
Becoming a parent? 
You can wing it, hope for the best and wait for your kid to get older before you try 
to fix any problems (at which point, it could be too late). 

Or you can prepare and know that you’ve done everything in your power to support 
your child’s mental, physical and emotional wellbeing, while also honouring your 
own individuality, plans, aspirations, goals and needs. 

Being a parent is not for the faint-hearted. Being a parent requires courage, 
knowledge and practice. We’re talking about a contract for life. Are you ready?

Welcome to Parenthood examines parenting as a social, emotional and even 
revolutionary activity. This book defines the twenty-first-century family living 
space and seeks to see every child and parent in this world empowered, valued, 
accepted and acknowledged. Discover how to create a harmonious home 
environment where all members of the family thrive.
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e to ParenthoodChildhood development researcher Suni Sánchez thought about 
becoming a mum for years before she took the plunge. 

Her passion for human rights and children’s empowerment 
inspired her to spend the last nine years extensively researching 
early childhood and family dynamics. What she’s seen over and 
over again is that parents want the best for their kids. They truly 
wish for their happiness and want to give them the best start in 
life, but they unknowingly do everything to sabotage their good 
intentions…and it is only downhill from there. 

Through her proven, on-the-ground work, backed by scientific 
studies, she has discovered the recipe for enjoying this life-long 
role from day one.  

The mythical parenting manual now exists. 
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‘Society has experienced so much change in recent years and yet expectant parents 

continue to underestimate the knowledge, skills, education and preparation required 

when it comes to starting a family. Fortunately, Suni has produced a book that 

reminds expecting parents, in a non-judgemental, good-humoured and honest way, 

of the importance of starting off on the right foot.

 Suni forces us to consciously reflect on our biases, our expectations, our needs and 

our hopes in parenthood, and offers the tools to reframe and redesign a more real-

istic and flexible approach. The ‘real perfect parent manifesto’ should be the new 

commandments for parents-to-be. Just as we commit to wedding vows in marriage, 

now we can all follow these parenthood vows as a pledge to ourselves, our partners 

and our children to help cultivate an optimal family life.

 This is a wise read for parents.’

Kirsty Levin, Mama, Psychologist, career coach and 
co-Founder of The Parents Village, Randwick, Australia 

‘As an expectant mother and early childhood teacher/researcher, this book aligns 

with my values both personally and professionally. The invaluable information, 

support and strategies provided are now my essential guide for creating a positive 

and fulfilling family life. Welcome to Parenthood has an authentic view of parent-

hood and challenges old/outdated ways of thinking in a new innovative/modern 

era. For parents-to-be and current parents, this book is an essential guide for strate-

gies and insight into creating a positive and collaborative family.’

Thalia McDonald, expectant Mother, 
early childhood Teacher/Researcher, Sydney, Australia

‘Suni has the ability to create a laser-beam diagnosis on what stands between fami-

lies and creating the healthiest and happiest dynamic possible.’

Robert Kirby, Transformation and Trauma Specialist  
and Relationships expert, Sydney, Australia



‘Suni has laid the foundations for frank and open conversations with ourselves, our 

partners and our children, to define and build rock solid relationships as we travel 

through life together. What I perhaps love most is that while it’s packed with sugges-

tions on WHAT to do and how to build a strong and fabulous family dynamic from 

day dot, it emphasises the need for us to look after our needs as an individual along 

the way. A book every parent should read.’

Alexx Stuart, Author and Founder of Low Tox Life, Sydney, Australia 

‘I’ve been actively involved in sharing the life and development of children and their 

families for over twenty years and I believe that Welcome to Parenthood is a won-

derful resource advocating for the evolution of parenting and educating the children 

of our future in an honest, insightful and informative manner. An empowering, 

thought provoking and entertaining book, offering a positive, true to life approach 

to parenting and shaping a positive family life. A must read for prospective parents, 

new parents and even those already deep in family life!’

Antonia Folden, early childhood educational Leader and  
Parenting consultant, Mother of Three, Sydney, Australia

‘Though my kids are reaching adolescent years, the wisdom and guidance is SO 

relevant. Suni’s words transcend age and time because she addresses what we as 

humans crave in today’s world, connection, acknowledgement for who we are and 

authentic expression that is revered and nurtured. Who wouldn’t want to raise their 

families in this manner? This is 21st century parenting that democratizes how we 

view our roles in a family unit. I can apply Suni’s suggestions even today with my 

kids. Very valuable resource at any stage of parenting.’

Monica Walsh, Sr. Program Manager, 
Google, and Mom to Anna clara and Jc, San Francisco, uSA 



‘Suni’s book is an engaging read, bringing together scientific and down to earth practi-

cal techniques for parenting, presented through Suni’s very real personal story and 

voice – gentle yet profoundly “open” and witty along the way! For all existing or 

new parents, teachers or carers who are looking for guidance – Suni’s book is for you.’

Simone Planté, ceO & Founder of Maison Rouge, Sydney, Australia

‘Our responsibility as parents goes beyond making sure our kids have something 

to eat, the next best toy to meet that developmental stage or how we are going to 

manage the daycare fees. For future parents who are committed to go the extra mile 

(yes, happiness, success…but more), this is the book for you!

 Respect and understanding of the child’s needs as a human being is central to a 

successful parent-and-child relationship from conception and onward. There is no 

more genuine advisor on the topic than Suni.

 Suni offers truth to the spirit of the child and parenthood, along with practical tools 

and resources for your new daily life as parents.

 I believe parents (whether new or seasoned ones with three, like me) and healthcare 

professionals supporting families alike will find ‘Aha moments’ in every chapter.’

Amy Schuback, Mother of Three Lively boys, Midwife,  
and child and Family health nurse, Sydney, Australia
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Let me start by saying that what 

you are holding in your hands is 

power. You are going to be part of 

a new era. A generation of parents 

that love and embrace parenting 

fully and see it as a pathway to 

growing and enriching their lives. 

Back in early 2010, a pregnant Suni 

walked into my prenatal yoga class. 

She must have gotten something 

out of it because 

she came back, 

every week, till 

she was ready to 

birth her son. She also took my She 

Births® Course with her partner, 

long before it became the only 

scientifically verified childbirth 

education program in the world. 

Both Suni and I share a love of 

Mexican rebozos (shawls for 

pregnancy, birth and baby wearing), 

Indian culture and fabulous feminist 

movies. We both share a passion 

for and commitment to women, 

to making education, wisdom and 

science accessible, to conscious 

parenting and thriving families. 

foreword

b y  n A D i n e  R i c h A R D S O n
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Suni is very aware of how different her birth experience would have 

been without our solid She Births® preparation. She and Brandon were 

empowered through knowledge, principles and tools so they could cre-

ate a beautiful birthing day together.

Both Suni and I agree as mothers that preparing for birth is indeed just 

the beginning when you decide to start a family. As founder of The 

Birthing Institute, I can tell you, with no shred of doubt, that we need 

to understand ourselves and our children a whole lot more. We need 

to devote time to learning about parenting. By doing so, the process of 

growing a family becomes so much better.

Suni has brought to light the bleak truth of being part of a modern fam-

ily, that it can be extremely challenging and sometimes overwhelming. 

However, she also shows us that it is possible to become experts at this 

most important job while thoroughly enjoying it from day one, without 

having to sacrifice our needs, dreams, plans and individuality. 

She shows us the importance of and the reasons for not only being our 

child’s advocate but also our own advocate.

One of my favourite parts of the book is where she redefines what a 

‘perfect parent’ means, because let’s face it, all parents want to be the 

absolute best they can for their child – and yet we are all inflicted with 

regrets and feelings of guilt, because, of course, we are not perfect.

Driven by her passion to empower individuals and create fabulous fami-

lies, and her knowledge and expertise, Suni offers first-time parents a 

recipe for preventing the key problems we experience and shows us it’s 

possible to have more highs than lows in our parenting life. She proves 

that there is more than one way to be a great parent, but also reminds us 

of the many ways we can, as parents, harm our children. She encourages 

us to see parenting as a creative and an innovative experience. 
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Suni does an excellent job in inviting us to dare ask, ‘Why am I bring-

ing children into this world?’ and ‘Why are we – as humans – worth 

sustaining?’ She gives us a road map and offers the tools we need to be 

empowered so we can give our child the best start in life. 

Suni is candid, real and funny…she is a unique and rare blend of prag-

matist and visionary. 

Thanks to Suni’s dedication and tireless efforts, the mythical parenting 

manual now exists, redefining the family living space in the 21st century, 

for the benefit of all. 

This book is a must read for every expectant parent and every new 

family. For anyone who wants to be the best parent they can be. From 

my experience, that is what we are all trying to do. In our hearts, we 

long for it and strive for it continuously, but sometimes we need a bit of 

guidance to help us get there. 

nadine Richardson, Sydney, Australia, 2018
Director of The birthing institute and creator of the She births® program – the only 

scientifically verified childbirth education in the world. Mother, childbirth educator and 
prenatal yoga teacher for over twenty years. 
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Meet Sophia and Luca. 

The news of their pregnancy 

seems to have brought them closer 

together as a couple and it isn’t just 

their imagination – they are indeed 

feeling happier since finding out 

they’re about to become parents. 

Yes, in the back of their minds,  

they know their life is going to 

change somewhat. I mean, how 

could it not? And, sure, they have 

individually thought about what 

this could potentially mean, one 

way or another, but nothing is 

going to dampen their spirits. No 

one could deny they are embracing 

this new phase with open hearts 

and lots of enthusiasm!

Their highest intention is to give 

their first baby the best start in 

life; they truly wish for the child’s 

happiness. This is at the forefront  

of their commitment. Everything 

else can take second place. 

Introduction
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Sophia goes into labour. Not having prepared for childbirth, it’s a bit 

of a shock (traumatic, in fact), and now the realisation that they are 

responsible for this new human being hits them like a brick on the head. 

They come home with their newborn baby and realise they have no idea 

about…well, anything. Never mind changing nappies, settling the baby 

for sleep or feeding the baby – developmentally speaking, they don’t know 

what to expect. They have no idea what’s happening with their baby’s 

brain and body and what they have in store for the next couple of years.

As the days go by, they search for whatever information they can in 

order to manage the basics. They try things they see others doing; they 

try things others are telling them to do; they refer to their parents, the 

movies, their friends, things they heard months back. Some things are 

working – thank goodness – others not in the slightest.

But the worst thing is this: the feeling in the pit of their stomachs every 

time they hear their baby cry.

Whenever the baby cries, they go, ‘Shh shh shh,’ and sometimes they 

put a dummy in the child’s mouth (‘is that supposed to soothe or shut 

them up?’). Most of their friends’ babies have pacifiers, so they follow 

the trend.

While, at first, they were desperate for advice, now the advice keeps on 

flowing non-stop, even though they have stopped asking. They’re sick of 

hearing people say, ‘Just do what feels natural,’ (or ‘you should’ or ‘you 

have to’ or ‘you must’ do this or that). To be honest, what feels ‘natural’ 

in many cases is yelling and shaking the baby – though they do know 

that no matter how upset you feel, you should never hit or shake a baby. 
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They’ve also heard that asking for help is a sign of coping. But they 

mostly feel like running far, far away…and they wish for their previous 

lives before the baby.

This has nothing to do with not being able to access their instincts. On 

more than one occasion, instinct is their saving grace. However, prob-

lems turn ugly when instincts get mixed up with childhood traumas, 

unresolved issues, knee-jerk reactions, lack of emotional regulation…

and everyone having an opinion about how to raise kids. Even friends 

and family who don’t have kids have a say!

On a typical day, one of the parents gets up three or four times from the 

table while eating their meal to tend to the baby and they inevitably eat 

their food cold. Sophia, in particular, hates this. ‘I might as well eat straight 

from the fridge or go raw-food dieting.’ But she assumes this is what a 

mother is ‘supposed to do’ – sacrifice after sacrifice. How mistaken she is. 

By the time their child turns three years old, they are overwhelmed to 

say the least. 

They are exhausted having to ‘entertain’ the child all day long and having 

to teach the child everything. Whenever their child falls or hurts them-

selves, they proceed to recite what they have heard countless parents at the 

park say: ‘Nothing happened!’ before trying to get the child to move onto 

something else as quickly as possible, regardless of their emotional state. 

Often, they convince themselves their child is just faking it until they find 

a huge bruise a few days later, and then guilt pokes up its ugly head.

There are some joyful moments, but the truth is their three-year-old’s 

behaviour is beginning to get under their skin. The throwing of food, 
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plates and cups at mealtimes, the getting up in the middle of the night 

because the child is scared, the house full of every toy under the sun… 

After a couple more years, the level of tension in the home has reached 

the point of being unbearable.

Unsurprisingly, feelings of guilt, anxiety, fear, anger, frustration, 

aggression, judgement, shame, unworthiness, victimisation, depres-

sion and sadness are cropping up on a daily basis. They feel confused, 

isolated, exasperated and desperate. They feel like failures, fakes; they 

don’t know what to do anymore. 

Finally, they start asking themselves some questions. They look at some 

books and observe parents who seem to have the ‘job’ down pat. How 

they wish they had done that before the baby was born! 

Needless to say, by the time the child starts school, they’ve not learned 

how to handle difficulties, nor disappointments. Both child and parents 

keep on struggling with how to handle challenging situations – at home 

or at school, it doesn’t matter. It’s all a big blur.

Sophia and Luca understand the many parents who feel like they’re 

coming out of prison when their child leaves home.

How does this story make you feel? Sophia and Luca’s experience might 

seem the worst case scenario, and the story may have made you feel 

uncomfortable. It makes me sad. Unfortunately, it is based on too many 

true stories. 



21

|  I N T R O D U C T I O N  |

but wait…

Imagine if it didn’t have to be that way. 

Imagine the complete opposite scenario. 

Imagine discovering the recipe for having more highs 

than lows as a parent.

Imagine parenting with less guilt, stress or worry or the need to ‘fix 

problems’ which are entirely preventable.

“I don
,
t want to fail my kids“

“What if he grows up to be a bully“ “I fear getting it wrong“

“I don
,
t want them 

to feel like I did growing up“
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“I
,
m confident about the future”

   Thriving, happy child

Peace of mind

“I
,
m ready for whatever comes my way”

Imagine positive mental health, thriving lives, peace of mind. 

For the whole family!

Imagine family life as a universe that is innovative, inspiring, fun, 

adventurous and collaborative. 

It’s possible. 

Would you like to find out how? 
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my s tory
I can’t think of anything more beautiful than weaving uplifting rela-

tionships between parents, children and society, while appreciating the 

common threads that connect us through our universal human fabric. 

What brings me to this kind of work is a combination of factors. My 

father, having being raised in a ‘military-type’ household, understood 

deeply the importance of involving us children in family matters. He 

was a pioneer in his own right, practising integrative/holistic medicine 

in México decades before it became an important practice1 – and buzz-

word – around the world. I grew up knowing my voice was important.

On the other hand, almost paradoxically, I didn’t feel safe to express my 

feelings nor fully be myself at home. My individuality wasn’t acknowl-

edged, nor validated; sometimes it was even feared. Looking back, I can 

see that my childhood was tinted with sadness, anger and anxiety.

Two important life events are burned into my memory. I know their 

lasting impression has motivated and inspired me in many ways, includ-

ing in this, my life’s work.

The first happened when I was about eight. My dad took me to see one of 

his patients. It was a casual weekend home visit. The patient’s mum took 

us to her daughter’s bedroom and there she was, lying on a waterbed.

She looked about fifteen and so peaceful. She couldn’t move at all, nor talk. 

1 Our house was full of eastern and Western medicine and philosophy books. i thought all doctors took into account 
the physical and emotional wellbeing of each patient, creating a personalised ‘course of action’. Whenever any of us 
got sick (though i have never, ever seen my dad sick in my whole life, not even a cold), he would not only look at the 
symptoms but at the sufferer as a whole person. i woke up to a harsh reality when i left México! 
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My dad did some exercises and acupuncture with her. After some time, 

the girl was able to move her finger. This brought a smile to her mum’s 

face, not to mention a few tears. 

But what I was focused on – what I couldn’t shake off – was the way my 

dad ‘treated’ her. 

With the utmost respect. 

That wasn’t the first time I had been with him during a consultation. I 

had seen him treating senior patients, teenagers, middle-aged men and 

women, children and babies. Every single one was treated with respect: 

that authentic acknowledgement of people’s rights, feelings and opin-

ions. True acceptance. Total acceptance. 

And their faces showed what a difference it made in their lives.

The next event was visiting an orphanage when I was about nine or ten 

years old. 

After that visit, I was extremely drawn to what it meant to be an orphan, 

what it meant not to have a mother and a father. The kids I saw there 

seemed happy to me. I had a mother and a father, but I didn’t feel like I 

was accepted fully in the family for who I was, and who I wanted to be.

Loss, parental absence (physical and emotional), survival and happiness 

were concepts that fascinated me from a very young age. 

At school, to quote film director Catherine Hardwicke, ‘I had friends who 

were edgy and radical and popular but I would always be the observer.’

One girl in particular caught my attention. She was a gymnast. She would 

do a whole floor routine sequence on the school esplanade. I would see 

her do not just cartwheels but saltos, pirouettes, arches and splits. 
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Splits. 

I wanted to be a gymnast and did do gymnastics for some time. I loved 

it. Until, one day, someone told me that in order to do splits, my bones 

needed to break. I was terrified. 

But I never told anyone. Instead, I observed and observed this girl and 

made notes on my theories as to why she: 1. Did splits in such a carefree 

way 2. Didn’t seem to be in any pain. 

I believe this was my initiation into observational research.2

From then on, I kept a journal and some of my notes were shared with 

my teddies and dolls. I would conduct various ‘studies’ at school. Why 

in the world these students who barely knew me agreed to be part of 

them, I’ll never know. But I thank them from the bottom of my heart.

After graduating from high school with honours, in México, I decided 

to put my degree on hold and give the University of Life a go. It was the 

best decision ever.  

From eighteen to twenty-two, I lived in the USA, where I held various 

leadership roles in an international not-for-profit organisation. I did 

some traveling before I decided to move to Australia to continue my 

studies, where, having access to an in-house library at my job in Syd-

ney, I devoured volumes on family and relationships, household and  

family structure, parenting, work and employment. The seed was fur-

ther planted. I was twenty-three years old. 

2 Observational research (or field research) is a data collection approach particularly prevalent in the social sciences. 
Researchers use the observational method technique to directly observe people in natural settings or naturally 
occurring situations.
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My interest in children’s empowerment, child development and family 

dynamics grew exponentially two years before I made the commitment 

to become a mum. Since then, for almost a decade, I’ve been studying 

the connection and patterns in parent-child relationships. 

I founded Human HQ™ – the umbrella that houses my different initia-

tives for the empowerment of human beings and to effect a paradigm 

shift in the understanding of parenthood and family life. 

The mythical 
parenting manual 

now exists 
My independent, creative research approach was inspired by Grounded 

Theory or GT.3

My research4 began with a series of burning questions: 

 . What if I choose not to have a child? 

 . What is the child’s role within society, in a global context? 

 . What if children’s rights were not just talked about but put into practice? 

 . What if we revised and re-wrote children’s rights? 

3 ‘GT is simply the discovery of emerging patterns in data’ (Barney G. Glaser). In recent times, it is referred to as 
a research paradigm as well as an approach and methodology, one that ‘privileges context (phenomenon) over 
academic theory’. Glaser, Barney G. and Strauss, Anselm L. (1967) The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies  
for Qualitative Research. Aldine Publishing Company

4 My multi-method, multi-informant approach involved the collection of verbal data (open-ended information 
gathered from interviews, field notes, documents, anecdotal evidence, scientific research literature…) and numeric 
data (questionnaire responses, observations, existing data sets on experiments…) as well as observation, using both 
nonparticipant observational methods and ethnography techniques (where I became an active participant).
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 . What if childhood was revered, not just by some but everyone? 

What if every child had the same opportunity to experience freedom?

 . What is freedom? 

 . Why is a parent’s role in society so undervalued, in all senses of  

the word? 

 . How can we break the cycle of abuse of control within families  

and society? 

 . How can we truly be supportive parents, families? 

And so I set out to answer these questions. 

The more I observed, the more I realised that parts of my brain would 

‘light up’. First, there was the scientific part of my mind. Here I was 

being objective, being a witness. ‘Why is that parent pointing their fin-

ger at their child that way?’

Another part was my activist self. I would always feel very protective of 

the child, and the empathetic part of me could almost feel what the parent 

was going through. I could fully understand where they were coming from.

I have always been addicted to learning and I enjoyed starting to solve this 

puzzle. It was like plotting a novel, or designing a new fashion collection. 

From questions to reading and studying to hypotheses to yet more ques-

tions, I started to gain insight. And I believe insight requires action. 

In my view, research – any research, scientific or otherwise – needs to be 

accessible. I am always interested in zooming in, and developing ways 

in which I can translate a gem of a finding into everyday life in a way 

that promotes positive results. How can we use it? How can we make it 

practical? How can we benefit everyone?
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I decided to write a book on my conclusions for these reasons:

I’m sick of hearing things like: ‘Babies don’t come with a manual,’ 

‘The colour-coded parenting book doesn’t exist.’ Mainly because, in 

my research and practice, I have found the work of amazing individu-

als5 providing tools,6 raising awareness and making positive waves, 

supporting parents and children in resourceful, conscious and respect-

ful ways. It seems to me that only a very small percentage of the popu-

lation takes advantage of all the wisdom available. Sure, babies don’t 

come out of the vagina physically holding a manual/handbook, but 

nor does a guitar – you can still learn to play it. The unfortunate phrase 

‘babies don’t come with a manual’ has gotten stuck in our cultural/

societal psyche and it feels almost like an insult. It’s such a shame, 

given that the attitude means so many parents despair of finding their 

feet. At some point, I even found a parenting education program stat-

ing that taking their classes wouldn’t teach attendees how to be par-

ents – so what do they teach?7

Friends who are psychologists, counsellors and therapists often ask my 

opinion in family matters. I’ve seen a disconnect between what I experi-

ence at home with my children and what other parents are going through.

A lot of the books and work of my contemporaries tend to focus on 

the technical, practical aspect of babies and parenting tasks – usually 

only covering the first few months or first year. This, of course, is very 

5 See the Suni Loves section at the end of the book for a list of these.  

6 One of my favourites: ‘how to construct an emergency diaper out of a towel, a sock, and duct tape.’  
Greenberg, Gary (2004) be Prepared. Simon & Schuster

7 We will explore parent education later in the book…suffice to say, it was like going to a drum class and the teacher 
telling you that you won’t actually learn how to be a drummer!
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important – but what about the foundations for building a long-term, 

healthy relationship with your child once your child is changed and fed? 

What about being a parent? 

Last but not least, there is a big, big focus on older kids and the need 

to ‘fix problems’8 in our society. But what about prevention? Prevention 

and preparation are key. This has been my greatest discovery. And it is 

the solution to most parents’ problems! 

Like most parents, I want the best for my kids. I want to give them the 

tools to thrive in life. I have seen firsthand how positive results materi-

alise in real life when the approach I am proposing is put into practice.

I know information overload can be paralysing at times, so I am presenting 

this guidance in a collection of books to make it more accessible. I want 

parents to feel they have done the nine years of research without having to 

spend nine years doing it! Better yet, I want them to have the tools now. 

And, yes, for those who are concerned, this work is grounded in science.

It is important to remember, though, that a lack of scientific evidence 

does not mean something doesn’t work or doesn’t exist. Sometimes, sci-

ence just needs catch up.9 And this also goes the other way; the fact that 

there is scientific evidence for something doesn’t mean it can be applied 

in every situation and with all people. Discernment is a key word.

Here are the elements of the collection as it stands:

8 example: Prooday, Victoria. ‘The silent tragedy affecting today’s children.’ https://yourot.com/parenting-
club/2017/5/24/what-are-we-doing-to-our-children

9 We are just seeing how spirituality and science can exist in harmony; you only need to check out the work of  
Dr. Joe Dispenza, who is making scientific history! For years, science didn’t see the link and didn’t believe.  
Science is incredibly important, but being open-minded allows us to evolve. 
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Book 1:  The book in your hands considers important practical ques-

tions. What is family? Does physically giving birth make 

me a parent? What is our job description? Why are we – as 

humans – even worth sustaining? This book addresses the 

steps you need to take to start designing your family life in 

a self-aware way, starting off on the right foot.  

Book 2 :  In this book, we explore the foundations of family. Through 

the lens of the four Crucial Cs: Care, Communication, 

Community and Creativity, we focus on the first seven 

years of your child’s life. This is a roadmap to becoming a 

strong, empowered, happy family.  

Book 3 :  Here, we explore the minefield of behaviour, addressing the 

different methods of ‘control’ common in the world of par-

enting, from punishment (hitting, yelling, isolating) to ‘gen-

tle discipline’ (which is broad but includes ‘redirecting’, for 

instance) to ‘positive consequences’ (bribery). We redefine 

discipline and explore the importance of a tailored approach 

to employing strategies and tools of a different kind.  

Book 4 :  This study addresses the hot topic of school education. What 

is the norm? What institutions are breaking new ground and 

challenging the status quo? What is best for your child’s devel-

opment? This is a pertinent look at the integral elements and 

ideal environment for healthy learning and growing. 

First and foremost, the goal of this collection of books is to empower 

parents and children, providing them with the tools to design a fabu-

lous family life – together – while taking care of every family member’s 

dreams, wants and needs. 
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designing a 
 fabulous family l ife 

‘Design is possibly the most undervalued yet important aspect 

of our lives. Design translates ideas into something useful; 

it’s fundamental to everything we do.’10

10 Speaker unknown. i read and scribbled that quote down some time ago on a serviette that got damaged and  
i now can’t find who said those wise words. i’ve looked online and re-read entire magazines trying to find the author.  
if you know, please let me know! 
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Have you noticed how some terms become ‘buzzwords’, then get so 

overused that you get either sick of hearing them or confused about 

what they really mean? 

Think ‘mindfulness’, ‘disrupting’, ‘sustainable’…‘conscious’ is another! 

The last thing you want is to hear someone else say such a word without 

realising why it could actually be an awesome concept to embrace.

Dr. Joe Dispenza, researcher, educator, international lecturer and NY 

Times bestselling author, says: ‘The best way to predict your future 

when you’re in the unknown, is to create it and it’s only when you’re in 

the unknown, when you’re in that void, when you get outside of your 

comfort zone and the known – if you can begin to become comfortable 

with it, that the magic happens…’11 

There’s a caveat, though. Living in a state of survival – in ‘emergency 

mode’ – means living in a state of stress. Constant stress is a contracted 

state from which limited position there’s not much room to be creators 

nor designers, much less design fabulousness. 

When I was last invited to a student fashion graduation show, I knew I 

had to do everything in my power not to miss it. It had been a while since 

11 https://drjoedispenza-com.myshopify.com/collections/online-workshops/products/special-online-intensive-
online-progressive-pay-per-view
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I had been to one and they are always an explosion of magic. See, fresh 

fashion graduates are daring because they have been challenged to experi-

ment with texture, proportion and colour beyond their signature style. 

This show was no different in that sense but extraordinary in another. 

The audience fell silent when the music was blasted. The lights blinded me 

for a millisecond, and out came these out-of-this world creatures wearing 

ruffled tops the size of hot air balloons, cut in the shape of a wave, with 

enormous sleeves and orange and yellow hues never seen before. 

Now, it really doesn’t matter that you know you would never wear 

something like that. The point is to stretch your imagination and break 

free of limited viewpoints.

So, I have a proposal to make to you: Look at becoming a family 

through the lens of creating a Powerhouse of Design. To me, that means 

creating a universe of immensely fertile ground, a universe that is inno-

vating, inspiring, fun and collaborative. As with any enterprise, it will 

have its share of lows, losses and challenges, but this will make us more 

creative, more capable of finding something beautiful in the unknown. 

It’s an adventure that will entail being willing to go against your pre-

conceptions. You will need to embrace living on the edge.

Now, this Fashion Powerhouse will be different in the sense that you’ll 

pay attention not only to the ‘customer’ needs and wants, but to what 

all members of the team really need and want. You won’t be producing 

thousands of clothes in sizes no one wants! 

We value tailoring and handcraft. You’ll have the capabilities to design 

womenswear, menswear, childrenswear…you’ll acknowledge that your 



3 4

|  W e l c o m e  t o  P a r e n t h o o d  |

forte may be swimwear, but you’ll endeavour to find the right team to 

support your weaknesses, and strengths as well, to cater to individual 

and unique body-shapes. 

Don’t get me wrong, we love a good vintage piece and if it’s the right 

look and fit, you’ll work with it and treasure it. But as you are learning, 

you might just realise that making summer dresses in the middle of 

winter might not be the best strategy for your particular Powerhouse. 

Meanwhile, there may be surplus and scarcity here and there, but if 

you rely on your belief that you are a master of creativity and resource-

fulness, with open-mindedness and mentorship, you will be more than 

okay; in fact, you’ll thrive. 

Yes, it sounds romantic and glamorous. Fashion – and parenting – can 

be those things. But that’s only one face. Fashion12 – and parenting – 

have an ugly one too. When done consciously, they become a combina-

tion of inspiration, pushing boundaries, questioning beliefs and con-

cepts, taking risks, emotional labour, innovation and a lot of work. 

In this book, we’re going to look at six key questions:

 . What is family?

 . What systems can we put in place to support our family unit?

 . What is the parent’s role?

 . How can we undertake ‘parent research’?

 . How can we address individual needs?

 . How can we fashion the ‘perfect’ parent manifesto?

So let’s get to work!

12 Take, for example, child labour, unethical practices, pollution, unfair and dangerous treatment of workers.





the question   of family
1
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The Universe, Mother Nature and 

our bodies are incredible. Some of 

us may feel the urge to pro-create 

to keep our species alive. But 

beyond our role in propagating the 

species, we have our own personal 

reasons to have kids. 

And. This. Is. Key.

Many problems, I believe, stem 

from these reasons. They are 

major ingredients when it comes 

to how we approach family living, 

how we approach ‘discipline’  

and society, and the way we  

relate to our kids.

I personally know mothers who 

wanted to have kids because they 

felt alone. Some had kids to feel 

fulfilled in life, others so their kids 

could heal their emotional wounds 

and others because they felt ‘time 

was running out’. For some it was 

entirely unplanned. In my case, 

my husband wanting kids sparked 

a lot of reflection on what it meant 

to plan a family – and why. 

Intention is important when pro-

creating, but a lot of people seem 

to have more of a wish list.

the question   of family
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When we approach parenthood this way, starting the engine with the 

tank this full of preconceived desires – all these expectations to put on 

a newborn baby – there is no room left over for our kids to get out of 

the car and fill their own tank. Hell, there’s no room to decide if they 

even want a car!

My happiness, your happiness, your partner’s happiness – these are dif-

ferent from your children’s happiness. It is cruel and completely unfair 

to bet all our happiness on our kids, expecting them to make us less 

lonely or more complete. 

We call kids ‘ours’. And that feels natural. Throughout the book, I refer 

to ‘my’ kids as ‘mine’ in some stories. This is to indicate the kids yo dí 

a luz – they are the ones I gave birth to; literally, in Spanish, I ‘brought 

light forth’. But this is a part of the problem, a piece of the puzzle. 

Because they are ‘ours’, does that give us the right to inflict physical, 

emotional or mental pain on them, for instance? Does it give us the 

right to expect them to fulfil the reason we brought them into being and 

blame them if they don’t? 

Regardless of the reason you are starting a family, regardless whether it 

is planned or unplanned, I’d like to propose that we look at this explo-

sion of creativity, this ‘bringing light forth’, in a different way. 

Instead of thinking of our kids as coming to grant us something – to 

fulfil us, save us, heal us, or satisfy us or our partners – how about we 

see it as us supporting their self-actualisation as human beings?

Think about the problems we could eradicate just by shifting our way of 

thinking to one of welcoming this being to our shared life, rather than 

dumping desires on them like an avalanche and expecting them to survive.
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When we take starting a 

family not as something we 

ought to do for one reason 

or another but as a bold 

and potentially complex 

project, it becomes a 

powerful process. One 

which we really, truly want 

to be part of for the next 

eighteen to twenty-five 

years and beyond. In this 

light, doesn’t it become 

infinitely more interesting?

In this context, we pledge  

to accept responsibility for 

our actions and remain 

aware of our every step. 

This is my very simple 

definition of conscious and 

respectful parenting. 

T he choice
‘For all her curiosity, imagination  

and education, Anne (of Green Gables) 

eventually arrives at the traditional ending: 

a husband, a family and all the attendant 

duties, the nonconforming woman who 

conforms. But the novels do not present 

this as either a great tragedy or a great 

victory. Instead, these choices look a lot 

like the fraught and difficult compromises 

of adulthood, in which you might put aside 

personal desires to care for your mother or 

modify your career goals to accommodate 

children. We would flatter ourselves to 

think that there is anything particularly  

old-fashioned about Anne’s trajectory.  

She is a thoroughly modern girl.’ 

Willa Paskin13

I can’t stop reading and re-reading 

the Anne-paragraph above. I find it 

so…poetic.

13 http://www.smh.com.au/good-weekend/why-a-breaking-bad-
writer-has-dared-to-darken-childhood-classic-green-gables-
20170511-gw28sx.html
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When we consider the choice to start a family, it can’t be done without 

considering what that choice means for the men and women involved. 

It’s a shitty situation we find ourselves in. Nowadays, while it seems like 

we can ‘do it all’, in reality it’s implied that we can keep our career as 

long as family takes second place – or vice versa.

The Family as a whole, and children in particular, pay the price.

That’s not to say there hasn’t been progress. It has been exciting to see 

the gender gap getting smaller, but we still have a long way to go.14

I know, I know. Two steps forward, ten steps back is part of growth, but 

in this case, it’s like when you buy a cheap t-shirt and think, ‘Bargain!’ 

Someone is paying the price for that cheap piece of clothing. When you 

trace it to source, it’s likely the product of child labour, unfair payment, 

the illegal treatment of workers, or the use of toxic materials.15 

I’m completely over the idea that women, in particular, have to sacrifice 

either their family or their career in order to find fulfilment in one or 

the other. I am sick of seeing our men standing on the sidelines letting 

this happen. And it is sad to see kids being raised by technology16 and 

certain institutions.17 There is no room for flourishing. 

I truly believe that the future of the human race depends on this one 

crucial structure of society – Family. 

14 ‘Face the facts: Gender equality 2018’. Australian human Rights commission  
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/education/face-facts/face-facts-gender-equality-2018

15 This happens in couture and big fashion houses alike. We need to demand transparency and,  
as Fashion Revolution suggests, ask: Who made my clothes? https://www.fashionrevolution.org

16 i explore this in detail in my book in early childhood.

17 i explore this in detail in my book on school education. 
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As Holstein and Gubrium say, ‘The question “What is family?” is still 

controversial. The issue has become an increasingly important social 

policy concern in recent years as descriptions of traditional living 

arrangements and social relations don’t seem to apply as they once did 

(Stacey, 1990; Cheal, 1993).’18 

The structure of ‘family’ is changing and it deserves attention. 

It’s easy to see how things are different to how they once were. As Erin 

Riley explores:19

 . We’re less likely to be married.

 . We’re having fewer children.

 . We’re more likely to be in a same-sex relationship.

 . We’re more likely to be university educated.

 . We’re working out of home more.

 . We’re more likely to be single parents.

 . We probably don’t own our own homes.

Does this mean the family system is in crisis? No. It just needs redefining. 

When I look at it, this is exactly what my book is aiming to do – redefine 

Family, while examining and questioning the way the children of the 

world have been treated within the context of family, society and our 

role as parents.

18 holstein, James, A., and Gubrium, Jay, ‘What is Family? Further Thoughts on a Social constructionist Approach’ 
in Settles, barbara, h. and Steinmetz, Suzanne (1999) Concepts and Definitions of Family for the 21st 
Century, Routledge.

19 Riley, erin (2018) ‘not your Mother’s Motherhood: What Parenting Looks Like in Australia in 2018.’  
https://www.popsugar.com.au/parenting/Parenting-Australia-2018-44504501
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I am not for a second, however, suggesting that women or men need to 

get stuck in one role in order to create a family or raise happy kids. For 

me, this is about coming into our power and questioning our roles. We 

get to choose what roles we want to play.

Choice is a key word, as much as design.

Family is a single word with many different meanings. It is important 

to recognise that family is what you make it – it’s your choice. Each 

individual should look to define family on their own terms.

At the same time, I am not advocating for motherhood / fatherhood / 

parenthood in general. In fact, if you are still on the fence about start-

ing a family, I suggest you read this book before making up your mind!

If anything, I am advocating for an end to unconscious procreation. 

We need to question who is raising our kids and what they are learning 

about life. Because how we raise our child affects the world we live in. 

Children need connection with and care from wise and nurturing indi-

viduals. And adults also need connection and support to make our aspi-

rations and plans happen, to help us realise our life mission,20 whatever 

we choose it to be.21 

How are we going to make this work? 

20 Mission, for me, is simply what we decide to give our time and energy to.

21 Maybe some people’s life mission is bringing children into the world and raising them consciously/respectfully.
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Creat ing change
‘To me gender equality and flexibility 

go hand in hand. It’s about saying “yes, 

and…” rather than “you can’t because…” 

Yes, you can be flexible and this requires 

good planning, negotiation, support, trust 

and a responsibility-based approach to 

making it work. It’s important to under-

line the fact that flexibility…is not about 

women and the workforce – it’s about 

encouraging and supporting men and 

women to rethink the way we work and 

manage. While women have faced centuries 

of bias and structural discrimination, it is 

time to acknowledge gender equality as a 

human issue, not a women’s or men’s issue. 

Men and women working more flexibly will 

help all of us, including our children, live 

more complete, connected and meaningful 

lives. Flexibility…will be about a meaning-

ful life, not work that competes with life.’ 

Adam Fennessey, chief executive, Victorian 
Government Department of environment, Land, 

Water and Planning (DeLWP)22 

22 Liu, Sarah (2016) The World We See: Leadership lessons from Australia’s 
iconic change makers. The Dream collective.  

When an opportunity came 

up for promotion to a more 

senior executive role, Adam 

Fennessey decided to ask 

for more flexible working 

arrangements rather than 

more pay so he could spend 

one working day a week 

at home with his daughter. 

His boss looked at him as 

if he was speaking another 

language, and asked, ‘Why 

don’t you just get a nanny?’ 

Even the notion of part-

time work – which no 

senior male executive in 

the Victoria, Australia 

public service had asked 

for at the time – felt 

outdated to Adam. And 

he recognised that for 

people working part time, 

being at home on a ‘day 

off’ would often include 

constant work calls.
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Children’s need for love and attention was put in competition with the 

mobile phone.23 Something needed to be done to change attitudes and 

create flexible working opportunities, and Adam championed that.

In response to overwhelming feedback from their staff, the Department 

of Environment, Land, Water and Planning went ‘all roles flex’ in 2014. 

Society is shitty at supporting mothers, fathers and families. But we are 

part of society! We can’t wait for someone to come along and save us – 

we have to save ourselves.24 

As future parents, we need to play a part in these issues and not just 

think ‘that’s up to employers’ or ‘that’s up to government’. Paid parental 

leave shouldn’t just be for mothers,25 and flexible working should be 

seen as key for shared parental leave to have a lasting impact on the 

gender pay gap.26 A shining example is Norway, taking the lead with 

its ‘Cash for Care’ program, which offers a generous cash payment to 

stay-at-home parents with children below the age of three.

I’m reminded of watching the movie Suffragette,27 which looks at women 

fighting for their right to vote. At the end of the movie, we see the dates 

in which countries around the world made the woman’s vote legal. At 

the forefront is New Zealand in 1893 (go New Zealand!); the last on 

23 For an insight into how working from home can work successfully, see ‘how To Work At home With your baby’  
by Janet Lansbury: http://www.janetlansbury.com/2012/03/how-to-work-at-home-with-your-baby/

24 We’ve had enough of the ‘wild-woman-spirit killing’ described in Women Who Run with the Wolves – a book that is 
essential reading for all women of the world. estés, clarissa Pinkola (1996) Women Who Run with the Wolves: Myths 
and Stories of the Wild Woman Archetype. ballantine books

25 Wittenberg-cox, Avivah (2015) ‘Parental Leave can’t Just be for Mothers.’ harvard business Review  
https://hbr.org/2015/03/parental-leave-cant-just-be-for-mothers

26 ‘Why flexible working is key if shared parental leave is to have a lasting impact on the gender pay gap’ (2018)  
The conversation. https://theconversation.com/why-flexible-working-is-key-if-shared-parental-leave-is-to-have-
a-lasting-impact-on-the-gender-pay-gap-94150

27 http://focusfeatures.com/suffragette
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the list is Saudi Arabia, which promised the right in 2015. And, yes, in 

2015, women were ‘allowed’ to vote and stand as candidates in municipal  

elections for the first time. 2015! 

I feel we are at that ‘New-Zealand-cusp’ with flexible roles at work, but 

please, let’s not wait 122 years before we are all on board and actively 

doing our part.  

Choosing to be home with our kids and create a family should not only be 

our family right – it needs to be valued28 and it needs to command respect. 

Enough with the labels! These so-called ‘opt-out’29 / ‘off-ramp’30 mums 

are consciously choosing to make family a priority. Instead of being 

put down, this needs to be respected, as it should when men choose to 

do so too, without anyone being pushed out31 due to the difficulties of 

working arrangements.

This also goes for giving dads funny looks in the changing rooms or ask-

ing surprised questions when we see dads with their kids on a weekday.32

Caring for our children is a choice that needs to be respected. Not put 

down. And it ought to be supported by the wider society. 

28 if we have chosen to become parents, we are the first ones who need to believe that this is a most important role 
and plan accordingly. it is very selfish to fulfil our dream of becoming parents and then leave our kids to bear the 
brunt of the consequences. 

29 Mothers who have at least a Master’s degree, an annual family income of $75,000 or more, a working husband, 
and who state that they are out of the workforce in order to care for their family http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2014/05/07/opting-out-about-10-of-highly-educated-moms-are-staying-at-home//

30 individuals who voluntarily leave their jobs for extended periods of time.

31 Stone, Pamela (2007) ‘The rhetoric and reality of “opting out”’ 
http://www.asanet.org/sites/default/files/savvy/images/press/docs/pdf/Fall07cnTFeature.pdf 

32 check out Dads Group inc. (https://dadsgroup.org), who are committed to promoting positive parenting for men. 
We need more of this!
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I have always admired people who do not sit and wait for change to 

happen, but instead create the change. 

Whether we want a family or are starting a family or already have 

a family, creating the change needs to become our mission. We need 

women and men who insist on flexible roles for the benefit of our chil-

dren, ourselves and the future of the planet. 

Flexibility has many faces. The shape of the family unit will continue to 

change, but let’s have a say on how. Do not let this huge opportunity go by. 

According to a survey,33 sixty-nine per cent of mothers who ‘opt out’ 

said they would not have done so if their workplace offered more flex-

ible work arrangements.

When my husband and I decided to start a family, we talked about how 

we wanted to make it work. There was by no means an assumption that 

it was my role to stay at home while his job was to be the breadwinner. 

And it was absolutely clear that raising a family would be the most 

important job we’d ever had.

33 Livingston, Gretchen (2014) ‘Opting out? About 10% of highly educated moms are staying at home.’ http://www.
pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/05/07/opting-out-about-10-of-highly-educated-moms-are-staying-at-home/
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Family
t ies 

‘The family type that is 

best for children is one 

that has responsible, 

committed, stable parent-

ing. Two parents are, on 

average, better than one, 

but one really good parent 

is better than two not-so-

good ones. The gender of 

parents only matters in 

ways that don’t matter.’ 

biblarz, T. J. and Stacey, J.34 

34 biblarz, T. J. and Stacey, J. (2010)  
‘how Does the Gender of Parents Matter?’ 
Journal of Marriage and Family, 72: 3–22. 
doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.2009.00678.x

Kids and teenagers from foster care describe 

family as ‘love, safety, guidance, security, 

happiness and hope’. Sadly, as the Children’s 

Home Society of Virginia states, ‘For children 

who are abused, neglected, and abandoned, a 

safe, loving family is just a dream.’35 

The thing is, many children who have a 

family and a home are still neglected36 and 

abused, emotionally, physically and mentally. 

We all have our bad days, our lows; we will 

all yell at our kids at one point or another. 

But what I am referring to here is when yell-

ing, neglecting, hitting, punishing, shaming 

and controlling become part of our child’s 

day-to-day life. When it becomes habit on 

our part, when it becomes the only thing 

they know as ‘family’ and when it happens 

in the name of ‘discipline’ or, worse, when it 

is done in the name of ‘love’. 

35 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D5zcMcvuVJ8

36 Scott, Debbie (2014) ‘understanding child neglect.’ cFcA Paper 
no. 20 – April 2014 https://aifs.gov.au/cfca/publications/under-
standing-child-neglect/introduction 
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As Magda Gerber stated, ‘Many awful things have been done in the 

name of love, but nothing awful can be done in the name of respect.’37 

It is well documented38 that the whole family’s wellbeing is affected 

when parents experience heightened stress, thanks to the natural inter-

connection that happens within a family unit. The opposite also applies, 

in that happy, relaxed parents will have a positive effect on the whole 

family’s wellbeing (though that’s not to say that the child won’t ever 

experience discomfort and the spectrum of emotions that are part of life 

as they grow).39 However, parental stress, in particular, can adversely 

affect a child’s behaviour and development.40 

Science41 tells us that the strongest predictor of a satisfying adult life is 

not qualifications42 but a combination of the child’s emotional health 

and behaviour.43 The emotional health of the child has particular sig-

nificance, since it is the best measure we have when it comes to the 

child’s quality of life. 

37 Magda Gerber was a passionate advocate for both children and parents. her teachings revolutionised how infants 
and toddlers were seen and treated. She was the co-founder of Resources for infant educarers 
(https://www.magdagerber.org)

38 Assel, M. A., Landry, S. h., Swank, P. R., Steelman, L., Miller-Loncar, c. and Smith, K. e. (2002),  
‘how do mothers’ childrearing histories, stress and parenting affect children’s behavioural outcomes?’  
child: care, health and Development, 28: 359–368. doi:10.1046/j.1365-2214.2002.00285.x

39 i explore this further in my book on early childhood. 

40 SFR hopkins (2012), The Relationship between Parent Stress and Child Expressive and Receptive Language Abilities in 
Families of Children with Developmental Disabilities. Department of educational and counselling Psychology,  
Digital Library, McGill university, Montreal, Quebec, canada

41 helliwell, J., Layard, R., & Sachs, J. (2017). World Happiness Report 2017. new york: Sustainable Development 
Solutions network. chapter 5: ‘The Key Determinants of happiness and Misery’

42 i explore this in extensive detail in my book on school education. 

43 in the study, behaviour is reported by the mother, and emotional health is reported by mother and child when the 
child is sixteen years old.
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In other words, adult  

wellbeing starts in  

childhood – it starts with 

family – and it is no secret 

that many of the problems 

of adulthood can be 

traced back to this most 

crucial time. That’s where 

the cliché comes from, 

where the adult sits on the 

therapist’s chair and the 

therapist says, ‘Tell me 

about your childhood…’! 

Our patterns and 

knowledge of the world 

start in this core unit.

So, where to from here?

Respec tful 
partnership
‘Traditionally, it’s the older generation 

that’s seen as the great giver of wisdom 

and the younger generation that receives 

it. Not entirely true. I passionately believe 

that it’s vital to be open to all view points 

and that you treat every interaction with 

every person as an opportunity to learn 

and share wisdom.’ 

Pip Marlow, Managing Director,  
Microsoft Australia.44 

Can you guess how many times I’ve heard 

parents say their intention is for their life 

to go on the same after baby arrives? They 

will keep on doing the same things they’ve 

always done as a couple, and the baby will 

not interfere with their lifestyle.

I’ve lost count! 

44 Liu, Sarah (2016) The World We See: Leadership lessons from  
Australia’s iconic change makers. The Dream collective.  
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Let me tell you, starting a family is one of the most effective life lessons 

on denial and perspective (especially if we haven’t prepared ourselves), 

and some couples soon change their mind, but, regardless, the whole 

attitude is just disrespectful. I liken it to saying to your new wife / hus-

band / life-partner that, while you are now together, you intend to keep 

on living the life of the singleton and refuse, I repeat, refuse to behave 

any other way regardless of the other’s feelings on the matter.  

Then we have the other extreme: Only-my-child-exists-in-my-universe 

syndrome. This is like living with near-sightedness and refusing to get 

glasses, contacts or surgery. 

You are deciding to bring this baby into the world, but this human being 

has rights, and they will have dreams, aspirations, interests, opinions 

and plans of their own; they have their own voice…

Many of us have an image of who we want our children to be, often 

before they are even born. Dr. Shefali Tsabary45 encourages us to witness 

our child as separate to ourselves and become aware of their uniqueness, 

and this, in my view, is a paramount step towards a multi-generational 

approach. One that takes care of both our and our child’s needs. One that 

works because it is based on the principle of benefiting us all.

Children are complete, full human beings from day one. This under-

standing is crucial in terms of designing a harmonious family environ-

ment, which, in turn, informs the world in which we all live.

45 Dr. Shefali Tsabary is a world-renowned clinical psychologist. She specialises in the integration of eastern  
philosophy and Western psychology. https://drshefali.com/about-dr-shefali/ 
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Yes, a child requires the support and guidance of committed carers – they 

will rely on them for food and safety when they are very young – but 

that doesn’t mean that they are hopeless nor helpless. For as long as I can 

remember, I’ve had this acute awareness that babies and children are not 

given enough credit for their intelligence and capabilities and their very 

strong sense of self before adult ignorance and intervention seep in.

And if you look back in history, older people have underestimated 

young people forever.

We need to move away from our outdated ‘father knows best’ approach 

and, in the spirit of peace, justice, dignity, acceptance, freedom, equality 

and solidarity,46 I am proposing a solution,47 an approach to Family Living 

that is based on trust, collaboration and democracy. 

It’s a way to create a family environment in which we relate to one 

another on the basis that we are equal. We are all deserving of respect. 

We all have rights and needs. This environment develops, grows, adapts; 

it looks for opportunities to improve and constantly expands. It’s super 

organised, but it is not hierarchical; it doesn’t have an organisational 

chart. It works in many ways and it isn’t just a collection of ideas. It’s 

practical. It’s real. It appreciates and responds to everyone’s individual-

ity, sensibilities, needs and concerns. It’s not prescriptive. It accepts the 

differences between us and is embedded with principles and intention. 

It doesn’t solely focus on outcomes. It ‘breathes’. It moves as one but it 

separates when needed. Members get strength from one another. It is a 

collaboration. It is dynamic. And it takes practice and willingness.

46 universal Declaration of human Rights. convention on the Rights of the child. Article 12 and 19

47 This approach is inspired, in part, by carl Rogers, who redefined the therapeutic relationship.  
Rogers argued that for the therapist/patient relationship to be effective, it must include an intentional relationship 
built on mutual trust and respect. 
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When I think of family in this context, I am reminded of the days (still 

ongoing in some places unfortunately!) when a woman never disagreed 

with her husband, never argued; she just did what the husband expected 

of her, what society expected of her. She couldn’t run her own life; she 

was ‘domesticated’. It was a big deal for men to set the table or clean up, 

let alone be involved in their kid’s life. Women needed to be ‘good wives’. 

I still remember my paternal grandmother staying in the kitchen to eat 

when we would go visit, while the rest of us sat at the table. And this is 

a woman who would already have been seen as progressive by Mexican 

standards, as she was a university-educated woman who had chosen to 

have only two children and work at a school.  

My sisters and I would ask why she wouldn’t join us. Cue a few nervous 

laughs from the grown ups. Then, one day, when I was about ten, I had 

had enough of it (I already had an activist streak!). My sisters and I got 

up, walked to the kitchen, took her hand and guided her to a chair by 

the table to join us. She never looked back. 

This domestication, control, bias is no different to the way most parents 

relate to their children these days. There’s this need for kids to be quiet, 

to be ‘well-behaved’; there’s this shame culture at play…

What’s up with that? 

Awarding parenthood this kind of ultimate authority leads to this sense 

of being able to do whatever we see fit in our role – regardless of a lack 

of education. Seeing our relationship with our child as a partnership 

from day one prevents this kind of abuse of power. 
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In the many conversations I have had with people over the years on the 

subject, this concept of seeing ourselves in partnership with our kids 

– of being in an equal, respectful relationship – seems to be one of the 

most difficult ones for parents to get their head around. This is where I 

see the most resistance. 

But why? 

The fact is, the outdated and inaccurate approach of ‘father knows 

best’48 has gotten stuck in our societal psyche. And as psychology 

researcher Judith Rich Harris says, ‘Questioning a cherished cultural 

myth is always risky.’49 

But I am not here to shy away from the uncomfortable conversations. 

Questioning the status quo is a catalyst for change. 

There are a series of arguments against awarding children this more 

equal footing – this respect:

 . But children need to have boundaries set for them! 

 . They need someone to make the important decisions! 

 . They need someone to teach them right from wrong! 

 . They NEED authority figures! 

 . A parent has more wisdom, emotional maturity and ability, so they 

have to be in charge!

It is when we start questioning such beliefs that there is room for evolu-

tion. Let’s address each point in turn.

48 Mothers are not exempt!

49 harris, Judith Rich (1998) The Nurture Assumption: Why Children Turn Out the Way They Do (1998) Free Press
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b O u n D A R i e S 

Yes, absolutely. Boundaries are very important. In my book on disci-

pline, I discuss the types of boundaries I have come to discover are 

crucial in guiding kids. I’m an advocate for saying ‘no’ to our kids; we 

just need to know when to use this word. The thing is, you can still set 

boundaries and guide your child without disrespecting your child.

M A K i n G  i M P O R T A n T  D e c i S i O n S

This is such a huge question in itself. What constitutes an important 

decision? Whom is it important to? And what are these decisions based 

on? The child’s wellbeing? Yes, during the first couple of years, you will 

be making plenty of decisions for your child. I am not saying that your 

child does not need caring for; I am saying that your child can have a say 

in their own development – in uncovering their own potential. Consider 

being open to their unique viewpoint and opinion; consider listening to 

what they would decide for themselves – and why. 

How much leeway/power should one give a child in a decision making pro-

cess? One way to see it is that the age of the child could equal their input, 

but we need to be very in tune with how that input manifests. Each child 

will have strengths (and challenges) that often won’t match the ‘average’ 

age/input ratio. Asking a two-year-old what they want for dinner is too 

open and too overwhelming, for example, and asking a twenty-year-old to 

hold your hand while crossing the street might not be necessary! I explore 

this topic in detail in my books on Early Childhood and Discipline.  

Above all else, consider your own motivations: When you make a decision 

for someone else, are you making it for them or for you?
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T e A c h i n G  R i G h T  F R O M  W R O n G

I prefer to think of behaviour as ‘acceptable’ and ‘unacceptable’ – which 

immediately makes you zoom in on the specific circumstances – rather 

than ‘right’ and ‘wrong’.50 Thinking about things in terms of right and 

wrong makes black and white what can, in reality, be very subjective. 

While a kid jumping on a couch may not be acceptable in one house-

hold, it may be encouraged in another. 

Rather than seeing your role as one of shaping your child, why not explore 

different perspectives together? Also, recognise that your perceptions of 

right and wrong are not the be all and end all. This makes me think of a 

quote I love: ‘Once we stop seeing our kids as buckets into which we can 

pour knowledge, they become trusted to be active learners.’ (Jan Fortune)51

A u T h O R i T y 

Being in a partnership with your child doesn’t mean your job isn’t 

important or that you aren’t there to guide. You are. That’s the job 

description, in my view (more on this soon): to guide, to mentor, to 

uplift, to be our children’s advocates and champions.  

Authority – when it is defined as ‘the power or right to give orders and 

enforce obedience’ – is about abusing our power. Our children don’t 

need that kind of authority. What they need is the kind of leadership 

that lifts rather than diminishes, and this is what comes of seeing the 

child as a whole person.

50 it is also important to remember that behaviour is a form of communication.  
i go into detail about behaviour in my book on discipline.

51 Ten Questions with Jan Fortune. http://living joyfully.ca/eu111-transcript/
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W i S D O M  A n D  e M O T i O n A L  M A T u R i T y 

I would argue that I know a lot of adults who are not particularly emo-

tionally mature. Often, children are in better touch with their emo-

tions and know how to self-regulate much better! How many adults 

do you know have their shit together? I am learning emotional intelli-

gence alongside my kids! In fact, they are my teachers. Dr. Joe Dispenza 

describes wisdom as a past experience without the emotional charge. 

But adults often hold onto things for days / months / years and years 

and years! These negative, toxic, ‘held-onto’ experiences turn into our 

moods, attitudes and personality traits – they are not accompanied by 

wisdom. We don’t give enough credit to our kids. Yes, they have to 

learn how to self-regulate. This is a crucial life skill.52 But let’s not fool 

ourselves that adults have it all figured out.  

So how do we counter these arguments and change where we’re com-

ing from? We need to embrace a principles-based approach rather than 

hard-and-fast rules. 

design princ iples
In fashion, when we’re experimenting with colour and dyes, there is a 

protocol when searching for and collecting plants to experiment with. 

First of all, you need to think ‘local’ – it is always preferable to begin with 

the plants in your garden. Secondly, you need to consider their potential 

toxicity. India Flint introduces the term ‘non-exploitive harvesting’53 as 

the best way to go about the process, and this kind of approach goes 

to the heart of family living when searching for our guiding principles. 

52 i explore this in detail in my book on early childhood. 

53 Flint, india (2008) Eco Colour: Botanical dyes for beautiful textiles. interweave
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We need to look ‘local’ at our own family unit first and we need to con-

sider if there’s any toxicity at play – are there elements harmful to our 

child? Harmful to the family environment? Are we going about things 

in a non-exploitive way?

It’s also worth noting that dyeing works really well with fibres that have 

a natural inclination to ‘breathe’ and ‘take colour’. Can you be open 

to changing your preconceptions? Can you absorb new ideas? Can you 

take on new colour?

When it comes to designing Family Living, there is nothing more colour-

ful. All kinds of shades can come into play, but there are firm principles 

beneath it all.

The fabulous family:

 . Is built on mutual trust and respect.

 . Shares wisdom between generations. 

 . Feeds on gratitude.

 . Looks at the bigger picture (we step back and consider the destina-

tion, the end game, our place in the world, our impact as parents), 

while remaining grounded.

 . Questions its past influences. 

 . Takes an eclectic approach: It embraces the old and the new; it is 

edgy and it doesn’t get bogged down by conventions. 

 . Doesn’t compromise on its standards nor its values (while allowing 

these to live, breathe and evolve, with input from everyone).

So these are the principles, but what does it look like in practice? How 

do we actually go about designing this fabulous family life? That’s what 

we’re going to enter into in the next chapter. 
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