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I am fortunate to live in a home with 
many children since my wife, Joyce, 
and I had decided many years ago 
to have five children. 

Some people consider this a 
privilege bestowed on those who 
have the courage of fools and the 
luck of fertility, but others wonder 
how we cope. 

There are moments of pain and 
anger when opinions clash as “too 
many cooks spoil the broth”. 

There are also periods of 
happiness in which the cacophony 
of many voices rises like an 
orchestra of beautiful music. 

So, how do we achieve the 
harmony at home since familiarity 
often breeds contempt and how is 
joy different from happiness?

Some have said that happiness is 

more transient and subjective, 
while joy is more permanent and 
objective. 

I have asked my children what it 
means to be happy. One said having 
a pet, another quipped that toys are 
the object of happiness. The oldest 
girl said it is about having friends, 
good family relations and doing 
things she enjoys.

So what about resilience? It is the 
ability to deal with adversity and 
bounce back from it. If joy is our 
final destination, then resilience is 
the vehicle that can lead us there. 

FACING A CRISIS TOGETHER
I remember a 15-year-old girl 
who came to me because her 
psychiatrist could not help her with 
her suicidal urges. 

She was pregnant, but her strict 
religious family could not accept 
her teenage pregnancy and her 
father refused to speak to her. 

I spent the next few meetings 
getting the family together to 
acknowledge their concerns and 
fears, and she received no 
medication but a hug from her 
father. 

Today, the baby has been born 
and the family is helping this young 
woman cope better.

The term family resilience was 
first described by Professor Froma 
Walsh, an esteemed social worker 

from Chicago, who noticed 
important factors in the family that 
contributed to how an individual 
copes with crisis.

Here, our team at the Institute of 
Mental Health studied the factors 
that contributed to personal 
happiness during the Sars (severe 
acute respiratory syndrome) crisis 
some years back.

Interviewing nurses who had to 
work under the frightening threat 
of a new infectious epidemic and 
seeing colleagues die from it can be 
a test of one’s sanity. 

What we found was that in times 
of crisis, subjective well-being 
(a term used by researchers to 

describe happiness) was linked to 
how the family coped as a unit 
rather than purely on individual 
factors. It is a finding that is 
consistent with other studies in 
Asia. 

Our study thus suggests that we 
manage challenges collectively as a 
family unit rather than individually. 
The family is, therefore, a source of 
strength and happiness.

There are three factors that make 
a family strong: 
• A shared family belief system, 
whether it is in organised religion 
or common cultural values;
• A flexible family structure;
• Effective communication. 

They are interrelated and build 
on one another. 

Sharing common values is an 
important way for children to 
understand the expectations that 
parents have. It sets a moral 
compass for the family and 
provides limits to which behaviours 
can be managed. 

Apart from relating these values 
through direct teaching, parents 
need to set examples. 

In my work, I often hear of youth 
arguing about the family value 
system and calling their parents 
hypocrites because they do not 
practise what they preach. 

In my family, we also get the same 
accusations at times, but Joyce and 
I try to be transparent in our 
decisions and explain the reasons 
for the decisions that we make. 

If we wanted them to keep us 
informed of their activities, we too 
had to inform them of ours. We 
have a family chat in which we 
share our lives with one another.

It is helpful for parents to 
recollect their growing up years 
and share their personal 
experiences and fallibility when 
imparting their values to their 
children. 

Organised religion provides good 
scaffolding for developing these 
values through a community of 
practice. 

The traditional family consists of 
a set of biological parents who live 
together with their biological 
offspring. These parents often fear 
that without proper guidance, their 
children will not grow up to be 
healthy and happy adults. 

These unspoken fears drive 
parents to look for correct ways of 
raising their children and that they 
may fail if they do not practise 
sufficient vigilance in monitoring 
the children’s development in 
detail. 

This may result in parents either 
not meeting the needs of their 
children, or over-compensating for 
these needs based on their 
expectations.

Flexibility in raising children 
means the need to allow freedom 
when it is called for, and control 
and monitoring at times. 

An analogy that is frequently 
used to describe this is that of flying 
a kite. Without putting tension on 
the string, the kite will rise and 
become lost in the sky, but pull it in 
too much, it will not fly but fall to 
the ground.

Effective communication seems 

easy enough to understand, but 
how do we know if we are 
communicating well with our 
children? 

If there is a need to use force 
before the communication is 
effective, it is unlikely that there is 
true communication at home. 

Young children take what their 
parents say as the gospel truth, but 
as they grow up, their need for their 
opinions and feelings to be 
acknowledged becomes stronger. 

As parents, we must thus become 
wiser in how we comment on our 
children’s behaviour and not 
appear to talk down to them. 

We must take time to listen to 
them and share our views with 
them, rather than give them our 
instructions and advice. 

FINDING JOY AS A FAMILY
Children have specific needs, and 
parents must address them in 
developmentally appropriate ways. 
We must help our children learn 
how to express and share powerful 
feelings like sadness, frustration 
and anger.

We must adjust our expectations 
so as not to put additional pressures 
on the child or ourselves as parents. 
We must also be honest about our 
mistakes, apologise for them and 
show our children that we are not 
defined by our mistakes. 

If you have emotional burdens, 
look to your friends and seek 
professional help, and do not lay 
them on your children. Create a 
healthy community around the 
family, including the extended 
family and friends who can support 
your child. 

I have seen many unhappy 
families in my work. I am always 
reminded of the words of my 
mentor, who quotes Tolstoy: “All 
happy families are alike; each 
unhappy family is unhappy in its 
own way.” 

To truly have joy in the family, we 
must first be grateful for the things 
that we have, as gratitude is the 
antidote against discontent. Do not 
wish for a perfect family and 
perfect children, but be thankful of 
what we already have. 
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Building resilience
as a family is key 

Will fibroids
affect my health?
QI am a 35-year-old woman.

Duringmy recent health
screening, I discovered that I have
some !broids. How did they form
and how big can they grow?Will
they a"ect my health?

AFibroids are generally non-
cancerous growths in the

muscle layer of the womb, which
can affect 25 to 30 per cent of
women in the reproductive age
group of around 16 to 50 years
of age.

It is still unknown how fi-
broids form, but they may be
related to female hormones,
estrogenandprogesterone,thus
they tend to shrink in size after
menopause when the hormone
levels drop.

Fibroids are more likely to be
found in women who have a
family history of fibroids, as well
as those who were never preg-
nant, who are obese, or have
hypertension or diabetes.

The size of fibroids can range
from less than 1cm to 10cm or
bigger.

They can grow into the womb
cavity, grow in the muscle layer
of the womb, or grow out of the
surface of the womb.

What are the symptoms?
Most fibroids do not cause
symptoms, but if they do, these
are some of them:
■ Heavy menstrual bleeding:

This happens if the fibroids
grow into the cavity of the
womb and cause distortion
of the womb lining. The
heavy periods may result in
anaemia in some women.

■ Pelvic pain or pressure;
problems with urinating or
passing motion: If the fi-
broids grow out from the
surface of the womb, they
can cause pressure and ob-
struction to the bladder and
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the intestines.
■ Severe abdominal pain: Preg-

nant women may experience
this if the fibroids undergo de-
generation during pregnancy.

■ Infertility: Problems getting
pregnant may occur if the
fibroids grow into the womb
cavity and cause distortion of
the womb cavity.

What should I do?
It is advisable to see a doctor when
you have heavy or prolonged
menses, problems with passing
urine and/or motion, abdominal
pain, abdominal distension or
problems getting pregnant.

Even if your fibroids do not
cause any symptoms, it is wise to
see your doctor regularly to keep
track of possible changes that
may require intervention.

In rare cases, cancerous grow-
ths such as leiomyosarcomas
may be formed by the rapidly
growing fibroids in the womb.

What are the
treatments available?
If your fibroids are causing
symptoms, you can opt for med-
ications to relieve the symptoms,

such as medicines that help
reduce menstrual flow, or iron
tablets to help with anaemia.

There are also hormonal
medications to help shrink the
fibroids, but they can have side
effects.

For fibroids that cause trou-
blesome symptoms and cannot
be controlled by medication,
surgery can be considered.

Surgical options include re-
moving just the fibroids (myo-
mectomy) or removing the
whole womb (hysterectomy).
The procedure can be done as
open surgery or keyhole surgery.

There are also non-surgical
options, but every patient needs
to be assessed individually on
the likelihood of cure and pos-
sible side effects of these treat-
ment options.

In most cases, fibroids do not cause any symptoms but some
women may experience heavy menstrual bleeding and pelvic pain.
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