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chapter 1 . 
trends in the field of parenting

in recent decades we’ve been taught that the best way to deal with 

behaviour problems is to talk them through with our children. While 

I’m not against this approach — it’s one way of doing what needs to 

be done — the problem is that just talking doesn’t always work. We’ve 

also been told what we can’t do. We can’t smack our children. We 

mustn’t yell at them because it makes them cringe. We’re not supposed 

to criticise them — the experts tell us it’s bad for them. Some leaders in 

the field say we’re not even meant to praise them, because it may mean 

that they only behave properly if we reward them.

As to how we can solve children’s behaviour problems, though, it’s 

pretty murky out there! There seem to be no clear solutions. We’ve 

become squeamish about putting limits on our children to stop them 

from behaving badly. Many of us feel judged by other parents, and this 

affects how we deal with difficult behaviour; we might not feel too 

good about pulling our children up for their behaviour, especially if 

others are watching. 

POSITIvE PARENTING APPROACHES HAvE  
SOME LIMITATIONS

These days, we hear about ‘positive parenting’ approaches much more 

than the hard-line parental discipline of past eras. One parent I taught 

in a course suggested that we became accustomed to not giving our 

children boundaries when the cane was banned in the 1970s. Then we 

became insecure about containing our children’s behaviour because we 

thought that somehow limiting them would harm them. Fast-forward a 

decade or so and families where both parents went out to work became 
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more common, meaning that keeping on good terms with our children 

became important. One thing led to another and the fad of being 

‘friends’ with our children emerged. And friends don’t use discipline; 

it’s not cool. Don’t worry, I’m not suggesting that we step back to the 

‘children should be seen and not heard’ days, but it’s probably useful 

to consider the problem of managing our children’s difficult behaviour 

from another angle.

I say this in an effort to understand why we have turned ourselves inside 

out as we constantly try to be positive with our children, even though 

most of our parents did not think this way. It’s like we collectively agreed 

that we have to always be positive with our children in case they fall 

apart. Were the parents of previous generations deluded and ignorant 

because they didn’t know how to parent positively? Or are we deluded 

by presuming that only positive parenting matters? 

You see, I don’t believe you always have to be positive with children to 

get a good outcome. And, importantly, I believe you can still maintain a 

close bond with your children even if you have to help them to contain 

their behaviour from time to time.

Let’s look at a few examples of how we change behaviour in other 

areas. As a community, we have reduced the rate of smoking and, as a 

result, lung cancer. This is a good outcome, but it hasn’t always been 

achieved via overtly positive messages for smokers. For example, most 

of us have seen Tv advertisements where the message has been that 

smoking affects other people in our lives. This form of advertising works 

because, while you may not stop smoking for yourself, you may be 

more motivated to do it if it damages someone you love. Education, 

limitations (laws which say you can’t smoke in restaurants), therapies 

(such as nicotine replacement) and taxes all go into the mix of strategies 

that reduce smoking. Another good example is the demerit points 

system used to sanction drivers who break traffic laws. Does this achieve 

positive results even though the means are not overtly positive? Many 

would argue that yes, it does: drivers realise that if they change their 

behaviour, they will keep the privilege of driving.
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In my time, I have come across a wide range of parenting programs yet I 

haven’t always been able to see a clear connection between what these 

programs offer and the needs of parents. It seems to me that most of the 

strategies on offer either instruct parents to talk about their expectations 

or to be ‘positive’ with their children. Somehow, the momentum has 

always been towards the positive. And if, as a parent, you aren’t riding 

this positive wave, it seems you’re doing the wrong thing.

In my years in psychology practice, seeing countless parents having 

difficulties with their children, it felt incredibly unhelpful to tell them 

they should just talk to their child about their behaviour, or even to put 

a positive spin on a child’s outright rudeness or hurtfulness. In some 

situations, this is akin to suggesting that they put their proverbial thumbs 

in the dam wall. It just doesn’t seem realistic to tell the parent of, say, 

a ten-year-old child who has been screaming and losing his temper for 

a long time to tell their son, ‘Now, I want you to speak more calmly’, 

when the child is routinely menacing his parents and siblings.

I am not saying ’positive parenting’ approaches don’t work to change 

behaviour in the long run. What I am saying is that most parents want 

solutions for addressing their children’s behaviour problems quickly. 

Instead, the current research in child development and parenting 

clearly points to the benefits of a different approach: teaching children 

to successfully wrestle with their impulses, or to self-regulate. When 

children learn this early the research indicates that they will enjoy 

social and educational advantages throughout life. Study after study 

shows that children who learn to think before they act perform better in 

a whole range of social and educational situations. However, children 

do not necessarily learn self-regulation when parents focus only on 

positive behaviour. The challenge before us, as parents, is to learn to 

tolerate a bit of discomfort in our children to teach them these skills 

— at appropriate times. Only then will they learn how to be part of a 

family where things don’t always go their way.
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‘OUTSIDE-IN’ AND ‘INSIDE-OUT’ APPROACHES 
TO PARENTING

If we were to survey the kinds of parenting help available throughout 

the world, we’d find there are two main types of approaches: outside-in 

and inside-out. 

Outside-in programs are those that teach parents to reward children 

for behaving in desirable ways. Parents teach children what is wanted, 

and make it obvious that they’re ‘pleased’ with what their children 

are doing. Unwanted behaviour is then discouraged through sanctions, 

consequences, withdrawing privileges or punishment. The main 

leverage point in sanctioning children’s behaviour is that something 

unpleasant or uncomfortable occurs to ‘teach’ them this behaviour is 

unacceptable. This approach relies on a parent behaving in a certain 

way to change their children’s behaviour. The generally accepted view 

held by professionals who teach outside-in strategies is that they work 

best if more positive strategies than negative ones are used.

So, the outside-in theory goes something like this. If we want children 

to behave more co-operatively, we need to show them how to behave, 

and teach them, encourage them and build bonds with them. If certain 

behaviour is expected and expected consistently, we should be able 

to improve it by teaching it — and by offering incentives. The ratio of 

positives to negatives should be in the order of five to one. 

We will discuss some of the limitations of ‘outside-in’ — reward and 

punishment — strategies in later chapters. For the moment, we’re going 

to look at another type of parenting approach: promoting children’s 

abilities from the ‘inside-out’.

Inside-out strategies focus on how we can help children pay attention to 

their feelings and then manage those feelings. These strategies hold that 

by teaching children about their emotional software and how it works, we 

can increase their emotional flexibility. The aim of inside-out parenting 

strategies is to help children operate their emotional ‘accelerators’ and 

‘brakes’. Children learn how to recognise their feelings, even if momentarily, 

and then catch themselves before acting on their emotions.
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When all is said and done, the task of parenting probably requires us to 

use a bit of both of these approaches. This requires us to use different 

strategies (not too many) depending on the different behaviours we 

see — so we can ‘discourage’ unwanted behaviour and ‘promote’ the 

behaviour we want to see. 

WHERE DOES DIFFICULT BEHAvIOUR  
COME FROM?

The first thing that needs to be said about children’s difficult behaviour 

is that, more often than not, it’s an emotional overreaction. Although 

our children don’t necessarily see it that way, we do. If you look at 

children behaving poorly, it’s clear that:

1. they are very emotional

2. they just don’t know what to do to manage their emotions.

A flare-up may start as a small feeling but turn into something bigger 

that is expressed as yelling or getting angry. Think of twelve-year-

old Tom, who gets mad with his mother for not letting him go to his 

friend’s place; seven-year-old Matty, who speaks rudely to his dad when 

prevented from hurting his little sister; or five-year-old Jessica, who tries 

to hit her beloved grandmother, Nonna Bartoli (you’ll meet her soon), 

because Nonna has told her she can’t have a biscuit before dinner. 

Children’s difficult behaviour nearly always begins from an emotional 

base, and goes up from there.
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Part of growing up is developing an ability to control our strong feelings. 

One writer who has attempted to define what it is to ‘grow up’ is Scott 

Peck. In the 1970s, Peck wrote a book called The Road Less Travelled 

in which he described how we mature as adults and what we would 

be doing if we were fully mature. Essentially, he demonstrated that 

developing maturity is partly about how well we balance our emotions 

in proportion to our experiences: 

• If I think someone has given me the wrong change at a shop, just 

how upset should I get?

• If someone pushes ahead of me at the bus stop, just how annoyed 

should I be?

• If I’m a child and my father tells me I can’t do something, just how 

frustrated should I become?

Let’s take one of these as an example. Imagine someone barges in ahead 

of you while you’re lined up to catch a bus. In the greater scheme of 

things, this event may be a 4/10 event and probably deserves a 4/10 

emotional response. Depending on how you see it, though, it may evoke 

an 8/10 anger response. A different event, such as a threat to a member 

of your family, may be a 9/10 event that triggers a 9/10 reaction: a 

level of reaction that may be entirely appropriate. There is a relationship 

between the event and the emotional reaction. More often than not, the 

two should be in balance. 

As adults, of course, we make judgments about how to respond in social 

situations all the time. We make frequent decisions about whether or 

not someone is impinging on our mental or physical space. It’s a normal 

part of everyday life to make these judgments so other people do not 

take advantage of us. As adults, we’ve developed sophisticated social 

antennae to pick up on variations in the way people behave towards 

us that help us decide how to react. Essentially, these ‘feelers’ help us 

work out if a person is going to be friendly or not. What we may initially 

see as unfriendly behaviour may not be that at all and, depending on 

the circumstances, we can change our view quite quickly and act 

accordingly. For example, we might come to the conclusion that a 
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person has made an innocent mistake, or at least see why they did 

something we don’t agree with. 

Children experience their own frustrations, but because their brains are 

still developing they interpret events differently. What children interpret 

as ‘frustrating’ may not be apparent to an adult. Working out what’s 

really frustrating and what’s not can be a tough ask when you’re a child. 

Clearly, not every situation is a 9/10 event, but what we often see in 

children who behave poorly is a disproportionate reaction to something 

as innocuous as a ‘Later …’ or a ‘Not now …’ from a parent. The 

children I have seen who have marked behaviour problems have often 

developed a pattern of letting their emotions fly. They haven’t learnt 

how to manage their strong feelings, or pull back from the emotional 

brink.

I believe that our children’s ability to harness their feelings depends 

partly on their stage of development (meaning that we would expect 

them to develop this ability as they get older) and partly on learning 

the skills to deal with their frustration. And they can learn these skills. 

Given the right circumstances, I firmly believe that we can improve 

children’s ability to self-regulate.

IT’S IMPORTANT FOR CHILDREN TO LEARN  
SELF-REGULATION

When I was learning my profession, a psychiatrist-supervisor told me 

that, in his experience, most children’s behaviour problems are to do 

with self-regulation. What he meant was that children with behaviour 

problems usually haven’t figured out how to control their feelings. This 

insight has stayed with me for a long time, and has been supported by 

my own professional experience. You see, except for a small number 

of people (such as those with brain problems or personality disorders), 

nearly everyone, including our children, has some ability to ‘catch’ 

themselves before they lose control of their feelings. The problem is 

that even if we have this ability, we may not always use it. 

Let me give you some examples of children I worked with during my 

time as a psychologist in practice. Because I was a male psychologist, 
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a lot of boys were sent my way, and I interviewed many aged ten to 

thirteen with difficult behaviour. Their parents hoped that someone 

could teach their boys how to control their tempers. Many of them 

were referred because their parents or teachers saw them losing control 

at home or at school — usually by hitting or being aggressive.

As I got to talking with them, they told me that most of the time they 

were aware of their frustration. They knew their anger was there but, 

instead of learning to control their feelings, they’d formed a bit of habit 

of just letting rip. In many cases, the problem appeared to be that they 

didn’t know how to control their angry feelings. They either didn’t see 

that they had a choice to calm down, or they just became angry because 

that’s what they did out of habit. They weren’t able to access a reflective 

space in themselves where they could ‘get a grip’. No wonder they got 

into lots of trouble!

The funny thing was that when I asked them if they wanted to learn how 

to stop themselves from getting so angry, they usually said ‘Yes’. Their 

tempers got them into trouble, you see. Their problem was they didn’t 

know how to do it. I‘d ask, ‘When you’re in the situation you’ve been 

telling me about, and you’re beginning to feel upset, is there a moment 

when you can sense you are getting angrier? Can you feel a time when 

you’re going to get even angrier? You know, when your anger is going 

to get bigger?’ Again, they said, ‘Well … yeah.’ They knew their feelings 

were getting more intense, but they hadn’t worked out how to pull back 

and control them. They tended to let a small amount of anger get bigger, 

rather than harnessing it. 

I knew that if they could notice when they were getting angrier, they 

stood a chance of managing their anger. Often, once the boys learnt 

to notice their angry feelings, we worked out what to do about them. 

However, unless they could accurately identify their feelings it was 

impossible to learn to control them.
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WHAT IS THE ROLE OF THE BRAIN IN  
SELF-REGULATION?

We now know there’s a special part of the brain that controls our feelings 

in interpersonal situations. It sits just behind our foreheads. It’s called 

the pre-frontal cortex and, as we develop and mature, it plays a big role 

in limiting our behaviour in tricky encounters. But it needs nurturing 

to work properly. We can help it develop in our children by teaching 

them to pay the right attention to it. In his book The Brain that Changes 

Itself, psychiatrist Norman Doidge highlights the role of the pre-frontal 

cortex by looking at what happens when it is not very active — when 

we’re asleep. During sleep, we experience increased activity in the part 

of our brains that processes emotion, producing vivid sexual, survival 

and aggressive dreams. Our impulses are amplified but are not held in 

check by the pre-frontal cortex.

So when we are talking about parenting and helping children control 

their behaviour, we ignore the role of the pre-frontal cortex at our peril. I 

know it may sound overly simplistic to emphasise a very small (but very 

important) part of the brain, but our ability to regulate our emotions is 

there. It’s there that our ability to pause and catch ourselves lies, as well 

as our ability to restrain ourselves long enough to figure out what to do 

in stressful social encounters, to decide whether we should act or show 

restraint. For our children to develop self-regulation, it is essential that 

we help foster these abilities.

How you raise your children does affect how the pre-frontal cortex 

develops. For better or for worse, what happens in our children’s 

environment has some effect on what happens in their brains. Incoming 

information — signals, words, noise, smells, touch, affection and care 

— all influence how the brain organises itself. The pre-frontal area is 

the place in which the brain achieves self-organisation. If we can help 

our children exercise the neurons in the pre-frontal cortex, we can help 

them strengthen their brain’s organising ability and moderate their urge 

to act on their impulses. Their moral code is in this part of their brains; 

it helps them determine right from wrong. 
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A simple way to think about your job as a parent is to consider your role 

as similar to that of a personal trainer in a ‘mind gym’. If you can give 

your children important tips to focus their attention on the part of the 

brain that helps them be more flexible in social circumstances, you’re 

thinking along the right lines. By coaching like this, you should see 

them take greater control over their urges. The outcome will be a child 

who is not only better behaved but, having noticed their emotions, 

more able to self-regulate.

CHILDREN’S BRAINS HAvE BRAKES AND 
ACCELERATORS

Children are generally not as good as adults at using their mental ‘brakes’ 

as they are at using their mental ‘accelerators’. The pre-frontal cortex 

which inhibits their responses has not fully developed. In addition, 

children who regularly misbehave are usually really good at using their 

mental ‘accelerators’, but not so good at using their mental ‘brakes’. 

What paediatricians and psychologists notice about children presenting 

with difficult behaviour is that they look out of control. They’re not able 

to limit themselves. For example, one pre-school teacher I know had to 

sit next to a wayward charge — with her hand on the child’s hand — to 

prevent the child flicking paint on to the child next to her. This lack of 

control can appear to be a purely emotional reaction — not filtered by 

any rational process and certainly not considering any consequences. 

When we say about someone, ‘They’re losing it’, the ‘it’ we’re referring 

to is the ability to control feelings. 

 We’ll look at this more closely in a moment, and see an example of 

what happens when children only use their accelerators. To do that, 

though, we’ll need to introduce our ‘host’ family, the Blooms, who 

you’ll meet throughout this book. 
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meet the bloom family

Here are Serena and Charlie Bloom. They have three children: Tom, 
twelve; Matty, seven; and Jessica, five. Here is also Maria Bartoli, 
Serena’s mother. Nonna Bartoli is at the Blooms’ house on a regular 
basis and has a lot to do with her grandchildren. She’s more than 
passionate about them.

Charlie and Serena met fourteen years ago. Charlie’s had a few jobs 
— he’s been a bank teller and a carpenter, and now he’s a sales rep 
who spends a bit of time on the road. Serena works part-time at a 
computer software company and is secretly competitive about her 
family. Charlie was the boy she dreamed about at school, and they 
married thirteen years ago.

The Blooms may or may not be like families you know, but ‘typical’ 
families are very hard to pinpoint these days. What you’ll notice, 
though, is that they face many of the problems most families face, 
and you should find the strategies we discuss should work for you, 
too.

The Blooms love their children dearly, but they’ve had their 
difficulties. At the moment, they’re having the most difficulty with 
Matty, their middle child, and have had to outsource for help. Their 
GP has sent them off to a paediatrician, Dr Catherine Wiles, to see if 
Matty is OK, or if he needs some kind of special assistance.

Throughout this book, we’ll see how Serena and Charlie learn 
parenting tips from Dr Wiles as she helps them manage Matty’s 
behaviour. 
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IN CHILDREN, THE ABILITY TO SHOW RESTRAINT 
GETS BETTER AND BETTER

Matty Bloom is a boy with underdeveloped brakes. 

Charlie and Serena know he’s not really a naughty 

boy, but they are not sure what to do about him. At 

their first interview with Dr Wiles, they report that 

Matty’s been behaving like a ‘cheeky monkey’ for some 

months. He’s become a bit of a tearaway and Serena, 

especially, is really struggling keeping it together. At 

home, Matty often gets furious at his parents if they try to limit what he 

does. He has no patience with his younger sister, Jessica, and regularly 

lets loose at her. He’s often rude to those around him. Too often Serena 

finds herself shouting at Matty when he refuses to do as he’s told.

Anyone observing Matty would see his behaviour being played out in 

the following ways:

• he yells a lot

• he is often defiant

• he gets easily exasperated when things don’t go his way

• he often pesters his parents

• he has a limited ability to stop himself from becoming outright 

defiant.

A key question about Matty’s behaviour is whether or not he can be 

taught the skills to take control of himself. Serena and Charlie tell Dr 

Wiles that in some situations — such as when Matty’s at school — he 

can exercise a degree of self-control. But at home it’s a different story. 

As a result, the Blooms are exhausted. Every time they attempt to limit 

Matty’s behaviour, he becomes frustrated or loses his temper. 

So, what could be happening in Matty’s mind? It’s best illustrated by 

a related story involving an adult who is a little better at dealing with 

frustration than Matty. Most adults have a way of regulating their emotions 

I call toggling, and here’s how it works. 
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TOGGLING IN ACTION: A RUGBY GAME

Picture the scene: the Australian Wallabies are playing the New Zealand 

All Blacks in a rugby union decider at Suncorp Stadium in Queensland. 

The score is 22–20 in Australia’s favour, and there’s five minutes to go 

before full time. A roaring crowd of 50,000 people watches the thrilling 

final minutes, with tens of thousands more glued to their TV screens 

across Australia and New Zealand. 

The All Blacks have won a scrum feed close to the Australian line. The 

sides pack down and the scrum quickly buckles up as the packs push 

against each other. Almost immediately one of the All Blacks’ second 

rowers, number 5, throws a punch through the middle of the scrum, 

hitting his opposite number in the face.

The Wallabies’ forward hits back, and a fight breaks out. Punches fly left 

and right, and there seem to be at least fifteen players, from both sides, 

involved in the ruckus.

When the fighting stops, the referee listens to the linesmen’s reports. He 

nods his head in understanding. The linesmen leave the field and the 

referee calls for the Australian number 5 to come to him. According to 

the linesmen, it appears the Australian player threw the first punch. The 

referee sternly admonishes the player and is about to award a penalty 

that will probably result in Australia losing the match.

For this young man, it’s a very emotional event. He knows that if the All 
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Blacks get the penalty, Australia’s likely to lose. He’s furious. After all, 

he didn’t start the fight and yet he’s the one being penalised. His chest 

is heaving and his brow is furrowed as he stands before the referee like 

a steaming six-foot-four ogre. He’s outraged that he’s been singled out. 

This player is angry, and his mind is going at a thousand miles an hour, 

trying to work stuff out. One part of his brain is experiencing pretty 

wild things. It’s saying, ‘Hit the ref! Let him have it! Spray this guy!’ 

This emergency part of his brain — we can call this his ‘old brain’ — is 

reacting big time to what’s going on. It doesn’t necessarily see reason 

— it just reacts.

But as we watch the player’s face we can see something happening: his 

eyes dart from left to right and back again. In another part of his brain, 

just behind his forehead — in the pre-frontal cortex, in fact — there are 

neurons firing, helping him keep control. As mentioned earlier, this is 

the part of our brains that has developed over many thousands of years 

to help us exert emotional control in stressful social situations. It’s what 

we might call his ‘new brain’, and it’s sending him other messages: 

‘Don’t hit ref. Lifetime suspension. Take it on the chin …’
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He knows that it’s not OK for him to strike the referee, and he will 

face serious consequences if he does. Despite his anger, he maintains 

control, and swallows the referee’s decision without losing his grip on 

the situation. 

The footballer is able to wrestle with his impulses; he is an adult, after 

all. So, what is the mechanism that has equipped this player to take 

charge of his strong feelings? It’s an important question to ask, because 

this mechanism is at the seat of all children’s misbehaviour — all of it. 

Matty Bloom will learn more about it as he gets older, but he can also 

improve his capacity to do it with some help from his parents. I call 

this process of shifting back and forth between the different parts of the 

brain toggling. 

TOGGLING ALLOWS US TO SUCCESSFULLY 
WRESTLE WITH STRONG EMOTION 

Toggling is the process by which we trade ‘old brain’ information with 

‘new brain’ information. The footballer is toggling back and forth, back 

and forth, between the part of his brain that wants to explode and the 

part of his brain that is capable of containing his anger. At lightning-fast 

speeds he is wrestling with competing signals as one part of his brain 

wants to erupt while another part, reading the social situation, realises 

it’s not the best time to lose control. His pre-frontal cortex is working, 

telling him to hold; it’s not worth being sent off, and who knows, the 

other team might miss scoring a goal with their free kick. 

Pre-frontal cortex
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You and I have faced this kind of situation — where we experience a 

tricky interpersonal moment and limit ourselves. We still feel upset but, 

somehow, we’re able to keep on top of our feelings and do it effectively 

enough to behave appropriately on most occasions. If you’ve ever 

watched The Simpsons, you’ll have seen Homer Simpson toggling; it 

happens when he’s under stress and his eyes dart back and forth as 

he tries to work out what he’ll do next. This toggling is less developed 

in children than it is in adults. Even so, it’s still present in children 

as young as four. Now, isn’t toggling a skill we want to see our own 

children use?

Serena and Charlie have already told Dr Wiles that Matty can stop 

himself from overreacting at certain times. All they need to do is 

help him practise this skill if he is to get better at regulating his own 

behaviour. At the moment, Matty has two things working against him: 

his brain has not fully matured, and he has not been practising the 

skills he needs to learn to do this. But Matty’s parents can accelerate 

this ability by teaching him how to use it, just as they can teach him to 

add numbers together or ride a bicycle.

TOGGLING IS A LEARNABLE MENTAL SKILL

In my experience, children with behaviour problems often suffer ‘brain-

lock’. They don’t know how to be flexible and change tack. They get 

rigid or fixed when faced with a limit, and their difficult behaviour 

tends to escalate. Matty Bloom has developed such a habit. I used to 

see a lot of ‘Mattys’ in my waiting room.
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Toggling reflects how one part of our brain can wrestle control over 

another part in high-stakes situations. By practising, can a child 

improve this ability? Neuroscience researchers have discovered that 

when certain clusters of neurons in our brains are used, and reused, 

the clusters become stronger. This is important news and it has a big 

bearing on how we parent. Studies have shown that the parts of the 

brain that control escalation do improve if they are used more often. In 

other words, the part of the brain that allows for flexibility can be made 

to work better. We just need to help children focus their attention.

This is kind of weird, but true. It means that if we can help a child like 

Matty practise switching between his accelerators and his brakes, the 

neurons that filter ‘braking’ in his brain will work better. In Matty’s case, 

helping him to not lose control — which he has grown used to doing 

— will not only largely fix his behaviour problems, but should also 

help him self-regulate in the long term. By practising toggling, some 

psychologists and psychiatrists say, he will grow the ‘muscles’ in that 

part of his brain that will help him take control of his feelings. 

We want Matty to be able to successfully harness certain feelings so 

that he does not get overwhelmed by them. At the moment this is his 

major problem. Not only is he unable to pull himself up when he has 

gone too far, but he is also developing a belief that he is entitled to have 

as much say as his mum or dad about what he can do. His view is that 

he doesn’t have to pull back when he feels like escalating.

His parents need to show him that it’s better to learn to cope with all 

sorts of feelings. They can teach him to get better at wrestling with 

his feelings, to successfully pause, and ‘um’ and ‘er’ before he loses 

his cool. In time he will learn that some restraint makes his life more 

comfortable and he gets into trouble less often.

REMEMBER THAT FEELINGS ARE IMPORTANT

There’s no denying that we’re all entitled to our feelings. We expect 

that our children will express lots of feelings during their lives; that’s 

essential. That’s not what we are talking about here. It’s very important 

for parents to help children name and experience their feelings so that 
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they learn not to be frightened by them. But, equally, a part of maturing 

is learning how to keep our feelings in proportion to events. If Matty’s 

parents are to help him to have better control of himself, they’ll need to 

help him understand what happens, in himself, when he experiences 

feelings.

Appropriate social behaviour is not just about the expression or non-

expression of our feelings; it is also about how those feelings are 

expressed. Over time, we all learn how to live in a family or a group 

where we have obligations to one another. When it comes to our 

children, we don’t want them to automatically go berserk when they are 

pulled up for their misbehaviour. Sometimes, yes, it’s understandable, 

but more often than not it’s just not OK. And, frankly, there are times 

when we have to give instructions to our children without having them 

question us. The time will come for them to be independent, but that 

time has not arrived when they are still only seven years old. 

It’s not that we want Matty to never get angry. He will. Indeed, there are 

times when he should, if merely to learn how to stand up for himself. 

However, there are times when we all need to limit our reactions and 

manage our feelings. 

WHAT KIND OF PRACTICE DO CHILDREN NEED 
TO SELF-REGULATE?

To teach Matty to wrestle with his feelings successfully, his parents 

need to provide him with the right kind of practice. This involves doing 

certain things in a certain order. It’s the job of Serena and Charlie to set 

limits on his inappropriate behaviour by giving him cues to help him 

with his internal ability to self-regulate.

Another illustration will help show how these self-control mechanisms 

work and, importantly, how we can promote them in our children.
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IT’S ALL ABOUT RESISTING THE  
MARSHMALLOW… 

In the 1960s Walter Mischel, a psychologist from Stanford University, 

conducted some experiments to test the ability of four-year-old children 

to control their impulses. The experiment (conducted with about 650 

children) went like this. First, a four-year-old was asked to sit down in 

front of a plate with one marshmallow on it. The researcher then said 

that they (i.e. the researcher) would leave the room for fifteen minutes. 

If the child did not eat the marshmallow in that time, they would get a 

second marshmallow when the researcher returned. If the child did eat 

it, there would be no second one offered. The researcher then left.

These children were facing a mental challenge. They could eat the 

marshmallow now, or hold off for the possibility of a reward of two 

marshmallows: a tough ask if you’re four! (For some adults, this would 

be like having to wait for two hours for that first coffee in the morning.) 

Lots of children grimaced or smelled the marshmallow but didn’t give 

in. Some hummed, or looked the other way. Some scrunched their 

faces. Some tapped their feet or waited impatiently. These were the 

children who could delay eating the marshmallow. When the researcher 

returned fifteen minutes later, they received the second marshmallow, 

as promised. 

Mostly, though, the children ate the marshmallow within fifteen 
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minutes. They couldn’t wait. They often couldn’t keep their eyes off the 

marshmallow. At four most of them could not control their impulses. 

Mischel’s results were that:

• two-thirds of children (the ‘grabbers’) were not able to resist the 

marshmallow and ate it

• one-third of children (the ‘delayers’) were able to wait, and 

subsequently received a second marshmallow.

When the children he had studied were teenagers, Mischel found some 

startling trends among them. He found that the children who had been 

able to resist grew into teenagers with better abilities. They were more 

persistent, had greater social abilities and did better at school than the 

children who could not wait for fifteen minutes when they were four 

years old. The children who could not wait had more health problems 

and were more likely to have behaviour problems. 

So Mischel asked the question: what was the difference between the 

two groups? Was one set of children psychologically healthier? Did one 

group have a better bond with their parents and were they therefore 

more secure? Were they more trusting that the second marshmallow 

would show up as promised?

One explanation that makes sense to many psychologists who have 

studied this experiment is that the children who were able to resist 

had learnt something about shifting their attention. That is, instead of 

latching onto the desire to eat the one marshmallow in front of them, 

they had learnt to fade their attention away from a temptation and focus 

on something else. 

Were these children like the rugby player who successfully wrestled 

with, and avoided giving into, his initial fury? Were some children, even 

at four years of age, able to tolerate having a strong urge (i.e. to eat) and 

yet not satisfy it immediately?

Clearly, some young children can toggle between their ‘old brain’ 

messages and their ‘new brain’ messages. 
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WE can TEACH CHILDREN TO RESIST THE 
MARSHMALLOW

So, if the four-year-olds who were ‘delayers’ did much better 

educationally and socially when they were teenagers, is there any way 

to help the ‘grabbers’? Can we teach children to grapple with their 

strong emotions or shift their attention? Well, it appears we can. Follow-

up marshmallow studies by psychologist Albert Bandura showed that it 

is possible to teach the ‘grabbers’ to limit their impulses by redirecting 

their attention. 

Bandura put children who were initially grabbers in contact with an adult 

role model who could demonstrate waiting by shifting their attention 

to something else. By watching adult role models, these children were 

taught to wait, and learnt how to distract themselves. They observed 

the adults placing their heads down for a nap, humming, looking away 

or engaging in some other distracting experience. Some months later, 

these children were shown to have largely retained this ability. They 

had learnt techniques to keep their minds off a temptation. 

This is significant because it means that self-regulation is not a fixed 

characteristic, as Mischel had first supposed; it is something that, with 

some practice, can be learnt. To get better at delaying, you just have 

to learn what to do! Bandura’s experiments showed that we can teach 

children to focus on an alternative activity instead of giving into a here-

and-now urge. So, if we say that a lot of ‘difficult behaviour’ in children 

is an emotional reaction gone awry, we need to ask whether or not we 

can better equip these children to resist acting on impulse. I believe we 

can, if we teach them to toggle and then self-regulate. (For a very funny 

rendition of this experiment, see the Joachim de Posada web link in the 

‘Further reading and resources’ section.) 

LEARNING THE SKILLS OF EMOTIONAL 
INTELLIGENCE HELPS CHILDREN  

SELF-REGULATE

The American psychologist and author Daniel Goleman says there 

are some key steps to learning emotional control. If we can help our 
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children identify their feelings — by listening empathically to them 

and helping them label their emotions — they will be more able to 

self-regulate. Children who are immersed in a family culture in which 

feelings are valued learn to manage their emotions better than those in 

situations in which their feelings are not honoured. Importantly, though, 

honouring children’s feelings does not mean we should accept all their 

behaviour. 

In his book Emotional Intelligence, Goleman says that emotional-

regulation skills are only gained in a certain order, and start with children 

identifying feelings and then learning words to match how they feel. This 

means we can help our children reflect on their emotions by showing 

them how to name their feelings. This first skill of ‘noticing’ feelings is 

a prerequisite for learning the later skills of ‘tracking’ and ‘managing’ 

Tracking means being able to feel something but not necessarily react 

to it — you just experience it. 

CHILDREN NEED TO ExPERIENCE SOME 
DISCOMFORT TO LEARN SELF-REGULATION

The idea of intentionally placing our children into uncomfortable 

situations and helping them improve their wrestling with tricky 

emotions does not sit well with many of us. But while it’s natural to 

want our children to be happy all the time, we cannot shield them from 

all discomfort. The reality is that children need small doses of focused 

discomfort if they are to learn to cope with situations that require them 

to use their mental brakes. We’re not talking about abusive discomfort 

here but, rather, discomfort that teaches our children a skill. Remember, 

the children who could wait for the second marshmallow had learnt 

something that helped them not act on impulse — even though it was 

uncomfortable to do so. They had learnt to tolerate a certain amount of 

frustration for a greater reward. In this case, some discomfort equals a 

better reward, but no discomfort equals a lesser reward.

A more worrying concern is that the children who don’t practise grappling 

with strong feelings won’t develop the connections in their brains to 

help them work their mental brakes. If children don’t have experiences 
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that help them tolerate discomfort, such as having their parents set a 

limit, they may not develop the mental capacity to operate their brakes. 

As psychiatry professor Daniel Siegel says: it’s in the mental wrestling 

with strong feelings that children develop flexibility. In other words, 

without practise in putting their foot on the brake pedal from time to 

time, children will never acquire the mental brake ‘shoes’ they need. In 

the worst cases, emotionally immature children and young people will 

never learn to limit their feelings and will be much more likely to end 

up in trouble. Often, children with marked behaviour problems have 

never improved their ability to wrestle with strong feelings when they 

need to. No practice, see? 

Like any skill, children need to learn the skill of self-regulation from 

someone like a coach … or a parent. That’s where you come in. Next, 

we’ll look more closely at how children’s brains grow and develop, 

and show you some pretty concrete examples of how children can 

misunderstand situations or see things from another perspective. 
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in essence 
• There is a range of parenting approaches; one is the ‘positive’ 

parenting style. On its own, this has some limitations in dealing 
with children’s behaviour problems.

• Outside-in approaches to parenting reward children for desirable 
behaviour and sanction or punish children for undesirable 
behaviour. Inside-out strategies, on the other hand, aim to help 
children notice and manage their feelings and behaviour. Parents 
need to work on these two fronts at the same time. 

• Difficult behaviour in children usually begins with an emotional 
overreaction. Encouraging emotional skills in children, where 
we teach them to gain control over their feelings, is therefore an 
important part of parenting.

• The pre-frontal cortex is the part of the brain that gives us our ability 
to regulate our emotions. It develops as children grow older.

• We want our children to learn to wrestle with their emotions — 
to toggle — so they strengthen the flexibility of their pre-frontal 
cortex.

• Parents can teach children to use their mental brakes, but children 
need to experience some discomfort to learn self-regulation. If they 
don’t practise grappling with strong feelings, they won’t develop 
the connections in their brains to help them appropriately pause 
and catch themselves.

•	 Waiting for a second marshmallow is better than eating one now!


