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It was in 2007, when I became 
pregnant with my first child, 
that I began to understand 
more profoundly the complex 

issues that face modern parents. 
After I had told everybody the good 
news, I quickly became unsettled 
by the overwhelming avalanche of 
well-meaning but frankly terrify-
ing advice that came from every 
corner.

This was the year that the 
Madeleine McCann kidnapping 
tragedy happened and the world 
was increasingly perceived as 

a dangerous place, filled with 
crazed, homicidal axe murderers. 
I diligently attempted to read all 
the baby books, trying to crack the 
nut that is parenting, but became 
confused when I realised that 
they all contradicted each other. 
I was also left feeling slightly 
bewildered when I realised that 

many of the baby books could be 
renamed simply as their special 
version of ‘what you’re doing 
wrong’.

During my ante-natal classes I 
was advised not to take my own 
mother’s advice too seriously as 
childhood is very different now, 
and was also warned not to listen 

to my friends, as they would 
probably tell fibs in a fever of 
competitive parenting. In addition, 
parenting books were cautioned 
against as “each child is different 
and you can’t do parenting by 
the book”. I nervously turned 
to my husband and asked him, 
“So where the hell can we go for 
advice?”

I had my second baby in 2009 
and the paranoia and warnings 
continued relentlessly. Lying in my 
hospital bed, I couldn’t help but 
wonder whether childhood really 

has become so dangerous, or is all 
this a bit excessive? Has society 
really deteriorated so much – 
or are we worrying ourselves 
needlessly?

A leaflet in the hospital advised 
me to “keep an eye on your baby 
at all times”. “At all times”, I 
wondered, feeling pretty fed up at 
this stage, “do they really mean ‘at 
all times’?” As I was puzzling over 
this leaflet my husband, Henry, 
had taken our two-day-old son 
for a wander down the corridor. 

Instead of wrapping children in cotton 
wool, a more relaxed attitude to raising 
children can lead to happier, healthier 
families, writes Stella O’Malley
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