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Being a police officer and having been blessed to have experienced this tremendous journey, from the most junior to the most senior positions, a profound lesson I have learnt is the impact of the “Broken House syndrome”, which in my opinion contributes most towards criminality. After my last column titled, The Parenting Discombobulate, many readers asked me to write in detail about this phenomenon and propose actions to avoid its impact on their children.
Broken House syndrome is not a clinical issue. Rather, it’s a social and environmental condition which adversely impacts the emotional, behavioural, and psychological development of a child, especially up to adolescence, developing scars which may haunt them for the rest of their lives. The major contributing factors are: divorce or separation of parents, constant parental conflict, domestic violence, absence of a parent, neglect or emotional abuse, substance abuse, and the death of a father or mother.
Interestingly, the impact on boys and girls is different. Boys, especially when they are very young, develop insecurity and anxiety. This generates anger which can be directed at one or both parents. The absence of a father leads to an identity crisis. This builds up, and the boy has a higher probability of developing delinquency, substance abuse, lack of interest in academics and cognitive development, trouble with authority figures, and other harmful effects. It doesn’t stop there. The scars continue to torment them even when they become men. They generally struggle with commitment, emotional expression, and are more likely to indulge in criminality. Research also shows that they have a higher tendency to contribute to their own broken homes.
Girls often internalise family conflict or parental separation more deeply than boys. They struggle with self-worth, feeling unloved and insecure. Constant stress and abuse can lead to clinical depression, resulting in more withdrawal with attendant consequences. Moreover, childhood is stolen and the fairy tale never becomes reality. Girls from broken homes develop much faster and may become “little mothers”, especially when they have younger siblings. As they grow up, they become more revengeful and seek to punish their parents. In certain cases, they may indulge in unacceptable behaviour using social media. With serious attachment issues and low self-esteem, they can become overly clingy or very cold in relationships to guard against hurt.
So what to do? That’s the million-pound question. Given the current hyperactive lifestyle full of stress, how do we ensure that our children do not suffer because of our own failings as parents? It’s a very difficult issue but needs to be talked about openly, since I believe that a debate about a difficult issue always leads to better results.
The foremost thing to do is to know that our stupidities will negatively impact our children. Period. There are no “ifs and buts”. The children we brought into this world, of our own volition, must be our topmost priority. We have no right whatsoever not to give them the best childhood there can be. Contrary to common belief, it is not about material well-being or how much money you have. It’s your conduct as parents, playing your individual roles as a father and a mother, which counts. This is the most important realisation from which the other contours flow.
Disagreement between spouses is part of married life. There is nothing unnatural about it. But where the well-being of our children is concerned, our disagreements must take a back seat. Why not have an argument in private? Why indulge in verbal abuse or, God forbid, a physical one? Can’t we act as adults and resolve our differences as a team? It is not so difficult once the realisation is there.
Quality time is the name of the game. No matter how many presents you give, nothing can replace this. When a child sees his/her parents laughing, joking, and in a nice strong relationship, science tells us about the positive character and personality development of the child. Telling stories, playing games, tickling, acting as a cartoon figure and other such childish behaviour is actually the most adult thing one can do. A smile on your child’s face is enough to counter every adversity life can inflict.
At times, differences become so pronounced that separation or divorce is the only solution. The impact on the children would be tremendous, but I have seen that parents who put up a joint face in front of their children and make sure that quality time is spent with them both singly and jointly, are exponentially more likely to avoid long-term scars. The baseline is that conflicts must be managed and resolved in a mature manner, keeping the well-being of the child as the top priority.
I also want to highlight the role of men and women in this matter. To men, I say this: being a father, you are the epitome of the role model in your child’s life. Both sons and daughters emulate their fathers in their own way and derive their strength from them. And in families where the father is the sole breadwinner, the role is further magnified. So, if you realise that the drudgery you go through in providing quality of life to your family would amount to zero if you lose your temper, become vicious and indulge in unacceptable behaviour, both as a father and a husband—would you still do it? And especially to those men who beat their kids, if you knew that more than the physical, it would be the emotional scars you inflict that would never be healed, would you still do it?
To the women, the message is simple. You did not go through nine months of pain and suffering to see your child being damaged because of the household environment. At times, it becomes challenging, but more than you, it is your child who suffers. Maybe being considerate and calm in tense situations with your spouse would be a better recipe than a virulent argument. Maybe talking and discussing the matters at hand in a conducive environment would solve issues, keeping the house a home.
Parents can give their lives without a second thought if their children’s lives are at stake. But it’s so sad that the same parents who create a Broken House syndrome damage the very same lives they hold so dear to their hearts.
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