
 

Parents make mistakes. So what does 'good
enough parenting' look like?
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There is a huge amount of pressure on parents today—from feeding
babies the "best organic purees" to making sure older children get all the
developmental opportunities they could possibly need, while of course
documenting the whole thing on Instagram.

There is also no shortage of advice about how to go about this. Just as
there is no shortage of debate about the "best way" to parent your child.
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But what if parents just focused on being a "good enough parent"
instead? You do not have to be perfect in order to do a good job of
raising a child. In fact, it may be better if you are not.

What is 'good enough parenting'?

We know parenting matters in a child's life. Research tell us parents
influence their child's development, resilience and expectations of
themselves and others. This in turn determines their behavior and well-
being.

"Good enough parenting" theory was developed by UK pediatrician and
psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott in the 1950s.

He found children actually benefit from mothers who "fail" them in
some ways.

This does not mean parents can neglect or minimize their role in making
sure children are safe where they live, learn and play. Children also need
to have their emotional needs met. They need to know they are loved and
feel a sense of belonging.

But good enough parenting recognizes parental failure is an inevitable
part of life. Experiencing sadness, tears and anger are part of childhood
and parents should allow children to gradually tolerate some frustration.
The good enough parent realizes it is not possible to be available and
immediately responsive all of the time.

What does it involve?

Winnicott noted when babies are very little, their needs are attended to
almost immediately. If a baby cries, the parent will feed or change them.
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But as the child grows, they do not necessarily have to have their needs
met immediately. Parents can allow them to develop a tolerance for
some uncertainty—or things not going the way they wanted—while still
caring and responding to their basic needs.

This is important because life does not always go as we expect it to and 
children need to develop resilience.

What does good enough parenting look like everyday?

As a starting point, ask yourself "what does my child need from me?"

Good enough parenting focuses on tuning in to and responding to your
child's emotions and needs. These needs will change over time. For
example, a good enough parent realizes they need to respond quickly to
their baby's hunger cry. Whereas a teenager is learning to navigate life.
A good enough parent will at times have to allow their child to face
consequences of their choices.

At the same time, don't try to "stop" emotions. Good enough parenting is
about being there for your child if they are sad or angry, but not
preventing them from being sad or angry in the first place. It can be
helpful to think about suffering as not caused from emotional pain but
from avoidance of uncomfortable emotions.

And don't set unrealistic standards for your child. For example, if it's
dinner time and they are tired and hungry, don't expect them to tidy their
room.

Set boundaries

Being a good enough parent also means accepting your child for who
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they are. Children need unconditional love from a parental figure to
develop a healthy sense of self. So, if you have a child who is more
interested in soccer than math (or vice versa) don't try to change them.

At the same time, do set boundaries—such as "please don't interrupt me
when I'm talking" or "I'd like you to knock before you come into my
room"—and try to be consistent about enforcing them. Not only does
this help define your relationships (as a parent and child, not two
friends), it also teaches your child about healthy boundaries in any
relationship.

Things won't always go to plan

As we know, things won't always go as we want or expect. So if you feel
angry with your child, model how to emotionally regulate and try to talk
to them as calmly as you can. If you make a mistake—such as raising
your voice or losing your temper—apologize.

But also find ways to give yourself a break. This means you will have the
energy and capacity to parent tomorrow and into the future.

And ask for help when you need it. This could be from your partner,
family or professionals, such as a GP, family counselor or psychologist.
Remember, this is about being good enough, not super human.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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