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Dr. MacNamara is a dynamic teacher and experienced counsellor who makes developmental science come to 
life in the everyday context of home and classroom.  She is presenting as a keynote speaker at the  

20th annual Children the Heart of the Matter conference on February 17, 2017.   
For more information, please see page 5. 

Time outs have become a popular disciplinary practice, aimed at replacing spanking and broadly supported by 
health and parenting professionals. Like a magic wand, they seek to immediately change a child’s behaviour but 
rarely is the question asked, “Why do they work and at what cost to the child? From the naughty chair to sending a 
child to their room, time-outs typically involve excluding or isolating a child from others and/or activities.  
Time-outs are hailed as a ‘success’ when a child returns from one willing to listen and behave but what is the long-
term impact on a child’s development and their relationship to adults? Based on the last seventy years of research 
in developmental science, it is clear the reason time-outs ‘work’ is the same reason we shouldn’t use them in the 
first place. 

The problem with disciplinary advice given to parents today is it is often disconnected from developmental science 
and fragmented, not taking into account how a child grows and matures. The benchmark for measuring  
disciplinary success is whether problematic behaviour has stopped with the belief that a child has learned a lesson. 
Changing a child’s behaviour in the moment does not equal maturity – one is a short-term solution – the other is a 
long-term proposition. We have become preoccupied with what to do in the moment and have lost sight of the 
bigger question. We need to consider how our approach to discipline helps to foster or erode the relational  
conditions our children require to grow as socially and emotionally responsible beings. Discipline doesn’t make our 
kids more mature, it is what we do to compensate for the fact that they are not.  

Discipline is how we provide order to the chaos that immaturity brings. The question is not whether we remove our 
children from others and activities that are clearly not working, (e.g., having a tantrum in a restaurant, but how we 
can do this while preserving our relationship with a child as well as their emotions. 

Why do Time-out’s ‘Work’ to Extinguish  Behaviour? 

Time-outs work because they trade on a child’s greatest need–connection. The emotional system in a child is 
geared towards preserving proximity with their closest attachments and trumps physical hunger. Attachment is  
defined as the intense pursuit for contact and closeness with an adult, feeling significant, that they are cared for, 
known and understood. As Urie Brofenbenner the founder of the Head Start  Program, said, “Every child needs at 
least one adult who is irrationally crazy about him or her.”1 The womb of personhood is a relational one and it is our 
connection to our children that unlocks their potential to mature. 

Parent and child relationships are critical when it comes to being able to care for them as it fosters dependence on 
us, should create a sense of safety and protection, enable us to impart our values, and point our children towards 
civilized relating when required. As a result, a child’s emotional system is designed and governed by impulses and 
instincts to preserve connection with their caretakers. It is the hunger for connection that time-out’s prey and rely 
on, exploiting a child’s greatest need. 

What a time-out can represent to a child is that the invita-
tion for relationship is withdrawn unless conduct and  be-
haviour changes. This is the essence and definition of a con-
ditional invitation for connection. If a child deems the rela-
tionship with the adult as being worth preserving, their 
alarm system will press down on other emotions in order to 
tuck them back into relationship with this adult. In other 
words, if the emotions you are experiencing and  expressing 
lead to a disconnection with your adults, the brain will  
strategically move to depress these and move a child into 
restoring contact and closeness with a parent.  

The Trouble with Time-Outs 
Written By Dr. Deborah MacNamara  
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The reason a child returns from a time-out willing to  behave, to listen, to be ‘good as gold’ is because their  
emotional system has been hijacked by alarm and they are driven to preserve connection by being ‘good.’ 

Time-outs are the ultimate sacrifice play when it comes to a child’s emotional world. Developmental science is  
unequivocal in its findings that both relationship and emotion are the two most important factors in healthy  
development. Time-outs in the way they are used to separate a child from others and activities can injure both the 
relationship and emotions in a child. The child’s hunger for attachment as well as emotional expression collide  
upon each other but the need for relationship takes the lead. It is not uncommon to see alarm problems or  
frustration pop up in other places in a child who is stirred up this way. It can be released on a sibling, a pet, another 
child or objects, whenever an opportunity presents itself. It can also provoke defensive instincts to back out of  
attachment and to numb vulnerable feelings.  

Time outs work because we use a child’s greatest need against them, the disconnection pushes their noses into 
their hunger for connection and boomerangs them back into behaving. There are many forms of time-outs given 
to kids today from giving someone the cold shoulder, withdrawal of love, tough love, counting to three, and  
ignoring. Each of these convey a conditional invitation to be in our presence according to behaviour and conduct. 

Why Time-Outs Don’t Work for Every Child 

Time-outs don’t extinguish problematic behaviour in all children. They are often too provocative for sensitive kids 
and can evoke a strong alarm response. This may lead to the child defensively detaching from their adults  
altogether, for example, running away or hiding. 

Time-outs also won’t ‘work’ well with kids who don’t have a strong enough attachment with an adult who is using 
them. If there is little desire to be connected or good for that adult then the separation caused through a time out 
will not activate a child’s pursuit for connection. There are many reasons for a lack of relationship but it could be a 
sign that a child has defensively detached from an adult if there had been a prior connection. 

How to Move Away From Using Time-Outs 

The question I am often asked is “what do I do instead of time outs,” and “what do I do if I have been using them?” 
There are many online resources I have added at the end of this article meant to help with this question. One of the 
easiest ways to discipline is to supervise kids and provide direction. If a child doesn’t listen or want to be good for 
an adult, it may be less of a discipline issue and more of a relational one. Cultivating a stronger relationship with a 
child and collecting them before directing them should help in many scenarios. 

If time-outs have been used then a parent or adult can start going with a child to quiet space or a different place or 
choosing to remain exactly where they are in the face of incidents. Trying to focus on the relationship and what is 
stirring a child up is key, with potentially moving the dis-
cussion about an incident to when strong emotions have 
subsided. 

The following 5 Guidelines for Handling Incidents  
created by Dr. Gordon Neufeld, and used with his  
permission, are from the Neufeld Institute’s  Making 
Sense of Discipline Online Course. They are particularly 
helpful in situations where emotions are involved, rather 
than at times when simply  instructions will suffice in 
redirecting a child. The aim is to not try and make  
headway in the moment but in aiming to do no harm to 
the relationship until things can be addressed later. 
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...cont. from page 3 
 

In addressing the violation we are cueing the child to what 
is appropriate and not appropriate when it comes to  
behaviour. For example, we might say, hands aren’t for 
hitting, toys aren’t for throwing, and it isn’t okay to talk to 
an adult that way. As Neufeld states, we can drop the 
“infraction flag” and point out what isn’t working without  
identifying the child with their behaviour. We can bridge 
the problem behaviour by conveying we still desire  
contact and closeness with them despite their actions. 
This doesn’t ‘reward’ a child for problem behaviour, it 
merely ensures that you can use your connection with a 
child later on to influence them in acting a different way 
or in helping them understand their emotions, name them, 
and respond in a more civilized manner.  
 

When a child is out of control we often try to control the child instead of the circumstances. If a child is too  
frustrated in playing with others we can change the circumstances and provide some reprieve. If they have 
jumps in them or are overly active, instead of getting them to sit down and relax, we can help them move by 
playing outside. When a child is most stirred up emotionally, our attempts to control them and their emotions 
often backfire. We may need to compensate and bide our time, changing the  circumstances around a child until 
we, and they, are in a better place to make headway. 
 

We can also let the child know we will debrief or talk about an incident later. In the heat of the moment we are 
often not able to proceed in a way that can protect and hold onto our relationship with our kids. They are often 
too stirred up to hear what we have to say. Simply letting the child know when something hasn’t worked out and 
that you will follow-up with them later, helps them understand that something needs to change and you are 
there to help them with this. 
 

If a situation is emotionally charged and adverse, exiting from the incident sooner than later can be beneficial. 
Emotions tend to fuel further emotions such as frustration and alarm and when we are stirred up it is best to 
pause from proceeding. While we take a break from the incident, it is important to convey that the relationship is 
not broken. While we may need to be firm on behaviour, we can be easy on the relationship. 
 

What the practice of time-outs cost us long term are the strong relationships with our kids that we will need to 
steer them towards maturity. We need to become more conscious of the risks to their development as well with 
how time-outs can evoke defenses against emotions and vulnerability. As Gordon Neufeld states, our kids need 
to rest in our relationship and not work to keep it. We must be the ones to hold onto them and what is clear is 
that time-outs make our kids work for love. There is a better way.  
 
Please see www.macnamara.ca for more information or www.neufeldinstitute.org. 
 

References  Larry K. Brendtro, “The vision of Urie Bronfenbrenner: Adults who are crazy about kids,” Reclaiming Children and 
Youth: The Journal of Strength-Based Interventions 15 (2006): 162–66. 
 

Reprinted with permission from Dr. Deborah Macnamara, Kids Best Bet http://macnamara.ca/ 

 

 

Save the Date  
Parent Education Evening 

March 2, 2017 
 
 

Impact of Technology on  
Young Children by Yvonne Adebar 

 
To register please contact Paula Church 

Paula.Church@options.bc.ca  
604-572-8032 ext 1650 

 

New Parents & Child Care Survey 
The Childcare Resource and Research Unit is  

conducting a survey of parents and  
parents-to-be across Canada who are (or whose 
partner is) expecting a baby or on paid or unpaid 

maternity/parental leave. 
 

Please click on the link below  to connect to  
access the questionnaire, which is available in 

English and French.  
 

http://newparents.crru.net/ 

http://www.macnamara.ca�
http://www.neufeldinstitute.org�
http://macnamara.ca/�
http://childcarecanada.us10.list-manage.com/track/click?u=80bb273f376b0a3f99dfd76b4&id=a819406bda&e=62d7aca83e�
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Free Services for Parents at Child Care Options Resource and Referral Program 
 

Referrals to Child Care 
Referrals to child care facilities in your area that offer the type of child care services you need. You can request a 
referral in person, by phone or online at www.childcareoptions.ca 
 
Child Care Subsidy 
Families may be eligible for a financial subsidy to help with the cost of child care or preschool. Visit our office to 
pick up forms, receive assistance filling out forms and ask questions about subsidy. To make an appointment, 
please call 604-572-8032 
 
Car Seat Clinics 
Are your child car seats installed correctly?  Come to a free car seat safety check. Have your child’s seat inspected 
for: 
-Recall       -Damage  
-Proper fit to your child    -Proper fit in your vehicle 
Inspections conducted by appointment only. Appointments are made between 12 - 2pm on the last Wednesday of 
each month.  For more information or to book an appointment call 604-572-8032.   
 
Do you provide child care in your home? If yes, you can become registered with us.  Some of the benefits of  
registration are: 
-Higher rate of subsidy    -Access to our Early Childhood resource Library 
-Parent Referrals     -Support 
-Training Opportunities    -Networking Opportunities 
 
To become a registered License Not Required Child Care Provider, please contact 604-572-8032 or visit our  
website. 

http://www.childcareoptions.ca/child-care-providers/come-a-child-care-provider/ 

http://www.childcareoptions.ca/�
http://www.childcareoptions.ca/child-care-providers/come-a-child-care-provider/�
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Contact Us 

PHONE: 604-572-8032    EMAIL:  childcareoptions@options.bc.ca 
FAX:  604-583-1056    WEBSITE: www.childcareoptions.ca 

  

  
Follow us on Instagram 
http://instagram.com/childcareoptions 
  
  
  
  

Follow us on Twitter 
http://twitter.com/chcareoptions 
  
  
  
Join us on Facebook 
http://www.facebook.com/
childcareoptionsccrr 
  
  
  
Check us out on Pinterest 
http://pinterest.com/ccrroptions/ 
  

Office Closures 
February 13—Family Day 

February 17&18—CHOM Conference 
March 7 - Staff Planning Day 

Office Hours 
 Monday 9:00 am - 8:00 pm 
Tuesday 9:00 am - 12:00 pm 
Wednesday 9:00 am - 4:00 pm 
Thursday 9:00 am - 8:00 pm 
Friday  9:00 am - 4:00 pm  
Saturday 1st & 3rd of each month 
  9:00-3:00 pm excluding 
  long weekends 

Upcoming Sales  
in the  

Early Years Learning Store! 
 

January   25% off Puppets 
February   25% off Bead &   
   Stamp Sets 
March   25% off Blocks 

 

(exclusions apply ) 

mailto:childcareoptions@options.bc.ca�
http://www.childcareoptions.ca�
http://instagram.com/childcareoptions�
http://twitter.com/chcareoptions�
http://www.facebook.com/childcareoptionsccrr�
http://www.facebook.com/childcareoptionsccrr�
http://www.facebook.com/childcareoptionsccrr�
http://www.facebook.com/childcareoptionsccrr�
http://pinterest.com/ccrroptions/�
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