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Becoming a parent is one of life’s most precious 

gifts.  In the beginning we spend much of our time 

focusing on the pregnancy and birth without giving 

much thought to what happens afterwards.  Often, 

we don’t realise the extent to which having 

children can challenge and change us!  Having 

children forces us to see ourselves differently, to 

develop intellectually and emotionally.  

Parents have many hopes and dreams for their 

child’s future and work extremely hard to assist 

their child to become everything they wish for 

them.  Even with the best of intentions we don’t 

always get this ‘parenting’ job right.  The pressures 

of daily life, a changing world, financial stressors 

and our own emotional and mental wellbeing (just 

to name a few) all add to the challenge of being a 

parent.  

Restorative approaches to parenting involve 

proactive strategies to build family unity and 

individual social and emotional capacity as well as 

tools to handle wrongdoing such that relationships 

are restored, and the family unit remains intact.  

The framework opposite demonstrates how much 

of our time and energy is required at each level of 

restorative work. The largest part of the triangle 

includes our family values and traditions as well as 

the social emotional learning of the members of 

the family.  When we get that right, we spend less 

time responding to wrongdoing but when we must, 

our children are more likely to work with us to 

resolve the problem.  

 

 A helpful way to think about how our children 

experience our parenting style is to use the 

following Parenting Styles Window (adapted from 

McCold and Wachtell).  How firm and fair is our 

parenting style?  Remember to think about how 

our children experience it rather than how we 

‘wish’ we operated.  Realistically, most parents 

spend time in all four quadrants of the window, 

how long we  

 
spend there is usually dependent on various 

factors such as our own health and wellbeing – 

emotional, mental, physical, and spiritual, etc.    

The punitive parenting quadrant is high on 

firmness but low on fairness, you are the boss.  It is 

about control, rules and punishment.  When 

parenting in this window we hear ‘because I said 

so’ and ‘who did it?’ and ‘don’t make me come over 

there’.  When rules are broken, punishment is 

dished out to the wrongdoer who is not required 

to take responsibility and make amends.  Children 

who are constantly parented within this zone are 

either ‘nervy’ or ‘confrontational’; they quickly 



 

learn which buttons to push to get mum or dad to 

‘lose control’.  

Punitive measures focus on the wrong doer, 

ignoring the context in which the behaviour 

occurred and the complexities of family dynamics 

which are often contributing factors.  Further, 

punitive approaches do not address the impact of 

the behaviour on relationships, the emotional 

harm done to others or the need for behaviour 

change.    

  

Research demonstrates that punishment only 

models of discipline (Zero-Tolerance models) have 

no effect on behaviour change, in fact ‘punishment 

increases feelings of shame and humiliation, and 

decreases feelings of guilt; and those are exactly 

the psychological conditions that give rise to 

violent behaviour’ (James Gilligan, 2001).  

Evidence shows us that using a restorative model 

has a preventative and significant influence on re-

offending behaviour.  Furthermore, when we 

approach conflict restoratively, we are modelling 

appropriate behaviour and social interaction 

(teaching acceptable behaviour).  

  

The neglectful parenting quadrant is low on both 

firmness and fairness.  Lifestyle factors are 

possibly inhibiting your ability to parent; you 

might be suffering a mental illness, poor health, 

relationship breakdown, addiction or financial 

stress.  In this zone you are unable or choose not to 

respond to your children; you ignore behaviours 

we usually wouldn’t.  You love your children, you 

simply don’t have the energy or time it takes to 

parent, at least momentarily.    

The permissive parenting quadrant is low on 

firmness and high on fairness; often called the 

‘helicopter’ parent.  In this zone parenting has 

been replaced with friendship.  Behaviours are 

excused and children are protected from others 

who might hold them accountable.  You are very 

encouraging and loving but no boundaries are in 

place and you don’t follow through on 

consequences or expectations.  Unfortunately, 

when things get out of control parents in this zone 

snap and like a pendulum swing into the punitive 

quadrant creating confusion for children and later, 

guilt for parents.  Over time, children raised in this 

quadrant experience a diminished sense of self and 

esteem.  The drive for structure and consistency is 

high and they become vulnerable to gangs, cults 

and bullies who exert control over them.  

The restorative parenting quadrant is high on both 

firmness and fairness and research shows this is 

the most effective style.  In this zone expectations 

are high, mutual respect exists and poor behaviour 

is called out and children are given support to fix 

it.  Children are part of the conversation and the 

solution; setbacks are considered learning 

opportunities.  Everyone belongs to the family unit 

and honest communication ensures respectful 

relationships are developed and maintained. 

Parents model appropriate social behaviour and 

how to make amends using actions and language.  

It is unlikely that any one of us solely parent from 

the restorative quadrant; we are human after all!  

However, analysing which situations drive us into 

certain quadrants will help us understand our 

parenting styles and assist us in moving towards 

restorative parenting more often than not.  

Restorative approaches work best when we have 

spent time building family unity (community).  

Every family will do this in different ways however 

the following list have been shown to impact 

feelings of connectedness and belonging:  

• Set family traditions (dinner, meetings, 

holidays, etc.)  

• Agree on expectations & responsibilities  

• Walk the talk  

• Use literature/film to teach social/emotional 

concepts  

• Use your own mistakes as a learning tool  

• Use a strengths approach  

• Build emotional vocabulary  
• Talk about brain development & how this 

can impact behaviour  



 

 
The mid and top tiers of the framework are 

enacted when wrongdoing or conflict has occurred.  

It is here where the most amount of learning can 

take place for children and parents if we approach 

it restoratively and work WITH each other.  

How often do we hear our children say, ‘that’s not 

fair’, and far too often our response to that comes 

from the punitive parenting zone ‘bad luck’ or 

‘life’s not fair’ or ‘I’m the parent and I make the 

rules’.  Our children are more likely to cooperate 

when they feel that fair process is observed even if 

the outcome is not what they wanted.    

Looking through a different lens we can appreciate 

that we might have felt the same way in our own 

lives at one point or another.  Perhaps a decision 

was made in the workplace that affected your role 

or responsibilities.  You were not consulted; simply 

told the outcome.  What was your emotional 

response to that?  When people and children are 

engaged in decisions that affect them and 

understand the reason for it the results are better.    

Using a restorative approach does not exclude or 

minimise consequences, in fact quite the opposite 

is true. Facing those you are in conflict with or 

whom you have harmed in order to make things 

right is rarely an easy option.  The restorative 

process empowers those that have experienced 

harm to speak about actions that would repair the 

harm for them (this may be different for every 

person).  Consequences are neither 

predetermined nor imposed but are agreed upon 

and managed by those directly involved.     

Affective statements and conversations are a 

respectful two-way dialogue that provide the 

opportunity for both people to speak.  The impact 

of the poor choice is made clear within the context 

of an affirmative, supportive conversation.  The 

child is valued; the behaviour is not condoned.  

 Dr. Lea Waters recommends a strengths-based 

approach to parenting in general and especially 

when conflict or frustrations arise.  Below are 

some examples of how to turn everyday 

conversations and questions into strengths-based 

language.  

 

A more formal approach is taken when more 

serious harm has occurred.  In that instance all 

people involved are part of the conversation and 

specific restorative dialogue and questioning is 

used.  

 Restorative questions:  

• Are neutral and non-judgemental.  

• Are about the person's behaviour.  

• Take the person from the past (what 

happened) to the future (repairing harm).  

• Require the person to reflect on who they 

have affected.  

• Are likely to help the person develop some 

empathy for those affected.  

• Seek to build an understanding rather than 

to blame.  

• Assist the parent/facilitator to be seen as 

objective and respectful.  

• Allow the person to tell their story.  

• Are more likely to promote responsibility.  

• Can be applied in every situation.  

  
Having this dialogue in our ‘parenting tool kit’ 

structures what we say (emotional responses are 

diffused), influences auditory processing (children 

don’t hear ‘blah blah blah’) and creates a teaching 

and learning moment.  Further, this same set of 

questions can be asked of both the wrong doer and 

the person harmed (reinforcing fair process).  Use 

the questions to guide your conversation and 

modify them to suit the audience.  A helpful tool for 

remembering restorative dialogue is the W.A.R.M 

acronym (see over). 

  



 

 

  



 

Restorative questioning encourages participant 

solutions rather than imposing ideas to resolve 

the conflict.  Too often as parents we have in mind 

an outcome for a situation that we would deem 

acceptable, it’s very important to allow our 

children to determine their own solutions.   

This is not a ‘soft option’, it creates a learning 

opportunity, empowers children and develops 

resilience.  Quite often children just want an 

apology and/or a hug from the person who 

harmed them, who are we to say that is not ok?  

Again, when we look at conflict through our own 

eyes, we can see that often when we have been 

harmed, we want acknowledgement and an 

apology or an apologetic gesture.  Children need 

time to think about how to make amends and they 

may also need guidance.  It is acceptable to 

provide examples of ways to make amends and 

allow children to select one they are comfortable 

with giving and receiving.  In time they will do this 

autonomously. 

The late Silvan Tomkins coined a biological theory 

of emotion – Affect Script Psychology or ASP 

building on the work of Charles Darwin before 

him.  ASP states that mammals are born with 9 

innate affects built into the central nervous 

system, that when triggered result in CNS activity 

leading to physical responses in the body 

particularly facial features.  At the biological level 

we experience the same thing as humans however 

our life experiences build the scripts we play out 

when these affects are triggered which explains 

why people react differently to the same trigger. 

Once triggered, an affect is experienced 

biologically in the CNS, past experiences (scripts) 

guide our reactions and it is a combination of 

these events that motivates our future 

actions/behaviours.  Tomkins’ ASP (and 

particularly the role of affect shame) helps us to 

understand why and how restorative approaches 

work. Affect shame can be seen as a blush to the 

face/neck, a slumping of the shoulders, the head 

drops and internally a block in cognitive and 

affective processing.  This explains why children 

are unable to look up when harm has occurred 

and why it may take them time to process and 

talk through what happened. 

When shame affect is triggered, we can respond 

adaptively (sooth the self, acknowledge 

wrongdoing, repair harm, learn) or maladaptively.  

Nathanson (1992) describes four poles of 

responding maladaptively to shame: withdrawal, 

avoidance, attack self and attack other.  

Restorative approaches provide a supportive 

space for individuals to move through shame (and 

other negative) affect and develop adaptive 

behavioural scripts.  Punitive measures 

compound feelings of shame leading to 

maladaptive shame scripts such as those seen on 

the Compass of Shame. 

The healthy response to shame is to tolerate its 

discomfort, to self-sooth, acknowledge 

responsibility/wrongdoing, talk about the event, 

learn from the experience and empathise with self 

and others.  But these are highly cognitive actions 

requiring years to intentionally develop.  

Restorative approaches to wrongdoing are one 

way to intentionally teach and learn about shame 

affect and how to respond adaptively to it. 

 

Restorative parenting prioritises relationships 

and family unity.  It demands time to connect with 

one another, build trust and respect and support 

each other to clean up the mess that wrongdoing 

and harm can cause.  Time is the most important 

gift we can give to our children – time to love, to 

play, to learn, to sooth, to listen, to laugh, to cry, to 

hug, to support, to encourage, to teach, to restore 

and to simply be WITH one another.  Parenting is 

a journey; I wish you well on yours.



 

Kristy Elliott 

W: www.restorativepathways.com.au 

E: kristy@restorativepathways.com.au 

“So, teaching children to do as they’re 

told is not a good enough aim for 

behaviour management.  

Instead what I’d like children to learn 

to do is to think for themselves, what I 

call to be considerate.  

Not to think what would happen to me 

if I get caught doing such and such 

misdeed, but what effect would my 

behaviour have on other people.” 

 

Porter, 2002  

 

 

Recommended resources for parents 

 

Raising Beaut Kids 

Mark Le Messurier & Bill Hansberry 

 

The Strength Switch 

Dr. Lea Waters 

 

The Whole-Brain Child 

Daniel Siegel & Tina Bryson 


