionally available, in equal measure, to take on whatever comes their way.

This book is not intended to replace or be a substitute for the medical advice of your doctor or healthcare provider, but what I hope it will do is equip any adult, no matter their relationship with the child, their qualification or profession, whether he or she has known the child for years or they have only just met for the first time, with the tools needed to spot early warning signs of mental health difficulties, have a confident conversation with that child early on and access professional support sooner rather than later.
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