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Are You Barking up the Wrong Tree? 
 

Yelling is something most parents will admit to doing at some point in their 
parenting journey.  Most wish they didn’t do it and some will put themselves 
through a lot of grief wondering why they can’t seem to stop this behaviour.   
 

This booklet is aimed at helping parents understand why they yell, why it’s not 
very effective as a parenting tool, how they can protect their yelling button, and 
how they can flesh out their parenting pack so they are not over-using this tool. 
 

Part 1: Why we yell 
 

While there are many reasons why we might yell – ranging from personality type 
to out of whack hormones to the environment we were raised in –  this booklet 
highlights three that are often overlooked. 
 

1)  Society supports it – we live in a world that uses punishment as a method of 
teaching and controlling. Yelling is often the chosen tool when a person wants to 
intimidate, force, or really get their point across.  We see it modeled everywhere 
– schools, sports, law enforcement, restaurants, t.v., movies, news… 
 
When this happens we become desensitized to the idea of yelling and internalize 
the notion that yelling is an acceptable means for getting people’s attention 
and/or compliance. This kind of normalizing makes it easier for us to yell and 
helps us to justify this behaviour. 
 
For parents, this often creates a mixed message – it’s not a good idea to yell at 
your kids, yet yelling is acceptable when you need to get your way!? 
 
2) We are human – people deal with a lot of emotions and the intense ones tend 
to build up in us over time.  Stress, fear, worry, embarrassment, disappointment, 
are just a few that can add to the pressure. When humans are emotionally 
aroused they are like a pot of boiling water.  If something isn’t done to vent that 
steam in a constructive way, things are going to get messy.  Let’s take a closer 
look at this analogy.  
 
When a pot on the stove is nearing the boiling point, we have a few options as to 
what we can do: 
 

 We can turn down the temperature or remove the pot from the element.  In 
the yelling situation this would be similar to using coping mechanisms 
we’ve learned to calm ourselves – taking deep breathes, counting to ten, 
using positive affirmations, talking ourselves down, focusing on the bottom 
of our feet, shifting perspective, taking a time-out, laughing, etc. If we are 
successful everything cools off. 
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 We can vent the steam a little, by opening the lid vent or moving the lid 
half off. When we try our coping mechanisms and they aren’t enough, we 
often vent by talking to a friend or partner. If that person listens and allows 
us to vent some emotion this can help us release our emotions without 
harming a soul.  If they correct us, challenge us, or start adding to our list 
of complaints, this will not help and the pressure will continue to rise. 
 

 Take the lid off but leave the temperature on high. If you picture the billow 
of steam that shoots out when you remove the lid from a boiling pot, you 
are creating a visual of yelling. Anyone standing too close could be 
scalded and the rush of released pressure can catch others off guard.  
When we yell, we are forcefully venting. If we continue to raise the 
temperature (with our thoughts, the words we’re yelling, etc), the pressure 
will continue to build.  
 

 The pot boils over making a mess of the stove top and perhaps burning 
people within range.  Boiling over as a human will usually mean striking 
out in some way. We might break things, hit, push, grab our child more 
roughly than we normally would, attack with words, or behave in some 
other hurtful way. It’s a messy situation and one we will typically regret 
once we have cooled down and seen the mess. 

 
The point of this analogy is to recognize that a build-up of human emotion, when 
it’s not vented in constructive ways, will eventually result in us blowing our top. In 
other words, yelling is part of being human…it just happens to be a primitive part 
of our fight and flight response and as such not the best way to show off our 
evolution as a species. 
 
3) Its in our parenting pack – any tool an “adult in charge” used on us to gain 
our compliance while we were growing up, will be in our parenting pack. This 
could have been our parents, teachers, coaches, babysitter, grandparents, 
neighbors… anyone who had some form of authority over us when we were 
young and therefore had the right to tell us what to do.  
 
It’s important we are aware of this, because anything that is in our parenting pack 
has a chance of being used when we are looking to correct kids.  If we’ve 
decided as adults we’re not going to be “yellers” we will be filled with guilt and 
disappointment when we accidentally pull out this tool.   
 
When we can recognize that yelling is in our parenting pack because someone 
else put it there, we can let go of our self-blame and instead work on learning 
new tools so we aren’t as likely to grab this one in the future. We still have to take 
responsibility for using the tool, but we can at least be more understanding as to 
why it was in there in the first place. 
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In summary, when the tool of yelling is familiar to us and our human emotions are 
building up, we can expect there will be times when we’ll boil over.  Being raised 
in a society that promotes yelling as an acceptable way to control others does 
nothing to combat this activity, and in fact, makes it easier for us to do. 
 

Part 2: Why Yelling is Not a Good Parenting Tool 
 

Although yelling is probably the most commonly used parenting tool it really isn’t 
a very effective one.  Here are three reasons I don’t recommend using it as a 
regular parenting tool: 
 

1) Its a fear-based tool. Any tool that relies on our kids being afraid of us to 
work is considered a fear-based tool.  These tools were once (and in some cases 
still are) considered primary parenting tools, so we should expect them to be in 
our parenting pack. The problem with these tools – besides perhaps the obvious 
– is that few of us are raising our kids to fear us. 
 

If you’re not raising your kids to fear you  
yelling will take far more from you than it can give back 

 

Most of us are raising our kids to be confident and to question authority when it 
doesn’t feel right. When the tools we are using do not align with our parenting 
goals not only do they not work, but they drain us of positive energy and make us 
feel faulty as a parent.  
 
Expecting our kids to respond to a fear-based tool when they do not fear us will 
often result in guilt, intense frustration and inconsistency in how or what we 
enforce. 
 
2) It leaves us with no-where to go. Any time we correct our kids and they don’t 
do as we ask, we are put in a tough spot. If our original request was reasonable 
and important, we need to follow through until we gain their compliance.  If the 
original request was not really important (or reasonable) we can choose to 
remove the request. Starting small with our intensity and request allows us room 
to move…starting big leaves us with little space to maneuver.   

 
Yelling is high on the intensity and emotional scale… 

 Making us feel determined to win while leaving us with no where to go  
 
Since yelling is already high in intensity, moving up the scale sets us up to boil 
over and over-react. This might look like screaming, striking out (verbally or 
physically) or taking away things that we would never consider doing when we 
are rational.  
 
When we practice starting as low on the scale as possible, we can enforce or 
back-down with dignity and positive learning intact. 
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3) Yelling drains our parent power prematurely.  Parent power is the authority 
given to us to tell our kids what we want them to do and expect them to listen. As 
our kids get older this power naturally decreases and by the time they are 
teenagers it’s almost completely gone. 
 
If we use our power wisely with our kids to guide them rather than boss them 
around, we build a relationship based on mutual respect, which can make a huge 
difference when they reach the teen years. When we don’t use our power wisely 
our relationship suffers and without mutual respect the tween and teen years can 
be extra painful.  
 

Yelling is like stomping on the gas pedal at a green light… 
It’s okay when you really crave attention, 

 but wasteful and unnecessary as a regular practice 
 
Yelling especially weakens our parent power when it results in kids calling our 
bluff. When we yell a lot and threaten to do things we don’t plan on doing, our 
kids learn to tune us out and at some point test our determination. Similar to the 
dog that always growls but never bites, over time the growl just gets ignored. If 
we yell a lot and threaten things we can’t or won’t follow through on our kids learn 
to call our bluff and essentially learn not to listen. 
 
Parent power is a gift to cherish. Choosing tools that support it rather than 
undermine it will help it last longer and assist us in building mutual respect in our 
homes. 
 

Part 3: Yelling too much? Tips for turning down the volume 
 

Most parents will admit that they yell at their kids more than they would like and 
wish they knew how to turn down the volume.  Knowing why we yell and 
understanding why yelling isn’t a good parenting tool, sets the stage for what you 
can do if you really want to tone it down a little. 
 
Three tips for turning down the volume: 
  
1) Focus on the big picture – It’s hard to control your outbursts if you haven’t 
really bought into the idea that yelling is counter productive to your parenting 
goals. Incentive is a necessary piece of difficult changes and yelling definitely fits 
in this category. Focusing on the big picture means really thinking about the kind 
of relationship you want to have with your child – especially when they are adults. 
 
In my book Break Free of Parenting Pressures I share an activity called Setting 
Life Priorities which can be very good at helping people do this task. In a 
nutshell, it’s about pretending you are ninety years old looking back on your life 
and what kind of lasting relationship you have created with your family. Most of 
us want our kids to like us when they grow up and an exercise like this can really 
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help us recognize whether or not the things we are yelling about today are 
helping to make that happen. 
 
Focusing on the big picture won’t stop you from ever yelling (the tool is always 
going to be in your pack), but it can help you decide to limit the use of this tool 
and look for alternative ways to gain your child’s compliance. 
 
2) Become aware of your triggers and protect them – We all have things that 
we are sensitive about and that can make us react without thinking. Examples of 
common triggers between parents and kids are:  
 

 Feeling as if we are being taken for granted 

 Repeat misbehaviours that make us feel they should “know better” 

 Built up stress from work, money, time constraints, health, etc 

 Sensitivities around weight, looks, certain skills (cooking, housekeeping, 
reading…) 

 Being caught in a little white lie or being a hypocrite 

 Stress around a certain time of day – toxic supper hour, early morning 

 Whining, kids playing/talking loudly, extreme excitement in kids 
 

If you can become aware of what your triggers (or yelling buttons) are you will 
find they become easier to protect. This knowledge can also help you tell others 
what you find upsetting and brainstorm ways to deal with those triggers. This 
might involve planning ways to avoid pushing your triggers, sharing 
responsibilities, or creating consequences for when the line is crossed. 
The more aware you are of things that set you off, the more you can 
communicate this to others and take back control of your own responses. 
 
3) Learn games for maintaining your self-control – It can be a powerful 
feeling (even if scary) to make an adult lose control, meaning your kids will 
sometimes push your buttons just to see you lose it.  Sometimes this behaviour 
grows from a power struggle which can become a pattern that everyone 
accidentally falls into. 
 
Whether this is the case in your home or not, it is a good idea to have some 
strategies available for times when you feel vulnerable and may be in danger of 
boiling over. These games will not work if you’re already boiling, so choose one 
to use ahead of time and practice getting yourself into the role.  
 

 Pretend you are in a sitcom – your child’s role is to be as obnoxious as 
possible to get you to boil over; your job is to refuse to be ruffled. You can still 
correct “problem” behaviour…but stay in character. 
 

 Pretend someone you admire and really want to impress is in the room 
watching you…put a hat on a cupboard or broomstick if it helps you stick with 
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the act. We have much better restraint when people we respect are watching 
– especially if we know that person admires self-control. 
 

 Put on an investigator’s hat and become a journalist.  In this game your goal 
is to get to the bottom of what’s going on for your child while refusing to take 
any of it personally.  As a journalist you would be objective and unemotional – 
two fantastic traits for working through disagreements. 
 

 Investigate your own feelings. Often it is helpful to focus on what you are 
feeling so you can cool down instead of building pressure. I statements can 
be a great way to help you see what’s really going on. In this game the word 
“You” is banned from your I statements so if it slips out buzz yourself and start 
over.    Examples:   
 
okay:  I’m angry because I just got home from work and feel like everyone wants a 

piece of me… 

 
Buzz:  I’m angry because I just got home from work and already you want a piece of 
me… 
 
okay: I’m furious that I just washed the floor and now there are footprints all across it. 
 
Buzz: I’m furious that you just walked across the floor that I washed. 
 
Often you will discover that your feelings come from too high expectations 
(the floor staying clean with two young kids in the house), unclear 
expectations (the floor needs to stay clean until after the party) or something 
totally unrelated to your family (it’s not the floor… it’s the call from the bank I 
got earlier).  
 
This game will often also uncover a clear idea on how to deal with the issue 
(giving the kids a wet cloth to wipe off the footprints). 

 
I statement formula:   
 
I’m _______________because _______________________________________ 
        (feeling)    (try to say it without saying "you") 
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Part 4:  Replacing Yelling, Adapting Parenting Tools & Strategies 

 
There are a lot of great tools/strategies out there, but none that will totally replace 
a fear-based tool like yelling.  It is helpful to learn a lot of strategies so you have 
a variety of options to choose from, but it’s even more important that you 
understand how and why tools works so that you can be sure to use them more 
effectively.   
 
Here are a few points to keep in mind when thinking about your parenting pack: 
  

 There are no good or bad tools – it’s how we use them that will make the 
biggest difference. If you want to hurt your child because you are feeling 
hurt – you will likely take whatever tool you are using and add a hurtful 
element to it. The best thing you can do to help yourself choose less fear-
based tools will be to notice how your emotions are influencing your tool of 
choice. 

 

 It is rare that a person will try out a new tool in a challenging situation.  
This means if you want to add new ideas to your parenting pack, do it 
when you aren’t in crisis mode and practice it as often as you can.  The 
more you practice with a tool, the less awkward it will feel and the greater 
your chances of actually using it in a heated situation.   

 

 An overused tool becomes an ignored tool. No matter how good a tool is, 
if you find you are using it often it will lose its effectiveness quickly. This is 
especially true when you threaten the tool before you use it. Just because 
a tool works well with your kids, doesn’t mean you should use it for 
everything. 

 
Three Ideas for Adapting Your Pack: 
 
1) Planning, Planning, Planning…this is more of a strategy than a tool, but is 
very deserving of the top spot for ideas to share.  If you’ve ever planned an event 
or tournament, than you know the better prepared you are for problems that 
could arise, the calmer you are when they happen.   
 
Most parents can predict the challenges that will arise when patience or quiet 
behaviour is required from their kids. Going to the bank, a restaurant, or a school 
concert (for siblings) are examples of outings that we might want to “plan” for, 
while talking to someone on the telephone or visiting with a friend can create 
problems at home.   
 
If we can predict it, we can often prevent it.  Even if we can’t head it off 
completely, having a plan and knowing the consequences can really help us to 
stay calm.     
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Steps for plan development:  
 

1. Predict areas your child will find challenging and what you can do to avoid 
extra problems (i.e. avoid nap time, make sure they’ve eaten, bring 
snacks…)  

2. Become clear on what your expectations are for the outing 
3. Decide what you could bring along to occupy your child during wait time 
4. Plan how you will deal with misbehaviours and how you will reward 

compliance (teamwork!)  
5. Explain this to your child in an age appropriate way.  Break it into chunks 

delivered throughout the day before the outing if necessary.   
 
Thinking about this in advance will take a few moments of your time, but it 
decreases your chance of over-reacting and perhaps blowing your top. Nothing 
frustrates us more than failing to try and prevent a predictable problem.  “I knew 
you would do this – you always make a scene at your brother’s concerts!” 
 
Consequences planned in advance can also help us stay calm: 
 

 Develop consequences for things you fight about often and share them 
with your kids during times of calm. You will be more creative when you 
are calm – so use those times to brainstorm ideas.  Whenever possible, 
allow your kids to help. 
 

 A consequence thrown out in the heat of the moment will result in too 
much taken away too quickly which causes resentment rather than 
respect and learning. This will make it hard for you to follow through after 
you have calmed down and realized you over-did it.  Retracting after the 
fact must be done very thoughtfully which can add to your stress load. 

 
2) Be Creative… rather than throw out all the tools in your parenting pack as 
defective, I always encourage parents to use their creativity and see if they can 
adapt them to align with their parenting goals.   
 
In my book Break Free of Parenting Pressures, I provide details on how you 
might do this for a variety of common (North American) tools.  I also share one of 
my own examples where I used the tool of privilege removal and adapted it to 
help convince my daughter she needed to listen.  A FREE tool analysis which 
helps you figure out if a tool is functional, respectful, effective and easy (and 
therefore helping you reach your goals) is also provided. 
 
For those who haven’t read the book in a nutshell my message is this…the tools 
you were raised with are the ones that will jump into your hand the easiest when 
you reach for a parenting solution.  Rather than ditch all those tools and feel bad 
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every time you accidentally use them, become aware of your parenting goals and 
then use your creativity to adapt those tools to fit your needs. There is a certain 
comfort in using what you already know, so take what you know and make it 
work in your favor. 
 
3) Learn how to simmer…rather than just allow yourself to boil until you make a 
mess, it makes sense to add tools in your pack that help you stay at a simmer (or 
even better cool off).   
 

 Practice your self-control rather than automatically engaging in power 
struggles (techniques shared in Part 3 of this series) 
 

 Acknowledge you are yelling (or your desire to) and tell your child you 
need time to calm down before you can talk about the situation; “I’m too 
angry to discuss this now without yelling.  I’m going to take a time-out. 
Until we’ve had this discussion _____________ (there will be no 
electronics time) or (you can stay in your room)…” 
 

 Point out the problem, admit you don’t know the best way to proceed and 
ask for suggestions – We have 20 minutes to get to our appointment, no 
one is ready and it’s a 15 minute drive – any suggestions how we might 
make this happen?  This type of question often creates a team mentality 
which can calm you and get your kids on board to solve the problem. 
 

 Announce you need to vent some steam and suggest a group yell.  This 
is one of my favorites and involves everybody complaining loudly all at the 
same time. In Part 1 of this booklet I talked about how yelling is a way 
people vent off steam…if we can find another (possibly humorous) way to 
do this we decrease our chances of blowing our top in someone else’s 
direction. 

 
In conclusion, I hope you will take the pieces from this booklet that resonate with 
you and use them to help you figure out your strengths and begin creating a plan 
for making positive changes.    
 
Parenting can not be done on auto-pilot.  It is our job to tune in to where we are 
headed, why we do the things we do and how we plan to get to our family 
destination.  If we do this, we can make course corrections along the way and 
still wind up exactly where we wanted to go.  This type of thinking can help us do 
our best work as parents and really…what more could anyone ask?   
 
 
 
 
 


