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especially as a dad. Jess, it’s you and me against 
the world and I could not imagine a better 
partner to go into battle with.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			 

			Fifteen years ago, Dan Siegel and I began writing out the ideas that would soon become The Whole Brain Child. That book presented a host of ideas that, for many, felt completely new, even revolutionary. Now I feel incredibly grateful that, to a huge extent, many of those concepts have entered mainstream thought and been accepted as essential, even fundamental, in terms of how many of us look at parent-child relationships.

			I love when a new book or one of the parenting accounts I follow on social media refers to “the upstairs and downstairs brain” without even having to explain the phrase. Or when they mention how important it is to connect before we redirect. The concepts that behavior is communication and that discipline is about teaching rather than punishment felt almost groundbreaking when we first started writing our books. Now those concepts are often treated as givens by a whole new generation of parenting experts and teachers. I really love that.

			And still, there’s plenty of work to be done when it comes to how discipline is generally viewed and practiced. We can use the wear-worn metaphor of the pendulum.

			It’s crucial that we continue to evolve beyond the old-school “I’ll give you something to cry about” kind of reactive discipline: the one where discipline is seen strictly as punishment, almost retribution, that parents mete out when children disobey, never thinking about the cost of that punishment on the parent-child relationship (or on the child). That’s one extreme of the pendulum’s arc, and it’s good that so many parents have now swung away from it.

			That said, though, at times I’m uncomfortable with how far things have swung the other way. A mom recently asked me what she should do when her three-year-old won’t put on his shoes before school. She said that she’d spent twenty minutes in an empathic, reflective dialogue with her preschooler, and he still refused. That this mom didn’t realize there’s a time to (lovingly and respectfully) scoop up her child and his shoes while walking to the minivan so he won’t miss school is evidence that the pendulum has built up a head of steam and veered right past healthy discipline.

			My guess is that this mother has been influenced by a school of thought often referred to as “gentle parenting,” which my books sometimes get lumped in with. At times people even say that Dan and I helped cultivate that movement. And while emotional attunement is the hallmark of a healthy parent-child relationship—I always say to keep the relationship on the front burner and to keep everything else, aside from safety, on the back burner—the issue I have with some (but not all) so-called “gentle parenting” approaches is that they often come without the structure and limits kids need. The research is very clear: It’s important that children have an adult in their lives who’s in charge, who’s willing to set boundaries and say no, and who teaches them what’s acceptable and what’s not as they navigate their world. In other words, gentleness, respectful communication, and emotional responsiveness are crucial, but they shouldn’t come at the expense of the limits kids need to feel safe and to practice putting on the brakes as they grow and develop. And yes, it’s sometimes even good for our kids when we pick them up and head for the car while empathetically saying something like, “I can see that you don’t want to put your shoes on. And we are getting in the car now. It’s OK to feel mad and sad that we’re leaving, and I’m right here with you while you’re having a hard time.”

			It’s the other side of the pendulum that concerns me more, though. There’s where we really have work to do. The world is full of parents who still see discipline as a practice that relies on control and power and pain. Too often, they think of discipline moments as times to punish, to make kids feel shame, and to use punitive approaches that don’t do much to help children build skills or learn to self-discipline. Granted, this punitive approach to misbehavior can sometimes lead to compliance in the moment. But often it results only in kids getting better at hiding their misbehavior to avoid the consequences, thus breaking down parent-child trust and communication. Studies clearly demonstrate that when it comes to making it more likely that children will behave better in the future, the punitive method lags far behind the more relational one.

			At its foundation, discipline is about teaching so that kids can continue to develop the skills and capacities to help them behave better both now and in the future. For almost seventy years, the research has consistently shown that the best way to do that is to combine nurture and structure, emotional responsiveness and boundaries. Doing so works from a relationship-based, teaching-centric approach in which children feel cared for and also understand the way the world really works. When we parent with these dual goals in mind, we move toward the ultimate objective of effective discipline: kids learning to be self-disciplined as they move toward and into adolescence and adulthood.

			That’s where my colleague and friend Jon Fogel comes in. If you’re one of the hundreds of thousands of people who follow his work on a regular basis, then you know how much he believes in and teaches the fundamental concept that children need us to set boundaries and limits in a way that respects them, honors their emotional lives, and prioritizes our relationships with them. You also know that he has a remarkable gift for taking important and sometimes complicated concepts and making them clear and accessible. And he does it in such a fun way! Reading his work, you’ll feel like you’re hanging out with an entertaining, smart friend whose quirk is that he just happens to know a lot about brains and effective parenting.

			You’ll also find that his work isn’t shaming—in fact, it’s downright encouraging. As you read along, notice how you feel supported as Jon teaches you; how he’s in it with you. Some parents avoid doing self-work and reading parenting books because they’re afraid of feeling inadequate or judged. But Jon goes to great lengths to make sure you know that punishing yourself for not being the perfect parent is just as ineffective as punishing your kids. The way he communicates lets you know that he’s like the rest of us—human. Like you (and like me), he has also experienced the struggles and made the mistakes that come with being a parent.

			On top of all this, Jon is an actively engaged dad. Watch his compelling online videos or have a conversation with him and you’ll immediately pick up on the same thing you’ll see in the following pages: He’s a dad first—one who also happens to be a well-respected parenting voice. His enthusiasm and vulnerable honesty make the book a treasure trove for people who have been wanting a research-backed parenting book to give to the parents in their lives—even, and especially, the ones who wouldn’t typically read parenting books.

			Punishment-Free Parenting is the practical science-grounded guide for how to discipline our children in ways that promote relationships, build skills, create a felt sense of safety, and eventually lead to self-discipline. Most caregivers find discipline one of the least pleasant parts of parenting. Most parents don’t want to punish their kids. They do it because they either don’t know another way, or they get really reactive in the moment, or they’re afraid that if they don’t, then their kids won’t turn out to be great people. Jon will serve as your guide, coaching you through each of these reasons why parents turn to punishment, and then helping you discipline effectively without punishment. And along the way, you’ll feel like the book is a great big hug that reminds you that we’re all in this together and that we’re better parents than we think we are.

			As you embark on this journey with Jon Fogel, I encourage you to approach it with an open heart and mind. The ideas presented here may challenge some long-held beliefs, but they also offer the promise of a more fulfilling relationship with your kids and more effective ways of guiding behavior while you cultivate your children’s developing brains. Whether you’re a parent, grandparent, educator, clinician, or some other leader, I’m confident you’ll find valuable insights in these pages. And I’m thrilled that this book will add to the collection of books by tremendous thinkers and leaders who help us raise children who are happy, healthy, and fully themselves.

			Tina Payne Bryson, PhD

			Co-author of The Whole-Brain Child, 
No Drama-Discipline, The Yes Brain, 
The Power of Showing Up, and The Way of Play

			Author of The Bottom-Line for Baby

		

	
		
			Introduction

			 

			I was not always a punishment-free parent. I remember a time when I left my oldest son to cry in a dark room because I was so upset I couldn’t look at him. He couldn’t have been two years old.

			I remember the first time I wanted to grab him and throw him to the ground for hitting me in the face with one of his toys. I felt the rage course through my body like poison as I looked down and, inexplicably, felt the urge to hurt the person in my life I loved the most.

			I’ve lost track of the number of times I’ve raised my voice at my kids; when I close my eyes I can clearly picture their terrified faces those times when my temper boiled over and I snapped.

			Then there are the times when I chose to leverage punishments when I was calm. When I took away a prized toy, or threatened to give them a time-out if they wouldn’t stop whining. These times I was motivated by a total certainty that punishments and threats of punishment were the only effective ways to teach kids a lesson.

			But I also remember being a child. I remember those times when my parents trapped me in a dark room when I was in grade school. I remember crying through the door that if they would just open it so I could know they were there, I promised I would be good next time. I remember that fear so vividly and, in spite of that, I did it to my own son.

			There were also those times I would stare at cookbooks as I sat on our tiny time-out chair, wondering when I might be allowed to leave.

			To their credit, my parents never hit me when I was young, even though the same cannot be said of their childhood experiences. But there were times my dad would get home, stressed out from twelve hours at work, and yell or ground me for the house being messy. Sometimes my parents would take away something I liked or something I liked to do just to teach me a lesson. They used to call it “losing privileges.”

			Of course, my brothers were punished too. My mom once added weeks and weeks of grounding to one of them because he adamantly refused to comply. He stood defiantly as the situation escalated and rage filled the kitchen until he walked away with months of TV privileges lost, not allowed to go out and see his friends for what felt to my child’s brain like an eternity.

			I also remember being punished by people who weren’t my parents. By teachers, coaches, and other family members. I remember being viciously shamed while my mom, who had the flu, threw up in the bathroom. This adult family member told me that it was my fault my mom was throwing up, and I remember feeling sick to my stomach for her, the shame of it all feeling like it would rip me apart. That must have been twenty-five years ago, and yet I still remember it vividly.

			Maybe you remember being punished too; being hit, ignored, or shamed. Maybe your parents took away your stuff or locked you in a room. Maybe they grounded you for months like my brother. Maybe it was much, much worse.

			After working with thousands of parents, I’ve heard many stories of punishments far more severe than what I’ve experienced. Punishments involving extreme humiliation, physical deprivation, violence, and other things that constitute abuse or neglect.

			For as long as any of us can remember, punishment has been a staple of parenting. Most people cannot begin to imagine a way of raising children effectively without correcting their problematic behavior with punishment. I know I couldn’t. When we messed up as kids, almost all of us were met with time-outs, yelling, love withdrawal, shame, or, in the worst cases, physical violence.

			This shouldn’t surprise us. The prevailing cultural myth of Western European society for almost the last 2,500 years is that if we, as a society, don’t control people, they’ll run amuck and wind up jobless, homeless, incarcerated, and generally speaking ruining it for the rest of us. And the myth continues that the way to make sure people don’t turn out like that is punishment. It’s baked into our religious frameworks, educational institutions, and “justice” system.

			I used to believe that myth and likely would have kept on punishing my kids had I not encountered an amazing parent educator on the path to becoming a licensed foster parent. One day, while watching the training videos with my wife, the educator leading the training, a foster parent herself for the last two decades, said something that shocked me.

			“Punishment doesn’t work on these kids. You have to connect with them to help them to adjust their problematic behaviors.”

			I was taken aback. The population of kids we were preparing to foster had more behavioral issues than any kids I had ever known. They regularly hit and bit. They lashed out, stole, and destroyed property. They cussed and screamed and said hurtful things. Many had been suspended or expelled from school. Surely, if anyone needed a little punishment it was them…. Right?

			Wrong, according to this expert.

			These kids were traumatized. The parenting techniques you had to employ to work with them effectively had to be exceptionally good. Punishment, this trainer seemed to be saying, was an ineffective parenting tactic that didn’t work at all. Punishment wasn’t teaching kids to behave well; their parental relationships were. If anything, punishment was getting in the way.

			This experience made me question everything I thought I knew about punishment and inspired me to dig deeper to find a better way—one that aligned with my desire to be an emotionally healthy, effective parent. And so, like any modern-day explorer on a quest for knowledge, I turned to the source of all truth and knowledge: Google. With a quick search, I was overwhelmed by a deluge of articles, books, podcasts, and online courses, all promising to hold the key to conscious, peaceful, gentle, respectful, responsive (or whatever else you want to call it) parenting. I drank in the sea of information, hoping to find the answers I so desperately sought.

			But I couldn’t help but feel a growing sense of disappointment. Much of what I encountered was vague, too abstract, or simply impractical for the real chaos of everyday parenting, and almost all of them avoided the elephant in the room: punishment. Normal parents like me needed tools and strategies to make a tangible difference in our daily interactions with our children, and if punishment was a bad way to discipline, then I wanted to know the better way.

			It frustrated me to read about the importance of emotional connection and empathy without a roadmap for how to achieve these lofty ideals in the midst of tantrums, spilled juice, and sleepless nights. In moments of frustration and shame, I struggled to make any progress in myself or my relationship with my child, and I constantly found myself reverting to my old, reactive, punitive ways.

			It took me years but one day, I found the missing puzzle piece. If I was going to truly embrace this new way of parenting, I had to ditch punishment for good. And to do that, I was going to have to understand my child and myself much better. Without examining and often confronting the core beliefs stored deep in my subconscious brain that underpinned my parenting approach, I was attempting to address a deeply rooted issue with a superficial fix. Without understanding where my child’s behavior was coming from and why it was so triggering to me, parenting scripts and toddler tricks were just a Band-Aid on a bullet hole. I had to uncover how the mindsets around behavior and punishment from my own upbringing had become the “default settings” for my parenting.

			This book is born out of the realization that there are countless parents out there, just like me, who crave practical guidance and brain-based, real-world solutions. It’s a testament to the belief that all of us can heal, grow, and become more than we could ever imagine.

			In this book, I’ll take you through this very journey, step by step. Together, we’ll dive into the core of punishment-free parenting, dispelling the myths that may be holding you back, and equipping you with actionable brain-centric strategies to create lasting change for your family.

			Why Am I Writing This Book?

			I’m not a scientist or an expert with a string of letters after my name. I’m just a parent who has enough academic training on how to research and how to separate good evidence-based advice from trendy nonsense.

			While I haven’t spent years conducting experiments in a lab or critiquing academic papers, I’ve been in the trenches, facing the everyday challenges of parenthood head-on. I’ve grappled with the same doubts, fears, and frustrations that many parents face. I’ve been through the ups and downs of trying to implement these strategies in my actual life. In short, I’ve walked the walk, and I continue to do so every day.

			What truly sets me apart is my unique perspective as a pastor. I understand if that scares you, but hear me out before you throw this book across the room. This book has no religious content, but I’m convinced my perspective as a pastor has made a huge difference in my work with parents.

			I’ve spent the years since my formal seminary training counseling and guiding people through the process of deconstructing unhelpful and even harmful narratives, often from their childhoods. I’ve learned how to create space for new, more fruitful beliefs and paradigms and help others do the same. My work as a parenting educator consistently draws parallels to those parts of my job: I walk with people as they face the deep and often disconcerting reality that what they learned in childhood might not be as helpful, fruitful, or, indeed, true, as they once assumed.

			In this book, as in my work with parents at Whole Parent, we’ll dig into the neuroscience and go into the deep, sometimes dark, aspects of our inner worlds. It’s a place I’m comfortable going with people and it’s the place we must go if we want real, lasting change. I’m here to walk with you through the journey of revisiting those challenging places with understanding and compassion.

			But Will It Work for Me?

			You might be asking yourself if it’s really worth all this work. Is punishment-free parenting actually going to make a difference? Because, let’s be honest, how do I even know if this process will work for you like it worked for me and my kids?

			Well, that brings me to the next part of my story.

			Once I started to immerse myself in the process of unraveling the myth of punishment deeply rooted in my own upbringing and cultural history, I began to notice a remarkable shift in the way I interacted with my children. My parenting journey became a whole lot easier, more enjoyable, and more effective once I ditched punishment and stopped running on autopilot.

			This newfound understanding not only benefited my parenting but also transformed my experience of fatherhood. I was being punished by my punishments. Eager to share these breakthroughs, I talked to every new parent I could find. Shockingly, when they started to implement the steps I had taken to go punishment-free, the transformation in their parenting journey was often as profound as mine.

			With their encouragement, I took the message to a broader audience on social media with few expectations. To my surprise, my story and process resonated with countless other parents who were navigating similar struggles. Thousands and thousands of comments and messages later I realized, this really works for everyone.

			That overwhelming response from fellow parents eventually led me to establish a supportive membership community: the Whole Parent Membership. We came together each week, virtually, to discuss our real-life parenting challenges as they unfolded, and we did monthly workshops on topics ranging from How to Stop Yelling at Your Kids, to Sibling Rivalry and Toddler Tantrums, all without ever resorting to punishment.

			From there, the number of parents seeking guidance and sharing their success stories grew exponentially, quickly turning from hundreds to thousands.

			So here’s the promise of this book—a curated and proven roadmap that has worked for countless parents like you and me to quit punishment for good. It’s about more than just telling you to “connect empathetically with your child”; it’s about retraining your own brain to see the world through a new lens, to understand the why behind the what of good discipline. If you come to this book looking for practical strategies that will help you curtail misbehavior in the moment and avoid unnecessary tantrums, this book will absolutely help you do that. If you are reading to learn how to survive toddlerhood or the teenage years without yelling yourself hoarse or resorting to ineffective punishments, this book will help you do that too. But if you’re here looking to parent in a way that looks beyond the short-term compliance struggles of the immediate future and helps you raise kids for the long-term, not only when they’re under your roof but for their whole lives, then I wrote this book for you. It’s a journey I’ve embarked on, one that has changed me as a parent and a person, and I want nothing more than to share this transformation with you.

			The Challenge and the Reward

			That said, is this journey going to be hard? Yes, without a doubt. It requires you to show up and do the work, and that’s not easy. You’ll face moments of frustration, doubt, and setbacks along the way. Unlike other parenting “programs” or books that are primarily intended to gain short-term compliance, we’re playing the long game. Punishment comes in all shapes and sizes, so it’s going to be a lot more than learning what not to do. We have to learn how to think, act, and respond totally differently.

			But here’s the thing: The most rewarding journeys are almost always the ones that demand the most from us. When you commit to this path of punishment-free, whole parenting, you’re making a promise to yourself and your children for a better, more connected future. The challenges and failures you’ll face are not the obstacles in your way; they are the tools that mold you into a wiser, more compassionate parent.

			Imagine a life where losing your cool becomes a rarity, and when you inevitably do lose it, you approach yourself with compassion, knowing it’s an opportunity to actually deepen your connection with your child. Imagine a life where you can navigate your child’s emotional storms with understanding and confident ease. Imagine a home filled with laughter, trust, and open communication rather than shame, blame, and broken relationships.

			Now, picture your children growing up as self-assured, resilient individuals, possessing the emotional intelligence and inner strength to navigate life’s inevitable challenges with confidence, empathy, and a profound understanding of their own worth. That’s the real reward waiting on the other side of this journey.

			What Exactly Is the WHOLE Parent Method?

			So what exactly is the path to becoming a punishment-free parent? Here’s what’s to come in this book.

			In the first chapter we’ll ask, “What’s so bad about punishment anyway?” It’s a fair question. But the research is clear: Punishment doesn’t work in the long term. And after this part, you’re going to understand why.

			Once we’ve deconstructed the false promise of punishment, we’ll move on to my four pillars of punishment-free parenting. We’ll dispel common misconceptions about punishment-free parenting and outline the truth about the four most central parenting pillars we all need to be successful. Those pillars are Curiosity, Modeling, Consequences, and Boundaries. Through these, I’ll provide you with a clear understanding of what it means to be a punishment-free parent and how to embrace this approach without falling into the pitfalls of being overly permissive or becoming a dictator.

			From there we will dig deeper into our own childhoods. This is where we will uncover the real reason going punishment-free is so challenging for most of us. This will also likely be the hardest part to read. Many people will undoubtedly put down the book here and miss out on the rest. But I encourage you to not be one of those people. The transformation on the other side is worth it, and I will be with you every step of the way.

			Last is the most practical part of the entire book, the 5-Step WHOLE Parent Method for Punishment-Free Parenting. I’ll walk you through the step-by-step acronym (WHOLE) that empowers you to parent in those tough moments with empathy, connection, and emotional intelligence rather than punishment. Each step in the method is designed to be clear, easy to implement, and highly effective. You’ll see immediate changes in your relationship with your children and your own emotional well-being.

			Now if you’re ready to transform the way you relate to your kids and become the parent you long to be, let’s dive in.
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			The Problem with Punishment

			
				Too often we forget that discipline really means to teach, not to punish. A disciple is a student, not a recipient of behavioral consequences.

				—Daniel J. Siegel, MD, and Tina Payne Bryson, PhD

			

			If there seems to be one prevailing myth that defines old-school parenting, it is that punishment is the most effective way to control children’s behavior and it is necessary for their development. It’s most often my opposition to punishment that stops parents in their tracks. Most of us cannot imagine a world where parents discipline children effectively without punishing them. But I’m living proof that we live in that world.

			Punishment, by definition, is a retributive action leveraged by an authority against someone who has done something that the authority believes is wrong. Punishments are used so that the offender is motivated not to offend in the future. Punishment looks back at a person’s “bad behavior” and says, “I’m going to hurt you or (at least) make you uncomfortable to make sure you don’t do that bad thing again.”

			The punishments parents use have taken many forms throughout human history. Here are a few of the most common:

			
					 Corporal punishment (spanking, whupping, paddling, pinching, or otherwise physically hurting)

					Shame and disappointment (“You are a bad kid for doing that bad thing” or “I am disappointed in you”)

					Yelling and/or scaring (Why would you do that! I’m so mad at you right now!)

					Love withdrawal (“I’m so mad at you right now, I don’t want to be near you, go take a time-out!”)

					Removal of positive reinforcement (“I’m taking away your tablet for a week!” or “You’re grounded!”)

			

			I’ve listed these in order of most problematic to least, but make no mistake, they are all punishment. They all seek to harm or inconvenience a child in order to teach them a lesson.

			If you want evidence as to how universal the authoritarian sentiment is that punishment is synonymous with teaching

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			The Impact of Punishment on Stress Response
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