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Parental 
Expectations
All parents have hopes and expectations for their children. Some parents 
may want their kids to be multilingual, and some expect their kids to 
get the highest scores at school. However, we have to realise that some 
expectations might be too much or unsuitable for our kids. Thus, how can 
we know what is appropriate to expect from them? In this issue of Positive 
Parenting, we focus on how to manage our parental expectations, so that 
our children can achieve their fullest potential.

Special in this issue, we had the honour of interviewing Tun Dr Siti Hasmah 
Mohd Ali, an exemplary mother figure to her children and perhaps, the 
nation. She shares with us the different ways of parenting in her time and in 
this era, as well as other related issues.

Various topics are also discussed by our line of experienced experts such as 
the challenge of parenting by proxy, an introduction to embryo freezing, 
the approach to mindful eating, the issue of cyberbullying, how to handle 
guilt and shame in children, and others.

Finally, let’s all strive to be the best parents to our kids, so that they can grow 
to be responsible adults leading a good and healthy lifestyle. We hope you 
will enjoy reading this issue and that it may benefit you in your parenting 
voyage. 

All our previous issues and articles can be accessed from our website at 
www.mypositiveparenting.org.
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Parenting 
Expectations:

Setting  
the Right 

Tone

Feature

It’s only natural for parents to 
have dreams and hopes for their 
child, perhaps even before he is 
born, but beware! If your dreams 
turn into expectations which are 
unrealistic, you may start to focus 

too much on perfection.  
This would impact your child, 

causing him to feel like a failure, 
especially if he is not able to live 

up to your expectations. 

With Dato’ Dr Andrew Mohanraj, Consultant Psychiatrist and Deputy President of Malaysian Mental Health 
Association; Ms Loh Sit Fong, Consultant Clinical Psychologist, En. Hairil Fadzly Bin Md. Akir, Deputy Director-
General (Policy) of the National Population and Family Development Board (LPPKN), Datuk Dr Zulkifli Ismail, 
Secretary-General of Asia Pacific Paediatric Association
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Feature

It’s only natural for parents to 
have dreams and hopes for their 
child, perhaps even before he is 
born, but beware! If your dreams 
turn into expectations which 
are unrealistic, you may start to 
focus too much on perfection.  
This would impact your child, 
causing him to feel like a failure, 
especially if he is not able to live 
up to your expectations.

On the other hand, having 
low or no expectations is also 
detrimental as it could lead 
to the child lacking a sense of 
purpose and direction in life. 
The American Academy of 
Pediatrics (AAP) recommends 
that children be provided with 
goals that give them purpose 
and direction. Lacking this, the 
child may grow to become an 
unmotivated individual.  

Consultant psychiatrist, Dr 
Andrew Mohanraj, agrees with 
the AAP, stating “Parents have 
to learn how to temper their 
expectations. Most importantly, 
their expectations should 
take into account four main 
factors, namely the child’s age, 

maturity level, physical or mental 
limitations, and the parent’s own 
limitations.”

Nodding in agreement, Ms 
Loh Sit Fong, a consultant 
clinical psychologist, says 
“If you find out more about 
child development, you are 
more likely to develop age-
appropriate expectations for 
your child. This is desirable as 
it would avoid unnecessary 
disciplining or punishments, 
which may lead to souring the 
parent-child bond.”

Getting it 
AAP recommends setting 
realistic expectations, neither 
too low nor too high, as it is a 
critical part of helping your child 
to develop a healthy dose of 
competence and self-worth. 
Realistic expectations work by 
encouraging and allowing him 
to perform at his optimum level, 
without placing undue pressure 
on him. 

“This provides him with a sense 
of security and trust, which 
helps improve the parent-
child bond. It also helps 
develop independence and 

responsibility. Another aspect 
to consider is for parents to 
have the grace to accept and 
acknowledge any mistakes they 
may make along the way, which 
serves as a good life-lesson for 
your child as well,” states Dr 
Andrew, who is also the Deputy 
President of the Malaysian 
Mental Health Association.

En. Hairil Fadzly Bin Md. Akir, 
Deputy Director-General 
(Policy) of the National 
Population and Family 
Development Board (Lembaga 
Penduduk dan Pembangunan 

Keluarga Negara, LPPKN) 
adds, “Never underestimate 
the importance of coming to a 
mutual understanding between 
your child and yourself. This 
means that parents need to 
communicate effectively with 
their children.” 

There is no easy hack for this, as 
parents have to find out what 
their child’s strengths are. In 
doing so, they will be better able 
to create an environment which 
encourages and nurtures their 
gifts. For instance, if you have 
expectations for your child to 

If you align 
expectations with 

reality, you will never 
be disappointed

~ Terrel Owens

Right
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is a Virtue
“In dealing with your child, you 
may find times when your patience 
is sorely tested. Remember to 
keep your cool. There are many 
techniques you can use, such 
as taking deep breaths to calm 
yourself, counting slowly to ten (or 
higher), or even taking a time-out,” 
suggests Dr Andrew.

He also advises “Don’t neglect 
working on both the connection 
and communication between you 
and your spouse. Nothing is worse 
than each parent having differing 
expectations, especially if one 
conflicts with the other. This would 
not only confuse your child, it would 
be a major source of frustration, 
which is bad for his mental health.”

Sabotaging Your Own Expectations
Ms Loh, a member of the 
Malaysian Society of Clinical 
Psychology, cautions, “It’s 
possible for well-meaning 
parents to sabotage their own 
expectations; this can happen 
if you make it a habit to make 
comparisons with his siblings, 
cousins, or other people’s 
children. Similarly, criticising 
his abilities, temperament, or 
character would also lead to 
an undesirable outcome in 
the future.” 

She advised parents to 
focus corrective measures 
on children’s undesirable 
behaviours, instead of making 
it personal or generalising. 
Other common mistakes 
made by parents are 
demanding or expecting 
conformity among their 
children (remember, every 
child is unique and different) 
and bringing up past mistakes 
repeatedly. 

En. Hairil emphasised the 
importance of the parent-
child bond. He stressed that 
while children should be 
grateful for what parents 
give them, being a parent 
also means putting children’s 
needs ahead of their own. 
For example, spending time 
watching a movie with your 
child may qualify as quantity 
time but is certainly not 
quality time. Just having your 
presence is not enough as 
they need your attention too. 

The father of five also pointed 
out that children are always 
observing, even when you 
think they are not, so it does 
matter how parents treat 
or interact with each other 
or with other people. Never 
underestimate the power 
of a parental role model, as 
actions speak louder than 
words. 

“The old-school method of 
raising children by telling them 
to “Do what I say, not what 
I do” no longer applies, as 
children learn by modelling 
and parents are the closest 
role model. Additionally, telling 
him to do one thing while you 
do another undermines your 
authority,” states En. Hairil.

be a piano or violin prodigy but he is 
tone-deaf, this would be a recipe for 
disaster. 

“Other traits such as responsibility 
and work ethic are often much 
more critical in determining his 
future success as an adult, so set 
expectations that are balanced, i.e. 
not focused solely on one particular 
talent but also include other life skills. 
Remember that your expectations 
can, and should, be reassessed 
from time to time. This allows your 
expectations to be flexible and 
realistic,” remarks Ms Loh.

Patience
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You may also find it necessary to negotiate 
your expectations with your child 
(especially with older children). En. Hairil 
suggests, “Have the negotiation process in 
a conducive setting and do it in an informal 
manner. It is important to set expectations 
based on mutual agreement to minimise 
stress and pressure.” 

Depending on your child’s capabilities, you 
may have to break your expectations into 
phases, i.e. set one goal for him at a time. 
Some children will be happier and more 
motivated to strive for the best, especially 
when they see their accomplishment 
progressing.

A lot of parents will 
do anything for their 
kids, except let them 

be themselves
~ Parenting Quotes: Banksy  

Children’s Voices 

Should be Heard

Some parents may exacerbate 
matters by denying their child the 
option of having a choice. While it 
is fine to give them what you were 
denied as a child, ‘living’ your child’s 
life is not the way to do it. Ms Loh 
points out that some of the other signs 
which show you are going overboard 
include:

• Doing everything for your child 
– this may be you if your child is 
already in primary school and you 
are still tying his shoelaces, washing 
up after he eats, picking up after 
him, doing his homework for him, 
etc.

• Overindulging him with 
luxuries and privileges – holding 
extravagant birthday parties, letting 
him have the latest smartphone 
(and getting him a replacement 
each time he loses it), etc.

“Most parents also try to shield 
their child from harm. However, 
not allowing him to handle his own 
conflicts or learn from his mistakes, 
can prevent him from being able 
to learn how to do so when he is an 
adult,” highlights Ms Loh. 

She advised parents to allow their 
children opportunities to handle their 

Going OverboardAvoid
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Parental Roles
Having set routines do provide 
children with a sense of 
security and stability. However, 
parents may be the ones who 
inadvertently bump against 
the realities of life. Parents 
with toddlers on the brink of 
going to school will need to 
make adjustments, not just in 
their schedule, but also in their 
mindset. 

Your little toddler’s days as 
a carefree child will be over 
soon, and somewhere over the 
horizon looms new experiences, 
new friends, facing teen angst, 
learning to drive, finding a 
college or university, and then 
before you know it, he will be 
getting married!

Datuk Dr Zulkifli Ismail, 
Secretary General of Asia 
Pacific Paediatric Association 
(APPA) & Chairman of Positive 
Parenting Management 
Committee, advises “Be 
prepared for change, and more 
importantly, be prepared to re-

evaluate your expectations as 
your child grows and matures. In 
the initial stages, parents have a 
lot of responsibilities to shoulder. 
However, as your child grows, 
you have to gradually pass the 
reins over to him. This transition 
can be disconcerting, especially 
if you continually find yourself 
thinking of him as your little 
baby.”

The main points that Datuk  
Dr Zulkifli wants to highlight are:

1. Understand and accept that 
your relationship has to adapt 
– as your child grows, he will 
move past certain stages so 
don’t get left behind.

2. Avoid treating him like a little 
boy/girl  if he/she isn’t one – 
nothing is more embarrassing 
to a teen than having mom 
or dad fuss over him/her 
(especially in front of their 
friends). 

3. Know when to let go – fearing 
for your child as he grows and 
matures into an adult is normal 
but there will come a point 
when you will have to let go 
and allow him to live his own 
life.  PP

Evolve

own problems and resist the 
urge to jump in to intervene 
straight away, unless of course it 
is something that may threaten 
his safety or life. 

“Let him know that you are 
there for him, but give him the 
autonomy to handle it on his 
own,” adds Dr Andrew.
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In 2017, a baby girl was born in the USA as a result of a successful frozen-
thawed transfer of an embryo that had been frozen for more than 25 
years. This birth was indeed a milestone as it marked the first time in 

history that a successful pregnancy had resulted, after the transfer of an 
embryo that had been frozen for that long a time.

Since the first baby from a frozen embryo was born in 1984, embryo cryopreservation 
has been part of routine procedure in human assisted reproduction, where embryos are 
preserved by freezing them at sub-zero temperatures during the pre-implantation stages.

Why freeze embryos?
There are many circumstances 
where embryos are frozen. 
Sometimes, at the end of an In 
Vitro Fertilisation (IVF) cycle, an 
embryo transfer is not suitable 
because the lining of the womb 
(endometrium) is affected by 
the high level of hormones due 

to ovarian stimulation. Under 
these circumstances, embryos 
will first need to be frozen and 
only transferred later, when the 
patient’s womb environment 
has stabilised and become more 
suitable for conception. Another 
common situation that requires 

embryo freezing is when there are 
extra embryos available at the 
end of a fresh cycle. As only one 
(or a maximum of two) embryo 
are usually transferred at a time, 
the extra embryos are frozen for 
possible future use, in case the 
initial transfer is not successful.

Freezing Embryos

How does IVF work?

By Dr Eeson Sinthamoney, Consultant Obstetrician, Gynaecologist, Fertility Specialist and President-Elect of 
the Obstetrical & Gynaecological Society of Malaysia

Family Planning & Pregnancy
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An educational collaboration with

Obstetrical and Gynaecological 
Society of Malaysia

At present, it is also possible 
to test embryos for genetic 
abnormalities prior to having the 
embryo transferred. This is called 
pre-implantation genetic testing 
(PGT). PGT involves taking a few 
cells from the embryo (usually 
a Day 5 or 6 embryo, called a 
blastocyst) and subjecting these 
cells to special genetic tests. As 
there may be a lag time between 
testing these cells and obtaining 
the results, these embryos will likely 
need to be frozen while awaiting 
the results.

Freezing eggs
Women can also opt to freeze 
their unfertilised eggs instead 
of embryos. Oocyte (egg) 
cryopreservation gives women 
reproductive autonomy since 
no male partner is needed, 
unlike in embryo freezing. It 
is suitable for women who 
are delaying their pregnancy 
for personal reasons like 
career advancement, or 
for young patients who are 
about to undergo treatment 
(such as chemotherapy or 
radiotherapy) which may 
affect their fertility. Freezing 
eggs is also a simpler choice 
to avoid ethical and legal 
complications in the future.

Cryopreservation methods

The main risks in cryopreservation are the formation of ice crystals 
inside and outside the cells and the dehydration of cells, which 
can damage them. Two methods of cryopreservation have 
been developed to solve these problems: slow programmable 
freezing and vitrification. Both methods involved the addition 
of cryoprotectants to protect cells from the effects of freezing. 
Today, vitrification is the preferred method by fertility centres for 
cryopreservation as it is faster, more efficient, and economical. 
More importantly, with vitrification, the risk of damage to embryos 
is reduced and the chance of survival after thaw is much 
improved. The advent of vitrification has led to frozen-thawed 
cycles having a better pregnancy rate compared to fresh transfer 
cycles, as well as a major shift towards blastocyst transfer.

Frequently asked questions

Q: How long can frozen embryos be stored?
A: The longest period an embryo has been frozen before 
resulting in a live birth is 25 years. Theoretically, it could last much 
longer, if stored properly. However, from a legal perspective, we 
are only allowed to keep frozen embryos for a period of 5 years 
in Malaysia, and possibly a further 5 years with approval from the 
Ministry of Health.

Q: Is there any difference of outcome between fresh 
and frozen embryo transfer?
A: In the past, fresh transfer pregnancy rates were consistently 
higher than frozen-thawed cycles. However, since the 
introduction of vitrification, frozen-thawed cycles have been 
exhibiting higher pregnancy rates compared to fresh cycles. By 
avoiding a fresh cycle transfer, the hormonal environment within 
the endometrial cavity is allowed to normalise before embryo 
transfer. Furthermore, a delayed transfer allows the selection of 
the best embryo for transfer, in contrast to selecting whichever 
embryo is available as often done in a fresh cycle.

Q: What are the approximate costs for embryo 
freezing?
A: The costs may differ from centre to centre depending on the 
facilities and expertise available. The approximate package cost 
for a fresh cycle excluding embryo transfer would be between 
RM16,000 to RM18,000. The frozen embryo transfer package 
would subsequently cost an additional RM3,500 to RM5,000, while 
an annual embryo storage fee is around RM1,000 to RM1,200.

Couples who are planning for fertility treatment can consider embryo freezing 
as part of their plan. The wife will not need to undergo multiple IVF cycles, which 
may be costly and painful, if the first transfer does not succeed. Couples going 
for treatment have to be prepared financially and mentally, as they might need 
several attempts before a successful pregnancy. As often said, fertility treatment 
can be an emotional, financial and logistics roller coaster!  PP
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Your wife is pregnant with your first child 
and you want to be the best father and 
husband ever, but you have no direct 
experience taking care of babies. So, 
what can you do? How can you help 
your wife and also be a proactive father?

Family Wellness

By Mr Alexius Cheang, Behavioural Psychologist
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Are You Ready, 
Daddy?

After receiving the news that 
your wife is expecting your first 
baby, you may have a lot of 
concerns. Although it may be up 
to nine months before the baby 
arrives, you can start preparing 
for the event right now.

c Preparing yourself. 
Sign up for prenatal classes 
together with your wife and 
read books together to 
guide you through your first 
experience as a father. Chat 
with experienced parents, 
such as your family members 
and childbirth educators if you 
have concerns. Prepare a to-
do list and pack a bag ready 
with the essentials for when 
the time of birth comes. Plan 
where to deliver the baby 
and map the best routes to 

the hospital, considering the 
traffic condition. If you are 
feeling stressed or anxious, talk 
to your wife about it, as she 
is the one carrying the baby! 
Sharing your concerns also 
helps to better understand 
and provide support for each 
other.

c Helping your wife. 
Pregnant women experience 
a variety of emotions due 
to fluctuating hormones. 
Help your wife cope with 
her physical and mental 
changes by listening to her 
and reassuring her. As her 
pregnancy progresses, it will 
be more challenging for her 
to move around, so help her 
with the chores and do your 
best to attend to her requests. 
This experience also prepares 
you for a life with a young 
child, in both your lives and 
this period is an excellent 
training opportunity.

c Home sweet home. Set 
up your child’s bed. Get the 
necessary equipment for your 
baby, like a baby carrier or a 

stroller. Invest in a quality baby 
car seat for safe travelling. 
Baby-proofing your house can 
be done at later stages when 
your child is about to crawl 
and walk. Take a step-by-step 
approach and don’t rush to 
prepare everything as the 
cost can add up fast.

c Money matters. This is 
a good time to reconsider 
both your financial habits, 
factoring your child into the 
equation. Having a child can 
be expensive, so have an 
open and honest discussion 
with your wife about finances. 
You may want to give the 
best for your child, but keep 
in mind that babies outgrow 
their necessities, like clothes, 
very quickly. Consider having 
a family health insurance plan 
and setting up an education 
fund for your baby with your 
yearly bonus. You may start 
small at first, but the key is 
to start early as things like 
insurance and an education 
fund will cost more the older 
the child gets.

Daddy-to-be
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Always fill the tub with cold water first, then hot 
water, and mix it well to prevent scalding. Test the 
water using the wrist or elbow. Also, never leave 
your baby unattended as babies can drown in 2 
inches (about 5 cm) of water. Carry him along if 
you need to grab a towel or answer the phone.

c Quit smoking. Take steps 
to stop smoking even before 
your baby is born. Seek help 
through a smoking cessation 
programme (e.g. JomQuit). 
If you are unable to quit 
completely, never smoke in 
the presence of your pregnant 
wife or baby. Also, change 
your clothes after smoking, as 
third-hand smoke can stick 
onto the fabric. Babies who 
breathe in others’ cigarette 
smoke are more likely to 
have ear infections, frequent 
asthma attacks, and to die 
from Sudden Infant Death 
Syndrome (SIDS). You owe it 
not only to your child, but most 
importantly to yourself to quit 
as you want to be around to 
see your child grow up,  
don’t you?

A new-born baby is very sensitive 
and has a lot of needs. Your 
wife, who has just given birth, is 
still weak. As the father, you will 
need to be able to take care of 
your baby too. This is the time to 
practice what you have learnt. 
Parenting is a team effort and 
you should not let your wife 
manage the baby on her own. 

c Holding baby. This might 
sound either easy or scary 
to some men, but it is an 
important part of parenting 
and establishes a bond 
between you and your baby. 
When picking up and holding 
your baby, carefully support 
his head and neck. More 
importantly, never carry hot 
or sharp objects while holding 
your baby, and hold him with 
both hands when going up or 
down the stairs.

c Bathing time. Bathing  
2-3 times a week is enough  
to keep new-borns clean. If  
he likes bathing, once a day 
will do. Bathing him for too 
long or too often can dry out 
his skin. You can start giving 
him a tub bath after the 
umbilical cord falls off. Use mild 
baby soap if necessary. 

c Changing diapers. 
Dealing with dirty diapers 
is part of being parents. 
Babies need frequent diaper 
changes, depending on how 
often they poo or wee, and 
how sensitive their skin is. They 
can get diaper rash if a full 
diaper is left on for too long.

c Feeding baby. For the 
first six months, your wife is 
recommended to exclusively 
breastfeed your baby, but 
you can help by offering to 
burp him after he is done. If 
your wife expressed her milk, 
you can let her rest by helping 
to bottle-feed your baby. 
Learn to thaw and warm up 
expressed breast milk and how 
to wash and install the breast 
pump. When your baby starts 
on complementary foods, take  

 turns to 
prepare  
food and feed him.

c The right-hand man. 
Giving birth takes a lot of effort 
and your wife is going to need 
some time to recuperate. She 
might be able to manage the 
baby, but your contribution to 
help with house chores will be 
very much appreciated. Be 
attentive to her needs, such 
as giving massages or bringing 
water while she breastfeeds. 
Good communication 
between you and your wife is 
important, especially on how 
things should be done.

Being a dad for the first time 
can be daunting. There are a 
lot of new things to learn and 
more things to do. Apart from 
that, you might have less private 
time with your wife. However, it 
is the quality of time spent with 
your family that matters. With 
teamwork, your journey into 
parenthood will be a blissful and 
meaningful one.  PP

Safety first!

Congratulations!
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The life of a modern-day parent is very challenging, especially when both 
parents are working. Parents have little choice but to leave their child in the 
care of a third party i.e. grandparents, a babysitter, or day care.

Parenting by Proxy

Dr Raja Juanita Raja Lope, 
Consultant Developmental 
and General Paediatrician, 
acknowledges that grandparents 
play a special role in every family. 
They dote on their grandkids and 
sometimes let them get away 
with more than they should. 
However, problems may appear 
when grandparenting interferes 
with parenting. 

Tips to bridge the gap:

c Communicate clearly: 
Clarify your expectations and 
let grandparents know how 
they can help. This allows them 
to feel important and included. 
Include them when discussing 
activities you want your child to 
take up, as grandparents may 

be the ones fetching him to 
and fro. 

c Handle disagreements 
firmly but politely: Be 
mindful of your tone of voice 
and highlight that while their 
advice is valued, you would 
appreciate them deferring to 
your decision.

c Include them: Grandparents 
may understand or agree 
with modern parenting 
styles and medical advice. 
Sway them to your side by 
involving them with parenting 
classes, seminars, and visits 
to your child’s paediatrician. 
These expose them to new 
information and get answers to 
their questions. 

c Stay positive: Avoid 
assuming the worst each time 
you feel that the grandparents 
are stepping on your toes. They 
probably mean well, so take 
their comments or feedback 
positively. 

 
“Just like any 

other relationship, 
you will have to work at 

it. However, if all fails, be 
prepared to find an alternative 
caregiver who will follow your 

parenting style should the 
grandparents continue to 
refuse to accept your way  

of doing things.”

Grandparenting

With Dr Raja Juanita Raja Lope, Consultant Developmental and General Paediatrician,  Dr Rajini Sarvananthan, 
Consultant Developmental Paediatrician, Ms Loh Sit Fong, Consultant Clinical Psychologist
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An educational contribution by

Malaysian Paediatric Association

Dr Rajini Sarvananthan, 
Consultant Developmental 
Paediatrician, highlighted 
three essential things if you 
intend to send your child to a 
child- or day-care centre:

1. Presence of a caregiver 
who can provide both care 
and guidance.

2. The centre should be a safe 
environment for your child.

3. There should be suitable 
activities available to help 
with your child’s mental, 
physical, social and 
emotional growth.

Take the time to personally 
check on the centre that 
their cleanliness, practices, 
and child management style/
policy are in line with your 
expectations.

“Find out how many children 
are at the centre and how 
many staff are on hand. 
This will give you a good 
indication of whether your 
child will receive sufficient 
individual attention,” advises 
Dr Rajini. 

Other factors to check:

c Is it licensed or registered 
with the Department of 
Social Welfare (JKM)?

c Can you drop by to see 
your child at any time?

c Do they screen visitors by 
checking their ID and with 
the parents?

c What happens if you need 
to pick up your child late?

c What are the qualifications 
(training and experience) 
of the staff and have they 
attended the Kursus Asas 
Asuhan Kanak-kanak 
(mandatory for JKM 
approval)?

c In case of emergencies, 
what action will they take? 
Is the staff trained in first 
aid?

c Is the centre child-proofed?

c Is the outdoor play area 
safe?

c What happens when a 
child is ill? 

c What sort of foods do 
they serve and how many 
meals are served (e.g. only 
breakfast, mid-morning 
snack & lunch)? 

c For school-going kids, will 
the centre provide meals? 

c Are they able to cater to 
allergies, religious/cultural 
restrictions, and special 
diets?

Ms Loh Sit Fong, Consultant 
Clinical Psychologist, brought 
up the option of employing a full-
time caregiver (e.g. kakak, bibik, 
nanny, or full-time babysitter). 
However, she cautioned that 
there are drawbacks such as: 

c Your child may become closer 
to the hired help than to you.

c Abuse may occur (e.g. 
physical abuse such as hitting 
a baby that cries a lot).

To minimise these problems,  
Ms Loh suggests:

c Check the credentials or 
experience of your kakak or 
bibik before hiring her. 

c Spend quantity and quality 
time with your child. Do not  
rely exclusively on the kakak  
or bibik.

c Treat the kakak or bibik as 
an extended family member 
with respect. This will help her 
maintain good mental health 
and serves as a good example 
for your child to learn how to 
respect others.

c Brief the kakak or bibik 
beforehand so she knows what 
to do if baby cries or fusses 
excessively. Prepare a checklist 
of what to do and a list of 
emergency contact numbers. 
If you suspect that she is 
abusing your baby, consider 
placing surveillance cameras 
in the house. 

Choose the Right Day-care
Full-time Help

There are numerous pros and cons associated 
with each of these choices. However, do not 
take things for granted. The responsibility of 
raising your child lies with you and parental 
involvement will always be required.  PP

 
“If you have 

other questions, 
write them down and 

take notes; this will help 
you decide between different 

centres. Bear in mind daycare 
centres do not absolve you 
of your responsibility – you 

should always keep tabs 
on what is happening 

to ensure his 
safety.”

An educational collaboration with

Malaysian Society of Clinical Psychology 





Tun Dr Siti Hasmah was born in 
1926, in Kampung Jawa, Klang, 
Selangor. Tun’s father was a 
government servant while 
Tun’s mother was a full-time 
housewife. Tun is the sixth child 
of ten siblings, and has seven 
children, eighteen grandchildren 
and one great granddaughter.

At 92, Tun has a wealth of 
experience to share, and  
Positive Parenting had the 
privilege to meet her in February 
this year to get her take on 
parenting back in her day and 
most importantly, to hear her 
thoughts on how things have 
progressed since then.

YABhg Tun Dr Siti Hasmah
A Morning with

Real Life Real People

Parenting Back in the Day

Back in the 1920’s, 
Tun’s parents were 
very conservative. 
Large families were the 
norm and Tun’s family 
numbered an even 
dozen. She remarks, “The 
catch phrase ‘parenting 
styles’ did not exist back 
then but my parents 
had certain ideas on 
how children should be 
brought up, especially in 
terms of education and 
discipline.”

Although Tun’s parents 
were not overly strict, 
education and honesty 
were viewed seriously. 
Parental roles were also 
clearly defined with 
Tun’s mother handling 

Tun & parents
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the family’s general well-being, 
in terms of health, food, clothing 
and so forth, while Tun’s father 
took charge of their education 
and moral values. 

“I can still recall how my parents 
would call all of us to sit 
together for a ‘family 
meeting’ if one of us 
had misbehaved. They 
would explain what the 
misbehaviour was and 
the ‘offender’ would be 
punished right then and 
there. This way, every one 
of us would know what the 
crime was and the penalty 
for it. My parents each had 
their preferred method 
to dole out punishments; 
my father would use the 
rotan while my mother 
preferred using a ruler,” Tun 
reminisces.

Moving Forward

Tun still deeply believes 
in discipline and the 
importance of education. 
However, her own parenting 
style does not rely on corporal 
punishment but on loss of 
privileges such as taking the 
phone away for some time.

“Another important point that 
parents need to take note 
of is they must be firm. They 
should also set a good example 
themselves. Do not soften or 
mellow the minute your child 
cries. You have to be firm and 
not give way, especially if he has 
done something wrong and is 
receiving his punishment,” 
advises Tun.

Discipline Today

While discipline used to mean the 
cane, nowadays, parenting styles 
tend to be more child-centric, 
i.e. focuses or revolves around 

the child. Tun is supportive of the 
modern outlook and does not 
condone corporal punishment. 
“You must talk to the child, 
and ask why he did what he 
did. If you are giving him any 
punishments, be sure to give  
him the reason why as well,” 
cautions Tun.

“Parents must be close to their 
children in order for the children 
to feel assured that if they have 
any problems, their parents  

will be there to help them, to 
listen to them, and to help 
them solve their problem. This is 
important and just as relevant 
today as it was when I was a 
child. Communication between 
parents and children must be 

there,” stresses Tun. 
She went on to add 
that this should still 
be the case even 
when one’s children 
have gotten married 
and have their own 
children. 

The ‘Secret’

Juggling a busy 
career and the 
duties of a mother 
is no easy task. 
However, Tun was 
able to succeed so 
well because Tun 
was able to rely on 
her parents, in-laws, 
and siblings to help 
out whenever her 
children had to be 
left at home. 

Also, instead of having to rely on 
a foreign maid to act as a kakak 
or bibik, Tun was lucky enough to 
find an experienced child-minder 
from Tun’s own kampong. The 
most important aspect to look for 
in any child-minder is the quality 
of care that they can provide.

Digital Gadgets  
& Family 

Tun expressed worry over how 
parents have become  
 

Tun Dr Mahathir, Tun Dr Siti Hasmah and her siblings
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overly-dependent on digital 
gadgets to help them. 
Recounting Tun’s own 
observation, she relates. “My 
old acquaintance from Kedah 
sometimes brings her kids to our 
house and usually hands them 
a digital gadget to keep them 
quiet. However, I believe that any 
good invention can be abused, 
especially with kids; they seem to 
start at younger ages.” 

Tun pointed out that some 
children even start using the 
computer from as young as six 
years old. Admittedly, digital 
gadgets do have their positive 
points, i.e. they can be an 
excellent source of information. 
However, she hopes that parents 
make extra efforts to check 

the content that their children 
access. It should be of high 
quality and contain educational 
content. 

Tun also advises parents to 
control their children’s access, 
both to the digital gadget and 
to the content they access. She 
emphasises, “Make it a point to 
teach your child to only use the 
digital gadget at certain times. 
Don’t allow the use of any digital 
gadgets during family mealtimes 
or gatherings.” 

Parenting by Proxy

Gone are the days of a single 
working father and a stay-
at-home mom. The reality of 
modern life is that parenting has 

become a team effort, which 
requires not just both parents, 
but a whole support team as 
well. It has become common 
for parents to get help from 
their parents, in-laws, or to hire 
someone to care for their child 
during the day. This often leads to 
a situation where parents spend 
very little time with their children 
on a daily basis.

Tun reveals, “I remember when 
(Tun Dr) Mahathir and I were 
doctors… I would be home 
earlier to be with the children, 
but (Tun Dr) Mahathir was a 
general practitioner then and 
often had to work late. The first 
thing he did once he reached 
home was to spend some time 
with the children. He would carry 

Tun & Datuk Dr Zulkifli Ismail

“Having contact with your 
children is important. You must 

make the time for them!”



21 • Positive Parenting Vol.2 2018

Tun & family

them around and once it was 
bedtime he would send them  
to bed.”

Tun also pointed out that they 
often made every effort to take 
the children with them anywhere 
they went. In addition to being 
able to bond as a family, it was 
also educational for the children. 

Love Your Children

Tun also wanted to highlight that 
parents need to take the role of 
parenting seriously, saying “When 
we have children, we have to 
really take care of this precious 
gift that the Almighty has given 
to us through your love with your 
husband. It’s very sad when 
parents abuse their children 

for whatever reason. It’s your 
child that you ‘made’ with your 
husband so it’s your duty to love, 
protect, and care for them.”

Tun also advised parents to think 
carefully before having children, 
“If you don’t want to look after 
your children or you are not 
capable, it may be better not to 
have any children. What is the 
purpose of having children if you 
are going to abuse them? Not 
only will you destroy their life, you 
may even end up in prison!”

Tun is a big advocate of 
breastfeeding and feels very 
strongly that it is critical in helping 
mothers to bond with their 
children. Tun also advised parents 
to love their children and cherish 

their time with them, “Once 
they have grown up, you will be 
less central in their lives, as they 
will have their own group and 
priorities. Also, don’t neglect their 
religious education, as it will help 
give them the guidance they 
may need when they are adults. 
As Malaysia is a multiracial and 
multicultural country, let them mix 
with everyone. In chasing after 
academic excellence, don’t 
neglect teaching them moral 
values such as being respectful, 
honest, and diligent in whatever 
they do.”  PP
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One way to nurture 
your baby and show 
your love and care to 
him is through massage. 
Baby massage is done 
by gently stroking and 
rubbing your baby’s 
body and limbs with 
your hands in a specific 
way. When massaging 
your baby, the level of 
oxytocin, a feel-good 
hormone produced 
when you hold or 
breastfeed him, is 
increased and will make 
both of you feel warm 
and relaxed. You can 
start massaging your 
baby with oil after his 
umbilical cord falls off 
several days after birth 
and throughout his  
first year.

Massaging 
Your Baby
By Datuk Dr Zulkifli Ismail, Consultant Paediatrician & Paediatric Cardiologist

Child Health

Benefits of baby massage
• Encourage interaction between you and your baby

• Lift your mood as a parent

• Help your baby relax and sleep better

• Reduce crying and fussing

• Relieve colic in babies

• Promotes growth and weight gain for premature babies

Guide to baby massage
• Create a calm, warm and quiet atmosphere before starting 

the massage.

• Pick a good time, when your baby is relaxed and content 
(e.g. before his bedtime), but avoid massaging him right 
after feeding. 

• If you prefer to use oil or cream, choose one that is 
odourless and non-toxic; make sure that your baby has no 
allergic reaction to the oil.

• Note how your baby responds to your massage; if he is 
restless or unhappy, stop the massage.
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An educational contribution by

Malaysian Paediatric Association

Massaging your baby is a healthy way to relax and bond 
with him. This brief article can serve as a guide to baby 
massaging for you. Consult your doctor if you have any 
other questions related to baby massaging.  PP

Arms: Wrap your hands around 
one of his arms and gently 
squeeze downward to his wrist 
as if ‘milking’. Then, gently roll 
his arm between your palms. 
Repeat with the other hand.

Legs: Repeat the ‘milking’ 
massage from his thigh to his 
ankle. Then, gently roll his leg 
between your palms. Repeat 
with the other leg.

Face: Using your thumb, 
massage his face in circular 
motions. Be careful not to press 
too hard. Massage his temples, 
forehead, eyebrows, bridge of 
his nose, ears, cheeks, around 
the mouth, and jaw.

How to

your baby
massage

Back: Put your baby on his 
tummy. Massage either side of 
his spine in small circular motions 
from the neck down to the 
buttocks. Apply several long, 
firm strokes from his shoulders 
all the way to his feet to finish. 
Then, you can cuddle or 
breastfeed him.

Chest: Using both hands, 
massage the right and left side 
of his chest in circular motions 
(like butterfly wings). Then, use 
your right hand to massage 
from his upper left chest to his 
lower right chest, and vice versa 
using your left hand. Repeat 
alternately in criss-cross motion.

Tummy: Place a hand on top 
of his tummy and gently stroke 
downward to his hips. Repeat 
several times with alternating 
hands. Massaging his tummy 
can help to relieve gas.
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Global overview of the flu season
In temperate climates, seasonal epidemics occur mainly 
during winter. The most prevalent strain globally this season 
is influenza A strain H3N2, apart from other strains such as 
H1N1 and influenza B. The season is particularly severe 
in North America, like Australia’s flu season last year. In 
Europe, a mixed activity was observed with an increase of 
flu-related deaths in the elderly. In East Asia,  
B strains predominated across the region, while H3N2 also 
contributed significantly in some places. The Hong Kong 
outbreak has led to a hospital crisis with increasing ILI 
cases. Beds were added as more patients were admitted 
than the original capacity and nurses were overworked 
due to staff shortages.

In Malaysia and other tropical regions, influenza manifests 
year-round. There are increased reports between April 
and July, and November and January, likely due to winter 
flu seasons in the northern and southern hemispheres and 
travellers from the regions carrying the bug into Malaysia. 
Flu is also frequently mentioned in the media as it is not an 
uncommon disease here.

The US flu season this year 
has been the worst since 
the 2009 H1N1 pandemic. 
The percentage of 
outpatient visits for 
influenza-like illnesses (ILI) 
reached the third highest 
level in the last 15 years. 
From October 2017 to 
March 2018, more than 
100 children died from the 
epidemic. Meanwhile, 
schools in Hong Kong were 
closed one week early 
before the Chinese New 
Year break to mitigate the 
flu outbreak, as two child 
deaths had already been 
recorded.

Are We Prepared for the Next 
Flu Pandemic?

By Datuk Dr Zulkifli Ismail, Consultant Paediatrician & 
Paediatric Cardiologist
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Are we prepared?
The HK crisis raised concerns 
about our preparation in dealing 
with flu outbreaks. During the 1918 
influenza pandemic, 500 million 
people were infected, resulting 
in 50 million estimated deaths. 
A flu season is considered an 
epidemic when there is a higher 
occurrence of typical flu cases 
than average. Meanwhile, a flu 
pandemic occurs when there is 
a worldwide spread of a new 
influenza strain.

With 100 years of experience 
post-1918 pandemic, we have 
more tools and knowledge at 
our disposal to handle influenza 
outbreaks, but a severe 
pandemic will put a strain on 
the healthcare system. The 
government needs to have 
a well-prepared pandemic 
emergency plan to deal with 
increased needs for staff, 
antiviral medications, and 
infrastructure such as ventilators, 
beds and IV bags. The public 
should also be educated on 
influenza prevention, whether 
by vaccination or basic health 
etiquette like hand hygiene and 
wearing a mask.

Severe complications 
from flu
Flu may seem like a common 
cold, but it can have more severe 
symptoms and lead to worse 
complications, especially in 
people who are at higher risk like 
adults over 65, children below 
4 years, people with heart or 
lung diseases, people with 
compromised immunity, and 
pregnant women. Complications 
include viral or bacterial 
pneumonia, dehydration, and 
ear or sinus infections, especially 
in children. Long-term medical 
conditions, like congestive heart 
failure or asthma, can deteriorate 
due to flu. Other complications 
include inflammation of the 
heart, brain or muscle tissues, 
and multiple-organ failure. These 
can lead to hospitalisations, and 
in some cases, death. High-risk 
groups should not neglect any flu 
symptoms and need to consult 
the health professionals.

Prevention by 
vaccination
To control the spread of influenza, 
a high-rate of vaccination among 
the population is necessary. 
The National Immunisation 
Programme does not include flu 
vaccine, but anyone older than 
6 months is recommended to 
get annual flu shots, especially 
the high-risk groups. Annual 
vaccination is needed for the 
best protection as flu viruses 
constantly mutate, and the 
body’s immune response from 

vaccination declines over time, 
making it necessary to update the 
formulation of the flu vaccine.

Other precautions include 
practising basic hygiene 
etiquettes. Sick people should 
stay at home, have a lot of 
rest, and drink plenty of water. 
Travellers who are going to a 
country with an on-going flu 
season are recommended to get 
vaccinated two weeks before 
travel, to let the vaccine immunity 
take effect. In fact, people with 
flu should not be travelling! In 
case of a pandemic, vaccines 
might not be available initially, 
but specific vaccines for the new 
strain can be produced faster 
and easier today. Of course, the 
ideal solution is to come up with a 
universal flu vaccine that protects 
against all or most strains of flu, 
with protection that lasts longer  
or for life.

The 2009 H1N1 worldwide 
pandemic has left an impact in 
Malaysia when more than 12,000 
cases were reported. The effect 
could have been worse, if not for 
our National Influenza Pandemic 
Preparedness Plan (NIPPP). 
Regardless, the next pandemic 
may hit harder. There needs to 
be more studies and surveillance 
on flu prevalence in Malaysia for 
better planning, and the effort to 
increase public awareness of flu 
prevention has to continue.  PP

An educational contribution by

Malaysian Paediatric Association
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By Assoc. Prof. Dr. Raja Affendi Raja Ali, Consultant Physician & Gastroenterologist

The adage ‘You are what you eat’ is closer to the truth than you might think. 
Gut health is important to your overall well-being. In fact, it can be said that 
your gut is your second brain. Your gut health is closely connected to your 
digestive, immune, endocrine, circulatory, and central nervous systems and 
in turn, can affect your physical and mental health. 

for the Gut
Probiotics

One major factor that determines 
your gut health is the gut 
microbiota, which is the diverse 
populations of microorganisms  
that can be found in your intestine. 
It is vital to keep the gut microbiota 
in balance. Imbalance of the gut 
microbiota happens when the 
population, diversity, and richness 
of good and bad bacteria in 
your gut deviate from the normal 
ratio, causing disruption and  
damage to the mucosal layer of 
your gastrointestinal tract. This will 
negatively affect your gut health, 
and consequently your mind  
and body.

To keep your gut healthy, it is 
necessary to have a healthy 
lifestyle and consume a balanced 
diet. A well-balanced, moderate, 
and varied diet is essential 
in keeping your gut healthy. 
Also, your gut health can be 
maintained by practising good 
habits, like regular exercise and 
enough sleep, and avoiding 
bad habits, like drinking 
excessive alcohol and overuse 
of antibiotics. Apart from that, 
there are also certain foods that 
can help to balance the ratio of 
good and bad gut microbiota, 
such as probiotics, prebiotics, 

and fibre. Probiotics are live 
microorganisms that when 
consumed, can have a certain 
health benefit to the host. 
They can be consumed in the 
form of health supplements, 
prescribed medicinal products, 
or natural food products, like 
yoghurt and kimchi. When your 
gut microbiota population is not 
in balance, for example after 
an episode of diarrhoea and 
after treatment with antibiotics, 
probiotics can be consumed to 
restore the normal ratio of good 
and bad microbiota in your gut.
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Lactobacillus is the largest group of probiotic 
bacteria in the intestines. There are more than 
50 species of lactobacilli, such as L. acidophilus, 
L. rhamnosus GG, and L. bulgaricus. It can be 
naturally found in the digestive, urinary, and genital 
systems, and also in natural foods and supplements. 
Lactobacillus can potentially be used to prevent 
or treat acute diarrhoea, also termed acute 
gastroenteritis which is most commonly due to viral 
infection; irritable bowel syndrome (IBS); urinary tract 
infections (UTIs); vaginal yeast infections; common 
cold; skin disorders; viral respiratory infections in 
children, and also to reduce lactose intolerance and 
cholesterol levels. 

Bifidobacterium is comprised of approximately 
30 different species, such as B. bifidum, B. lactis, and B. 
longum. It is one of the first bacterial species to grow in 
babies’ intestines, especially in breastfed infants, and 
can help digest breast milk. Breastfeeding can help 
develop babies’ gut microbiota, and children who 
are breastfed for at least six months are found to have 
more Bifidobacteria than those who are bottle-fed. 
Bifidobacterium, similar to Lactobacillus, is also used to 
help prevent or treat various gut conditions, infections, 
and skin problems. 

Streptococcus thermophilus, which can 
be found in our colon, produces a large quantity of 
lactase that can break down lactose in milk to lactic 
acid, and is widely utilised in the production of yoghurt 
and cheese.  Other species of the same Streptococcus 
genus, like S. pneumoniae, may be pathogenic, but 
S. thermophilus has been proven to be safe as a 
probiotic.  Its optimal growth temperature is also in a 
range that is suitable for our gut microbiota. It can also 
improve digestion, enhance immunity, and help with 
other health problems.

Probiotics are an important part of our 
diet to keep the gut healthy. Other 
than the food mentioned above, 
we can also get our probiotics from 
traditional fermented foods like raw 
tempeh and tapai. Probiotics can 
also be used to prevent or reduce the 
symptoms of various gut disorders such 
as constipation, diarrhoea, or bloating 
as in irritable bowel syndrome, acute 

diarrhoea illness, antibiotic-associated 
diarrhoea, and potentially many other 
conditions. However, each probiotic 
strain is unique whereby specific strains 
are more effective in treating certain 
conditions, just as how an individual is 
identified by fingerprints. It is essential 
to consult your doctor to find the most 
suitable probiotic for your needs. PP

Saccharomyces boulardii is different 
from the previously-mentioned probiotics.  
S. boulardii is a close relative of S. cerevisiae, 
also known as baker’s yeast. However, it has a 
higher optimal growth temperature at 37°C
and better survival at acidic pH, enabling it 
to reach the colon in an active state. It also 
does not need refrigeration. As S. boulardii is a 
yeast species, it is not affected by antibiotics, 
which only target bacteria. Thus, it is suitable 
for restoring gut microbiota balance after 
treatment with antibiotics. That is why it is 
especially useful for treating acute diarrhoeal 
illness and antibiotic-associated diarrhoea.  
S. boulardii may be found in fermented food, 
such as kefir or kombucha, which has a 
combination of yeast and bacterial probiotics.

Learn about probiotics!
There are many different species of gut microbiota that can be classified as probiotics, 
consisting of bacteria and yeasts. In fact, your body contains trillions of bacteria, viruses 
and fungi, and about 400 different types of probiotic bacteria. Some of the well-known 
species of probiotics are described below.

 

Do you know?
Saccharomyces boulardii was 

found in the early 1920s by a French 
microbiologist, Henry Boulard, when he 
observed that people in Indochina who 
drank a special concoction made from 

the skin of lychee and mangosteen did not 
develop diarrhoea and other symptoms of 
cholera during an outbreak. This strain was 

named after him upon his discovery  
and is commonly sold as  

an anti-diarrhoeal  
medication.
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Another difference is that milk 
allergies tend to appear within 
the first year of life, while lactose 
intolerance can start in childhood 
and gradually become more 
obvious in adulthood. A study of 
Malaysian adults found lactose 
intolerance prevalence was as  
high as 91%. 

How does this 
happen?
Your child’s body breaks down 
the lactose in milk with an enzyme 
called lactase, which helps break 
down lactose into glucose and 
galactose. If his body does not 
produce enough lactase, it will 
lead to lactose intolerance, as his 
body cannot properly break down 
lactose in milk.

An inability to digest milk properly is not an uncommon occurrence and this 
condition is called lactose intolerance. Lactose is a type of sugar found in milk 
and milk products. Unlike cow’s milk protein allergy (CMPA), which involves the 
immune system, lactose intolerance is a digestive problem. This means that  
while lactose intolerance can lead to tummy discomfort, it will not produce  
life-threatening reactions such as anaphylaxis.  

Why Can’t 
My Child 
Drink Milk?

By Dr Amir Hamzah Abdul Latiff, Consultant Paediatrician & 
Consultant Clinical Immunologist/Allergist (Adults & Paediatrics)

Do note that the symptoms 
of lactose intolerance will 
also vary depending on 
the amount of lactose 
that your child consumes, 
i.e. drinking more milk will 
result in either more severe 
symptoms and/or increase 
the number of symptoms 
experienced. 

Often, signs and symptoms will 
occur anywhere between 30 
minutes to two hours after drinking 
milk (or eating dairy products). The 
severity may range from mild to 
severe, and is largely dependent 
on the amount consumed and 
how well he can tolerate lactose. 
The common signs/symptoms of 
lactose intolerance are:

pain and 
swelling in the 

tummycoming on and off 
the breast during 

breastfeeding failure to gain 
weight

wind

diarrhoea

crankiness



32 • Positive Parenting Vol.2 2018

No matter what, if your child 
(especially in the case of infants) 
feels cranky or unwell, do 
everything you can to soothe 
and comfort him. In the case of 
lactose-intolerant mothers, it is 
safe for you to breastfeed your 
baby as it does not increase 
his risk of becoming lactose 
intolerant. Continue exclusive 
breastfeeding (unless advised 
not to by your doctor) for the 
first six months of life as studies 
have shown that this reduces the 
risk of cow’s milk protein allergy 
compared to feeding using infant 
formula during that time.

A temporary case of lactose 
intolerance can also occur 
if your child suffers a viral 
infection or if he suffers from any 
digestive conditions that cause 
inflammation in his intestines (e.g. 
celiac disease).

Diagnosing lactose 
intolerance
Your child’s paediatrician will start 
off by taking a medical, family, 

and diet history.  A hydrogen 
breath test may be required – 
this is a simple test where your 
child breathes into a device that 
measures his breath’s hydrogen 
level before and after he drinks a 
sample containing a set amount 
of lactose. The test should 
only detect a small amount of 
hydrogen in the breath if he is not 
lactose intolerant. An increase 
in detected hydrogen would 
indicate lactose intolerance. 

Another test used by 
paediatricians is to check your 
child’s stools, especially if he is too 
young and cannot perform the 
hydrogen breath 
test correctly. Stool 
acidity may indicate 
problems with 
lactose absorption, 
while another stool 
test checks for 
glucose in the stool, 
which points to 
undigested lactose. 
Depending on 
the severity of his 
symptoms, a biopsy 
(tissue sample) may 
be required. This is 
accomplished by a 
procedure called 
endoscopy, where 
a long, thin, flexible device is 
inserted via the anus to measure 
lactase levels in the intestines. 

Getting his dose of 
calcium
How you handle your child’s 
lactose intolerance will depend 
largely upon how severe his 
condition is. If it is relatively mild, 
he may be able to tolerate 
small amounts of dairy or dairy 
products. Instead of giving him a 

full glass of milk, try giving him half 
a cup or less each time.

If your child’s lactose intolerance 
is severe enough that he cannot 
drink any cow’s milk, he can still 
get enough calcium from lactose-
free dairy products, dark green 
leafy vegetables (e.g. spinach, 
broccoli, kale), nuts, beans, 
fish (e.g. sardines, salmon) and 
calcium-fortified food products. 
Do consult with his paediatrician 
before opting to give him calcium 
supplements as too much of it 
can cause constipation and may 
interfere with his body’s ability to 
absorb iron or zinc. 

Alternatively, you may want to 
explore other milk substitutes such 
as soy, almond, rice, and oat milk. 
As a good source of calcium and 
protein, soy milk is a popular milk 
substitute, along with almond 
milk, which is a good source 
of calcium but lower in protein 
when compared with cow’s 
milk. Before giving your child any 
milk substitute, do check with his 
paediatrician first.  PP
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Pneumococcus is the most 
common cause of bacterial 
meningitis in adults and 
children. The World Health 
Organisation (WHO) estimates 
between 0.7-1 million children 
under 5 die each year from 
pneumococcal infection. 
Approximately 15% of 
pneumococcal meningitis 
cases will result in death. In 
this article, Sarah shares about 
her son, Adam, who lost his 
hearing due to pneumococcal 
meningitis.

Adam’s story
Adam had fever and refused 
food and drink, so Sarah and 
her husband took him to the 
clinic. Adam had an ear 
infection and was given routine 
antibiotics and medications. His 
condition improved but three 
days later, his temperature 
went up again. He also kept 

vomiting and was extremely 
lethargic. “Adam was like a 
rag doll when I held him. I kept 
calling his name, but he gave 
no response. We immediately 
rushed to the hospital that 
morning,” said Sarah. Adam 
was seriously dehydrated 
and fluids had to be given 
intravenously.

Initially, the doctors were unsure 
of his problem, so they gave 
antibiotics and steroids as a 
precaution. Adam’s ailment 
worsened in the next few hours 
and he had to be taken to the 
intensive care unit. A chest x-ray 
ruled out pneumonia, but results 
from blood tests indicated a 
serious infection and a CT scan 
on his brain found excess fluid 
in his ear and around his brain. 
The next day, he underwent 
a lumbar puncture procedure 
to check for meningitis. “The 
test came back positive for 

Pneumococcus 
(Streptococcus 
pneumonia) is a 
bacterial species that 
causes diseases such as 
pneumonia, bronchitis, ear 
and sinus infections, blood 
infection (bacteraemia), 
and meningitis. 
Pneumococcal meningitis 
is the most severe as the 
meninges, membranes 
covering the brain and 
spinal cord, is infected 
by pneumococcus. 
Complications include 
brain damage, 
developmental delays, 
hearing or sight loss,  
and worse, death.

Pneumococcal 
Meningitis Battle
With Dato’ Dr Musa Mohd Nordin, Consultant Paediatrician & Neonatologist
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pneumococcal meningitis 
and the doctor told me to be 
prepared for the worst. I was so 
devastated. I have heard that 
people can die from meningitis, 
but never expected it would 
happen to my baby,” said Sarah.

The following days, Adam went 
through a surgery to drain the 
excess fluid in his ear and brain, 
and was given high doses of 
antibiotics to fight the infection. 
Sarah related, “When Adam 
woke up three days later and 
uttered ‘Mama’, it gave me hope 
that he might be able to make it 
through.” 

His general condition was still 
poor and his blood 
pressure was high 
but they remained 
hopeful. Adam’s 
condition slowly 
improved and he 
was finally allowed 
to go home after 
three weeks of 
treatment. Adam 
survived the 
pneumococcal 
meningitis, but he 
had partial hearing 
loss and was slow in 
his developmental 
milestones. “If I 
am given another 
chance, I would 
do everything to 
prevent this from 
happening to him. 
Now, I am just 
grateful that he 
survived,” Sarah 
said.

According to Dato’ 
Dr Musa Mohd 
Nordin, children 
like Adam, who 
are below 2 years 
old, have a higher 
risk of getting 

pneumococcal meningitis. Adults 
older than 65 years old, as well 
as people with chronic illnesses 
or weakened immune system are 
also more susceptible. In Adam’s 
case, he had an ear infection, 
a risk factor of pneumococcal 
meningitis, before being 
diagnosed with it. However, unlike 
meningococcal meningitis, the 
often-mentioned small purple 
rashes rarely appear when 
infected by pneumococcus. The 
bacteria spread by direct contact 
with respiratory secretions, like 
saliva or mucus. Up to 40% of 
people, including children, carry 
the bacteria in their nose or throat 
without showing any illness. “How 
it sometimes leads to sickness 

is still being studied. Hence, 
vaccination is the best way to 
protect your kids from meningitis 
and avoid horrible complications, 
even death,” stated Dr Musa.

Adults, especially those 
above 50 years old, should 
also be vaccinated with the 
pneumococcal vaccine as they 
are exposed to pneumococcal 
infection too. Getting vaccinated 
also provides an extra layer of 
protection to children by way of 
herd immunity. “Herd immunity 
works when the community has 
a high rate of vaccination to 
prevent infection of individuals 
unable to be vaccinated or 
children who have yet to develop 

immunity,” explained 
Dr Musa. There 
are two available 
pneumococcal 
conjugate vaccines 
(PCV) that target 
either 10 or 13 of 
the most prevalent 
serotypes. The 
vaccine is not a part 
of the Malaysian 
National Immunisation 
Programme, but is 
a recommended 
vaccine that can 
be taken at public 
or private hospitals. 
Consult your doctor to 
find out more about 
this and prevent this 
terrible disease from 
ruining you and your 
family.   PP

An educational contribution by
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Herd Immunity





Our brain and gut have 
more in common than 
you may realise. The gut is 
lined with over 100 million 
nerve cells called neurons. 
This high concentration 
of neurons is second only 
to the brain itself, and are 
both intimately connected. 

Gut-Brain Connection
Nourishing Your Child’s 

By Assoc Prof Dr Raja Affendi Raja Ali, Consultant Physician & Gastroenterologist

Studies have shown that there is a strong link between patients 
suffering from digestive disorder such as irritable bowel 
syndrome (IBS) and mental health issues namely anxiety, 
depression and mood disorders. Here’s another example 
of how the brain directly affects the stomach; just thinking 
of your favourite foods is often enough to get your mouth 
watering and stomach growling!
  
On the other hand, the gut also responds to strong moods or 
emotions such as stress, anger, anxiety or depression; these 
can disrupt its normal digestive processes and may lead to 
indigestion, bloating or abdominal discomfort.  

Smooth running
So how does one keep the gut-brain connection in balance? 
Good digestive health is the key, not only to digestion, but 
also important for your child’s overall health and wellbeing. 
The way to good digestive health can be summed up in four 
simple steps:

A little help is always welcome
The gut is also home to a large collection of microorganisms 
called gut microbiota, a diverse ecosystem made up of 
viruses, yeasts, and bacteria. Studies have shown that some 
of these bacteria have health benefits, thus leading to them 
being referred to as ‘good’ bacteria, or probiotics. They help 
your child’s gut to function more smoothly by helping with 
digestion, nullifying disease-causing viruses or bacteria, and 
may even improve his body’s immune system.  

37 • Positive Parenting Vol.2 2018

Eat 
right

1 3

2

4 Minimise 
stress

Maintain 
good 

hygiene
Stay 

active



Nourish your child’s gut by providing him with 
sufficient fruits and vegetables every day. A 
healthy diet should be one that is rich in dietary 
fibre. Certain dietary fibres (referred to as 
prebiotics) are important as they help nourish the 
good bacteria; some examples include banana, 
garlic, onions, and shallots. 

Your child can get probiotics from probiotic-rich 
foods such as fermented milk products (e.g. 
cultured milk drinks, cheese, yoghurt), fermented 
soy products (e.g. tempeh), sauerkraut, kimchi, 
or natto. 

Limit his intake of deep-fried 
and sugary food/drinks and 
encourage him to drink at 
least eight glasses of water 
daily (more on very hot days 
or if he is involved in vigorous 
physical activities). 

Physical activity is important 
for your child’s health, both 
now and when he becomes 
an adult. Aim for a minimum 
of at least one hour of any 
type of physical activity. 
This can be taken in four 
separate 15-minute intervals, 
throughout the day or in any 
other combination. Physical activity is important 
as it will help to keep your child’s digestive 
system running 
smoothly, i.e. it 
helps to promote 
regular bowel 
movements, 
improves his 
appetite, and 
helps him to 
maintain a 
healthy body 
weight.

Too much stress can wreak havoc with your 
child’s digestive system, thus leading to recurring 
symptoms such as bloating and colicky 
abdominal discomfort. Physically, there is nothing 
wrong with him as these symptoms are not 
caused by disease or other physical causes. So 
the next time your child complains about tummy 
troubles around exam time, be sympathetic as 
he may be feeling so stressed  
about how he will do  
that it affects his  
digestive health.

Teach your child good 
personal hygiene. Start 
off with the basics such 
as proper hand washing 
techniques, and emphasise 
the importance of washing 

hands after going 
to the toilet and 
before eating. This 
is a healthy habit 
that will prevent 
bad bacteria from 
easily entering his 
gut. Food hygiene 
is also important, 
especially if he helps out in the kitchen. Wash 
hands before handling food and to prevent 
cross contamination of foods and, always wash 
hands after handling raw foods. 

It’s (not) all in the mind!
Now that you know about the gut-brain connection and how they can work in 
harmony (or disharmony as the case may be), don’t neglect your child’s digestive 
health. It is not an impossible task to nourish his gut-brain connection. Just follow 
the four simple steps outlined above to get started. PP
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A local research conducted by Pusat Perubatan Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia 
in 2017, focused on the efficacy of cultured milk drinks containing Lactobacillus 

acidophilus and Lactobacillus paracasei, that are contained in VITAGEN.

The study proved that daily consumption of VITAGEN has a positive impact on our 
digestive health. 

Time spent is less than 10 minutes

Shorter
Toilet Time 
           by

 45%
Digest food
faster
         by

 33%
The time taken to fully digest food, starting from the time 
food enters the mouth until it is passed out as stool by 
an average of 5 – 15 hours

Softer
stools 
            by

 31%
Stools passed out are soft and smooth, not hard 
and lumpy or watery

 Fully
Empty Bowels 
   by

 17%
Feeling satisfied, comfortable and no urge 
to pass motion again

Less
straining 
       by

 36%
Less pain and/or bleeding that can cause haemorrhoids

96%

improvement   
     in constipation 
symptoms

of research  
subjects reported

              Proven for 
Better Digestion*

Based on 2017 research conducted by 
Gastroenterology & Hepatology Unit, 
Pusat Perubatan Universiti Kebangsaan 
Malaysia on 180 healthy adults, and adults 
with IBS from Klang Valley.
*Based on 3 bottles  of VITAGEN a day.

** HCL helps consumers to identify healthier 
product within the same category.

**

Vitagen Research Ad_PP_eng.indd   1 4/25/18   2:17 PM
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Everything is done fast in this era of technology and globalisation, including 
eating, one of our most basic needs. For example, due to a busy schedule, 
many of us opt to eat fast food while working on our laptops, and some of 
us munch on our breakfast bar while driving to work. These are examples of 
mindless eating, which can lead to overeating, thus resulting in health problems 
like obesity. A way to reverse this behaviour  
is by slowing down and practising mindful 
eating, as part of a healthy lifestyle.

Mindful Eating
With Dr Tan Sue Yee, Nutritionist

Discussion about healthy eating and 
weight-loss usually focuses on what you 
eat and how much you eat. Mindful 
eating, on the other hand, is about how 
you eat. It is about being conscious of 
your eating habits and involves paying 
full attention to the experience of 
eating and drinking. The aim is to be 
able to distinguish between emotional 
and physical hunger. Mindful eating 
can also teach parents and kids to 
appreciate and enjoy their meals more. 
There are many ways to incorporate 
mindfulness in the daily eating habits of 
you and your family.

Eating in front of the TV or while playing with gadgets 
has become the norm, but studies have shown that 
this practice can lead to weight gain. “Looking 
at screens or doing other things while eating can 
distract you from the food and this can easily lead to 
overeating, as you keep stuffing food into your mouth 
without noticing the cue from your body to stop 
eating,” stressed Dr Tan Sue Yee. So, it is best to have 
meals at the dinner table with your family and make 
it a no-gadget zone.

Avoid 
distractions

Nutrition & Healthy Living
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Take time to sit 
down and enjoy your food, 
instead of eating on the go. 
Eating quickly is found to lead 
to weight gain, heart disease, 
indigestion, and acid reflux. 
“Eating slower and taking 
small bites will allow food to be 
digested better. You will also be 
able to fully taste the flavour, as 
food stays in your mouth longer,” 
said Dr Tan. Eating at a slower 
pace will also more likely help 
you to notice when you are full. 

Keeping a proper mealtime can help 
to promote healthy eating habits in 
your family. A regular time for breakfast, 
lunch and dinner is important, as 
skipping meals can lead to overeating 
during the next meal. “People with 
a regular meal routine tend to have 
healthier eating habits, as they are 
more conscious of when they should 
eat,” said Dr Tan. Reduce snacking as it 
can lead to mindless eating; however, 
healthy and mindful snacking can be 
useful to control portions of main meals.

Pay attention to the look, aroma, taste, 
texture, and even the sound of the food 
you are eating. Ask your kids to try identifying 
the different ingredients and flavours in the food. “This will help 
you to appreciate the food and be more mindful of the entire 
eating experience,” said Dr Tan. It will also allow you to notice 
if the food is too salty or too sweet, signs that it contains too 
much salt or sugar, which are not too good for your health.

Identify the hunger signals 
from your body and stop 
eating when you are already 
full. “Whenever you feel like eating, 
ask yourself if it is due to hunger, boredom, or stress. 
If you are not really hungry, find other non-food 
related things to do,” suggested Dr Tan. Avoid eating 
in response to certain emotions (emotional eating) 
or food-related cues like the smell or sight of food 
(external eating). Hunger can also be mistaken 
for thirst, so try drinking a glass of water if you feel 
hungry when it is not your regular mealtime.

Appreciate where the food comes 
from, who produces it, and how 

it is prepared. Being conscious and 
mindful of your eating habits will lead you 

to be more discerning of what you eat. “One way to do this is 
by reading the label and knowing the nutritional value of the 
food. Cooking and making your own food will also help you 
to appreciate it more,” suggested Dr Tan. Knowing your food 
will help you make a more healthy and sustainable choice for 
yourself and your family.

Mindful eating is one approach 
towards a healthy eating habit, 
which focuses on the way you 
eat and regard food. In fact, 
mindful eating can be a way to 
lose weight without going through 
complicated weight loss diets 
or programmes. Mindful eating 
may help with weight loss by re-
establishing your relationship with 
food, thus reducing food-related 
stress and changing your negative 
eating behaviours, such as binge 
eating, emotional eating, external 
eating, and food cravings.

In this age of abundance and fast-
paced society, practicing mindful 
eating might seem challenging to you 
and your family. “However, you can 
approach it simply as a commitment 
to respect, appreciate, and especially, 
enjoy your meals more fully,” advised 
Dr Tan. By gradually incorporating these 
tips to your daily life, you will find yourself 
more mindful and aware of how you 
eat, as well as what you eat.  PP

Eating 
slowly

Savour the 
flavour

Knowing 
when to eat

Know your 
food

Nutrition Society of Malaysia

An educational collaboration with

Proper 
mealtime

Do you know?
Irregular mealtimes 

can lead to a 
disruption of the 

circadian system, 
which is the internal 

body clock that 
keeps us in sync 

with a 24-hour day. 
This can increase 

the risk of non-
communicable 

diseases (NCDs).
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By Dr Chin Yit Siew, Nutritionist

when Eating Outside Food

Make Healthy 
Choices

The most convenient option? Eat out or tapao 
(packed-to-go). However, this should not be the 
norm. Home-cooked meals should still be the 
mainstay of better nutrition. Of course, there will be 
times when we will eat outside food, so it is important 
to give serious thoughts into your everyday choices. 
Beware of the abundance of unhealthy meals that 
could affect the health of your family! 

Your choice matters
A big concern for parents is how healthy is eating 
out? Although eating out is not the healthiest 
option, your choice of what you eat can make the 
difference.

A typical day for a parent 
starts early; firstly sending 
your child to school/daycare 
before going to work and then 
picking them up again at the end 
of the day. Most parents may end 
the day at 6pm (if not later), and 
by the time they pick their kids and 
reach home, it would probably be 
around 7-8pm. With such hectic 
day-to-day schedules, preparing 
home-cooked meals can be 
challenging. 

Avoid fried or deep fried foods

baked

steamed grilled

fries

burger karipap

Keropok

keropokboiled braised

Go for healthy cooking methods

Choose meals prepared using healthier cooking methods:



43 • Positive Parenting Vol.2 2018

Other useful tips
• If you had rice for lunch, try having 

noodles for dinner (or vice versa)
• Remember your greens and have 

vegetables or fruits with each meal
• Share if portions are large to prevent 

over-eating, which can lead to 
overweight or obesity

• Make the effort to cook at least one 
meal a day (i.e. dinner), and especially 
during weekends or on non-working 
days

Here’s a simple guide to give you an idea of how to start:

Instead of… Order this…

Fried fish Steamed or grilled fish

Fried chicken Roasted or grilled chicken

Chicken or beef burger Tuna sandwich

Curry or fried noodles Noodles in clear soup

Spaghetti with creamy sauces  
(e.g. carbonara)

Spaghetti with tomato-based sauces  
(e.g. Bolognese)

Roti canai, roti tisu, roti boom Plain thosai, naan, chapati

Nasi lemak with fried chicken White rice with grilled chicken and mix 
vegetables

Teh tarik Teh-O (tea without sugar) or plain water or  
fresh fruit juice

Fried popia or banana fritters Popia basah, pau, or steamed apam

Choose to eat less oil, salt and sugar in your meals:

Quick guide

Eat less fat Ask for less 
when ordering

Avoid sugary 
drinks

Use or eat less  
sauces/condiments

removing or eating less 
fatty meats or skin oil, salt or sugar

e.g. soft drinks, 
cordials

e.g. tomato sauce, chili 
sauce, soy sauce, gravy, 

mayonnaise

Be a role model
Children are like sponges, they will soak up everything 
they see and hear. Make the most of this by being a 
role model for healthy eating, as it will encourage and 
motivate your child to emulate you. Practising what you 
preach will go a long way toward helping him mould 
healthy habits, that will last him a lifetime and stand him 
in good stead when he is an adult.

You should also consider having an adequate supply of 
fruits available at home or in your office, in case there 
was insufficient fruits served when you tapao or eat out. 
These can be eaten as a dessert, either whole, sliced, or 
served as a fruit salad. Best of all, fruits are also a much 
healthier ‘snack’ if you happen to feel the need for 
something to munch on between meals. PP

Nutrition Society of Malaysia

An educational collaboration with
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Children nowadays are exposed 
to social media and the internet 
even before they can talk. Some 
have their own account even 
before starting school. This is an 
expected effect of the internet 
revolution, but it has also led to 
many unforeseen and unwanted 
situations, especially cyberbullying. 
Various efforts to raise awareness 
of this issue have been done 
by the government and non-
governmental organisations alike, 
such as the CyberSAFE campaign 
and the People Against Cyber 
Threats (PeopleACT) initiative.

Don’t feed the trolls!
“Part of the prevention should 
be teaching children about 
cyberbullying,” Dr Ng stressed. 
Children should learn how to 
detect cyberbullying and if they 
are being targeted. They should 
know what to do and how to steer 

away from danger confidently. 
Parents should also teach their 
kids to avoid the dark alleys of the 
internet where cyberbullying is 
widespread. Empower children to 
stand up to cyberbullying.

Prevention can start by having 
specific rules for safe internet 
usage. Set a limit on how long 
children can be online. Caution 
them against sharing personal 
photos or information to strangers. 
Prevent kids from going to toxic 
and harmful websites by installing 
parental control software. 
Computers should be kept in 
common areas like the living room 
for easier monitoring. Parents 
should keep track of their kids’ 
usage of personal gadgets if  
they have one. Parents can  
discuss the rules with them and 
ask them to contribute to the rules 
as well as the consequences of 
breaking them.

1 in 4 students 
had experienced 
cyberbullying, 
revealed a survey 
by Digi and Telenor 
Group last year. 
CyberSecurity 
Malaysia also 
recorded a total of 
1524 cyberbullying 
cases from 2012 
to 2016. The real 
number might be 
higher as cases 
are usually under-
reported.

#StopCyberBullying
By Assoc Prof Dr Alvin Ng Lai Oon, Clinical Psychologist and Vice 
President of the Malaysian Society of Clinical Psychology (MSCP)

Child Development



“You have a new 
friend request!” 
There are always new trends 
appearing online. “It can be 
tough to keep track of all the 
new social media that your kids 
are using, but you have to know 
their playing ground,” said  
Dr Ng. Parents have to be  
social-media savvy by learning 
how they are used and who the 
users are. In fact, parents should 
be a ‘friend’ or ‘follower’ of their 
underage children’s social media 
accounts to keep tabs of their 
profile pages and see if anything 
is suspicious. Kids may think it is 
‘uncool’ to have their parents on 
the friend’s list, so respect their 
privacy, build trust and do not be 
too intrusive.

What are the signs if your kids 
are being cyberbullied? They 
may behave unusually or post 
suspicious messages on their 
profile. “Talk to them about any 
issues trending online and assure 
them that they can always come 
to you if anything that happened 
online is upsetting, inappropriate, 
or dangerous,” advised Dr Ng. If 
they are being bullied, tell them 
not to respond to the threats 
or comments. Block or ban the 

bullies from their profile or report 
them to the site administrator. 
As evidence against the bullies, 
keep copies of the comments by 
saving the screenshot.

#Parents #Support
When approached by kids about 
cyberbullying problems, parents 
have to be supportive, trusting 
and understanding toward them. 
Guide them on how to deal with 
the problem and work together 
to find a solution. Do not blame 
them for the situation or sweep 
it under the rug. Cyberbullying 
can turn into verbal abuse and 
physical violence. Alert school 
teachers of the problem so they 
can keep an eye out for bullying 
during the school period.

Cyberbullying is a new form of 
bullying and the anonymity of 
the internet may contribute to 
the phenomenon. The internet is 
a powerful tool, but not everyone 
is using it with the best intentions 
in mind. Parents have to guide 
their children when using this tool, 
to prevent them from abusing it 
and being abused.

Cyberbullying victims can get in 
touch with Befrienders, a suicide 
and depression support group,  
to get help. Contact their  
24-hour hotline number at  
+603-79568144 or +603-79568145, 
or email them at  
sam@befrienders.org.my. 
Cyberbullying cases can also 
be reported to the Malaysian 
Communications and Multimedia 
Commission (MCMC) by calling 
the complaint hotline at  
1800-188-030, sending an SMS 
to SKMM ADUAN [Complaint 
Details] at 15888, sending a 
WhatsApp message to  
+6016-2206 262, or sending an 
email to aduanskmm@cmc.gov.
my. If cyberbullying becomes 
more rampant, with serious 
threats or physical violence, get 
law enforcement involved.  PP

An educational collaboration with

Malaysian Society of Clinical 
Psychology 

“Cyberbullying 
is as serious as real-life 

bullying and should not 
be regarded as a  

trivial matter,” 

- Dr Ng
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Children grow up learning 
about right and wrong 
from the consequences 
of actions – their own and 
those of others. When they 
demonstrate appropriate 
behaviours, they are 
praised and accepted, 
while inappropriate 
behaviours typically result in 
reprimands and rejections. 
Regular exposure to these 
consequences lead 
children to learn that there 
are times they get into 
trouble and times they are 
celebrated. 

Guilt and Shame
in Children

By Assoc Prof Dr Alvin Ng Lai Oon, Clinical Psychologist and Vice President of the Malaysian Society of Clinical Psychology (MSCP)

Often, when we make a mistake 
as a child, we get reprimanded, 
e.g. being scolded, given a look 
of disapproval, or being labelled 
in ways that bring shame to us. 
This method of discipline focuses 
on making us averse to mistakes, 
and in doing so, associates 
mistakes with guilt and shame. 

What are guilt  
and shame?

Guilt is a feeling of remorse for 
wrongdoing that is associated 
with your responsibility. When 
a child breaks his mother’s 
favourite mug, he feels bad 
that his action would upset his 
mother. Shame is a feeling of 
embarrassment from making 
a mistake that affects your 
perceived reputation. The child 

who broke his mother’s favourite 
mug would feel ashamed of 
himself for being clumsy. So, guilt 
is due to what you have done, 
and shame refers to how you 
feel about yourself.

Guilt and shame are a natural 
part of life because society 
expects us to take responsibility 
for our actions. When we make 
a mistake, we are blamed for it 
and are also made to feel bad 
(guilt and shame) about it. This 
is society’s way of improving 
individual progress by reducing 
and preventing mistakes, 
because a part of human 
motivation is to avoid anything 
that is aversive or unpleasant. 
Guilt and shame are two  
aversive consequences that  
we try to avoid. 

Regulating guilt  
and shame

Being part of the larger society, it 
is natural for parents or teachers 
to reprimand children when they 
make mistakes or misbehave. 
Children may associate these 
reprimands with who they are, 
and feel ashamed of themselves, 
rather than what they did. You 
have to be clear that your 
reprimands are focusing on their 
behaviour, not on themselves. 
For example, instead of saying 
“You are very stupid for …,” it is 
more appropriate to say, “What 
you did was very silly. Don’t do 
it again.” Children have to learn 
to be accountable for their own 
behaviours, but do not label 
themselves as a mistake. They 
need to cope with making 

You are very 
stupid ....
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mistakes by acknowledging 
it and moving on. Therefore, 
parents and teachers need to be 
careful not to dwell on mistakes, 
creating more guilt and shame  
in children. 

As imperfect human beings, we 
make mistakes daily. A part of 
growing up is learning how to 
manage the frustrations from 
mistakes, as well as the guilt 
and shame that we feel as we 
interact with others, especially 
parents. Guilt and shame need 
to be properly managed. If kept 
inside, they become a heavy 
burden in life and can lead to 
emotional disorders such as 
depression and anxiety. Deep-
seated guilt can lead to extreme 
shame and self-hatred, which 
can manifest as depression or 
misplaced anger towards others. 
These extreme forms of guilt 
typically surface in adolescence 
or young adulthood, as they take 
time to develop, but they can 
also occur in younger children.

When reprimanding children, it is 
important to keep their emotions 
in check and ensure they have 
a good balance of feedback 
and nurturance. Show them that 
they are valued members of 
your family and community. A 
part of emotional well-being is to 
have the sense of belonging to a 
family and community – a sense 
of being accepted for being 
who you are and how you can 
contribute. 

Healthy and 
unhealthy guilt  

and shame
Some children are just more 
sensitive and may be more 
susceptible to guilt and shame; 
they can be exposed to 
the gentlest treatment and 
upbringing, yet still feel guilt and 
shame. It depends on how they 
perceive their personal control, 
responsibility and attributes. 
Parents and teachers need 

to guide children on how to 
let go of their wrongdoings 
by acknowledging them and 
aspiring to improve. Healthy use 
of guilt and shame is socially 
adaptive and functional. 
However, they can be an 
emotional burden when kept too 
long and become unhealthy, 
when they result in emotional hurt 
that affects daily functioning.

The power of 
forgiveness

One very 
significant 
way to handle 
guilt and shame is the concept 
of forgiveness. Teach children 
about forgiveness as soon 
as they are old enough to 
understand it. As adults, practice 
it openly with each other to be 
an example to your children. 
Forgiveness is a powerful act 
that helps individuals to let go of 
their guilt, and eventually reduce 
their shame. While you teach 
children to be responsible for 
their behaviours, also teach them 
to ask for forgiveness and help 
them to learn from their mistake 
and move on with life. 

It is crucial that you also sincerely 
forgive them and move on 
yourself, or you may unknowingly 
instil guilt by reminding them 
of their mistakes and your 
disappointment. Sincerity and 

respect are very important 
components of forgiveness. Instil 
these in children to manage 
shame and guilt successfully. 
Otherwise, there is danger of 
children dwelling too much in 
them, or losing the sense of guilt 
and shame altogether.

Focus on  
positive discipline

What can we do as adults 
to promote healthy guilt and 
shame? The main method is to 
focus on positive disciplining, 
where behaviour is made 
the target of disciplining. 
For example, if you want to 
discipline your child to complete 
his homework, scolding and 
labelling him as “lazy” would 
be counterproductive, as it can 
discourage him emotionally, thus 
affecting his productivity. 

Instead, using strategies that 
increase his engagement in 
homework would be more 

beneficial. Shaming children 
for making mistakes is negative 
disciplining, as it is likely to 

end in punishment. A more 
productive way is to encourage 
desired behaviours, rather than 
focusing on undesired ones. One 
main benefit of focusing on the 
positives is that you are more 
likely to feel encouraged than 
upset. This will also reduce the 
likelihood of guilt and shame on 
both sides. Of course, there will 
be times when punishment is 
warranted, but always help your 
children to deal with their guilt 
and shame after punishing them. 
It is much easier to destroy  
self-esteem than to build it. 
So, mind your focus when you 
discipline.  PP

I am sorry ....
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“Hey, you have to try this,” your friends offer 
you a cigarette after school. You decline as 
you know smoking is bad. “Come on, man. 

Only this time. We’ve all just tried it.”  
Now you start to feel the pressure. 

By Dato’ Dr Andrew Mohanraj, Consultant Psychiatrist and Deputy President of 
Malaysian Mental Health Association

My Positive Teen

Have you faced this dilemma when you 
were young? You probably have, and 
now, your teenage kids may be facing it.

Defining peer pressure
Your teen’s peers are people around 
his age who have similar experiences or 
interests with him. They could be school 
friends, the neighbourhood kids, or his 
friends at tuition class. Peer influence is 
not necessarily a bad thing. It is normal 
to listen and learn from each other. 
Positive influences from peers can 
encourage your teen to be better, set 
a good example, expose him to new 
constructive experiences, and provide 
him with good advice or feedback.

However, his peers can also have 
a negative influence on your teen. 
Peer pressure occurs when he feels 
conflicted and pressured into doing 
something that he would not normally 
do, so that he will be liked, can fit in 
the group, or avoid being left out and 
mocked. Common negative peer 
pressures include having to smoke 
cigarettes when hanging out together, 
participating in bullying or dangerous 
dares, or even skipping classes/school. 
Peer pressure happens to people of all 
ages, but teens are the most affected, 
as puberty changes make them 
more aware and attentive of other’s 
perception of them.

Dealing with
Peer Pressure
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Dealing with peer pressure
Your own experiences are useful to help your teen. Here are 

some additional pointers to help you tackle his peer pressure.

Talk to your teen’s teachers or counsellor to know if he has a peer pressure 
problem, and consult mental health professionals if you are concerned about 
his behaviour or mood. Remind him that he should not force himself to conform 
to anything that is disagreeable. Make him understand that it is better to join the 
wise than being in the company of fools. PP

The right and wrong. 
Impress upon him that doing 

drugs, stealing or bike-racing are 
wrong. Late-night futsal is more 
acceptable. He needs to know 
what is right and wrong, and its 

consequences, regardless of the 
‘cool’ factor. This will help him 
to stand on his principles and 

display strong integrity.

Agree to disagree.  
Friends do not have to agree 
on everything. Disagreeing on 

something does not make him an 
inadequate friend. Understanding 

that everyone is entitled to their 
own opinion will help him to feel 
less defensive, and he will not be 

forced to do things that  
he does not like.

Encourage 
communication. 
Be open and nurture 
honesty in your teen. 

Assure him that he can 
always come to you if 
he is being pressured 

to do things that seem 
wrong or risky.

Self-confidence. Teens who 
feel good about themselves are 
less vulnerable to peer pressure 
and, are more assertive to resist 
getting involved in dangerous  

or inappropriate situations  
or activities.

The escape plan. Advise 
him how to get away from 

uncomfortable or dangerous 
situations. For example, he can 

prepare an excuse to leave when 
offered cigarettes, or you can 
assure him that you will always 

come to get him if  
he feels unsafe.

Saying ‘no’. Tell him 
that ‘no’ can also be an 
acceptable answer. If he 
feels uncomfortable, he 
needs to learn to calmly 
explain why something is 
not for him. Good friends 
will respect your teen’s 

decision.

Pursue his interests. If he  
is interested in music, send 

him to music class. Apart from 
learning music, he can meet 

people with the same interest. 
He will face less peer pressure 
when hanging out with like-

minded friends.

Do not judge. Respecting 
someone else’s choice will help 

them respect your teen’s choice. 
This is helpful for harmless activity, 
but if it involves dangerous and 

criminal activity, he should  
notify the authorities or  

trusted adults.

Know his friends. You need to 
be sure that he is in good company. 

Encourage him to find friends with 
similar values who will support each 

other in times of need. After all, good 
friends will stick by him in times of real 

trouble. You can easily share your 
concerns with their parents if you are 

already acquainted with them.

Being different  
is alright. He should 

know that being 
different can mean 

being true to himself. 
He does not always 

have to go along with 
what everyone else  

is doing just  
to fit in. 




