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INTRODUCTION







Rulers of the roost, kings of the castle – call them what you like but one thing's clear: some of today's children are very, very far from 'seen and not heard'. At their worst, they're running amok in shops or cafés, crashing into people with all the self-awareness of excitable puppies. They're bellowing orders and shouting rudely at their bewildered mums and dads. They're declaring boredom unless they have a gadget or exciting activity to keep them entertained for every single waking hour. They're labelled 'Little Prince' or 'Mummy's Little Princess' on baby on board car signs, babygros and T-shirts, and get to act like pampered royalty for years afterwards. Then, before you know it – before they have even hit double figures – you're faced with a miniadult who's demanding designer labels and alarmingly grown-up clothing, while mimicking the latest music star's raunchy moves down the school disco. 


OK, it's possible that there's some exaggeration going on here – clearly, not all of today's children are the stuff of behaviour horror stories and plenty are delightful – but it does seem that, in the space of a generation, we've gone from the grown-ups calling the shots to a situation where it's very much all about the kids. We've got houses over-run with their toys, diaries dominated by their social and educational goings-on, and days which are all too often about catering to their needs – with our own coming not even a close second. For us parents, frankly, this is all getting rather exhausting. Not to mention expensive. 


And who is it all for anyway? It might feel as if we're being selfless and putting our children first when we centre our lives around theirs but is this really beneficial for their wellbeing in either the short or long term? Our job isn't just to make them as happy as possible in the here and now – it's about bringing them up to be well-functioning adults who can live contentedly in the wider world. Instead, they're at risk of being so spoilt that they'll struggle with the warts and all realities of grown-up life. By pandering to their whims and making it all about them, no matter how honourable our intentions, we're in real danger of spawning a generation of mini-narcissists. 


Research studies show that our children aren't even happier now than in previous decades and in fact pretty much every indicator of their wellbeing is looking gloomier than ever: depression, teenage pregnancies, eating disorders, and so on. Obviously, there is more going on here than changing parenting styles but they are, it seems, a factor.


 

What's gone wrong with modern parenting and how did we end up here?

 

It's impossible to point the finger at a single cause; a mix of influences has led to a prevailing childrearing style that's very different to the one which most of us experienced. The 'everyone's a winner' culture in schools and family life, focus on self-esteem, and the idea that we should give constant praise for fear of upsetting children's feelings are just some examples. 


An increased focus on children's rights is undoubtedly very positive in many ways – helping our young to speak up when they are at risk of harm – but the 'power to the small people' movement has also led to adults being afraid to discipline children even mildly. Where once grown-ups would have had no qualms about telling someone else's kids out in the street to pipe down or stop being a nuisance, now they live in fear of being accused of interfering or intimidation. 


Commercial influences and marketing messages have built ideas that unless we provide our offspring with the very finest of everything, we are failing as parents. Every experience – and product – is supposed to be tailor-made to suit their needs, as well as being tremendously fun and exciting for children. By way of an example, school shoes are no longer just practical black shoes, but they might have flashing lights and secret small toys hidden under their soles. Good old chicken and chips isn't sufficiently appealing and has been replaced by dinosaur-shaped nuggets and smiley novelty potato faces. Of course, you can choose not to buy any of these products but many a parent has fallen for their charms or the pester power of their children in the shoe shop and the supermarket. 


The cult of the perfect childhood – a time feted as incredibly special for our precious little 'princes' and 'princesses'– has led parents to think that they need to treat their offspring like royalty, constantly pampering them and shielding them from every minor upset. What parent doesn't want to love and support their children and see them excited and content? However, putting them on a pedestal so high that the only way to go is downwards when they head out into the real world is asking for long-term trouble.


The rise of competitive parenting has led to an increasingly obsessive (for some parents at least) drive to ensure that our offspring have the very best start in life and opportunities. We're so wrapped up in the quest for top marks that other important life skills can get neglected. 


More of us are in families where both parents work, are single parents and/ or are struggling with the aftermath of divorce or separation. Unfortunately, this can sometimes (absolutely not always) lead us into a 'guilt-led' parenting trap where we're more lenient or indulgent to make up for our feelings of having let them down in other ways.


Another factor is that parents who are tired out from busy lives might want to go down the path of least resistance. A lot of permissive parenting makes life quieter, cutting down on tantrums and pestering in the short term (but crucially it rarely makes it simpler or better in the long term). 


Also, some of our modern, liberal parenting styles could be seen as a backlash against the stricter, authoritarian ways of older generations. If today's parents felt unhappy or un-listened to during their own childhood then they might want to do things differently for their own children, but this can swing too far in the opposite direction.


 

Why does any of this matter? 


 

Counter-intuitively, 'kids are king' parenting can mean we're failing our families, even though we feel that we're doing our very best for them. Undoubtedly, some aspects of such child-focused methods might make our young happier in the here and now, and give us an easier life, but do they lead to our sons and daughters becoming well-balanced, contented adults later on?


Employers aren't exactly jumping with glee at the sort of young people they're increasingly encountering when hiring, as one Executive Director of Tesco explained in a speech about graduates: 'They (students) don't seem to understand the importance of a tidy appearance and have problems with timekeeping. Some seem to think that the world owes them a living. The truth is that a certain humility and an ability to work hard are important for success.'


Harsh to tar all students with the same brush perhaps but it's a theme that's coming up time and again in the business community and, as parents who will be launching our children one day into an ever more competitive environment, isn't it time we listened? 


Also, what of the impact on future friendships and relationships? The mindset needed for healthy social and romantic interactions is built in childhood too, according to Annie Wimbush, Senior Relationship Counsellor at the charity Relate (relate.org.uk):






"A child's experience of parenting has a significant effect on their expectations of themselves and others and on their ability to tolerate disappointment and frustration including  later on as an adult. Learning about boundaries, cooperation and communication are essential skills in forming and maintaining healthy relationships and this learning starts in their home environment and with the people they form their first relationships with."





So, ironically, our focus as a society on the pursuit of blissful childhoods and making our kids happy might be setting them up for a far less idyllic adulthood. 


 

What now? 


 

We can't do much to change the world we live in but we can take a step back and ask ourselves: if this child-centric, permissive approach isn't working for anyone, is it time to redress the imbalance in our families? When we look at how far down the line from strict and authoritarian parenting we've travelled in the last 20–30 years, it seems as if we've over-shot the mark. So wouldn't it make sense to reconsider some of the childrearing methods used by our own parents and grandparents, and see what we can learn from them? Clearly, not all of those were perfect and, of course, they need adapting for modern life, taking into consideration what we know now about child development, but there's a good deal of common sense, as well as practical and effective parenting techniques to be found in those traditional ways.

 

But hang on a minute… childhood wasn't all that idyllic back in the old days and parents were not perfect

 

It's tempting to mutter about 'the youth of today', look back with rose-tinted specs and assume that life was entirely jolly when we were kids. However, let's not forget that there were a fair few 'what on earth were they thinking?' ideas back then too. Teachers giving pupils the slipper or cane is an example, and let's not forget how plenty of parents plonked their kids in the car outside the pub for hours, with only a bottle of Coke and packet of crisps for company (and all before they drove, drunk, home, with small children bouncing around on the backseat without seatbelts, never mind child car seats). 


We're happy to see the back of certain aspects of classic old-style parenting, such as the dismissing of children's genuine worries and fears, and ignoring them when they might actually have something valuable or important to say. We're glad that the done thing when it comes to discipline is no longer to slap and that more parents tend to be aware of the enduring damage that negative comments and actions can do to self-esteem.


Yet, despite these flaws, the contrast with today's overly child-centred family lives is clear and it's worth seeing what we can – with the benefit of hindsight – learn from the past. That's exactly what this book is here to do: take the best of both approaches, in the context of the modern world we live in, with a dose of fresh thinking thrown in. The result is… Well, let's call it New Old-Fashioned Parenting. 


 

New Old-Fashioned Parenting – what's it all about? 

 

New Old-Fashioned Parenting – NOFP for short – involves finding a balance between modern and traditional ways. It's about recognising that we grownups might not always know best but that our life experience means we are in a better position to make a call on those big decisions than our four- or even fourteen-year-olds. NOFP means taking a 'big picture' view of what's right for our children's long-term good, be it refusing to let them watch an inappropriately grown-up film or play a violent video game, ensuring they muck in with the chores even if they don't want to or cutting back on the Tiger Mother-style pushy parenting and over-scheduling to leave time to play imaginatively. 


What NOFP is not about is being a scary old dragon that doles out thrashings, nor is it to do with returning to a time when children were seen and not heard. It's not about having a family life that's devoid of fun or warmth either. It does involve instilling some old-fashioned values, though, as well as being unafraid to say no – even if it makes you feel guilty because you were out working all day or the kids are claiming that 'everyone else at school is allowed to do that'. 


It's about teaching them to consider others. It's also about thinking long term and helping to prepare them to function as adults in a world which does not revolve around them – a world where, frankly, their future employers, friends and partners will probably not be pandering to their every whim and desire.


This is surely where we can find valuable cues in our own parents' and grandparents' childrearing. It is what, on the whole, they were pretty darn good at and what we seem to have lost sight of. 


New Old-Fashioned Parenting accepts that life has changed – it's now full of gadgets, the Internet, communication overload and tempting consumer products – and, perhaps as a result of all this, kids seem to grow up even faster. It is also crucial to acknowledge that all children are different, rather than taking a blanket approach as schools and parents too often did in the past. Yet that doesn't mean we can't have high (but realistic) expectations of their behaviour. It means no more 'he's a boy' or 'she just can't sit still' excuses and no more shoulder shrugging, eye rolling comments such as, 'Kids! What can you do?' Children used to be able to sit still when needed for more than three seconds, without hurtling about and shouting, so – apart from those who have additional needs – with a little effort from us, why shouldn't they be able to do so now?


NOFP is not rocket science and it is, in theory, mostly common sense, but we all need a reminder of that sometimes when we're so mired in our hectic everyday lives.


Whether you have older children and want to reclaim some balance back in your family life or you have younger ones and would prefer to set the foundations from the beginning to prevent problems further down the line, fundamentally this book is here to help ensure that yours doesn't become 'that child' (and eventually 'that adult') – the one nobody wants to be around.


 

How the book works


 

At the start we've included the guiding principles of NOFP – you could call this a manifesto for thinking long term and for not ending up with spoilt children. Then each chapter runs through specific problems and aspects of family life, looking at the way things used to be, what's changed and what you can do about it the New Old-Fashioned way, whether it's dealing with fussy eaters, managing screen time or encouraging some independence. There are also descriptions of some common barriers that can get in the way of NOFP and tips for readers with older children who perhaps didn't go down this route initially but want to change things now. 


 

A word about generalisations


 

Whether you're currently in the midst of raising young children or are an oldish hand with offspring who've long flown the nest, at times in this book you might read something and think: 'Hang on a minute, I didn't/don't parent like that.' Equally, some of you won't relate to the tales of upbringings from a generation ago.


Clearly, there has never been a single parenting style employed by absolutely all, either now or in the past. However, the generalisations are, we believe, based on the prevailing parenting trends and methods of their time – be they good, bad or ugly.
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