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Introduction to the ‘Coming up for AIR’ parenting program 

 

Raising children can be challenging for all parents. Becoming a parent or 
caregiver is a change in a person’s identity, and involves an increase in 
responsibility. All parents can identify situations where they wish they had 
done things differently, and feeling like a ‘bad’ parent on occasion is not rare.  

It is easy for tired and overwhelmed parents to lose confidence. This can 
sometimes lead to relationship difficulties between parents and children, and 
feelings of hopelessness for the future. These negative self-evaluations can 
be particularly relevant for parents who may have difficulties with affect (e.g. 
overwhelming emotions) and impulsive responding, or in relationships with 
themselves or others.  

A key part of building a good therapeutic relationship is building a person’s 
self-efficacy as a parent. Building self-efficacy makes a parent more likely to 
trust their judgement and be consistent, but also gives them the confidence to 
be flexible in trying new ways of relating in the family.  

‘Coming up for AIR’ is a non-judgemental parenting program aimed at 
fostering a parent’s capacity to engage in sensitive and responsive 
interactions with their children. This can be helpful in promoting positive 
parent-child interactions and increasing parental self-confidence.  
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Target Area 1:
Introduction to the 
parenting program

Target Area 2: 
Caring for yourself and 
caring for others

Target Area 3: 
Connecting with children 
of different ages and 
stages

Target Area 4:
Talking to children about 
personality disorder

Target Area 5:
Reflecting on the 
parent-child attachment 
relationship

Target Area 6:
Keeping the child’s mind 
in mind

 

This parenting program has been developed to provide guidance and 
resources that can be administered in three modules that address parenting 
in relation to core difficulties with emotion or affect regulation, identity and 
relationships.  

Coming up for AIR 
                  Affect                Identity   Relationships 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Module 1: 
Engaging 

parents and 
reinforcing 

safety for all 
 

Module 2: 
Separating 

parenting from 
personality 

disorder 

Module 3: 
Enhancing 

communication 
and 

relationships 
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Module 1: Engaging Parents and Reinforcing Safety for All 

 

Often when parents are struggling with some aspect of caring for their 
children, working on these issues may help to decrease their distress, and 
have beneficial outcomes for their own mental health, and the wellbeing of 
their children. 

 Use the help sheet Keeping on track: Goals for parents (page 5) as a 
way to begin exploring both your strengths and current challenges in 
meeting your children’s needs. This help sheet can help us find some of 
the things you might like to talk about regarding your parenting.  

It is natural that all parents to have worries about their children and their 
parenting. Sometimes things in the household run smoothly and sometimes 
things become more stressful and challenging. Home life can be up and down 
for parents with difficulties with affect, identity or relationships, and it is 
common for these parents to have concerns about minimising the impact of 
their difficulties on their children.  

It is also common for parents to worry about talking to health professionals 
about their home life for fear that they will be judged or that child protection 
authorities will become involved. This parenting program is designed to help 
families to minimise the chances of problems occurring, and to gain more 
support if needed. 

 Use the fact sheet Parenting with personality disorder or difficulties with 
affect, identity and relationships (page 6) to learn more about some of 
the key parenting messages.  

 You may also wish to read the fact sheet How does personality disorder 
impact on parenting? (page 8) for more information.  
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Parenting requires meeting a child’s physical and emotional needs on a daily 
basis, and if a parent’s supply of physical and emotional energy is too low, 
they will be unable to provide for their children. What are some ways that you 
can show care towards yourself, and top up your physical and emotional 
energy?  

 You may wish to use the help sheet Caring for myself, caring for others 
(page 9) to think about ways you can take care of yourself.  
 

The purpose of the Family crisis care plan (page 10) is for us to organise the 
care of your children in the case that you are unable to care for them 
temporarily (e.g. due to being mentally unwell or needing to stay in hospital). 
This can help you to feel more assured that the children are safe while you 
are unavailable, and can help the children know what to expect. However, it is 
important to remember that whilst this Family crisis care plan represents your 
intentions for the care of your children, it is not a legally binding document. 

 You may wish to complete the Family crisis care plan in case you are 
having difficulties and need extra assistance to care for your children. 
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Keeping on track: Goals for parents 
Caregiver Name: Clinician Name: 
Good things I do as a parent that meets my children’s needs: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some needs that my children have that I’m struggling with: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some big and small challenges for me being a parent: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
People who can give me support as a parent: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
My parenting goals: 
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Parenting with personality disorder  
Parents keep their child in mind, but this can be hard when there is a mental illness getting in the 
way. Symptoms of mental illness need to be managed and discussed with trusted adults and 
health professionals as part of a treatment plan. If at all possible children should be shielded from 
the symptoms of mental illness. Parenting with children is best kept separate from the parent’s 
difficulties. 

Despite mental health problems, parents should strive to keep family routines and activities that 
support the child’s emotional, physical and education needs. Children need to attend school and 
participate in healthy activities with other children such as sport and hobbies. Education provides 
children with the best chance in life and parents can help them feel secure, giving them the space 
to grow up in a normal way.  
 

Spending time together 
Spending time together to share enjoyable 
experiences promotes loving and secure 
relationships for all members of the family. When 
caregivers follow the lead of children and share 
in the enjoyment of activities that interest the 
child, powerful messages such as, ‘you matter to 
me’, ‘what interests you is important’, ‘your world 
matters’ are sent to the child. Parents can also 
feel a deep sense of fulfilment and joy when they 
put aside busy routines, worries and daily stress 

to focus on what is important – spending time close to their children. 
 
Separating parenting from personality disorder and complex mental health symptoms 
There are things that adults need to deal with separately from their children to allow children to be 
children and not take on adult roles and responsibilities. Children are vulnerable to many threats 
in the environment requiring caregiver’s consistent attention to help and protect them from being 
hurt. While some threats may seem obvious such as emotional, physical and sexual abuse, 
children exposed to witnessing adults engaging in abusive or harmful behaviours - including drug 
taking, sexual behaviour, self-harm or domestic violence - can be highly distressing and traumatic 
for children.  
 
In times of extreme difficulties parents can 
experience thoughts, urges and strong 
impulses to withdraw or leave the family. 
Expressing these thoughts to a child can be 
confusing and emotionally and psychologically 
distressing, often with the child thinking that 
they are the cause of the adult’s distress and 
family difficulties. Similarly, talking about 
suicide and self-harm may worry and harm a 
child. 
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Talking to children about personality 
disorder  
Once a child gets to an age where they can 
understand other people can get sick, it is a good 
idea to talk to them in a simple way about a 
parent’s mental health problems. Providing 
children with an understanding that their parent 
has a mental illness called a personality disorder, 
can help them understand what is going on for 
their parent. Not telling children about mental 
health problems can leave them feeling 
confused, hurt and sometimes even feeling 
responsible for events that happen. Children who 
understand that treatment is in place can better 
trust their parent even when times are tough. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Credits: 
This fact sheet complements a film resource ‘Parenting with Personality Disorder’. The film was developed as a training 
tool illustrating these parenting strategies for caregivers with a personality disorder. As part of a resource package this 
film supports a brief parenting intervention for mental health staff working to reduce the impact of personality disorder 
on families, children and parents. The goal of this resource is to assist parents in providing a safe, secure and loving 
environment for children.  
 
We would like to acknowledge and thank the consumers, families, and caregivers who have shared their lived 
experiences which have informed the development of this film. Original film script developed by Kye McCarthy, Heidi 
Jarman, Marianne Bourke, Jim Lounsbury and Brin Grenyer. Introduction and conclusion by Brin Grenyer. Film directed 
by Jim Lounsbury and produced by Sarah Crozier, Eponine Films. Film by the Project Air Strategy for Personality 
Disorders, supported by the NSW Ministry of Health in partnership with MH - Children and Young People, Mental 
Health Drug and Alcohol Office, NSW Ministry of Health.  
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How does personality disorder impact 
parenting? 
 
Parenting is a rewarding yet challenging experience. These 
challenges can be exacerbated when a parent has a personality 
disorder or difficulties with affect, identity or relationships. There are 
many strategies that can assist in supporting parents and 
caregivers and help minimise the impact of mental illness on 
children. 
 
When parenting becomes a challenge:  
What are the signs?  
Parenting may be more difficult when people with personality disorder are experiencing a 
stressful time or are feeling unwell. Difficulties may include: 
§ Stress in the parent-child relationship: Both parents and children may find it harder to 

communicate and understand each other, which may lead to arguments. When unwell, 
the parent might also find it harder to have quality time with their child. 

§ Difficulty helping children that are struggling:  It may be harder for an unwell parent to help 
at these times, particularly if the child needs extra support because of their own stresses 
at school or with friends. 

§ Difficulty in keeping things consistent: Household structure, routine and discipline can be 
hard to maintain when life becomes stressful for parents with personality disorder and 
complex mental health issues. Sometimes it might even feel like a child has to take 
charge instead of the parent. 
 

Supporting parents with personality disorder: 
What can help? 
Talking honestly to a health professional can provide parents with the support they need. 
Strategies to assist in parenting can include: 
§ Making plans for the family in times of stress when a parent is getting unwell 
§ Building on parents’ strengths and keeping the good things that are helping the family 
§ Reflecting on difficulties experienced in the parenting role and making changes to keep 

routines simple 
Parents with personality disorder have the same needs, fears, and hopes as others, just as 
their children need love, protection and nurturance. Overcoming personality disorder may 
take time, yet the rewards of parenting can help bring joy along this recovery journey. 
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Caring for myself, caring for others 
When parents care for their own needs and their mental health, this allows them to better care for 
the needs of their children. In the first column, note some ways that you can take care of yourself. 
In the second, list some ways that you already are or things you could do to be a “good enough” 
parent.  

Ways I can look after myself 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Ways that I can be “good enough” 
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Family crisis care plan 
This plan can be used in the case that children’s legal guardian is unable to care for them 
temporarily due to mental illness or hospitalisation. It represents the intentions of the legal 
guardian at the time of creation, however, is not a legally binding document. Ideally, all legal 
guardians will be aware of, and in agreement with, this plan. 
 
Parent Name: Children’s Name: 
 
 
If I am temporarily unavailable to care for my children, I would like them to stay with one of the 
following consenting adults: 
 
Name:____________________________________ 
 
Relationship to children: ______________________ 
 
Contact Number: ____________________________ 
 
Address: ___________________________________ 

Name:_____________________________________ 
 
Relationship to children:_______________________ 
 
Contact Number: ____________________________ 
 
Address: ___________________________________

I would like to exclude the following people from visiting or caring for my children: 
 
Name:_____________________________________ 
 
Relationship to children:_______________________ 
 
 

Name: _____________________________________ 
 
Relationship to children:_______________________ 
 
 

Are there any current court orders in place regarding care or visitation of your children? Please attach or provide 
details: 
 
 
Important Information about my children: 
 
My children’s daily routine (daycare, school, activities, food, bedtime, etc.): 
 
 
 
Things that help settle my children when upset (likes, dislikes, favourite toys or books, etc.)  
 
 
 
My children’s health or medical needs: 
 
 
 
I would like to keep in touch with my child via: 
 
 
 
Contact details for key people: (school, doctor, etc.) 
 
 
Signature:  
 
Clinician’s Signatures: 
 
 
Date:



 

 11 

Module 2: Separating Parenting from Personality Disorder 
 
Parenting works best when it matches the child’s age and needs. Let’s try 
working through a few different fact and help sheets to identify the 
developmental stages that are particularly relevant to your child, what your 
child might need from you and how you and your child might get on well 
together. 
 

 Try working through the fact sheet Connecting with children at different 
ages: Part 1 and 2 (page 13 and 14).  

 Using the help sheet My family tree (page 15), draw a family map using 
the space provided.  

 Referring to the fact sheet Connecting with children at different ages: 
Part 1, list in dot points on your family map your children’s development 
stage and few facts about them.  

 
Balancing love and limits is a tricky task for all parents. Children rely on adults 
to take charge and set boundaries on their feelings and behaviours, as this 
helps them feel safe. Setting limits helps each person in the relationship know 
what is expected of them, and encourages them to respect each other. It is 
important that the limits we use with children are firm but also fair and kind. 
 

 Use the fact sheet Creating safety: Setting limits with children (page 16) 
to learn more about increasing consistency and positive behaviour in the 
family.  

 
Children are tuned into their parents, and may notice changes in their parents 
that they don’t understand. Parents often feel concerned that talking to children 
about mental illness will scare or worry them. However, when these issues are 
not discussed in the home, children may try and make sense of what they 
experience on their own. This may sometimes lead to misunderstanding, 
worry, and even self-blame. It can be a relief for children to learn that their 
parent’s behaviour is part of a mental health difficulty, and is not directed at 
them. 
 

 Use the fact sheet Talking to children about personality disorder (page 
17) as a stimulus to discuss age appropriate information to share with 
your child.  
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Talking to children about mental health difficulties often requires more than 
one conversation. It can be helpful to start with a small conversation and open 
the lines of communication in the family to encourage your children to ask 
further questions when needed. You don’t have to have all the answers to your 
children’s questions straight away. Sometimes you might let your child know 
that you will get back to them with a response, and take some time to find 
more information or think about the way that you would like to respond. 
 

 The fact sheet What else can I read? For parents, caregivers and children 
(page 18) has some more resources that you might find useful.  

Sometimes parents feel so overwhelmed that it is difficult to survive the 
moment, let alone consider their children. Let’s discuss some practical 
strategies for how you can make sure that your children don’t witness 
behaviours that will distress them. 
 

 Use the help sheet Protecting children from personality disorder 
symptoms (page 20) for more information.  
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Connecting with children at different ages: Part 1 
Parenting works best when it matches the child’s age and needs. Read the following tips to get ideas on what 
is going on for children of different ages, what they might need, and ways to get on well together. 

Infants are learning to follow objects and people with  
their gaze, and make associations between what they  
see, hear, taste and feel. Infants quickly learn to  
recognise familiar faces. Infants are developing  
physical skills including lying on their tummy, holding  
their heads, crawling, standing and walking. 
 
 
Pre-schoolers are gaining more independence to  
explore the world and are developing their physical  
skills. Pre-schoolers are also developing their language  
skills and may have small conversations, ask questions 
 and follow basic instructions. However, pre-schoolers  
often communicate their needs through behaviour. 
 
 
Primary school aged children are becoming  
more independent in social interactions outside 
the family as they spend time at school. Primary  
school aged children are developing further social  
and physical skills, are learning to express  
emotions and are broadening their perception and  
understanding of the world. 
 
 
Adolescents are undergoing the onset of puberty,  
leading to physical, emotional, cognitive and social  
growth. This may lead to frequently changing intense  
emotions, seeking out new experiences or risk taking  
behaviours. They may also experiment with their  
identity, leading to changes in values and preferences. 
 
 
Young adults are reaching a stage of independence  
from their caregivers with increasing levels of  
responsibility. At this stage many young adults are  
making decisions about their career or looking for study  
pathways. This may involve them moving out of home  
and establishing themselves.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Connection with infants can be strengthened 
through play. Some ideas for play include toys in a 
range of colours and sizes, reading, singing, making 
animal sounds and peek-a-boo. 
 
 
 
Connection with pre-schoolers can be strengthened 
through social play. At this stage children may enjoy 
drawing, singing and dancing to nursery rhymes, 
talking and reading, outdoor play, pretend play and 
dress ups. 
 
 
Connection with primary school aged children can 
be developed through the interests of the child. 
Children this age may enjoy singing, music, reading, 
drawing, outdoor games and activities, such as ball 
games and bike riding. Find out what they like and 
talk to them about it. 
 
 
Connection with adolescents can be strengthened 
by taking time to talk, listen, and do activities 
together that interest the teenager, such as seeing a 
movie, playing a board game, or enjoying shared 
meal times. 
 
 
Connection with young adults can be strengthened 
by keeping each other informed about each other’s 
lives, and finding an agreed level of communication. 
Young adults still appreciate spending quality time 
together, for example, sharing a meal or an activity 
they enjoy.   

Developmental Stage                 Ways of Connecting 
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Connecting with children at different ages: Part 2 
Parenting works best when it matches the child’s age and needs. Read the following tips to get ideas on setting 
appropriate limits for a child and talking to them about personality disorder when things aren’t going so well.   

Infants Saying "no" using a stern tone (without 
getting angry or yelling) can help an infant 
learn to refrain from engaging in dangerous, 
harmful or destructive behaviour. It is important 
that parents then follow through with their own 
safety behaviour and explanation. This will 
help lay the groundwork for future limit setting.  

Parents don't need to explain personality disorder and 
complex mental health to an infant; however, it is important 
to be aware of how symptoms may influence behaviour, 
facial expressions and tone of voice, as these changes will 
be noticed by an infant. Take time to listen and watch an 
infant’s way of communicating and find ways to connect 
with them to help them feel safe.  

Pre-schoolers Saying “no” (and explaining 
your reasoning as to why) can help pre-school 
age children keep safe, assists them to learn 
to regulate their own emotions and behaviour 
and reinforces to them that their parent is a 
safe adult who can be trusted to care for them.  

Pre-schoolers use their parent’s faces, tone, and their 
increasing language skills to make sense of their 
experiences. It is important that parents communicate with 
a child using simple language to let them know that they 
are unwell and that it is not the child’s fault or their worry, 
and encourage spending quality quiet time together.  

Primary school aged children Limits can be set 
by giving clear instructions of expectations, 
providing reasoning that can be applied to other 
situations and following up with logical 
consequences for positive and negative 
behaviour. Parents should engage in limit setting 
to protect children from physical harm in their 
exploration, and to show respect and care for 
themselves, their property and others in their 
social world. 

An important first step when preparing to talk to a child 
about personality disorder is to reflect on the parent’s 
symptoms, the behaviours their child sees and hears and 
how these may affect how a child feels. During 
conversations with children, parents should try to link their 
behaviours to how they are feeling in a way that is easy for 
the child to understand. Children at this age are very 
egocentric so it is important to remind them that they are 
not to blame for their parent being unwell and that their 
parent will be there for them if they have any questions or 
concerns.  

Adolescents As adolescence is a time of 
rapid change, setting boundaries can help 
young people understand acceptable and 
unacceptable behaviour. By setting boundaries 
together, parents create a set of expectations 
or a ‘contract’ that can be used to avoid 
conflict. Setting boundaries helps adolescents 
gain independence, remain safe and make 
appropriate decisions. 

Adolescents receive information from a number of different 
platforms. When talking to adolescents about personality 
disorder and complex mental health it is important that 
information shared is factual and helpful, and that they are 
encouraged to ask questions or raise concerns. Parents 
may find it helpful to talk to adolescents about mental 
illness whilst doing something else (e.g., while going for a 
walk). It is important to remind adolescents that they are 
not to blame and to set them up with external support 
where appropriate.  

Young adults Parents are encouraged to set 
boundaries with young adults using a calm, 
firm and collaborative tone. Setting appropriate 
boundaries in a supportive and collaborative 
way can help young adults learn independence 
and self-reliance.    

Talking to young adults about personality disorder can be 
done honestly with clear and accurate information. Parents 
can talk about the impact it has on the parent and about 
how their mental health is separate from their role and 
feelings as a parent. Parents should check understanding 
and be prepared to answer any questions. 

Setting Appropriate Limits       Talking about Complex Mental Health  
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My family tree 
You can use this family tree as a helpful 
way of mapping out who is in your family.  

The legend to the right can be used to 
assist you with representing the different 
members of your family and the 
relationships between them.  
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Creating safety: Setting limits with children 
An important part of parenting is to ensure safety in the family by setting limits. Setting firm but kind 
limits helps children to feel that they are cared for and helps them manage their feelings and 
behaviours 
 
 
Keep routines simple 
Creating a simple daily routine for the 
family can help keep the household calm 
and predictable. Ground rules that are 
discussed and set by the family that focus 
on ‘what to do’ for example,   ‘we all sit at 
the table to eat dinner’, ‘we say  thank you 
and show kindness to each other’, ‘we put 
toys away and brush teeth before bed’. If 
everyone understands the expected 
behaviours then the family can all work 
towards them. When caregivers follow 
these routines then consistency and 
predictability is increased for the child. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Things to do often 
§ Model desirable behaviours to 

children since children watch and 
learn from their parents. 

§ Balance the positive and negative 
attention given to children. Children 
crave connection with their 
caregivers, and behave in ways to 
seek positive or negative attention. 
Give more positive attention (praise, 
affection, rewards) where possible as 
this helps to encourage positive 
behaviours. 

§ Keep eye contact with children to get 
their attention and to ensure they are 
listening when you have something 
important to say. 

§ Try to use a firm but respectful tone 
when giving instructions and setting 
limits. 

§ Let children know that while their 
behaviour may not be appropriate, 
they are still loved. 

§ Commenting on appropriate behaviour 
tells the child that they are loved, and 
their effort to do the right thing is 
appreciated. 
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Talking to children about personality disorder  
Caregivers often feel concerned that talking to children about personality disorder will scare or 
worry them. However, it may be a relief for children to learn that their caregiver’s behaviour is part 
of an illness, and that it is not their fault.

Talking to children about mental illness is a way to increase shared communication and 
understanding within the family. The following are some tips that may be helpful when 
talking with children about personality disorder or difficulties with emotion regulation, 
identity or relationships.  

§ Encourage ongoing open discussion, as one conversation is often not enough  
§ Highlight the behaviours the child will have noticed in unwell caregivers, and explain that 

these are part of experiencing a personality disorder  
§ Consider protecting children from information they may find extremely distressing  
§ Ask children to share their worries and any other feelings  
§ Let the child know that they are allowed to ask questions any time  
§ Remind children they are not to blame, and it is not their responsibility to fix things  
§ Reassure children that while the caregiver is sometimes unwell that treatment is occurring  
§ Remind children that they are safe, loved and will be taken care of - and explain what will 

happen if a parent goes to hospital or becomes very unwell  
§ Discuss who children can talk to for extra support, e.g. family, friend or school counsellor  
§ Make a plan about how they can talk to other children (e.g. at school) about mental illness if 

they want to  
 
It can be helpful to consider the developmental age of the child and to try 
to match the level of information provided to what they are able to 
understand and cope with emotionally. For example, for young children, 
using simple language to explain that sometimes the caregiver feels 
“sick” and sees a doctor to help them feel better, may be appropriate. 
Story books and toys can help to talk about fictional families in similar 
situations to explain personality disorder. However, older children, 
teenagers and young adults are often able to understand a greater depth 
of information about personality disorder. Providing some factual 
information and encouraging them to find facts on their own can be useful 
and empowering for older children. 
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What else can I read? 
Below is a list of some publications about parenting with complex mental health as well as 
descriptions by the publishers. While the list below might be useful, it is not exhaustive. Project 
Air Strategy does not officially endorse these books or any of the recommendations within these 
publications, nor is it responsible for any effects or outcomes these books might have on readers.

 

The Weather House: Living 
with a Parent with Borderline 
Personality Disorder  
 
By Lisa LaPorte and Ronald 
Fraser 
  

Story and picture book targeted at school aged 
children with a parent with Borderline Personality 
Disorder. The book uses a weather analogy to help 
children understand the symptoms of BPD. 
 

An Umbrella for Alex  

By Rachel Rashkin-Shoot  
 
Story and picture book for 
children with a parent with 
personality disorder. The book is 
designed to be read with a 
parent, caregiver or therapist 
and assists children to 

understand their caregiver’s stormy emotions. 
 

How Are You Feeling Today 
Baby Bear? Exploring big 
feelings after living in a 
stormy home  
 
By Jane Evans  
 
Story and picture book 

written for children living in homes with domestic 
violence. The book assists children to understand 
and name emotions and provides information to 
adults about how to start discussing emotions with 
children.  
 

Six Healing Sounds  
 
By Lisa Spillane  
 
Picture and story book for 
children to learn about 
emotions, relaxation 

techniques, mindfulness and self-compassion. 
 

The “When I’m Feeling” 
Collection 
 
By Tracey Moroney 
 
A series of story books for 
children to assist in 
understanding emotions. 

Emotions in the collection include; happy, angry, 
jealous, lonely, loved, scared, kind and sad. 
 

Baby’s Strength Cards 
 
By Jan Plater 
 
 
Available at: 
www.innovativeresources.org 

Card series for caregivers and clinicians that can be 
used to facilitate reframing common child 
behaviours as functional and valuable. 
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The Bears 
 
By Russell Deal & Ben 
Wood 
Available at: 

www.innovativeresources.org 
 
Card series for caregivers, children and clinicians 
that provides an illustrative depiction of different 
emotions, useful in developing emotional 
awareness, identification and understanding in 
children and caregivers. 

 
Mum’s “Meltdown 
Moments”: A new 
children’s picture-story 
book to help families 
with BPD 
 
By Dr Anne Sved 
Williams and illustrations 
by Marie Jonsson-
Harrison 

 
A new childrens’ picture-story book for the infants 
and small children of parents who have BPD. 
 

Reflective Parenting: A 
guide to understanding 
what’s going on in your 
child’s mind 
 
By Alistair Cooper and 
Sheila Redfern 
 
This book was written to 
help parents use Reflective 
Parenting to better 
understand children, 
manage their behaviour 

and build relationships and connections with them. 
This book can also be used as a resource for 
clinicians working with children, young people and 
families to support them to manage the parent-child 
relationship.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Children of Parents 
with a Mental Illness 
www.copmi.net.au 
 

Provides information for parents, carers, family and 
friends to help support children who have parents 
with a mental illness. 
 
 
 

Young Carers New 
South Wales  

www.youngcarersnsw.org.au 
 
A website designed for young carers aged 25 years 
and under. Provides practical advice, links to other 
resources and information for parents and 
professionals on how to work with young carers. 

 

Raising Children Network 
raisingchildren.net.au 
 
Provides information to parents about the different 
developmental stages of children, and practical 
parenting tips.
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Protecting children from personality 
disorder symptoms  
Sometimes parents who struggle with personality disorder or 
difficulties with emotion regulation, identity or relationships can feel 
so overwhelmed that it is difficult survive in the moment, let alone 
consider the needs of their children.  
 
 
 
 
Using practical strategies  
It is important to take the time when you are feeling less overwhelmed to think about and begin to 
put in place some practical strategies to make sure that children do not witness behaviours that 
will distress them. 
 
Some of these strategies may include: 
§ Ensuring that children are safe (e.g. safe toys in a safe environment) and take a short 

break or time out to calm down before coming back to children. 
§ When children are not yet at school, consider day care as a safe option for parent and 

children to have a break from each other. 
§ Implement the Family crisis care plan to seek assistance in caring for the child for a brief 

period of time. 
§ Seek emotional support from services or other adults rather than from the child. 
§ When appropriate, discuss the plan with the children.  
 
What are some other practical strategies that might work for you and your family? 
 

1. _______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________ 

2. _______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________ 

3. _______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________ 
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Module 3: Enhancing Communication and Relationships 

 

All human beings have physical and psychological needs. Physical needs 
include things like food, water, shelter, oxygen or sleep, and psychological 
needs include things like connection to others, autonomy, and competence. 
People also need safety, which is both a physical and psychological need. 
Feelings are like signals that let us know whether or not our needs are being 
met. When a person’s needs are not met, it can lead to feelings like frustration, 
anger, fear or sadness. People commonly seek to have their needs met in 
relationships with other people. For children, the parent is the main person who 
can meet their basic needs so they can survive and grow. The parent-child 
attachment relationship ensures that the child not only survives but thrives.  
 
When a child feels the parent is a safe base from which they are able to 
explore, they develop a secure attachment relationship. However, when a child 
feels the parent is not always safe or is inconsistent in their response, they are 
at risk of developing an insecure attachment relationship. Attachment security 
also protects the infant from threats from the inside such as overwhelming or 
distressing feelings and helps them regulate these states. The parent-child 
relationship provides the foundation or blue print for future relationships, 
meaning that our attachment relationship to our child is influenced by our 
attachment relationship with our parents. This creates what we call a pattern of 
attachment.  
 
Every interaction is an opportunity for healing and growth. Once we start 
noticing our own behaviours and feelings, it gives us the option of choosing 
different ways of responding. No one is perfect, sometimes we react 
automatically. Relationship patterns develop over long periods of time, and 
tend not to change quickly. It is important to remember that we can only work 
towards altering our own responses, although over time this may influence 
others’ expectations and reactions too. 

 Use the help sheet Identifying relationship patterns: Part 1 and 2 (page 24 
and 25) to think about your relationship patterns.  
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Parents are the most important people in children’s worlds. Not only do they 
keep them safe but they pass on important social information so that they can 
make sense of their culture and world. When an infant is met with a strange 
or foreign object (such as a new toy), they turn to their parent to instruct them 
on whether or not the object is safe and can be trusted. When a parent is 
actively engaged with their infant they will provide them with cues, such as 
eye contact or tone of voice, to communicate this message. 

If a parent is not consistent in their response or is not available for the infant 
to seek information from, they may find themselves in a constant state of 
hyper vigilance or mistrust and may be inappropriately fearful or avoidant of 
the new object. This hyper vigilance or mistrust can continue into adulthood 
and have a negative impact on future relationships. However, it is important 
to remember that no parent is perfect and that there are plenty of things we 
can do to strengthen the parent-child relationship. 

 Use the fact sheet Strengthening attachment: For parents and 
caregivers (page 26) to reflect on what you are already doing and ways 
you may be able to strengthen your attachment.  

 If you are finding it difficult to connect with your child in age-appropriate 
way you may wish to look back at the fact sheet Connecting with 
children at different ages: Part 1 and 2 (page 13 and 14).  

Mindfulness is a skill that we can all learn and benefit from to help us with the 
juggle of being a parent. To be mindful is to pay attention purposefully and non-
judgmentally to the present moment. Practicing mindfulness-based parenting or 
‘mindful parenting’ allows us to take a step back from a stressful situation with 
our child, observe our emotional reaction, take a deep breath and then choose 
to act in a calmer, more level manner.  

 For more information about mindful parenting read the fact sheet Mindful 
parenting during child play time (page 27).  

 Other examples of mindfulness activities include the fact sheet Blowing 
bubbles (page 28).  
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Sometimes our difficulties with our affect, identity or relationships can get in the 
way of our role as parents.  

 Use the fact sheet Understanding and responding to children’s feelings 
when personality disorder get in the way (page 29) to think about the ways 
that emotional communication can become confused or misunderstood 
between you and your child.  

 Reflect on your responses to the fact sheet Identifying relationship 
patterns: Part 1 and 2 (page 24 and 25). Consider what was your child’s 
message and how did you receive that message. For example, a child’s 
message ‘I am upset’ could be received as ‘I am a bad parent’.  
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Identifying relationship patterns: Part 1 
Caregiver Name: Clinician Name: 
Identify a recent and common interaction you had with your child: 
 
 
 
 
 

Caregiver Child 
What were my needs? 
 
 
 
 
 

What were my child’s needs? 

I expected my child to… 
 
 
 
 
 

My child expected me to… 

I felt… 
 
 
 
 
 

My child felt… 

How did I react? 
 
 
 
 
 

How did my child react? 

What could I do in the future? 
 
 
 
 
 

What outcome would I want for my child next 
time? 
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Identifying relationship patterns: Part 2 
Caregiver Name: Clinician Name: 
Identify a recent and common interaction you had with your parent or caregiver:  
 
 
 
 
 

Caregiver Your Parent or Caregiver 
What were my needs? 
 
 
 
 
 

What were my parent’s needs? 

I expected my parent to… 
 
 
 
 
 

My parent expected me to… 

I felt… 
 
 
 
 
 

My parent felt… 

How did I react? 
 
 
 
 
 

How did my parent react? 

What could I do in the future? 
 
 
 
 
 

What outcome would I want for my parent 
next time? 
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Strengthening attachment 
From the beginning of life a child has an inbuilt strong need to be 
close and form attachments to others. Recognising these needs is 
obvious – the infant cry calls to attention all around to listen and 
respond. 

When a child attaches closely with a caregiver there starts a 
journey that the two go on together. Young people need 
protection, nurturance and comfort, but the capacity of those 
around, and the reality of a complex world, mean that no child 
can ever have a ‘perfect’ beginning.  

Experts in child development wisely state that the goal is to be ‘good 
enough’ in caregiving. This falls between ‘perfect’ and ‘inadequate’ - but fulfils the requirement to 
give the child a good start in life. In terms of priorities, attending to a young person’s attachment 
needs for love, protection and care remains the fundamental goal of ‘good enough’ caregiving. 
These principles remain the same into adolescence and young adulthood.  
 
There are a number of ways to be ‘good enough’ - here are some key principles: 
 
§ Establish child safety as a priority every day  
§ Spend enjoyable time together. For example infants need to be held close while older 

children may enjoy shared meals and games  
§ Show warmth and affection - especially at the start of the day and at separations and 

reunions  
§ Follow the child’s lead to notice what they need from clues in their behaviour and feelings  
§ Talk with the child about their feelings and listen to the things they say  
§ Work on seeing things from the child’s point of view  
§ Balance being warm and close with the child, and giving them space to explore the world. 

Keep a watchful eye over them, know what they are doing, but also let them make mistakes 
and learn from their experience as long as they are safe  

§ To feel safe, children need to know that their caregivers are in charge. It is normal for 
children to challenge their caregivers - this testing lets them know that it is right to trust their 
caregiver’s authority. Give children responsibility for safe areas of their life that increase their 
independence and self-esteem.  

§ Notice the child’s positive behaviours and comment on these each day  
 
Being a caregiver is challenging, but being ‘good enough’ will help the child to successfully 
navigate their major developmental milestones. Having a good relationship can be a most 
rewarding experience in a person’s life. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 27 

Mindful parenting during child play time 
Sometimes when life is stressful and chaotic, it can be difficult to keep a child in mind. Mindful 
parenting is focusing all attention on the child and their perspective. This means putting aside 
caregiver worries and problems during this time. 
 

 
How to mindfully join a child in play time 
 
§ Stop: First observe and listen with full attention to what they 

are doing, and focus on one thing at a time. 
 

§ Wait: Pause and take a moment to notice what is happening 
for your child. You might ask yourself: 
What is my child doing? 
What is my child likely to be thinking and feeling? 
What does my child need?  
What am I thinking and feeling?  
What could I do now? 
 

§ Go: Try to follow the child’s lead. 
The goal is to participate fully in being with your child. Sometimes just being close and 
watching is all you need to do. If your child invites you to take part, let them enjoy being in 
charge of the game. If it is appropriate, comment on what they are doing (e.g. “I notice you 
choose the green block to go on top”). Make sure the child is safe in their play. 

 
Mindful parenting gives a caregiver permission to take a vacation from adult problems. Enjoy 
spending simple time together. This can improve the parent-child relationship and may even help 
parents to respond in a less reactive manner when feeling overwhelmed. Mindful parenting 
becomes easier with practice. 
 
Project Air Strategy has other help sheets that outline different exercises for practicing 
mindfulness, including: What is Mindfulness, Rhythms and Sounds, Bubbles, Leaves on a 
Stream, and Sushi Train.  
 
See www.projectairstrategy.org for more information. 
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Understanding and responding to children’s feelings 
when personality disorder gets in the way 
The patterns in the way we communicate through words and behaviour can influence the way 
others respond to us. With personality disorder communication can become difficult, and 
messages sent can be misunderstood by others. Parents with personality disorder sometimes 
have difficulty communicating well with their child. Similarly, children can find it hard to 
communicate their needs and wishes to their parent

How messages become mixed up 
Past emotional experiences such as grief, 
rejection, violence and loss can get in the 
way of hearing what people are telling us in 
the present moment. For example a child 
who is upset may be misunderstood by the 
caregiver as meaning they are a bad parent. 
 

 
It is easy for messages to get mixed up. 
That is why it is even more important to take 
time to think about what a child is feeling. 
 
Some problem patterns to notice: 
§ When a child stops talking about 

themselves because they are worried 
they will upset others  

§ Expecting the child to be focused on 
the parent’s problems most of the time  

§ Treating a child like they are the same 
as the caregiver – almost like they are a 
friend 

§ Treating a child like they are much 
younger – almost like they are a baby  

§ Treating a child like they are much 
older – almost like they are a parent 

 
 
 
 

These patterns can harm children if they are 
allowed to continue for a long time. 
 
How to tune-in to children 
The best time to listen to children is when 
they are feeling safe and calm. Things to 
try:  
§ Ask the child how they are feeling and 

listen to the words they use e.g. “tired”, 
“happy”  

§ Try to see a situation from the child’s 
view of the world, e.g. “exciting”, 
“terrible”  

§ Notice what a child is saying by their 
face, hand movements and stance e.g. 
“fearful” or “angry”  

§ Help the child to find words for feelings 
for example “that sounds disappointing” 
or “you seem frustrated”  

§ Let the child know that it is OK to talk 
about their feelings, even those that 
feel bad  

 
Children need to be cared for in ways 
appropriate to their age. Spend time to 
calmly talk about feelings and thoughts that 
match the child’s age and maturity. Use 
these tips to help build a strong and secure 
relationship between the child and 
caregiver. 
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Reflection 
What are three things I enjoyed about being in this parenting program? 

1. ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

2. ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

3. ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

What are three things I would like to prioritise with my children in the future?  

1. ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

2. ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Congratulations on 

completing the Coming 
up for AIR parenting 

program. 
 

If you would like to access more 
information please visit: 

www.projectairstrategy.org.  
 

  



 

 
 

 
 


