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If you came inside the house after being outside and you go into your 3 year old 
child's bedroom and see them standing there with crayon in hand. They have just 
finished their masterpiece on the wall. What do you do? How do you react? And 
what are the consequences of those reactions?

A question of discipline and what would the good discipliner do?
What do you do, well there are a number of choices.

 
        Discipline takes many forms

Over the years I have many parents bring their unruly children to see me so they 
can be “sorted out” by a psychologist. They ask about discipline

The first thing I usually say is that in disciplining a child it is the non-discipline 
times that are the most important. Discipline involves getting a child to alter 
its behaviour. There are many effective ways of doing that. This is the easy part. 
Hitting a child often has the result of an immediate change in behaviour. This is 
not the problem. 

THE TIMES OF NON-DISCIPLINE ARE THE MOST IMPORTANT

The problem is what will be the side effects of the discipline delivered. Why is 
this the case?. Discipline involves a parent inflicting some form of pain onto 
their child. Discipline involves hurting the child in some way. If the discipline 
does not hurt then it is not discipline.



This has two effects. Firstly it will effect the relationship between parent and 
child. The child is not going to like the pain it receives. So how is that going to 
effect the relationship between the parent and the child. It has the potential to 
significantly damage the relationship. This is why I say that the most important 
thing about discipline is how do you get on with the child when you are not 
disciplining them. The stronger the relationship is in non-discipline times the 
less damage will be inflicted on the relationship when discipline is required. It is 
during the non-discipline times when the strength of the relationship can be 
built. One could say in this sense that in the times of discipline that is when the 
fabric of the parent child relationship is eroded.

So if you can build up 20 units of relationship strength in the harmonious times. 
Then when it is necessary to discipline the discipline will take away 3 points of 
strength and thus you still have 17 points left. If you have not firstly built up 
any points of strength then the parent child relationship will go straight to 
minus 3 points of relationship strength.

The second side effect is that the child has to make sense of the discipline. The 
child thinks, here is the person who is mother. The person who gave me life, who I 
totally trust and have such love for and have such dependence on. She is the one 
that gives love and affection, is there for me and keeps me from death. 

            
  Motherly love

Then this person called mother does discipline. Mother sets about inflicting pain 
and hurt onto the child. A conscious and active act by her to hurt the child. The 
child has to make sense of this because on the one hand mother gives it life 
sustaining love and affection and then she actively sets about hurting it and 



inflicting pain of some form.

It is at times like this when the child will make ‘script’ decisions. As an example 
think back now of a time when your parents disciplined you. What sense did you 
make of it?. What did you decide? It could be:

1. “You can’t trust her” - paranoid decision (perhaps anti-social)

     
      Sadness or depression response to being disciplined
2. “This is happening because I must be bad” - Depression/ despair

   
   This is scary response by the child

3. “What’s happening, this makes no sense” - Anxiety, panic attacks



  
  You're not fair. The get angry response

4. “This is unfair and unjust, I’ll show them” - authority problem (anti-social)
5. “Life sucks” - hopeless (potential suicide) decision.

The good parent discipliner will have some understanding of which type of 
decision the child will tend to make. Then in the non-discipline times one can 
relate to the child in such a way that will reduce the severity of the decisions 
made during discipline.

Again discipline is about hurting the child. If the child feels no hurt then it has 
not been punished. For example, some children are sent to their room as a 
punishment. If the child’s bedroom happens to be a small version of “Toys R Us”, 
then it is an ineffective type of discipline.

Main types of discipline
1. Physical - Hit the child, bite child, pinch child, pulling hair.
2. Behavioural - Loss of privileges. This is the consequences of behaviour 
approach. “If you don’t clean your room then no TV tonight”, “If you don’t get 
home by 12 midnight then you are grounded”.
3. Emotional - 
Anger at the child. All people have a natural aversion to anger because the 
consequences of anger are never pleasant and can even be physically threatening. 
“If you don’t get ready for school mummy will get angry”.
Withdrawal of love. Very powerful in changing behaviour. “If you draw on the 
walls mummy wont love you any more”. Or the parent who gives the silent 
treatment or the cold shoulder to the child who misbehaves.
Abandonment fear. Also a very powerful technique. “If you don’t stop crying I 
will get a policeman to come and take you away”. Or the parent who simply walks 
away from a misbehaving child.
Shame. The cinderella of the punishing emotions. “You should be ashamed of 



wetting your bed”. “I am going to tell your friends how horrible you are for 
drawing on the walls.” A very powerful form of discipline indeed

                    Humiliation is a potent way to get behaviour change.

So in discipline you hurt the child which means you are also teaching a child how 
to hurt others. For example the child who is a bully at school is often being 
bullied at home by someone. Discipline teaches a child how it is OK to relate to 
others.

Discipline is very permission giving to a child because it is very noticeable to the 
child and it does not forget it. So if a parent uses the ‘withdrawal of love‘ 
technique of discipline, then that child is being given permission to use it herself 
at a later time. For instance as an adult she may use it on hubby to get him to do 
what she wants

Permission to behave a certain way, given by a parent to a child, comes in three 
forms:

1. Words or what the parent says. 
The parent can say something like, “Taking drugs is bad” or “It is wrong to tell 
lies”, “Good people don’t steal things”. This is the least potent type of 
permission. This means this is the least likely type of permission that a child will 
actually follow

2. Watching how a parent relates to others. If a child watches a father lie to a 
mother then that is quite a potent permission that lying is OK. If a child 
watches a father being loving to a mother that is also quite permission giving. 
This is certainly more potent than just words.

3. Watching and experiencing first hand how a parent relates to you. This is the 
most potent way permissions are given from a parent to a child. If a mother lies 
to a child then that is a very strong permission for the child to lie to others and 
back to mother herself! 



When all three are consistent then you have a powerful permission given to a 
child on how to relate. Some times they are contradictory. The parent who  
smacks the boy whilst telling it off for hitting his younger sister. Or the parent 
who says don’t take drugs whilst downing a glass of wine.

This is another side effect of discipline. Discipline is about hurting others so it 
teaches children the OK methods by which to hurt others. Obviously something 
that one needs to be careful in instructing their children


