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Children don’t need perfection. They need connection.With these simple words a new world of
parenting opens. There is no such creature as the perfect parent. The impossible nature of trying
to raise and develop individual lives is daunting at the best of times. Yet, throughout the
generations there is one constant at the heart of parenting - a willingness to learn and develop,
to connect with our children, and to grow with them.Becoming the Perfectly Imperfect Parent is a
unique look into how we connect with our children and the impacts those interactions produce.
By appreciating our children’s needs and potential we become more responsive to them. We
build strong relationships and secure attachments which will ensure our children become the
best version of themselves.Perfectly Imperfect Parenting: Connection Not Perfection is a
revolutionary book by Dr Mary O’Kane. Not only does it reinforce how we treat our children, it
examines the most important theories concerning development, from psychology to education,
without the confusing words and technical jargon. Understanding these theories will strengthen
the familial bonds as you apply them to your daily lives.The purpose of Perfectly Imperfect
Parenting is to focus on how parents can and should support long term social and emotional
development while boosting wellbeing and resilience and building independence of character.
Though not academic, this book serves as the evidence-based guidance every parent
needs.Your relationship with your child will always be central to their development. Perfectly
Imperfect Parenting is simple, practical, accessible and effective. Parenting is one of the most
challenging and rewarding parts of life. Most of us try our best. Add the knowledge in this book
and you have a better than average chance to teach your children to become strong, capable
adults.Scroll up to purchase.



ADVANCE PRAISE‘Get ready to read your favourite book on parenting! Honestly the first book
on the subject I’ve read where I didn’t simultaneously experience a rising sense of panic & think
“I’m doing everything wrong!” I could hear Mary’s voice in my head as I read, each page sings
with sage advice.’Karen Koster, Ireland AM Anchor‘Mary’s ‘Connection not Perfection’ message
helps parents realize that they are already ‘good enough’, and that with added knowledge and
practical tools, they can build on their connections with their children, which are at the heart of
wellbeing and resilience. Thank you Mary for shining your light and gifting us your treasure of a
book.’Dr Malie Coyne, Clinical Psychologist and Author‘This book has all the attributes that
make Dr O’Kane so popular on Radio and TV; tremendous knowledge leavened with
pragmatism and empathy for the reality of parenting in the modern world. Mary wears her
expertise lightly and with great self-deprecation, but it comes through in spades. Parents will put
this down and feel informed, enlightened and energised.’Anton Savage, Broadcaster‘Dr Mary
O’Kane is my kind of parenting expert - pragmatic and warm with kindness core and centre to all
her practical advice. But it’s not just kindness to children, it’s kindness to ourselves as parents
too as she reminds us that imperfect parenting is, actually, pretty perfect.’Jen Hogan, Author,
Journalist, Columnist.‘I will have to re-visit this book quite often for a reassuring hug on a day
when nothing seems to go quite right! Mary breaks down complex situations and simplifies them
into manageable bite sized pieces. All parents need now is a cup of coffee and this book and I
can guarantee they will feel re-energized.’Samantha Hallows, Dublin City University.Copyright ©
2021 Dr Mary O’KaneAll rights reserved.978-1-914225-19-2All intellectual property rights
including copyright, design right and publishing rights rest with the author. No part of thise book
may be copied, reproduced, or transmitted in any way without written permission of the author.
The information in this book was correct at the time of publication. The author does not assume
liability for loss or damage caused by errors or omissions.Edited by Geraldine WalshDesigned
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AuthorFOREWORDDr Mary O’Kane has always been a welcome and well received voice of
reason and reassurance when she has appeared on my radio show. Not only for myself but for
thousands of parents tuned in at home wondering and worrying if they are doing the right thing.
Mary continually offers a reassuring voice whatever the issue and she has delivered this same
confident, kind and practical approach to parenting in this remarkable book or the “perfect
parenting guide” as I think of it.Mary identifies so clearly how modern parenting styles have
developed and how our quest for perfection is not only causing us stress as mothers and
fathers, but it is not benefiting our children either. Instead she offers us reassuring and practical
steps on how to encourage essential development in our children, how to achieve a connection
with them and not perfection.In this book, Mary offers complete steps to support our children of
all ages to become confident and independent beings. She shows us how to build self-esteem
and resilience in our children, how to support them making and maintaining friendships and how
to guide them through anxiety by teaching our kids how to manage their own mental
wellbeing.We also gain from this book one of the most invaluable pieces of the puzzle - how to
be patient and promote positive behaviour in our children. For me this passage in the book has
changed my approach to almost everything I do with my own daughter Joan. It has grounded me
again and afforded me tools to approach parenting as a better parent.Since reading it there have
been dozens of times when I stop and remind myself to let go of perfection and seek that
connection with Joan. Even during times when we are both upset and emotions are heightened
there are opportunities to connect with her, reassure her and support her. As mother and
daughter we have had so many “perfect” days and I am thankful for that. Equally after reading
this book I am now thankful that our connection has stayed intact and grown through the not so
perfect days.Being a parent is one of the most challenging roles any of us can assume in life but
it is safe to say after reading (and re-reading) Perfectly Imperfect Parenting I am much better



equipped for the job! Thank you, Mary.Alison CurtisPresenter, Weekend Breakfast Today
FMINTRODUCTIONPerfectly Imperfect Parenting: Connection Not PerfectionThe starting point
for this book is simple. None of us are perfect. We need to allow ourselves the grace to accept
that. Instead, a willingness to learn and develop, to connect with our children and learn and grow
as they do, is at the heart of good parenting.Growing up, my mum always told us that
relationships are what really matter in life. People might think it is the money you earn, your job
or social status that is important. Instead, she instilled in myself and my sisters that it is people,
and our connections to them, that bring real meaning to our lives. I have always believed this, but
never more so than when I had children.For me, like most mothers, becoming a parent was a life
changing experience. I remember being heavily pregnant and deciding I didn’t want to give birth.
I had changed my mind. I was going to stay pregnant! I was terrified of the process of birth and
hadn’t really thought about what lay ahead when the baby would finally come. I wasn’t prepared
for the absolute joy this new baby would bring. I also wasn’t prepared for the absolute terror!
Fear of falling down the stairs with her in my arms; fear she would slip out of my hands in the
bath; fear I would damage the soft spot on her head; and as for cutting those little baby
fingernails, that job was definitely reserved for my husband! But the really big one for me was the
weight of other people’s expectations. While pregnant I had read various baby books which
seemed to be so strict in terms of routine. Reading them made me believe I had to be perfect.
This precious little lady’s life was in my hands, and if I didn’t get everything right, I could cause
her no end of harm. Feeding and sleeping seemed to be a military operation, and for her to be
happy and healthy I had to succeed at maintaining a very disciplined schedule. I learned very
quickly this didn’t sit well with either of us. My little lady didn’t want to engage with a regimented
feeding regime. She didn’t want to self soothe or cry it out. Trying to achieve perfection went
against everything my instincts were telling me, and the needs my baby was expressing.What
did she need from me? She needed the warmth of my skin, the softness of my touch, to sleep on
my chest and breathe me in. She didn’t need perfection. She needed connection.Building
ConnectionWhy read this book? Simply connect with them, right? That’s not so difficult. Ah yes,
but it’s a little more complicated than that! What helps us to truly connect with them?My learning
journey in parenting has been heavily influenced by my academic work. As I studied and
lectured, I realised that an understanding of psychology and child development opens a new
window into how our children grow and learn. An awareness of these areas, and how we can
best interact with our children based on this knowledge can change our parenting for the better.
It helps us to look at how we connect with our children and the impact of those interactions. It
helps us to appreciate our children’s needs and potential, and to be more responsive to them. It
was my ongoing study and research which reinforced for me the long-term value of trusting
relationships and secure attachments. In this book I will describe some of the important theories
from psychology and education in a simple way and explain how you can apply them to your
own family.During and after my Doctorate I examined how we can support our children as they
face the challenges major transitions bring to their lives. All the evidence suggests that children



who have good self-esteem and confidence, those who communicate well, are independent and
can read social situations, are the children who have the smoothest transitions into adulthood.
These social and emotional skills are the ones which best support our children through life. This
is a reminder about what we need to invest in when it comes to parenting. The focus of this book
is how we as parents can support long term social and emotional development, boost wellbeing
and resilience, and help to build independence and character.I am confident the ideas in this
book will be helpful to you in your parenting. They stem from a mix of theories of past
psychologists, knowledge from the field of education, and the wisdom of various advocates for
children. What I have learned from all this expertise is that a background of love and affection,
underpinned with scientifically proven advice, is what we need to fully support our children. The
key point is that our children develop within relationships, and strong connections will result in
the blossoming of their social and emotional development. Your relationship with your child is
central to their development, and this book will provide simple, practical, accessible and
effective guidance to support you to be the best parent you can be.How To Use The BookThis
book is not intended to be academic even though the guidance is evidence-based. It is
structured with the aim of providing links between the theory and the reality of putting that theory
into practice, making it accessible for parents everywhere.I have divided the book into 8
Chapters, each addressing a different area impacting on our children’s social and emotional
development. As our children’s development is holistic, you will find some overlap between
areas. Chapter 1 begins with looking at ourselves. It is an introduction to the concept of Good
Enough Parenting as this is the cornerstone on which the rest of the book is based. We move on
to our children’s development in Chapter 2. The Confident Explorer looks at the importance of
encouraging independence, one of the most important tasks in childhood. Chapter 3, Moving
Mountains, investigates how to support the areas of self-esteem and resilience, the foundations
on which so much of our children’s social and emotional development rest. Chapter 4, Best
Friends Forever, examines the role of friendships and relationships outside the family. Chapter 5,
Parenting with Patience, looks at how to prepare for, and respond to, our children on those
challenging days. Chapter 6, Anxious Children in an Anxious World, looks at one of the most
common mental health issues facing children and parents today. Chapter 7, The Online Child,
considers the challenges our children face growing up in an online world. Finally, Chapter 8,
Tweens and Teens, considers teenage wellbeing and the important transition from child to
teenager to young adult. If you would like to read more on any topic discussed throughout the
book, I have included a reading list of evidence.This is not a book which requires you to start at
the top of the table of contents and linearly work your way through to the end, although you
might want to do that. But you can also dip in and out of it, coming back to sections you want to
put into practice at different times. You will find that the thinking in each chapter is backed up by
evidence. These highlighted sections are called ‘The Science Bit’, ‘Learning from Psychology’
and ‘What Does the Research Say?’ As I believe we can learn so much from each other, each
chapter also includes insights from parents or educators on their experiences, challenges, or



views related to the topic. These sections are called ‘It Takes A Village’. I would also love to be
part of your village, so I have included some personal examples. You will find these in the ‘From
the Horse’s Mouth’ sections. Finally, there are sections with advice in each chapter on how to put
the theory into practice in your own life. These are called ‘Top Tips!’ and ‘Give it a Try!’I would
say to any parent reading this book, have a little smile to yourself when you read parts which
make perfect sense to you. These are the things you are doing already, the tools you instinctively
use to improve your relationship with your child. I hope you will also find themes which add to
those instincts, areas you want to develop and new ideas which you will put into
practice.Parenting can be hard sometimes. Most of us are trying our best. And our best,
combined with some understanding of what is happening inside our children’s brains, is good
enough. This book should provide you with the knowledge and tools to support you in one of the
greatest challenges of life: how to support children to have confidence and courage; to show
empathy and kindness; to believe in themselves and others; and become strong and capable
adults.CHAPTER 1THE MODERN DAY PARENTWe’re all imperfect parentsAnd that’s perfectly
OK.Tiny humans need connection,Not perfection.L.R. KnostThe title of this book stems from the
myth that we should almost instantly become Mary Poppins when we become parents.
Practically perfect in every way. Instead, wouldn’t it be better to aim to be the parent which L.R.
Knost describes in such a beautiful and empathetic way? To be the parent who values
connection with their children, instead of worrying about being perfect.The aim of this book is to
look at how we as parents can support our children’s social and emotional development,
building their well-being and resilience, independence and character. But before we look at how
we can go about this, let’s take a look at ourselves, and the role of parents in society today.Good
Enough ParentingParenting today can be very demanding. In my parents and grandparents’
generations, children were allowed to fend for themselves to a much greater extent. There was
not the same emphasis on being the perfect parent which we are exposed to today. From the
moment we find out we are pregnant, or oftentimes before that if a couple are trying to become
pregnant, we are surrounded with advice on how we should behave. Everyone appreciates a
little guidance at times, but the level of judgement that goes along with this advice is huge. We
have set the bar, in terms of perfect parenting, remarkably high. The pressure on parents to
conform to a very idealised standard is continuous.Let’s remember we are allowed to make
mistakes, and to learn every day throughout our parenting lives. Battling perfectionism amid a
tirade of emotions, questions, personalities, and a whole lot of growing up, is not the way to go.
Being good enough is pretty much where the winning in parenting lies.Learning from
PsychologyThe concept of good enough mothering was developed by Donald Winnicott in his
book Playing and Reality1. As there were primarily mothers looking after children at that time, his
work refers to mothers alone, however, his ideas are equally appropriate for fathers and indeed
all primary carers. Good enough is an important idea to consider.Winnicott starts by reminding
us that babies are psychologically fragile, so their caregivers should be highly attuned to their
needs in the first few months of life. But he argues we should naturally move from an initial



feeling of devotion to the child to an understanding that we cannot meet their every need. This is
important as the child needs to experience minor frustrations within their world. He believed this
was of benefit to their development, and reasoned that children need to experience small
disappointments in order to better equip themselves to face life’s challenges. As the child
experiences these minor blips they learn to tolerate some frustration.He argues that none of us
could sustain being perfect long term. We cannot give our child our undivided attention 24 hours
a day, every day. His point is that this benefits our children as they need us to occasionally let
them down so they can learn to survive and thrive in an imperfect world. They are learning in
small ways that the world doesn’t revolve around them!Winnicott’s aim was to remove pressure
from mothers, however, one criticism of his work was his emphasis on the mother alone. The
expectation was that the mother should shoulder the full responsibility for the child, and that she
was responsible for how that child develops. We now use the term, good enough parent, in
recognition that the role of parent, or primary caregiver, does not always reside with the
mother.So when you are feeling guilty that you were not able to respond to your child’s needs
immediately; when you are feeling guilty that they were crying in their car seat and you had to
continue your journey; when you were feeling guilty that you could not be in two places at once,
remind yourself that you are preparing them to deal with the minor disappointments in life. They
are learning that these frustrations happen to all children, and importantly, they can survive
them.Parenting is not about perfection, it is about being there for your child, and connecting with
them.The Impact of our BeliefsI don’t like to use the terms Helicopter or Lawnmower Parenting,
but the principles behind them are something we need to consider when we think about
empowering our children. No-one wants to be a Helicopter Parent, hovering over their child in
the playground in case they fall, mediating minor issues with friends, and taking on every task for
their children. Nor do they want to be a Lawnmower Parent forging ahead removing any obstacle
the child may face. Neither approach does our children any favours. We clear a little path for
them because we don’t want them to struggle, when in fact, it is supporting independence which
allows the child to grow stronger. And yet, our approach to parenting today encourages us to be
ever present, to engage in the ‘work’ of parenting as we would a competitive sport. Why do we
seek perfection in this role?The concept of good enough parenting does not sit easily with
everyone. Many of us consider our role as parents to be the most high-stakes job of our lives.
Indeed, many of us have invested a lot into this role. We may have made professional sacrifices,
financial sacrifices, and personal sacrifices in the name of parenthood. The concept of good
enough parenting feels like lowering the bar, lowering our expectations, lowering our standards.
But the important point to remember is that to be the best parent we can be means being
human. While we should be caring and empathetic, we do not have to be faultless. As Winnicott
says, our flaws are necessary for independent development to take place. Is it possible that this
picture-perfect parenting style, where we put so much pressure on ourselves, does not produce
the results we are aiming for? What Does the Research Say?Research from San Diego State
University2 examined changes in the behaviour of teenagers in America over the past five



decades. It found huge differences in our teens and their earlier counterparts. Two specific
findings from this study really stood out for me.The first was the rapid decline of individual sense
of control. Our teens were much less likely to believe they were in control of their own lives than
teens decades ago. This is important as this sense of personal control is linked to greater
success in life, and lower levels of mental health issues. The average teen in 2002 felt less
control over their destiny than 80% of teens in the 1960s did! Another change noted in the
research was a change from intrinsic to extrinsic goals during the same period. This means as
compared to students in the 60s and 70s, our teens have moved from being motivated by goals
involving personal development, health, and relationships with others, to more external areas
such as material gain, status, and validation from others.The findings suggest that our teens
today feel they have little control over their lives and are also very reliant on external sources of
validation. This is a worrying combination.Could these changes be linked to how we parent
today? Professor Peter Gray from Boston University has studied this area for many years and
argues that this is the case3. He believes that a reduced sense of control, difficulties with
emotional regulation, and increased levels of social isolation for our children, are linked to how
society sees parenting today. His argument is that we over-protect our children and tend to
deprive them of free play without adult control. By doing this, we are depriving them of the
learning opportunities which develop important skills. In our effort to protect them we, in fact,
hinder them. From the Horse’s MouthWhen I was a child my family had a caravan in Arklow
where we, along with all our cousins, would head every summer. As children we would head out
the door each morning and the caravan park was ours to roam. Off we went, only to come back
when we were hungry. We laughed, we cried, we fought, we played, and mostly we looked out
for each other. What did we learn over those summers? We learned problem solving and
decision-making skills; we learned conflict resolution and how to bargain and negotiate; we
learned social skills, and lessons in friendship. We learned that we were strong and capable,
and that when things went wrong, we could pick ourselves back up and handle the challenges
we faced. We learned a lot of these lessons because our parents gave us the freedom to grow
and explore. They didn’t think they had to be the perfect parents monitoring our progress. The
demands they placed on us, and on themselves, were possibly more realistic that those
expected of parents today. So why did this change?My parents and grandparents’ generations
let their children run out the door every day believing they were safe. They thought the world was
a safe place and their children would come to no harm. But later in life they found out that their
children had in fact come to harm. So, my generation, and the parents after us, became scared.
We were so frightened by the experiences of past generations that we turned full circle and
became fearful to let our children out of our sight. We became the playdate generation. We had
coffee in each other’s houses while dutifully keeping an eye on our children. If we heard a
piercing cry from the garden, we all jumped up, and ran to investigate [secretly hoping that ours
was the child who had been injured, and not the one who had done the injuring, as that would
reflect on our parenting!] We have become so scared that something might happen to our



children that we have created the perfect storm. We drive them everywhere, we overschedule
their lives, we warn them about all the perceived dangers in the world. Most of our teens have
grown up getting a very consistent message from us that the world is a dangerous place. We do
everything we can to protect them from harm, but at what cost?I want to make clear this is not
about blaming parents. It is a natural instinct to want to protect our children. Indeed, one of our
jobs as a parent is to shelter, care for and guide them.Trying to be the perfect parent is
exhausting. We are on alert constantly trying to pre-empt every possible difficulty. We reassure
ourselves that because we are doing everything right, nothing bad will ever happen to our
children. But that is not the case. It is possible that in our quest for perfection, in our mission to
become super-parents, we have forgotten that being perfect is not something that comes easily
to most of us. In fact, imperfection is part of the human condition.Taking on board the above
research in combination with Winnicott’s views on being good enough, we know there is no need
to strive for perfection. Let’s remember that good enough parents know they will make mistakes
but still strive to do their best. Good enough parents know their children will make mistakes, but
that this is part of the learning process. Good enough parents try to understand the needs of
their children and understand their perspectives. Good enough parents know that the core of
what we do is to create a strong and lasting connection that will carry us through the tough
times.The Village of ParenthoodWe should also allow each other the same grace. We each
make our own choices about our parenting decisions, and what works best for us as individual
families. Being good enough recognises that the choices and circumstances of other parents
might differ. From the Horse’s MouthOver the past five years or so I have found great support as
a mother from the community of parents who follow my Facebook page. They remind me on a
daily basis that as parents, and for me as a mother, we go through the same struggles.So let me
say, well done to the mothers who have natural births, home births, water births, drug assisted
births, caesareans, adopt or foster their children. Each one loves their child and wants to do the
best for them. Well done to the mothers who love to breast feed, and to those who struggle with
breast feeding but persevere as they want to have that connection with their baby. Well done to
the mothers who bottle feed, some by choice, some by necessity. Well done to the mothers who
stay at home to be with their children, well done to the working mums who balance home and
family life, and well done to those with part-time jobs being pulled in all directions.The concept of
being “raised by a village” is one we might consider harking back to. Instead of criticising each
other, we can try to support the choices of other parents, even if they are not our own.Our Inner
Critical VoicesWhen we are not facing the criticisms of others, we are often self-critical about our
own parenting skills. From when our two-year-old throws a tantrum in the middle of the
supermarket, to the primary school child who cannot get their spellings right when the rest of the
class are getting gold stars. When our tween refuses to read any books while her friends seem
to devour them, to our teenager who hates to take part in sports while their cousin is captain of
the A team. We tend to judge our children, and ourselves, by the weight of other people’s
expectations. It Takes a VillageImposter syndrome is a challenge. We often see other mums



lives as the blockbuster and ours as the bloopers reel. The reality is that we all experience little
bits of both every day. Maybe give ourselves a little more credit for the magic moments and a
little more tolerance when it all feels a little chaotic.[Credit: Fiona Scott via Facebook]From the
moment we start making comparisons between our children and their peers, those critical voices
inside our heads often judge our children, and our own parenting. And very harshly too. When
we worry about what others think, our parenting judgement becomes thwarted. We make
decisions which are not necessarily suitable to our family and their needs. As parents, the need
to compete with other parents or to constantly compare our children to others, does us no good.
It can be hard to avoid comparison, we all do it at times, but it is unfair to ourselves and our
children.Instead, we need to remind ourselves that every child develops at their own pace.
Rather than compare our children to others, comparing them to their younger selves is much
more beneficial. In this way we can see how they are growing and developing. Different children
have different strengths and different ways of making sense of the world. By observing them as
individuals, we can see their individual achievements and progress. This can also help us to
identify where they might need some support. Childhood is not a race. Each child should be
given the time and support they need to flourish at their own pace.Let’s not forget to do the same
when we are considering our own parenting. Instead of making comparisons to friends and
family, look at how our own understanding of our children, their strengths, and any needs they
might have, are developing. Many of us over analyse our parenting decisions, worrying whether
we have made the right choices, agonising over past decisions. Recognising we cannot control
everything is a big lesson. Every family has its own challenges, and we all struggle in different
ways. We all have different lives, and different views on parenting. Remind yourself that every
parent makes mistakes in their parenting, but hopefully we learn from them. Forgive yourself for
past errors, and instead focus on continuing to develop as a parent, along with your child’s
natural development.It is worth remembering, even though no two children are the same and no
two parents are the same, our goals are quite similar. We may have a different approach to
parenting, but we have one important thing in common. We all want the best for our children. We
want them to be kind and compassionate. We want them to be confident and have good self-
esteem. We want them to make friends and thrive socially and emotionally. We want them to
grow to be independent as they make their own way in the world. We want them to believe they
can achieve whatever they set their minds to. This is not the Olympics. Parenting is not a
competitive sport. It is about supporting the needs of our children and guiding them so they can
hopefully reach for their own dreams.With all of this in mind, let’s move onto considering the
social and emotional skills we want to support in our children. The skills which will prepare them
for life.CHAPTER 2THE CONFIDENT EXPLORER – INDEPENDENCE SKILLSPrepare your
child for the path, not the path for your child.Tim ElmoreDeveloping independence is one of the
most important jobs of childhood. We want our children to grow to have the skills to function well
in society with minimal support. Of course, we want them to know we are available for support
and guidance, but as our children grow, they should become more independent in the basic



areas of their lives. This gradual process of separation prepares our children for the demands of
adulthood and is something they have been preparing for since birth.The Infant BrainFrom birth
to about age five, our children’s brains grow at an incredible rate, doubling in size during the first
year. At birth babies have all the brain cells they will need in adult life however it is the
connections between these which continue to develop. For babies we know that at least a million
new neural connections are made every second, and up to 80% of brain connections are formed
within the first three years. Our child’s experiences during this time help shape how their brain
develops. Their connection to us plays a crucial role in how their brains are built. The Science Bit!
The areas of the brain which are responsible for different tasks develop at different rates.
Sensory pathways develop first, followed by language skills and higher-level thinking skills. The
various functions of the brain work in a very coordinated way suggesting that emotional
wellbeing, social development, and cognitive skills are all interlinked. The early years are the
most important years for developing these connections as the brain is most flexible, or ‘plastic’
during this period.As we get older the brain becomes more specialised, meaning it becomes
more difficult for it to reorganise and adapt. If the connections needed for some of the higher-
level skills are not formed during the early years, it can be more difficult for them to be made later
in life. It is our early experiences and interactions which influence brain development, making
this an important reminder of how relationships are hugely important for brain development.We
know that babies come into the world pre-programmed for interaction. They are immediately
equipped to make connections with others. This makes sense from an evolutionary perspective
as they are completely dependent on others to respond to their basic needs. And yet, many
historical studies tell us that babies need more than their physical needs met in order to thrive.
Their brains are designed to relate to human features such as faces and voices, and to seek out
interactions. They come into the world ready to make connections. Learning from
PsychologyChildren are not the only ones pre-programmed in this way. Studies with young
monkeys conducted by Harry Harlow4 (1958) also explored this issue. Harlow found that young
monkeys who were given a choice between two ‘mother surrogate’ models would choose a
mother who had a soft cloth towelling surface rather than a mother made from wire mesh which
had an attached milk bottle for feeding. This happened even though the cloth mother did not
deliver any food. When these infant monkeys were put into a new room the presence of the cloth
mother calmed them. The monkey was used as what Harlow called a base for operations from
which they would explore, while periodically returning to the mother surrogate. The bond with the
soft object was more important than the provision of food.Babies also seem predisposed to
engage in what we call meshing behaviours. This is when the adult and child’s behaviours fit in
with each other during social interactions. Research where mothers are asked to stop
communicating with their babies during interactions, show us how babies respond with distress
to a lack of response from the mother. We also know that mothers instinctively progressively
allow their babies to take a more active role in these interactions. Therefore, the interaction
slowly becomes a turn-taking interaction between the pair. We see this often when a parent



communicates with their baby using parentese, a simple sing-song type of speech reserved for
babies. The mother repeats, “ma-ma…ma-ma” while gazing at her baby and using animated
facial gestures. The baby responds back to mum by cooing and smiling. This is turn provokes
another enthusiastic response from the mother, “Yes baby girl! ma-ma…ma-ma.” Baby responds
by gurgling and reaching out towards her mother, and the dance continues!Secure
AttachmentsWe know the early years are vitally important and that, from birth, babies connect
with those around them. But how do these interactions impact on their development?Warm
loving relationships provide comfort and are the way in which babies develop a sense of their
own worth. As caregivers respond to the cries, facial expressions and gestures of infants, the
first lines of communication are opened. When the baby realises their needs will be met, it helps
them to develop trust. It is no surprise that when speaking about infants we stress the
importance of these secure relationships.The concept of secure attachment was developed by
British psychologist John Bowlby who referred to attachments as being all important for the
healthy mental development of young children5. He suggested that infants and young children
need to experience warm, continuous, and mutually responsive relationships with those closest
to them. If a child is frightened, she will seek out her primary caregiver, seeking comfort and
care. This makes sense in terms of survival as children who maintain proximity to their primary
carer are more likely to survive into adulthood. This relationship teaches children they can
depend on their needs to be consistently met, which is the foundation for secure attachment.The
child develops an internal working model (a personal theory) of how the world works based on
these interactions. As this relationship provides the support the child needs, they will seek it out
at times of fear. They use it as a secure base from which they can explore the world. Bowlby’s
work led to the argument that children who grow up to demonstrate independence and self-
reliance have parents who are supportive when needed, but who also encourage independence
and autonomy.It seems that the parent intuitively provides a holding relationship for the infant.
They use empathy to provide a reliable environment, responsive to the needs of the child. We
often see parents do this by engaging in mirroring the responses of the baby, responding to the
baby’s expressions, and reflecting their love back in their responses. These exchanges between
the parent and child enable the baby to build a sense of themselves.If we consider the example
of a baby dropping things from her highchair only to have the parent pick them up and return
them, we can see how the baby gradually learns to take a risk and let something go, safe in the
knowledge that it will return. The baby also learns they can gradually move away from the parent
and tolerate the parents’ absence. Basically, these first attachments when the baby is very
dependent on the parent are a contributing factor towards their independence.Connection is
what gives us the self-belief to then take flight!
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mccloud, “What a great book to read , a must for every parent!. I just to have to say, I thoroughly
enjoyed this book. It is full of practical help, real life experience and an insight into the
psychology behind our children's actions. This book made feel that it is ok to be me, that it is ok
not to be perfect and also made me more aware of how essential our connection with our
children is. It is full of relevant info for parents of children of all ages. I read it cover to cover in a
day and will continue to go back to it to reinforce some areas I need help with. As a mom of 3
kids, I just wish I had read this earlier in my parenting journey! Highly highly recommend and all I
can say is read this book, don't hesitate in buying it, you will not regret it.”

Ric Brook, “This book is full of knowledge, experience, expertise, warmth and fun.. Perfectly
Imperfect Parenting by Dr Mary O'Kane is a wonderful book written with wisdom, empathy and
experience. The expertise is backed up by psychology and science. It is broken down into
sections which explain clearly the importance of connection not perfection - you will revisit
often.”

The book by Mary O'Kane has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 14 people have provided feedback.
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