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Catalytic Leadership – rights, resilience and social change

Section 1: 

Dictionary.com (2023) defines the word ‘catalyst’ as ‘a substance that causes or accelerates a chemical reaction without itself being affected’. A catalyst for change is someone who spurs other people on with enthusiasm, motivation and positive energy whilst making room for those traits to then transpire to those around them, thus creating a stronger team. To be a catalytic leader does not depend on a position of power states Mcdowell Clark (2012), meaning anyone can become an agent for change. According to Toomer et al (2018) a catalytic leader elevates the performance of those around them, but this is not accomplished through being the loudest, most knowledgeable, or most powerful person there. It depends on quality traits such as, humility, being a good listener, and being respectful of everyone. By interacting with kindness in this way it can develop a greater level of confidence within the team (Connor, 2013). 

An example of a catalytic leader is Marcus Rashford, the England and Manchester United football player. It was during the COVID pandemic, that he realised a percentage of children were not getting the level of food that they needed to nourish and grow their bodies effectively during the pandemic lockdowns (Sky News, 2021). According to SMF (2020) 1 in 4 children faced some level of food deprivation in the 6 months following the first lockdown in March, 2020. Holland (2022) says that for some children school dinners will be the only nutritional meal they eat during the day, which further supported Rashford’s fight to provide school dinners for any child at risk of going hungry at home during the lockdowns (Sky News, 2021). He was a catalytic leader because he saw an issue within society that needed to be changed, and he was able to spark interest and fight within others because of his passion about food poverty, meaning changes were understood by all and actioned by all, including Boris Johnson (The Prime Minister at that time), local Governments, and families within society (BBC News, 2021). Marcus wanted to bring to light the need for all children to have access to nutritional, healthy foods. Marcus had an idea and others were able to action it. Within The UNCRC (no date) Article 6 states that Governments must do all they can to make sure children are surviving and developing to their full potential, Article 24 declares that all children have the right to nutritional foods, and Article 27 says that every child has the right to a standard of living that is good enough to support their development physically, socially, mentally and emotionally. These articles underpin Rashford’s understanding and need for change.


According to Blatt (2022) for children to thrive and develop holistically and healthily (emotionally, physically, mentally, socially and cognitively) they must experience consistent love and nurturing from a parent or caregiver. This is paramount within the early years as trauma and inconsistencies within love and care can have negative effects on a person throughout their teenage years and into adulthood (Winston and Chicot, 2016). Whilst security and support from a caregiver can provide children with resilience and confidence to deal with the stresses of life in a positive way (Mental Health Centre, 2019). EYP’s also have a part to play in supporting children’s resilience and confidence as interactions and role modelling is taking place every day (Morgenroth et al, 2015). This is why staff must be vigilant and alert when caring for and nurturing a child within a setting. If catalytic leadership is not dependent on a position of power, then this means anybody within the early years is capable of being an agent for change (Clark, 2012), whether a teacher, learning support officer, nursery nurse or playgroup worker. 

There are many sociological issues within society that families are dealing with on a day-to-day basis, but how might they effect early years children? Adults once believed that children were unaware of their negative surroundings and relationships, whereas we have since learnt that children are much more aware of situations happening around them through listening, observing and feeling (NPR, 2014). A loved quote by Maya Angelou states, ‘I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but will never forget how you made them feel’ (The conversation, 2014) - how children are made to feel in the home and in EY’s settings will affect them positively or negatively for years to come, hence the importance for catalytic leadership within these settings; to notice children, make themselves aware of individual and personal family circumstances, nurture resilience, encourage confidence and support families on an holistic level (Parsons et al, 2021).

According to Dickerson and Popli (2016) there are strong links between children’s development and educational attainment, and family backgrounds. Because of this, it is vital practitioners are aware of family sociological issues and are sensitive to them. Families within our settings can be dealing with an array of sociological factors, such as bullying, parental mental health, drug and alcohol abuse within the family home, poverty, bereavement and relationship breakdown (Irwin, 2001). 

Poverty can affect children physically, mentally, emotionally, and educationally (Chiang and Chiang, 2021). For example, children living in poverty may arrive at school hungry, dirty and smelly due to a lack of money for food, washing powder and soap. Emotionally, they may feel scared and shy to be around peers and teachers due to feeling different, comparing what they have or do not have with their affluent class friends. Due to pent up anxiety and fear and a lack of nutritional foods they may lack in focus and concentration when learning and playing at school. Poverty almost always produces stress within the parents which can lead to parent-child relationship breakdown, even greater financial problems, and at times drug and alcohol misuse (Public Health Scotland, 2023). This can then negatively impact on parenting behaviours which in turn impacts children’s outcomes says NHS Health Scotland (2018). 

Families can be judged for living in poverty, but the reality is there could be a lack within social security (financial support such as childcare maintenance), low employment income, and the increase of living costs says Public Health Scotland (2023). According to Welsh Government (2022) 31% of children are living in income poverty. Practitioners can implement varied supports for these children and families, such as bringing extra fruit snack and providing uniforms if they do not have any, emotional support through 1-1 conversations, addressing root causes of poverty through third-party involvement such as Barnardo’s, and financial schemes and family help states Child Poverty Action Group (2022). However, if trust is not at the forefront of relationship building between professionals and families it will be difficult to help families at all. Families living in poverty do not want to be victimised, judged, or patronised (JRF, 2016), but need compassion, dignity and respect (Child poverty action group, 2022).

Parental substance misuse (drug or alcohol dependency) and crime might be other sociological issues that young children are facing today, as the effects of substance misuse are felt by the entire family says Lander, Howsare and Byrne (2013). According to (Velleman and Templeton, 2018) 50% of violent crimes and 70% of A&E admissions are linked to alcohol and substance misuse. Furthermore, statistics show that 1 in 11 adults between the ages of 16-59 years are using illegal drugs in England and Wales states Office for National Statistics (2022). These addictions can have detrimental and long-lasting effects on children (Research in Practice, 2013) causing problems at school such as poor concentration and low performance. 

Parents may not be able to function well or care for children due to their need for drugs, causing children to fend for themselves by making their own food, getting themselves dressed, and getting themselves to school (NSPCC, no date), meaning relationship breakdown is at an all-time low causing a lack in emotional, physical and mental development (Research in Practice, 2013). Parents may be violent towards children when drunk or high causing significant fear and anxiety in children (Lander, Howsare and Byrne, 2013) equally, parents may fall into a deep depression causing neglect, enforcing on children the feelings of being unloved and unwanted (NSPCC Learning, 2022 and NSPCC, no date). Even worse, children may copy their parents by taking or using illegal substances and alcohol causing death states Palmiere et al (2010). Parents may also get help through rehabilitation centres or be put into prison due to crimes committed, this would inevitably involve social services and for some it may push children into the care system (NHS, 2023).

Drug and Alcohol misuse can be rooted in a variety of problems, such as trauma, abuse, poverty, mental health and peer pressure says National Institute for drug abuse (2018). Like poverty, families need compassion and respect, alongside good listening and adequate time to build positive relationships (Buckinghamshire council, no date). Sometimes, parents are in a cycle that just needs to be broken, this can take place through support and help from varied professionals (NHS, 2023). Sign posting to intervention and family schemes can be of help, whilst you as practitioners are ‘checking-in’ to see how the family are doing (Gov UK, 2022). This can be done through multiagency working with the NHS, drug and alcohol rehabilitation schemes, family support through charities such as the NSPCC and Barnardos, as well as religious settings such as churches (Jayne and Williams, 2020 and Mind, 2023). It is vital that the best interest of the child is at the forefront of all professionals involved when working with parents with drug and alcohol misuse (UNCRC, no date). Drug and Alcohol misuse is a powerful addiction, and it is important EYP’s are not discouraged if there are pushbacks when helping, often adults dealing with addictions do not think they have a problem (News in Health, 2015).

Being a catalytic leader within the EY’s can be difficult due to a lack of employers/employee support, often there can be a sense of jealousy and comparison from other workers if you have ideas on how to further help children and families and they do not (Vecchio, 2000). This can also result in bullying, causing professionals to be afraid to speak up in future (Gov UK, no date). A lack of time can be a factor, simply not having enough hours in the day to input into families the way we would like to (Lawler, 2021). A lack of power to make decisions and implement changes due to hierarchy can also prevent catalytic leaders from rising (Greer, 2020).


Section 2:

The Children’s Commissioner for Wales, an organisation focusing on the ‘needs of all children’, was established in 2001, and has since seen four new Commissioner’s leading within this role. Our present Children’s Commissioner is, indeed, Rocio Cifuentes. Before Rocio took on the role as Commissioner, she was Chief Executive of the Charity ‘Ethnic minorities and Youth support team Wales’, she chaired the Welsh Refugee Coalition, served on the Wales Committee team for the ‘Equality and Human Rights Commission’, worked with youth homelessness and was involved in another Charity called ‘Mixtup’ working with young people with varying abilities and disabilities. Rocio was a refugee alongside her parents when arriving in Wales in the 1970’s, by fleeing the Pinochet dictatorship in Chile. Rocio has a wealth of knowledge and experience working with children and young people. Each Commissioner work’s this role for seven years, meaning Rocio will remain as Commissioner until April, 2029 (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2023 and Welsh Government, 2022a).

Rocio Cifuentes, put simply, is an ambassador for children’s rights. Because of this, she is encouraging children to find out what their rights are under the UNCRC (no date), she has innumerable conversations with children to find out what is most important to them, advises and cares for children who are treated unfairly, and advocates for children by raising awareness on important issues effecting children such as bullying (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2017).  Everything implemented by the Children’s Commissioner for Wales is done so by conversing with Governments and organisations (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2023).

The Children Act (2004) supports the role of the Commissioner, highlighting the need to promote and protect children’s rights, whilst promoting awareness of their views and interests. This ultimately is why reports and publications are produced. Children identify problems that aren’t being met or supported by the local government and they speak with the Children’s Commissioner for Wales to discuss ways in which they can be investigated and rectified notes the Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2021/22) within their Annual Report. According to Children’s Commissioner’s for Wales (no date) research takes place and data is then collated. Gaps have been recognised within society, schools and people groups and this is exactly why children want to be heard because they want to make a change (Welsh Government, 2015). It is the right of every child that the adults around them support them in helping to bring about necessary and positive change states UNCRC (no date), Human Rights Act (1998), Equality Act (2010), and Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2023).

The report being explored and analysed within this section is: Sam’s Story, published by Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2017) by previous Children’s Commissioner Sally Holland. It conveys the need to listen to children and young people’s experiences of bullying in Wales. It has been made clear throughout the past few decades by conversations had between hundreds of children and the past three Children’s Commissioner for Wales, not including our present Commissioner Rocio Cifuentes, that bullying is prevalent within all ages from pre-school, to primary, to secondary school, college and the workplace states Afroz and Shafqat (2015). Consequently, Welsh Government (2019, 2019a, 2019b, 2020, 2020a) have highlighted the need for all parents, teachers, professionals and students to be educated on what bullying is, the types of bullying and the consequences of bullying. It was children that identified bullying as a major problem within society (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2016).

Bullying is an unwanted, aggressive behaviour that is often reoccurring, and is passed on from one person to another. To simplify, one person is bullying and the other is being bullied (Stop Bulling, 2023). Bullying can be done in different ways; verbally, physically and socially. These might be seen through teasing, name-calling, threatening, inappropriate sexual comments, leaving someone out on purpose, spreading rumours about someone, embarrassing someone in front of others, hitting and kicking, taking someone’s belongings, and tripping or pushing someone over (Family Lives, 2022 and Gov Wales, no date). This is not an exhaustive list; however, it does give insight into what bullying can look like and sound like, giving more awareness of the signs of bullying. All children should be safeguarded from being bullied and are entitled to be cared for well (Estyn, no date, NSPCC, 2022, UNCRC, no date and Children Act, 2004). This includes a safe, educational experience (Education Act, 2011).

Through conversations had, children were able to explain some feelings they had surrounding bullying and reasons as to why someone might be targeted (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2017). In agreement with Young Minds (2023), some children believed that being ‘different’ made them a target for bullying. This includes issues such as poverty, disability, race, physical appearance, religion and likes/dislikes. Often the term ‘different’ carries negative connotations, and this is why practitioners have a duty to explain to children how being ‘different’ brings about diversity through understanding others’ experiences, languages, understandings and ideas, which become powerful when used by a group of children as it can enhance creativity (Freidman, Friedman and Leverton, 2016). Because of this, diversity (or being ‘different’) is to be promoted amongst children, including within Early Years settings (Alegre de la Rosa and Villar Angulo, 2022).

Children also felt that being isolated, starting a new school, or having fewer friends meant they were more vulnerable and susceptible to bullying (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2017). They mentioned that they felt unprotected and lonely which reduced their confidence in speaking up for themselves. It is paramount for practitioner’s to be sensitive to the children and groups of children they are surrounded by, helping to protect the children who seem to always be on their own, reminding them that their voice matters (UNCRC, no date). Within Early Years settings, the effects of bullying might be seen through children playing alone most of the time, fearing to ask questions or put their hands up during ‘circle time’, or even becoming mute within the classroom setting states Rigby (2003). 

Equally, the children who are witnesses of bullying (bystanders) are often unsure of what to do – they can fear stepping in to stop the bullying due to what might happen to them (Coloroso, 2002). It is vital children are taught and equipped to act with confidence when bullying is noticed, even if only to tell a trusted staff member (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2017 and Cortes and Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2014). However, children often find it hard to trust adults for varying factors such as not being listened to and being told off for ‘tale-tattling’ says Fox (2013). The damaging effects of bullying can be long-lasting psychologically, so practitioners must be proactive in listening to children, and identifying and assessing various kinds of bullying states Vanderbilt and Augustyn (2010).

From gaining insight as to how children were feeling on the topic of ‘bullying’, priorities for improvement were discussed for implementation. It was mentioned that sharing understanding of different forms of bullying was vital (for adults and children alike), and the need to have a respectful culture within school would be paramount to bringing change as it would celebrate diversity states Holland in the Children’s commissioner for Wales (2017) publication.

The Welsh Government want schools to record all incidences and reporting’s of bullying (CCfW, 2017). They believe they could use this information when reviewing equality objectives and anti-bullying policies. This will most certainly support children to develop and sustain positive relationships with peers and adults, bringing prevention to bullying states Education Scotland (2023). However, staff are lacking in time to do this, and with discussions of a 2-million-pound budget cut across schools, meaning less staff due to redundancies, makes for more pressure on the staff that are left to make sure all reports are completed thoroughly (Smith, 2023). Unfortunately, this could create stress which could in turn cause mistakes to be made. According to Anti-Bullying Alliance (2023) securing records and details of bullying incidences can help to safeguard children. Therefore, there is a need for staff to continue to record such information and make sufficient time to do so, however more staff  need to be employed.

It has been proposed that all school’s across Wales endorse a child’s rights approach to education, through teaching children about their ‘rights’ and in turn having them respect the rights of those around them by having greater understanding (CCfW, 2017). This has partly been implemented by acknowledging the UNCRC (no date) and displaying different ‘rights’ around the classrooms and corridors. Some schools also discuss a different rights article per month; however, this could be seen as token learning, rather than in-depth understanding says Bridgemohun (2021). However, this approach done well could embed deep understanding of rights into children’s minds, give them greater understanding of equality and non-discrimination, empower them to speak up about their rights and the rights of those around them, participate in spreading knowledge about rights, whilst keeping staff and parents up to date with ‘The rights of the child’ (Children Commissioner for Wales, 2023). This should support children’s resilience, self-esteem and confidence states CCfW (2017), which in turn may prevent bullying.

Education is key when discussing topics such as bullying; educating staff, parents and children alike. This can give a more harmonious understanding across the board, which in turn will help when dealing with bullying.

Section 3:

There are a wide variety of sociological issues presented within our current society, such as poverty, drug and alcohol misuse, abuse and crime to name but a few (NHS Wales, no date, Gov Wales, 2023, Office for National Statistics, 2021, and Crime Rate, 2023). In researching and reading, it has become apparent that each of these issues have worsened in the last few years since COVID-19 and because of that each of these topics carry an importance and the need to be researched and discussed in depth. However, this section will be analysing the effects of parental mental health on young children.

The term ‘mental health’ includes emotional, psychological and social well-being (CDC, 2021), meaning, that mental health can affect thought process (how we think), feelings and behaviour (actions), therefore affecting how day to day stress is handled and whether interactions with others are positive or negative (Umberson and Montez, 2010). Therefore, it is important to get the right help at the right time as poor mental health can seep into all avenues of life, limiting and impairing functionality (McKnight and Kashdan, 2009). It is important to note here that mental health can be diagnosed at any age and stage of life from childhood to adolescence to adulthood says Kessler et al (2007).

Mental health can vary in severity from social anxiety to anxiety disorders, low moods to severe depression, PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder), schizophrenia and even eating disorders, and the symptoms of these diagnoses can look quite different from person to person states World Health Organisation (2022). In 2009, it was researched that 1 in 6 adults in Wales were affected by a mental health problem such as anxiety or depression (NHS, no date), however more recent research done by Senedd Research (2021) point out that 1 in 4 adults in Wales are now living with a mental health issue. There has been a distinct increase of mental health in adults within Wales, however according to World Health Organisation (2022) most people are not accessing appropriate and effective care. 

The lack of intervention and care for parental mental health will affect children’s well-being and life experiences because of what they might be exposed to, such as negative parenting behaviours, a lack of interest in what children need and increasing abnormalities and disruptions within the family home (Elgar at al, 2007 and Kamis, 2020). However, interventions may not be made available due to a lack of personal seeking because of embarrassment, stigma or a lack of knowledge, and/or a need for more intentional and sensitive professional care and conversations at GP, health visitor appointments through more extensive probing and questioning times says Corrigan (1998). According to the UNCRC (no date), Article 3 argues that the best interests of the child must be prioritised in all decisions and actions that affect them, this means it is vital that parents with mental health issues are recognised and supported so that the children involved are better looked after and supported (CDC, 2022).

Some behaviours and choices identified within poor parental mental health could be: adults finding it difficult to control their mood or emotions around their children, for example shouting and screaming unnecessarily around or at children, they may lack in the ability to recognise and respond to children’s emotional and physical needs, for example not cuddling children when they are crying, they may find it difficult to be ‘present’ with their children, for example not engaging socially through play and storytelling, and they may not have capacity to set appropriate boundaries whilst managing their children’s behaviour states the Royal College of Psychiatrists (2023). These examples can leave the children feeling worried about their parents, enforce upon them a ‘carers’ role at a young age, children may find it difficult to make friends in school or even keep themselves isolated from others, and these children may lack in ability to converse with trusted adults about what they are thinking and feeling due to wanting to protect parents (NSPCC Learning, 2021). This is too much for children to bear. Additionally, Health and Care Research Wales (no date) notes that children who live in the same household as a parent with depression will more likely develop depression themselves too, and even lack in educational achievement. It is vital practitioners are aware of these signs within children’s behaviour.

Early Intervention is key when dealing with any type of sociological issue. This is in essence, identifying and providing specific support to children who might be at risk of poor outcomes says Early intervention Foundation (2020). If interventions are implemented well, securing consistent, trusted relationships with practitioners, it can benefit parents and children through increased health and well-being, positive mindsets, resilience, and bettering family relationships (Patel et al, 2007). These benefits can support families when making decisions through helpful strategies and support systems in place which impact on family outcomes holistically (Mental Health First Aid, 2021), giving success in life.

There are varied early intervention schemes such as home visits to support parents and children, school-based interventions to support children’s emotional wellbeing, 1-1 and family counselling and therapy sessions, and depending on the severity Social Services may be involved (Welsh Government, 2012 and Care Act, 2014). These types of interventions are often provided for by the government; charities such as Baranardo’s, Mind Cymru, NSPCC; the National Health Service through GP’s, Counselling and Health Visitors; local councils; and community organisations (Welsh Government, 2017).

However, success is dependent on trusted relationships between practitioner and family, outside support from friends and family, and the level of family agreement and motivation in implementing strategies agreed upon (Umberson and Montez, 1010). Equally, the need for more knowledgeable practitioners is necessary, especially as Gatsou et al (2015) believes interventionists can struggle to discuss certain topics such as mental health due to a lack of knowledge and understanding, resulting in practitioner’s low confidence. Consequently, depth of conversation is minimised, specific details and opportunities are missed, therefore preventing personalised and appropriate strategic plans being implemented explains Maybery and Reupert (2009). Indeed, children are then affected.

In concluding this section, it is realised that Mental Health issues range over an extreme spectrum indicating that professional knowledge is crucial when supporting parents and families through interventions. Therefore, the need for multiagency teamwork is vital as it enrichens family support through professional knowledge, experiences, expertise, and skills within care and strategizing. If parents can be supported positively as they journey through mental health problems, then children are more likely to benefit holistically.
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