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To raise a happy child who thrives emotionally, socially and educationally be authoritative — but don’t push too hard 

How can we raise happy children? Research consistently suggests that they are simple in their wants, needs and desires. They want our time and attention; they want to give and receive affection; they want to play, to eat together as a family, to jump and run, climb and explore; they want to go to bed each night knowing that they are safe and loved. 

In my work I see more and more unhappiness and psychological difficulty in younger and younger children. These children show their distress in ways that are out of step with their general demeanour. Their behaviour will change — they will either become more withdrawn and secretive or more extreme and emotionally labile. Little ones may suddenly start wetting the bed, for example, or may become unusually clingy, while older kids may become less (or aggressively more) verbally and physically communicative. They may avoid social interaction or deliberately provoke emotional discord. 

But always remember that the behaviour is a sign of distress; if you meet the behaviour head-on, you ignore the child’s need for calm and compassionate understanding. 

We must not make our children’s achievements and results a priority. Although we know that material progress does not equal greater happiness, many parents are still neurotically preoccupied with “success”. Research consistently highlights that this focus can lead to unhappy young people. While they might develop their portfolio of precociously developed skills and achievements, they are less and less emotionally resilient. 

As parents we are neither our children’s friend nor their keeper. Our role is to prepare them to leave us as independent, emotionally resilient beings with a strong moral and social compass. 

We want our kids to be successful but if their self-esteem develops around being “the best”, we risk them becoming perfectionist and anxious, risk averse and cautious. They will be unable to meet challenges because they are afraid of making mistakes. 

Many of the young people I treat who are struggling with eating disorders, or who self-harm, come from high-achieving families in which success matters. What we know, however, is that perfectionists are more likely to be depressed, anxious and more likely to commit suicide during their university years (the numbers of university students on prescription medication for anxiety and depression are increasing). 

To raise a happy child — who thrives emotionally, socially and educationally — you must be authoritative. That means being loving and kind while also setting clear behavioural boundaries and consequences, positive and negative. Happy children know where they stand. 

We must also not ignore the acres of evidence that suggests how social skills are a key predictor for success in later life. Free play and friendships build emotional intelligence and protect against depression and ill health. There are clear links between loneliness and chronic illness and increased mortality rates. 

So, how can we raise happy kids? 

1 Encourage your child’s passions 
Researchers agree that being truly absorbed in a challenging task leads to happiness. Allow your children to gravitate towards one or two pursuits that are meaningful to them — even if you do not see their “overall value”. 

2 Build a rhythm around family routines 
Children love routine; it makes them feel safe and cared for. Make it a priority to eat dinner together, to read together, to celebrate meaningful events together. Such rituals give meaning to your child’s life and strengthen family relationships. 

3 Get physical 
Cuddles, kisses and hugs make us happy. Get sedentary kids moving; strenuous activity releases endorphins, helps kids to have positive body images and makes them face physical challenges that will give them a sense of achievement. 

4 Be community-minded 
There is a strong link between altruism and happiness. Taking part in the community makes children understand the value of civic participation and the joy in helping others. It helps to make them feel that they are part of a larger whole, and that individuals can affect others in a positive way. 

5 Have pets 
Looking after a pet teaches children about empathy, loyalty and attachment. They will learn how to care for others. 

6 Play 
Play is vital. It develops social and emotional skills and relieves stress. 

Happy people live successful lives. Being happy is about being part of a loving family within a strong community; having a strong sense of self-worth and value; being fit and active; and doing things to make other people happy. 
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