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What helps 
instead

Rewards and punishments aim to stop
behaviour, not understand why it is
happening. If the reason is stress, fear, or
unmet need, the behaviour will return.

Safety before
consequences

When a child is overwhelmed, their thinking
brain is offline. They cannot reflect, learn
lessons, or make better choices in that moment. Connection before

correction

Punishment can make a child feel unsafe,
ashamed, or rejected. Fear may stop behaviour
short term, but it does not teach regulation or skills.

Rewards teach children to behave for approval,
not because it feels right or safe. When the
reward stops, the behaviour often stops too.

Calm adults,
clear boundaries,
repeated support

Behaviour often comes from
tiredness, anxiety, hunger,
sensory overload, or lack of skills.
Rewards and punishments do not
meet these needs.

Children learn that love, attention,
or safety are conditional.
This weakens the relationship,
which is the strongest driver
of behaviour change.

Key message
Children do better when they feel safe, understood,

and supported. Behaviour improves when needs
are met and skills are taught, not when behaviour

is managed with rewards or punishment.

Teaching skills,
not demanding

control

They focus on control,
not understanding

They do not work when
a child is dysregulated

Punishment increases
fear, not learning

Rewards create pressure,
not motivation

They miss the
unmet need

They can
damage trust
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This free printable Why Rewards and Punishments Do Not Always Fix Behaviour
poster is a clear, trauma informed resource that explains why traditional
behaviour management approaches often fail to create real, lasting change for
children.

The poster shows that rewards and punishments focus on stopping behaviour
rather than understanding why it is happening. It explains how stress, fear,
tiredness, anxiety, sensory overload and unmet needs can push a child into a
dysregulated state where their thinking brain is offline. In these moments,
children cannot learn lessons, reflect on consequences or make better choices,
even if rewards or punishments are used.

The resource clearly sets out what helps instead, including safety before
consequences, connection before correction, calm adults, clear boundaries
and repeated support. It highlights that punishment can increase fear and
shame, while rewards can create pressure and conditional behaviour,
weakening trust and relationships over time.

This downloadable PDF is suitable for parents, carers, foster carers, adoptive
parents, teachers, social workers, therapists and other professionals working
with children who show challenging behaviour, emotional dysregulation or
trauma related responses. It works well as a wall display, training aid or
reflective discussion tool in homes, schools and professional settings.

The poster is especially helpful for adults who want to move away from control
based behaviour strategies and towards approaches that support emotional
regulation, safety, connection and skill building.
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