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Introduction 
This short article aims to provide some food (not necessarily a carrot!) for thought on this 
interesting and complex subject. It is of such importance and continually challenging. It is one of 
those subjects that is helpful to regularly reflect on, however many years we may have been 
working on it.  
 
Pain-Based Behaviour  
Traumatized children’s difficult behaviour is often referred to as ‘acting out’.  The term acting 
out implies the question - what is being acted out? Anglin (2002) uses the term ‘pain-based 
behaviour’ to describe ‘acting out’ behaviour and the internalizing processes such as depression 
which are often the result of triggering this internalised pain.  This helps to shift our focus 
towards the meaning beneath the behaviour.    
  
The work involved with traumatized children can be extremely challenging. It may resonate with 
our history in a way that can lead to powerful feelings and at times overwhelming emotions.  
Therefore, there must be a high level of training and support available to those carrying out this 
skilled and sensitive work.   
 
Core elements of a helpful response to the child’s behaviour are, 

• believing and validating the child’s experience 
• tolerating the child’s affect  
• managing our own emotions 

 
 
 



Punishment and Rewards  
Traumatized children are often used to being punished and for reasons they cannot understand.  
Many times they will have been punished and treated harshly, in an arbitrary fashion based on 
the mood of the adult rather than on the child’s behaviour. For children who are traumatized 
and who have hyper-aroused stress response systems, punishments are often likely to make 
matters worse.  By increasing stress levels and re-enforcing a negative view of the world as a 
hostile and unforgiving place.  We need to model qualities that challenge the child’s negative 
view of the world, or, as John Bowlby (1969, 1973) described, the child’s internal working 
model. Perry and Szalavitz (2010, p.243) point out, 
  

Punishment can’t create or model those qualities.  Although we do need to set limits, if 
we want our children to behave well, we have to treat them well.  A child raised with love 
wants to make those around him happy because he sees his happiness makes them happy 
too; he doesn’t simply comply to avoid punishment. 

 
The ‘carrot and stick’ approach does not tend to work with young people who have suffered 
complex childhood trauma (Perry and Szalavitz, 2010).  Just as punishment is ineffective so is a 
system based on rewards. Both are an attempt to manipulate the child into being compliant 
and behaving ‘well’. The key issue here is manipulation. There is a risk of further reinforcing the 
child’s defences and lack of concern for others by putting the focus on either gaining a reward 
or avoiding the pain of punishment. A child whose development has been disrupted by trauma 
and feels little concern towards others will be helped better by first of all feeling the care and 
love of others. Then through the development of a meaningful relationship, the child begins to 
care about not hurting a valued ‘other’. Donald Winnicott (1963) referred to this as the 
‘development of the capacity of concern’. It is one of the fundamental developmental 
achievements.  
 
Commission for Children and Young People (2012, p.12) argue that behaviourist approaches 
that rely on systems of reward and punishment tend to be ineffectual,   
 

Behaviourist techniques may achieve a degree of change in children’s behaviours but 
without engaging with the underlying emotional content of the behaviour, these changes 
will not ultimately correspond to transformations in the child’s internal working models or 
assist them to achieve psychological healing (Forbes and Post, 2007). Forbes and Post 
(2007) maintain that these techniques inadvertently convey to children that the feelings 
behind their behaviour are not valid or intelligible. 

 
Perry and Szalavitz, (2006, p.244) make a similar point,  
 

Traumatized children tend to have overactive responses and, as we’ve seen, these can 
make them aggressive, impulsive, and needy.  These children are difficult, they are easy to 
upset and hard to calm, they may overreact to the slightest novelty or change and they 
often don’t know how to think before they act.  Before they can make any kind of lasting 
change at all in their behavior, they need to feel safe and loved.  Unfortunately, however, 



many of the treatment programs and other interventions aimed at them get it backwards: 
they take a punitive approach and hope to lure children into good behavior by restoring 
love and safety only if the children first start acting “better.”  While such approaches may 
temporarily threaten children into doing what adults want, they can’t provide the long-
term, internal motivation that will ultimately help them control themselves better and 
become more loving towards others. 

 
As children mature, they need greater space to be autonomous and to make their own choices.  
Children are most motivated by feeling they are doing something because they want to do it, 
rather than because they are being manipulated into doing it.  Alfie Kohn (1993) in his aptly 
titled book, ‘Punished by Rewards: The Trouble with Gold Stars, Incentive Plans, A's, Praise, and 
Other Bribes’, has referred to numerous studies where systems of punishment and reward, or 
even just reward have reduced motivation and performance.  For example, children given a 
sweet as a reward for doing well in a test did worse in the next test compared to those who 
weren’t given a sweet. The mere suggestion that the child has an extrinsic motive other than 
the intrinsic value in the subject can reduce their interest. Summarizing the key message of his 
book Kohn (1994) says,  
 

“We can never meet our long-term goals by doing things 
to students, only by working with them. Rewards, like 
punishments, are ways of doing things to people. And to 
that extent they can never help them to take 
responsibility for their own behavior, to develop a sense 
of themselves as caring people, to work as creatively as 
they can or become excited learners for the rest of their 
lives. Rewards, like punishments, actively undermine 
those goals.” 
 
This doesn’t mean that adults should not be clear and 
firm about their expectations of the child’s behaviour, 
but within that, the child needs space to work things out 
for herself.  Caregivers and other adults who are warm 
and provide clear and consistent expectations for 
children’s behaviour also encourage early conscience 
development (Eisenberg and Murphy, 1995; Kochanska, 
1991, 1993, 1995).  Pro-social role modelling plays a 
crucial role in showing the child morally responsible 

behaviour.  
 
Reparation  
As said, it is helpful to have clear expectations about what behaviour is acceptable and what is 
not.  When a child crosses a line, we can help them think about it and find ways in which things 
could be put right.  Making reparation for something hurtful or damaging that they have done, 



provides them with the vital developmental experience of contributing and making it right 
(Dockar-Drysdale, 1953, Winnicott, 1963). 
 
Many traumatized children believe that the mistakes they make, or their negative behaviour has 
catastrophic and long-lasting consequences.  They have learnt this through experience. A small 
misdemeanour may have resulted in a severely punitive or abusive response from a caregiver.   
In some cases, difficult behaviour may have been followed by a major change such as being 
taken into care. The child often believes he or she is ‘bad’ and responsible for whatever 
happens.   
 
The capacity to make reparation rather than be punished also requires that the child has a 
degree of empathy and concern for others.  For children who are so emotionally 
underdeveloped, it may take considerable time before they can do this.  To show concern and 
care for others, first, they need to experience being cared for.  We can also encourage the 
development of empathy by discussing with the child, his behaviour and how it might make 
others feel.  Perry and Szalavitz (2010, p.313) suggest,  
  

To encourage empathy, discipline by reasoning, perspective taking, consistency of 
appropriate consequences, and above all, love. 

 
They continue (p.314),  
  

If you teach children to behave by using reason, they are likelier to be reasonable. 
 
Dockar-Drysdale (1953, p.7) argued in her paper, ‘Some Aspects of Damage and Restitution’, 
that a punitive approach may even damage the child’s potential to develop a capacity of 
concern towards others,  
  

I suggest that punishment not only anticipates but hampers and probably blocks the 
natural process of restitution, thereby preventing the further process by which the child 
may direct into constructive channels the hostile feelings which have led to guilt and the 
need for making restitution.   

 
Traumatized children are familiar with being punished, humiliated, and hurt.  Punishing such a 
child is likely to trigger his memory of these experiences, causing him to feel angry and resentful 
towards whoever is punishing him. The skilled worker needs to adopt a non-judgemental 
approach. This is more focused on working with pro-social behaviour modification, rather than 
blaming the person.  This has been called, “challenging the behaviour, not the person” (Barton, 
Gonzalez and Tomlinson, 2011). It is more helpful to give the message that it is the behaviour 
that we find unacceptable rather than the person.    
 
Consequences of Behaviour – Positive and Negative 
However, children must be helped to understand that there can be positive and negative 
consequences of their behaviour.  We need to help them understand the positive consequences 



of their behaviour, as much, if not more than the negative consequences.  This is because these 
children know only too well that they can do hurtful and destructive things, but they often have 
no idea that they can do things that give pleasure and make others feel good.  They often feel 
that they are insignificant to others and the only way they can have an impact and be of any 
significance is by being challenging.  As Perry (2016) has said, we need to help children feel the 
intrinsic value in relationships.  

 
Reward and punishment systems often undermine the idea that a child 
may be interested in what another thinks or feels about him or her. The 
key to healthy growth is not based on fear or material gain, but on 
developing a sense of care and concern towards others within 
meaningful relationships.   Referring to the kind of points systems, 
sometimes used to induce children to change their behaviour, Perry 
(2016) argued that ironically, they often miss the point. This is 
especially so in work with children and young people who are not 
emotionally regulated. Instead, he claimed that, 
 
“Positive human interactions are the most positive reward we can 
experience.” 

 
Natural Consequences 
Sometimes we do need to help a child understand something about the negative consequences 
of their behaviour and to do something if possible, to put it right. The more natural or ‘logical’ 
the consequence is to the behaviour the more likely it is to make sense to the child.  For 
example, if the child has damaged something in the home, helping to fix it is more relevant than 
having to go to bed early.  Helping to fix something that has been broken can be understood as 
a natural consequence. However, Kohn (1995) warns us how easy it is for the use of 
consequences to slide into a disguised form of punishment, 
 

A number of people seem to think if we call it "consequences" or insert the modifier 
"logical," then it's okay. "Logical consequences" is an example of what I call "punishment 
lite," a kinder, gentler way of doing things to children instead of working with them. 

 
However, used helpfully, consequences rather than punishment can be seen as a form of 
discipline, showing and teaching children how to behave, by providing a climate of mutual 
respect, where problems are seen as opportunities for learning and growth.  Children are 
supported to learn from their mistakes through natural and logical consequences. Self-discipline 
is more likely to grow out of this. Redshaw et al. (2012, p.44) outline the differences between 
discipline and punishment, 
 
Qualities of Discipline 

• To teach 
• A climate of mutual respect 
• Problems are opportunities 



• Preventative planning - a proactive focus on preventing problems 
• Natural/logical consequences, discussed with children 
• Reasons for standards 
• Demands responsibility 
• Teaches caring values, control by inner values 
• Adults as coaches and mentors 

 
According to Laursen (2003), one of the primary goals of discipline is to: 
  

… provide a safe and consistent environment where children can learn reasonable rules, 
limits, and consequences, as well as the reasons for them...  

 
Qualities of Punishment 

• To inflict pain, penalise, cause loss, suffering, to treat in a harsh manner 
• Must respect those in power 
• Problems require punishment 
• Reactive response 
• Arbitrary consequences 
• Do it because I said so 
• Demands obedience 
• Teaches rule compliance 
• Adults as rulers 
• Controlled by external enforcement 

 
The Need to Manage Ourselves 
In work with traumatized children (as in parenting) there can sometimes be a sense of being at 
a loss of what to do. When this is mixed with strong emotions, such as anger, anxiety, and fear, 
there can be a reaction to do something and feel in control. For many reasons, including our 
own childhood experiences, we may feel justified in punishing the child. We may feel that we 
have to do something to create a positive change. The concept of punishment and reward can 
be seductive in these moments. Taking a punitive action may provide some relief to the adult, 
and give an impression of making a difference, however short-lived.  
 
Therefore, as well as considering the child-centred matters discussed in this article, we also 
need to ensure there are ways for the adults involved to process their feelings, to feel 
supported, and to be able to take a step back. Working on the issues involved is not something 
we are likely to feel we have ever mastered.  There are many complexities involved, including 
how we manage ourselves. If we are working with children who suffered complex trauma we 
will often be tested to the limit of our capacities. I remember reading and learning a long time 
ago, early in my career that it can be the feelings aroused in ourselves that can be more difficult 
to work with than anything else.  
 
As in the children’s histories, the most punitive and unhelpful responses are likely to occur 
when adults are at the ‘end of their tether’.   
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