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The dictionary defines discipline
as "training to act in accordance
with rules. . . . " We assume that
children are not born knowing how
to act in accordance with the rules of
their families or society. We assume
that most children learn (i.e., arc
taught) to behave appropriately (and
inappropriately). Such teaching is
one aspect of child rearing, and par-
ents play a key role in disciplining or
teaching their children to behave ac-
cording to a wide range of rules.

Although parental rules vary
across families, children's ages, cul-
tures, and historical periods, most
people know a rule when they hear
one. Common rules for children in
American families today include
these: Don't hurt other people; do
what your parents tell you to do;
don't ask loudly in the grocery store,
"Why is that man so fat. Mommy?";
don't play with the telephone; don't
lie; come home on time; do your
homework before you watch televi-
sion; and don't pester your sister.
When children do not behave ac-
cording to the rules, we say they
have misbehaved. When parents use
ineffective strategies to manage mis-
behavior, we say they have made
c//.sc/p//ne mistakes.

Parents are undoubtedly not the
only people who significantly influ-
ence children's misbehavior. Sib-
lings, day-care providers, teachers,
baby-sitters, grandparents, and
peers are participants in chiid rear-
Susan G- O'Leary is Professor of
Psychology and Director of the
Doctoral Program in Clinical Psy-
chology at the University at Stony
Brook. Address correspondence to
Susan O'Leary, Department of
Psychology, State University of
New York at Stony Brook, Stony
Brook, NY 11794-2500; e-mail:
soleary@ccmail.sunysb.edu.

ing. The younger the child, how-
ever, the more influential parents are
likely to be. Interest in parental dis-
cipline practices has a long history,
and scientifically established rela-
tions between discipline mistakes
and children's behavior disorders
have been reported since the early
1950s. Young children's aggressive
and oppositional behavior disorders
are quite stable; if left untreated,
these disorders predict later delin-
quency, drug and alcohol abuse,
family violence, unemployment,
and psychiatric disturbance. Under-
standing what constitutes effective
and ineffective parental discipline
practice, particularly for young chil-
dren, should facililate both the pre-
vention and the treatment of chil-
dren's behavior problems.

Before I describe what we know
about parental discipline, and par-
ticularly parental discipline mis-
takes, four points must be made.
First, managing children's misbe-
havior Is certainly not all there is to
rearing children; responsive nurtur-
ing and the provision of a positive
emotional and physical environ-
ment are also critical components of
responsible child rearing. Second,
being a "nice" parent is not equiva-
lent to being a "good" parent. As a
matter of fact, one discipline mistake
is responding positively to misbe-
havior. Third, advocating appropri-
ate, effective discipline is not equiv-
alent to advocating stronger
punishment; a frequent discipline
mistake is being overreactive and
harsh. Finally, the focus of this re-
view is parental mistakes in disci-
plining children's disruptive, oppo-
sitional, and aggressive behaviors.
We know much less about the rela-
tion of parenting to childhood anxi-
ety, fear, and depression. We also
do not know whether the discipline
mistakes I describe here would still

be problematic, ineffective, or both
if the child misbehavior were con-
strued very differently, as might be
the case in another culture.

Early, retrospective studies of
child rearing indicated that inconsis-
tent, harsh, and excessively lax dis-
cipline practices are associated with
delinquency and aggression. Simi-
larly, observational studies of pre-
schoolers found that mothers who
are harsh in their use of authority
tend to have children who are not
self-reliant or content and who are
aggressive; mothers who are permis-
sive tend to have children who are
dependent and not well-behaved.'
At a more specific level, the degree
of parental inconsistency, receptive-
ness to bargaining, use of indirect
commands, lack of enforcement,
and demonstration of affection dur-
ing discipline episodes are associ-
ated with the degree of resistance
and noncompliance displayed by
^V?.- to 3V^-year-olds. Comparisons
of normal and clinic samples indi-
cate that parents of aggressive, anti-
social, and noncompliant children
issue more frequent commands and
negative consequences, engage in
lengthier and more intense coercive
interchanges with their children, are
more submissive and ambiguous, and
are less consistent in their responses to
problem behaviors. These parents
also are more likely to reinforce op-
positional behavior with attention,
softening of commands, or coaxing.

This large number of probable
discipline mistakes was identified
primarily by time-consuming and
expensive observations of parent-
child interactions. To increase the
efficiency with which we can assess
parents' discipline practices, my stu-
dents and I developed a 30-item self-
report Parenting Scale.^ Factor anal-
yses of the Parenting Scale
repeatedly reveal three primary
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types of mistakes made by mothers
of 2- to 4-year-old children: laxness,
overreactivity, and verbosity. Lax-
ness includes giving in, not enforc-
ing rules, and providing positive
reinforcement for misbehavior. Over-
reactivity includes anger, meanness,
and irritability. Verbosity involves the
propensity to engage in lengthy verbal
interactions about misbehavior even
when the talking is ineffective. These
factors are consistent with other
theoretical formulations of parental
discipline, are reliable, correlate
weil with observations of maternal
behavior, and are comparable across
normal and problematic populations.
The Parenting Scale appears to be a
useful tool for identifying mothers
whose discipline strategies may put
their children at risk for developing
serious behavior problems.

All of the findings just outlined
must be viewed with some caution
because of the correlational method-
ologies used in the research; how-
ever, recent experiments in my lab-
oratory and elsewhere support a
causal link between parental disci-
pline mistakes and young children's
misbehavior. Some of this research
was conducted in homes, but most
took place in laboratory settings.
Mothers of both normal and hard-to-
manage toddlers and preschoolers
were instructed to respond to the rel-
evant misbehaviors in specified
ways. We have demonstrated that
delayed, long, and gentle (impru-
dent) reprimands result in higher lev-
els of misbehavior than do immedi-
ate, brief, and firm (prudent)
reprimands.^ Another mistake is
leaving a two-year-old to his or her
own devices for too long. Patterson'*
referred to this mistake as poor mon-
itoring and found it to be one of the
best predictors of outcome for older
children. We have also learned that
mothers are less effective when they
try to distract their misbehaving chil-
dren than when they use clear rep-
rimands. In fact, when distraction
does not work and mothers change
their tactics to reprimanding, children

become upset, as though they are of-
fended by the change. On the other
hand, children are not particularly up-
set when they are consistently and
prudently reprimanded.'' Distraction
may be less effective than repri-
manding because distraction provides
positive attention to misbehavior.

Other examples of lax discipline
mistakes can be found. We have all
laughed when three-year-olds use
unsavory, "adult" language, even
though we understand that our
laughter reinforces that misbehavior.
The same phenomenon occurs
when mothers are on the telephone
and do not wish to be interrupted,
but respond positively to their chil-
dren's requests for help or a snack.
The children are temporarily satis-
fied but are likely to solicit their
mothers' attention again very soon;^
some mothers even report that pick-
ing up the telephone is a signal for
their children to pester them.

One last example of a strategy
that may inadvertently reinforce mis-
behavior involves the use of time-
out (i.e., removal of the child from
sources of reinforcement for a brief
period of time). Although time-out
can be very effective for reducing
noncompliance and aggression,
young children often attempt to es-
cape from the commonly used time-
out chair. Some parents deal with an
escaping child by holding the child
in the chair, thus providing attention
for the misbehavior. Others give up
very quickly and allow the child to
determine when time-out is over.
Both of these strategies are mistakes
and are less effective than ensuring
that the chiid remains in the time-out
chair for the assigned period of time,
for example, by calmly turning the
chair toward the wall.''

WHY DO PARENTS
MAKt MISTAKES?

In the course of conducting these
experimental studies, we have often
heard two things from mothers of
hard-to-manage toddlers: " i just

don't know what to do with him
(her)" and "1 know 1 should ,
but 1 just can't seem to." These com-
ments suggest that parents may need
two different kinds of help with dis-
cipline: learning what constitutes a
discipline mistake and learning why
they make such mistakes.

It is not surprising that some par-
ents seem to lack knowledge about
effective discipline practices, as
most education in how to parent is
informal and indirect. We observe
our parents and relatives managing
child misbehavior, and these people
often offer advice about how we
should raise our own children. Un-
fortunately, not all of what we ob-
serve or are told is consistent with
what the scientific literature tells us.
Parents who need to learn what ef-
fective discipline is would benefit
from more structured educational
experiences. The best time for such
training might be when parents be-
gin teaching their children to follow
rules, that is, when the children be-
gin to crawl. People are probably
not particularly motivated to learn
before they have children; waiting
until the toddler or preschool years
means dysfunctional parenting may
already be established, and correct-
ing dysfunctional parenting is surely
harder than preventing it.

Understanding the parent who
knows what is best but who does not
or cannot use that knowledge is
more complicated. We know that
depression, marital discord, social
isolation, and economic and em-
ployment stresses are related to
mothers' dysfunctional discipline
practices." Additional factors have
emerged from research on abusive
mothers and have been substanti-
ated in nonabusive samples as well.
First, some mothers are more "up-
set" than others by children's misbe-
havior or by the negative affect (i.e.,
whining and crying) that children
display when they are disciplined. A
mother's internal reactivity, particu-
larly her own sense of irritation or
anger, is related to the overreactivity
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discipline mistakes ID.IUV '̂ V moth-
ers. For example, if a mo' • views
her child as an incorrigih '̂ ..-
will be overreactive. If s. . her-
self as a hopelessly inadequate
mother, she will be lax in her disci-
pline. Third, mothers who make dis-
cipline mistakes may do so because
they tolerate or define child misbe-
havior differently than eflcv ii\'f'
mothers do. Although both i ...
and overidentifying misbeiav'
should be problematic, m( •'
dence supports overidentifical
the problem. A final factor tha: -
fluences how well a parent discs
plines is the child himself or herself.
Children with conduct disorders
elicit corrective or controlling feed-
back from all mothers, including
mothers of norinal children. Having
a "difficult" child may compromise
a mother's ability to implement ap-
propriate discipline.

Precisely how all of these vari-
ables affect mothers' abilities to
teach their children to behave ac-
cording to the ruies is not clear. Rea-
sonable hypotheses include interfer-
ence with the mother's attentiona!
capacities and increases in the
mother's motivation to reduce im-
mediately the negative emotions the
child elicits in her. Regardless of the
mechanisms involved, consider-
ation of these variables would prob-
ably enhance the effectiveness of
parent training programs and may
explain why some parent training ef-
forts are ineffective.

UNCHARTED AREAS

The attentive reader may have re-
alized by now that no specific men-
tion has been made of fathers and
their roles in disciplining chiidren.
The reason is that relatively little is
known about fathers' discipline
practices. Traditionally, mothers

have spent considerably more time
parenting than fathers, but parental
roles are changing, making the need
to know about fathers' discipline
practices especially important. We
recently learned that the factor struc-
ture of fathers' self-reported disci-

,ne practices on the Parentin-
cale is virtually identical to the fac-

;or structure for mother' We are
currently observing fathers interact-
ing witii their toddlers to determine
the validity of the Parenting Scale for
' 'thers and to assess whether fathers
.landle discipline encounters differ-
ently than do mothers.

in addition to knowing little about
fathers' discipline mistakes, we
know little about whether discipline
mistakes change over time. Children
are, almost by definition, develop-
mental phenomena. Viewing disci-
pline as a developmental phenome-
non would probably be equally
appropriate. Parents do not disci-
pline their 8- or 12-year-olds in the
same ways they discipline their pre-
schoolers. On the one hand, as chil-
dren's cognitive capacities improve,
parents should be able to more ef-
fectively use preventive, verbal
teaching of rule-governed behavior.
Greater delay of consequences
should be tolerated by older chii-
dren. On the other hand, older chil-
dren have learned about handling
conflict by observing their parents
and may have learned some bad les-
sons (e.g., to be argumentative and
aggressive, to hold a grudge, and to
rely on apologies}. Certainly, the
concrete consequences implemented
by parents change as children grow
up. Chair time-outs become weekend
groundings. Leaving the park early
changes to no television that night.
Whether the broad characteristics of
what constitutes a discipline mistake
remain overreactivity, laxness, and
verbosity or whether only the specif-
ics of the teaching techniques (e.g.,
chair time-out vs. grounding)
change as children become young
adults is yet to be clarified.

A final "uncharted area" about

which I would like to comment is
the area of side effects, particularly
the side effects of correcting disci-
pline mistakes. The literature con-
tains many examples'* of positive
side effects accompanying the ther-
apeutic use of a variety of punish-
ment procedures. These reports sug-
gest that correcting discipline
mistakes might have advantages in
addition to reducing the rate of child
misbehavior. Let me illustrate this
possibility by describing a common
clinical experience: Parents and
their son are having severe conflicts.
If an Intervention that is focused al-
most exclusively on identifying and
altering parental discipline mistakes
results in the boy behaving more ap-
propriately, other aspects of the par-
ent-child relationships also change
even though there has been no spe-
cific intervention in these areas. The
boy offers to help with a chore; the
mother hugs him good-night; the fa-
ther tells his son for the first time in a
long time that he loves him. Such
clinical experiences should serve
heuristic roles, furthering our under-
standing of parental discipline mis-
takes and how to correct them.
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