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Parenting is a complicated and challenging endeavor,
even in the best of circumstances, and it can be far
more difficult when parents lack knowledge about
effective parenting strategies or are dealing with
stressful personal or family situations. Unfortunately,
some well-intentioned parents engage in parenting
practices that are known through extensive research to
be highly problematic for their children’s development
and well-being. Among these are corporal punishment
(CP) and psychological maltreatment (PM). 

Corporal punishment is defined as the use of physical
force with the intention of causing a child to
experience pain, but not injury, for the purpose of
correcting or controlling a child’s behavior (Straus,
2001; 2010). Although rates of corporal punishment
appear to be declining (Finkelhor et al., 2019), it is still a
commonly used disciplinary strategy in the United
States, with 37% of parents relying on it to discipline
children of all ages and 49% of parents using it to
discipline younger children. In one survey, about 

one in four parents reported that they popped or
swatted their child a few times a week (Zero to Three
& Bezos Family Foundation, 2016). In another survey,
two-thirds of the respondents agreed that children
sometimes needed to be spanked (Child Trends, 2014). 

Despite its popularity, there are many drawbacks to
corporal punishment as a disciplinary practice,
including its lack of effectiveness in deterring
problematic behaviors. At times, CP can also result in
physical abuse, and it is associated with an increase in
children’s mental health and behavioral problems
(Gershoff, 2010; Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor, 2016;
Sege, 2018). 

Parenting behaviors known as psychological
maltreatment (PM) are equally concerning. When PM 
is severe or persists over time, it can cause profound
developmental harm to children. Hart et al. (2017)
have created a taxonomy of psychological
maltreatment parenting behaviors that has been 
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endorsed by the American Professional Society on the
Abuse of Children (APSAC). Research in the field of
PM has provided well-documented evidence of a
causal relationship between severe and persistent PM
and a wide range of negative developmental outcomes
that can undermine children’s physical health, mental
health, cognitive development, and social-emotional
functioning (e.g., Abajobir et al., 2017; Brassard, 2019;
Norman et al., 2012; Spinazzola et al., 2014). Some of
these behaviors are harmful, even when implemented
at lower levels of frequency or intensity (Yeung et al.,
2023). PM has also been recognized as an adverse
childhood experience by Felitti et al. (1998) in their
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) study.
Researchers have found that PM behaviors such as
yelling, shaming, ignoring, and threatening to abandon
a child are often used parenting practices, despite
potential harms to children (Cuartas et al., 2019;
Finkelhor et al., 2014; Regaldo et al., 2004; Vissing et
al., 1991). 

In light of the evidence that corporal punishment and
psychological maltreatment are widely used despite
their harmful consequences, it is essential that parents
know about and adopt more effective parenting
strategies that will not inflict harm and that will
promote the healthy development of their children.
The primary goal of our positive parenting project is to
provide parents and the professionals who serve them
with information about empirically supported
parenting practices that can achieve these goals. The
National Initiative to End Corporal Punishment
(NIECP) and the Psychological Maltreatment Alliance
(PMA) have undertaken a joint, multi-step project to
create a resource directory of parenting resources that
offer practical and developmentally sound alternative
parenting strategies in an effort to steer parents away
from using either CP or PM. 

The positive parenting approach was selected as a
framework to help identify such parenting resources.
The foundations for this approach can be traced to the
seminal works of Alfred Adler (1963), Rudolf Dreikurs
(1964), and Jane Nelsen (1981), whose unique
contributions together provide the conceptual
foundation for what evolved into the positive
parenting approach (Holden et al., 2016). Positive
parenting principles exemplify a nonviolent, respectful
approach to parenting that promotes healthy child
development and provides both developmental and 

Positive Parenting As Defined in the Parenting Practices Literature:  Issues and Recommendations

Issues in Brief 

disciplinary alternatives to CP and PM. Unfortunately,
the term positive parenting has been so widely
adopted to describe such a wide variety of parenting
interventions that its foundational elements are no
longer either clear or consistent among researchers
and practitioners. In order to develop a directory of
resources that embodies the positive parenting
approach, we first needed to identify and codify the
essential elements of the approach. 

The first phase of this project, completed in 2023,
involved examining the published academic literature
on the topic of positive parenting (Baker et al., 2023).
We completed a computer search and identified more
than 500 peer-reviewed articles that used the term
positive parenting in the article title or abstract, or
both. We analyzed each article to address three
questions: (1) Did the authors reference the work of
the three seminal positive parenting pioneers (Alfred
Adler, Rudolph Dreikurs, and Jane Nelsen)? (2) How
was the term positive parenting conceptually defined?
and, (3) How was the construct of positive parenting
measured? 
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Our findings showed that with only a few exceptions,
none of the three seminal developers of the positive
parenting concept were referenced in the academic
parenting literature. Two-thirds of these studies
offered no definition of the term, and the
operationalization and measurement of positive
parenting was inconsistent and haphazard. We
concluded that although positive parenting is a widely
used term in the empirical literature, its
conceptualization and measurement are both poorly
defined and inconsistent. The Child Maltreatment
Policy Resource Center (CMPRC) produced an Issues in
Brief (Baker et al., 2023) summarizing our findings. 

This document summarizes the results from the
second phase of our examination of positive parenting.
The central focus of this work was to assess how
positive parenting has been conceptualized, defined,
and operationalized in the non-academic parenting
practices literature. The specific research questions
addressed in this portion of the project were: (1) What
percentage of parenting resources that self-identify as
reflecting positive parenting reference the seminal
work of the pioneers of the approach—Alfred Adler
(1963), Rudolf Dreikurs (1964), and Jane Nelsen (1981)?
(2) How many of these studies provide a conceptual
definition of positive parenting, and, if so, what is it?
and (3) Does the parenting resource present a list of
essential elements of the positive parenting philosophy
and, if so, what are they?

completed an extensive 70-library search for books
with the term positive parenting in the title or subtitle
and evaluated them, using the same criteria. We then
reviewed a bibliography of parenting references that
had been prepared by one of the authors, who is a
parenting skills professional. We also conducted an
Internet search for the phrase positive parenting using
Google, Bing, and Duck Duck Go search engines. The
first five pages of results were perused for websites
with the term positive parenting in the title or the
descriptive search results. We did not include books,
advertisements, videos, or duplicates, such as a website
based on a book that was already included in the
sample.

From these search strategies we obtained and reviewed
a total of 46 resources (29 books and 17 websites).
Resources using the title positive discipline were not
included in the results (with the exception of Jane
Nelsen’s book) because the positive parenting
philosophy incorporates more than just discipline. The
46 resources chosen for final review can be found in
the reference section of this article, denoted by an
asterisk.

Method
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We first identified resources in the parenting practices
literature that met the following criteria: (1) the term
positive parenting appeared in the title or subtitle; (2)
the resource was written in the English language; and
(3) the parenting resource was not intended for use
with a specialized or clinical population of children.

We began with the books from the three seminal
leaders in the field. We then conducted a search on
Amazon for books with the term positive parenting in
either the book title or subtitle, and we subsequently

Data Extraction

The lead author read each of the 46 resources, and a
research assistant read 7 of them, both extracting data
about the following 11 study variables: 

Did the resource include a reference section or
bibliography? (0 = No, 1 = Yes)
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If yes, how many citations were included? (open-
ended)
If yes, were Adler, Dreikurs, or Nelsen included?
(0 = No, 1 = Yes)
If yes, which ones? (open-ended)
Did the authors provide a conceptual definition of
the term positive parenting in the resource?
(0 = No, 1 = Yes)
If yes, what was the conceptual definition the
authors provided? (open-ended)
Was there a list of essential elements of positive
parenting? (0 = No, 1 = Yes)
If yes, what elements were identified? (open-ended)
Whom, if anyone, did the authors credit as the
source of inspiration for their ideas about positive
parenting (0 = no one named, 1 = Adler, Dreikurs,
Nelsen, 2 = other psychologists/parenting experts,
3 = a religious figure, 4 = self)

We calculated inter-rater reliability based on double
coding of the seven resources read by both the lead
author and the assistant, which resulted in Kappa of 
.95. The first author coded all the subsequent resources.

Results

The first research question sought to determine how
often the three pioneers of the positive parenting
approach were cited in the parenting resources. Of the
46 resources, only 21 (45.7%) included a bibliography or
reference list. Of those 21 resources, an average of 65
references were included (range = 8 to 452). We
examined the text and reference sections of 43 of the
46 resources, (excluding those by Adler, Dreikurs, and
Nelsen) to see if they cited any of the three pioneers as
inspiration for their work. Only seven (16.3%) of these
43 resources referenced any of the three forerunners.
After examining what resources the authors did credit
for their ideas about positive parenting, we found a
surprising range. 

Reference to the Pioneers of the
Positive Parenting Approach

Table 1:  Whom the Authors Credited as Main Source of Inspiration for
Their Thinking (n=43)

Referenced Resource                                                                                           

Self or no one                            
Adler, Dreikurs, Nelsen              
Religious figure or religion         
Martin Seligman                        
Non-violent communication       
Attachment theory                   
Behavior modification                
Other psychologist    
Unnamed other books               

27
06
03
02
01
01
01
01
01

62.8
14.0
07.0
04.7
02.3
02.3
02.3
02.3
02.3

N %
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As can be seen in Table 1, the vast majority of authors
(n=27, 62.8%) did not provide any credit or source for
their ideas, or they explicitly named themselves. Two
authors cited Martin Seligman, the originator of
positive psychology (as opposed to positive parenting).
A religious figure or religion was cited three times;
attachment theory, non-violent communication, and
behavior modification were each mentioned once. One
author referenced another psychologist, and one cited
“various books.” 
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Conceptual Definition

Positive parenting is all about making
child-rearing choices that reflect your
beliefs and values as a parent, your child’s
age and stage of development, and his or
her temperament. It means taking an
approach that is sensitive to children’s
individual needs and addressing the
typical challenges that arise in early
childhood with empathy and respect.”
(Zero to Three, 2024). 

Twenty-six (56.5%) of the 46 resources provided no
definition at all of positive parenting, in spite of using
the term as a foundational part of their work. In the
resources that did provide a definition, these were
typically broad and vague. For example, one author
said, “Simply, that children deserve to be treated with
respect and dignity, the same as any other person”
(Aldrich, 2023, p. 5). Another defined it as, “A way to
see children and our relationship to them” (Ling &
Eanes, 2013, p. 8). A third said, “Positive parents use
simple guidance, offered in a loving manner, which
helps to keep [children] on the right track” (Smith,
2023, p. 14). A few resources provided more elaborate
definitions. The Zero to Three organization’s website
says, 

The How to Raise Good Kids: The Essential Positive
Parenting Book articulates the concept as follows:  

The positive parenting principle assumes
that all kids are born good. They have an
innate desire to do good and be good. It’s
a parenting style characterized by mutual
respect and positive reinforcements to
instill discipline and morals. It focuses
more on teaching appropriate future
behavior than on correcting past
misbehavior. (Fabulous Family Books,
2022, pp. 2–3) 

Clearly, there is no uniform definition or consensus on
the meaning of positive parenting in this body of
literature, even though the term itself has been widely
adopted in the parenting practices literature.

Identification of Essential Elements

We reviewed each resource to determine whether it
explicitly designated essential principles or elements of
the positive parenting approach and, if so, what they
were. Thirteen (28.3%) of the resources did not specify
any explicit philosophical underpinnings or elements.
Thirty-three of the resources (71.7%) did list essential
elements, which we have presented below. Most of the
resources cited between one and seven elements, with
the average being 4.5 (SD = 4.9). 

Two of the resources each listed about 30 different
fundamental elements. The most commonly included
element, identified in 19 (41.3%) of the resources, was
warmth, also referred to as positive regard, affection,
sensitivity, and empathy. Thirteen (28.3%) of the
resources included promoting the child’s self-esteem,
expressed as being encouraging and providing positive
regard for a child’s achievements. Eleven resources
(23.9%) included using effective discipline, and nine
(19.6%) identified the importance of setting boundaries.
Nine (19.6%) resources cited being respectful to the
child; eight (17.4%) cited being a role model and paying
attention to the child; and seven resources (15.2%) cited
understanding children’s misbehavior. 



Number of Categories in Definition 

Warmth, positive regard, affection, sensitivity, empathy   
Promote self-esteem/encourage/be positive 
Use effective discipline and reinforcement 
Set boundaries and limits  
Be respectful     
Be a role model  
Pay attention, spend time and play with child  
Understand child’s misbehavior   
Offer rewards   
Understand child’s development  
Be consistent     
Stay calm/ be self-regulated      
Engage in open/good communication   
Take care of yourself       
Mentor, guide, lead   
Promote learning, education, curiosity    
Be proactive, preventative      
Respond appropriately      
Monitor/manage environment     
Promote emotional growth      
Teach responsibility      
Create social awareness/responsibility/sociability   
Be honest, trustworthy, have integrity    
Be empowering       
Be mindful, self-aware     
Be non-violent        
Provide both structure and kindness, styles of parenting 
Engage in problem-solving   
Hold family meetings/be democratic     
Invite cooperation       
Teach self-regulation       
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Table 2:  Number of Resources in Which Each Essential Element Is
Mentioned (n=46)
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Mean=4.6, SD=4.9

N %

19
13
11
09
09
08
08
07
06
05
05
05
05
05
04
04
04
04
04
04
03
03
02
02
02
02
02
02
02
02
02

41.3
28.3
23.9
19.6
19.6
17.4
17.4
15.2
13.0
10.9
10.9
10.9
10.9
10.9
08.7
08.7
08.7
08.7
08.7
08.7
06.5
06.5
04.3
04.3
04.3
04.3
04.3
04.3
04.3
04.3
04.3
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Six resources (13.0%) cited offering rewards, and five
resources (10.9%) cited understanding child
development, being consistent, staying calm, engaging in
good/open communication, and self-care. Seventeen
other elements were each identified in fewer than 10% of
the resources, including inviting cooperation, being
proactive, and teaching self-regulation. Thirty-eight
other elements were each cited by only one resource,
including recommendations about general lifestyle (e.g.,
having routines, family meals, encouraging fitness,
having fun) and childrearing orientations (e.g., being
flexible, fostering independence, setting realistic goals,
and trusting children).

Discussion
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The term positive parenting is commonly endorsed and
promoted in both the academic and direct practice
literature. However, it is not clearly conceptualized,
defined, or measured in either body of literature. All are
prerequisites for conducting research that can provide a
strong empirical base to confirm the effectiveness of a
particular parenting approach. This is essential if
professionals are to ethically guide families toward using
certain parenting programs and childrearing practices.

Our review produced several striking findings. With
only a few exceptions, the 43 resources (excluding the
work of the three pioneers of the approach) that used the
term positive parenting in the title failed to reference
any of the three seminal authors in the field, suggesting
that the term positive parenting is used idiosyncratically
by authors of these 43 publications, rather than
specifically relating to the childrearing philosophy
developed by its original proponents. Although some of
the parenting practice resources appeared to be
consistent with some of the elements identified by the
original authors, this was not uniformly the case. In fact,
some of the recommended parenting approaches could
be considered antithetical to positive parenting, such as a
reliance on a structured behavior modification
orientation to shape and respond to children’s
behavior/misbehavior (Peters, 1989). Most of the
resources we reviewed simply presented their ideas
about good parenting and focused on general parenting
traits.

The second finding is that fewer than half of the
resources we reviewed included a conceptual definition
of the term positive parenting, even though the term was 

referenced in the title or subtitle of the resource. Those
resources that did conceptually define the term offered a
wide range of definitions, reaffirming that there is no
uniform understanding of the term and what it
represents.
 
More than a quarter (28.3%) of the 46 resources failed to
articulate the essential, foundational elements and key
principles of their positive parenting approach. When
resources did explain the essential elements of their
approach, there was no consistency among them, even
though authors often used the same or similar
terminology. At least two of the resources cited as many
as thirty different elements, greatly diluting the
philosophy into a list of discrete elements that did not
always reflect consistent underlying principles. The two
most commonly cited elements were being warm and
promoting a child’s self-esteem. The other most
commonly identified elements, cited by about one-fifth
of the resources, were the use of effective discipline,
setting boundaries, and being respectful of the child. 
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Most of the core elements of the original positive
parenting philosophy, such as mutual problem
solving, using mistakes as opportunities to learn, and
family meetings—were not even included in the list of
essential elements by most resources.

Surprisingly few resources (only 15.2%) mentioned the
importance of understanding why children
misbehave, even though the originators focused
extensively on the importance of parents
understanding how their children’s behaviors were
attempts to express their needs, feelings, or
motivations. Moreover, few resources cited the
importance of parents understanding their own
emotional responses to their children’s perceived or
real misbehaviors. This is significant, since a primary
goal of our work is to reduce parents’ use of parenting
strategies that are driven by parents’ feelings and
responses to children’s misbehavior, rather than
focusing on the child’s developmental and emotional
needs. 

As we also found in the academic literature, the term
positive parenting is primarily used simply as a
substitute for something akin to good, sensitive,
caring, and involved parenting. In most of these
resources, the word positive could be replaced with any
of these synonyms without changing the intended
meaning. However, the concept of positive parenting,
as intended by the creators of this childrearing
approach, refers to a very specific set of parenting
practices with clear objectives in promoting healthy
child development.
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Implications for
Research and Practice
Psychological maltreatment and corporal punishment
are two widely used forms of parenting, in spite of
being damaging to children’s development and
impeding children’s capacity to thrive. Helping
parents who engage in PM and CP learn and use more
effective and nurturing parenting practices is a way to
constructively intervene to ensure children’s safety
and to promote their well-being. The theory of
positive parenting as it was originally conceptualized
is based on fundamental principles of healthy child 

development. The constructive parenting strategies
promoted through the positive parenting philosophy
can help parents modify their child-rearing practices
with the kind of support and guidance they may need.

This study has reinforced our awareness of a
significant problem in existing parenting philosophies
and programmatic resources that use the positive
parenting moniker. Several things must occur to
resolve these issues. First, to test the empirical validity
of any parenting approach, the proponents of a
strategy must clarify their definitions and articulate
the specific meaning of commonly used terms. If they
are referencing a specific parenting philosophy with
empirical support, they need to operationalize and
clearly define the elements of their approach. 
 
Professionals working with parents should be skeptical
of any parenting resource that claims to represent the
positive parenting philosophy and they should
understand that despite the common terminology,
these resources are likely neither consistent nor
equivalent. If a resource references Adler, Dreikurs,
and Nelsen in either the text or the bibliography, there
is a good likelihood that the resource will reflect these
theorists’ original concepts underlying positive
parenting. That does not mean that all resources that
fail to reference these authors are necessarily
ineffective or inconsistent with positive parenting
concepts, but we cannot assume the common use of
language reflects any fidelity to the concepts
themselves.
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of parenting programs and practices that model the
positive parenting philosophy. This directory would
delineate whether parenting programs incorporate the
key elements of the approach, irrespective of whether
the program descriptions include the positive
parenting moniker. We believe many excellent
parenting resources exist that include one or more of
the essential elements of positive parenting, whether or
not they use the terminology. 

If we want to help parents avoid sub-optimal and
harmful parenting practices such as corporal
punishment and psychological maltreatment, we need
to provide resources and programs that reflect a
theoretically sound and empirically supported set of
principles and parenting practices. The families we
work with deserve nothing less.
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Resources that reflect the orientation of the pioneers
should provide proper credit to these sources so as to
more clearly identify the origins of their thinking.
Many parenting resources do not provide proper
citations or credit for the parenting approach that they
are offering to parents.

We remain committed to our longer-term objective,
which is to develop a directory of positive parenting
resources to help reduce parents’ reliance on
ineffective and potentially harmful parenting
strategies such as corporal punishment and
psychological maltreatment.

First, we intend to identify and promote a consensus
definition of positive parenting. We had hoped to find
consensus in the existing literature, but based on our
review, the term positive parenting is rarely defined
and existing definitions are very inconsistent. A
consensus definition is an essential first step to
evaluating and comparing the efficacy of different
parenting approaches using the positive parenting
name. 

Second, we need to identify a finite and clearly
articulated set of elements that embodies the positive
parenting orientation and distinguish it from a large
collection of disparate good childrearing practices.
Once these foundational elements are codified and
determined to have empirical support from the child
development literature, we can evaluate parenting
interventions, model programs, and other parenting
resources to determine the degree to which they
incorporate these fundamental elements. These
findings would be used to create a resource directory

Photographers
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