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CHILDREN and PARENTS under STRESS

AN 
Observer report in 2002 suggested children were 

at risk from stressed parents. Children under 12 

months whose parents reported high stress levels 

were showing behavioural problems before starting school and 

of 200 children studied there was no difference between the 

behavioural and emotional problems in sick and well children, 

but a vast difference between those with and without stressed 

parents.

A Guardian report two years later suggested more children 

were suffering from depression and anxiety than ever before, 

almost a quarter of the parents (of children between 5 and 15) 

saying they felt out of touch with their child. More than half did 

not know where to go for help.

Now, less than five years later, another report led three Observer 

writers (Amelia Hill, Caroline Davies and Gaby Hinsliff, February 

1, 2009.) to ask whatever happened to ‘the happiest days of 

your life’ in a world where ‘experts warn that young people are 

suffering from stress and anxiety, parents are too scared to let 

their children play freely and newspaper headlines paint a picture 

of Britain in which childhood is fast disappearing’. 

With this in mind we asked the churches of Sussex to what 

extent they were aware of these problems and how they 

were addressing them. Responses flowed in, exceeding our 

expectations, with reports offering food for thought.

Peaceworks is a Sussex-based cross cultural mediation service 

committed to reconciliation and peacemaking based on Christian 

principles. After years of experience training adult mediators,  

peer mediation training in schools  and a community mediation 

service, they have now realised their dream of providing a 

Are children stressed because of their parents? Or parents because of their children?  
Which is Cause and which Effect?

mediation service to help families cope with conflict situations 

and are taking referrals from various sources enabling them to 

empower families to address issues and explore solutions that 

they themselves can implement.  

Director Annie Sneller says that  pressure on families is immense 

and the changing shape and patterns of family life in all our 

communities brings huge challenges but the exciting thing 

about mediation is that it helps the family members to work 

out their own solutions to their problems, leaving the mediator 

not so much to offer advice or direction but to to create a safe 

environment to open up a healthy dialogue where feelings and 

situations are unpacked and the people involved are encouraged 

to think proactively about the future. In this way people find that 

once released from past hurts and misunderstandings they can 

move move creatively forward. (See Parents and Children on 

page 3 for some examples.)

River of Life Church, Worthing has been running a parenting 

course in the summer since 2007, an offshoot of their toddler 

group, The Ark, which meets weekly and would normally take a 

break during the summer holidays. With an augmented team of 

dedicated helpers to look after the children, however, the parents 

can now spend 90 minutes with Gillian Woodward, a special 

needs teacher  who draws on her experiences of parenting two 

sons (now adult) and the insights gained through working with 

children, to offer support to parents in the challenging task of 

bringing up their families.

‘Developing parenting skills definitely benefits the children and 

helps make parenting a more enjoyable and less stressful task’, 

she says, ‘and the relationship between parents and children is 

crucial to a child’s well being.

‘Feedback from parents has been very positive and trust and 

relationships built up over time in the Ark have helped to create 

a relaxed and comfortable atmosphere.’

Shinewater Community Church, working in  an area of extreme 

deprivation in Eastbourne, created the Shaftesbury Centre which 

offers a wide variety of services to families, describing itself as 

‘a voice for parents who feel they have no voice (page 6).

Chichester Diocesan Family Social Work offers a wide range 

of inclusive, non-judgemental help from the Knowle Tooth 

Children’s Centre to anyone responsible for the care of children  

(page 3) and a professional foster carer shares her insights on 

some of the Seeds of Stress (page 6). 

Housing & Homelessness see pages 4-5.

For a Profile of Giles York  

Deputy Chief Constable of Sussex 

see page 8




