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LET’S CONNECT 
IT TO THE  
CIRCUMPLEX

ACHIEVEMENT
• A family environment where children are treated as 

people – not children who can’t be independent and 
not as ‘mini adults’.  It is assumed that they have their 
own ‘wisdom’ and can make their own choices

• Children are encouraged to participate in activities 
that allow them to achieve and ‘compete’ and 
performance is praised not criticised

• Very supportive and helpful parents

• Parents are supportive of their children’s dreams

• Given ample opportunity to try new and different 
things by age five

• Not closely supervised or protected from failure

• Not punished for doing poorly, but are praised for 
doing well

• Taught cause and effect relationships

• Taught that their effort can make a difference no 
matter what the situation

• Allowed to make decisions at a very early age

TYPICAL PARENTAL 
MESSAGES
• I’m sure if you put your mind to it, you can ...

• Why not have a go?

• There are no such things as monsters – let’s go and 
look together ...

• How did you feel you did?

• Did you feel you did as well as you could have?

• Well done!

• What can you do about it?

• Now let’s think – where might it be?

• No blame, just solve the problem

• Problems are opportunities to think through

• Praise linked to effort – not just, ‘wow you got the 
highest mark', but 'wow that work you’ve put in is 
really paying off’

• Independent children

• Involved/busy children

• Self reliant children

• Successful children

THE PAY-OFF  
FOR THE PARENT

• Self efficacy

• Self reliance

• Task aspect of self worth (ego status)

THE PAY-OFF  
FOR THE CHILD
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SELF ACTUALIS-
ING
• A family environment that is creative, interesting and 

one that does lots of different activities

• Parents talk about what they experienced in doing 
these various activities and how they felt about it

• Children are encouraged to do the same

• Children are included in parental discussions and are 
treated as unique individuals with opinions and ideas

• Unconditional love – valued for the person they are 
(not performance or activity based)

• Experience is emphasised and seen as opportunities 
to learn

• Fear is never used as a motivator

• Encouraged to express themselves

• Mistakes are admitted and corrected without loss of 
self esteem

• Any self put downs are discouraged and turned into 
action

TYPICAL PARENTAL 
MESSAGES
• So what did you enjoy about it?

• Let them have time and thoughts to themselves

• Right to privacy (e.g. diaries)

• Give time with them just to listen

• Respond to the ‘why’ questions – even ‘why do you 
think why?’

• Talk about current events (in front of them and involve 
them)

• Focus is on the ‘here and now’ – the present moment 
– enjoyable experiences are made to be enjoyable

• Minimal rules

• Give them lots of opportunities to figure things out for 
themselves (I’m bored)

• Interesting children

• Children who can entertain themselves

• Self sufficient children

• Independent children

THE PAY-OFF  
FOR THE PARENT

• Positive self concept

• Varied interests

• Confidence

THE PAY-OFF  
FOR THE CHILD
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HUMANISTIC-EN-
COURAGING
• A family environment that is loving, caring and 

respectful to each other and others

• Helping others is seen as virtuous and talk is about 
how we can help each other

• Conflicts are resolved constructively

• People are seen as more important than things

• Emphasis on feelings and close personal relationships

• Unconditional love (not performance or activity 
based)

• Love is expressed

• Caring for others is seen as important

• Parents show they trust their children and expect that 
trust is upheld

TYPICAL PARENTAL 
MESSAGES
• I love you

• You are terrific

• You are you, not what you do

• Lots of physical contact (hugs, etc.)

• Non judgemental (not racist/bigoted/intolerant)

• Letting them sort out their own petty conflicts

• Helpful children

• Independent children

• Loving children

THE PAY-OFF  
FOR THE PARENT

• Positive self regard

• Confident

• Able to develop un-needy relationships

THE PAY-OFF  
FOR THE CHILD
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AFFILIATIVE
• A family environment that is loving, where 

relationships are emphasised

• The family has lots of friends to visit and children 
are encouraged to mix with many different types of 
people

• People are more important than things and others are 
talked about in a friendly respectful manner

• Unconditional love (not performance or activity 
based)

• Warm family relationships stressed

• Friendships highly valued

• Open house for friends – both at young ages and 
teenage years

• Others are talked about in warm ways

TYPICAL PARENTAL 
MESSAGES
• Friends are important

• Time should be spent with people

• Lots of physical contact

• We value your friends (not critical of them)

• Children are seen as ‘popular’

• Children have strong friendships

• Children are well socialised

THE PAY-OFF  
FOR THE PARENT

• Seem to be popular

• Lots of friends

• Friends react positively to parents

THE PAY-OFF  
FOR THE CHILD
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APPROVAL
• A family environment that is overly concerned with 

outward appearances

• What you look like is emphasised and pleasing others 
(parents, grandparents, friends, teachers, etc.) is 
expected

• Could also/or include a family environment where 
parents are dominant and use love/absence of 
love as rewards/punishments, demanding that the 
children respect them

• Could also/or be a family where one parent is 
dominant and the other copes by encouraging the 
children to ‘not to upset dad/ mum’

• Children’s behaviour is controlled through the giving 
and removing of love

• Correct behaviour rewarded, incorrect behaviour 
punished

• The reasons for reward or punishment are seldom 
explained to the child

• Children learn to not disagree (or upset) those who 
have the power to reward

• Absence of any approval

TYPICAL PARENTAL 
MESSAGES
• Being concerned with impressing others

• What you ‘look like’

• Commenting on what others look like

• Demanding approval from the children

• Don’t upset ...

• Do this to keep the teacher happy

• You’ve upset your ...

• Any rejection is taken personally

• Appears loving

• Obedient children

• Little conflict

THE PAY-OFF  
FOR THE PARENT

• Conditional regard

• Insecure in relationships

• Relationship issues are ‘my fault’

THE COST  
FOR THE CHILD
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CONVENTIONAL
• A family environment that is structured and well 

ordered

• There are lots of rules about what and how things 
should be done

• The house is run by the clock and adherence to 
timelines, whilst not explained, are enforced

• Appearing ‘normal’ is emphasised and others are 
judged against this standard

• Expected to conform to social expectations

• Conflict is frowned upon

• Emphasis is placed on appearing ‘normal’ and ‘well 
rounded’

• Focus is on values set by others

• Rigid discipline

• Emphasis on being clean and tidy

TYPICAL PARENTAL 
MESSAGES
• Threat/guilt references, ‘you ought to be ashamed of 

yourself’

• Excessive emphasis on promptness – running lives by 
the clock

• Forcing children to apologise when they don’t really 
mean it

• Using external sources as the ultimate authority – ‘it’s 
in the bible’ – ‘because the teacher said so’

• Lots of rules

• Well behaved children

• Obedient children

• Clean, neat and tidy children

• Believes others will judge them well in 
the ‘goodness’ of their children

THE PAY-OFF  
FOR THE PARENT

• Lack of creativity

• Lack of original thinking

• Conforming (but can excel in a 
confirming environment)

• Insecure in relationships

THE COST  
FOR THE CHILD
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DEPENDENT
• A family environment that is autocratic, emphasising 

punishment and little reward

• Children are not allowed to make decisions and are 
under ‘strict instructions’ on almost everything

• There is little explanation of events and situations and 
children are ‘made to be seen, but not heard’

• Dominating parent or older sibling

• Over protected

• Minimal opportunities for risk are presented

• Little opportunity for decision making

• References to fate, luck, magic and chance

• References to ‘there’s not much we can do about it’

• Punishment without explanation

TYPICAL PARENTAL 
MESSAGES
• Playing practical jokes on children

• ‘You’re too young to understand’

• Parents use excuses and blame others

• ‘With any luck’ such expressions

• ‘Well, there’s nothing we can do about that’

• Obedient children

• Non demanding children

• Parents have all the power

THE PAY-OFF  
FOR THE PARENT

• External focus of control

• Sense of helplessness

• Lack of cause and effect thinking

• Insecure, lacking confidence

THE COST  
FOR THE CHILD
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AVOIDANCE
• A family environment that is characterised by 

dominant parenting

• Fear of failure and in fact, the expectation of failure is 
emphasised, rather than the opportunity to succeed

• Everything is done for the child as, ‘you are too 
young to do this’, ‘you’re not strong / clever / good, 
etc. enough to do this’

• Children are ignored and expected to keep out of the 
way

• Usually very harsh criticism from a parent/parents

• Dictatorial parent

• Inconsistent messages regarding what is expected

• Failure is dwelled on and seen as a measure of self 
value

• Shortcomings criticised/punished but no rewards for 
any achievements

TYPICAL PARENTAL 
MESSAGES
• Anxiety is good – raising anxiety is good for you

• ‘Fear of danger’ messages – don’t do that or you’ll 
get hurt

• Complaining about life in front of the children

• Teaching children that the world is a dangerous place 
– being overtly worried about everything the child 
does

• Not exposing the child to difficult tasks

• Obedient children

• It’s easier if I do it myself

• Parents feel in control

THE PAY-OFF  
FOR THE PARENT

• Lack of confidence

• Insecure

• Fearing authority

• Avoids experiences

THE COST  
FOR THE CHILD
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OPPOSITIONAL
• A family environment that is somewhat combative, 

with criticism of others being rewarded

• Dominating parent(s) where the behaviour is 
modelled

• Cynicism and scepticism are prevalent and children 
are encouraged to comment on each other’s faults as 
a source of family humour

• One parent may be overly critical of another in front 
of the children

• The negative rather than the positive is stressed

• Children ‘tested’ against others, but not allowed 
satisfaction from results

• Opposition seen as an effective way of 
accomplishing a task

• Dominant parent who uses oppositional behaviour 
(hostility)

• Parents use ‘taunting’ styles (believing it is funny)

• Cynicism is a way of being seen and noticed in the 
family 

TYPICAL PARENTAL 
MESSAGES
• Constantly correcting children in front of each other

• Commenting with cynical humour on physical 
appearances

• Always looking for what is wrong with something, but 
not commenting on strengths

• Yes, but ...

• When reviewing child’s effort/outcome, only 
commenting on what is wrong

• That’s great, but ...

• Minimal praise

• Laughing at children

• Children become a source of humour 
for them (but not when they become 
teenagers!)

• Children may appear ‘sharp’

THE PAY-OFF  
FOR THE PARENT

• Difficult to make close relationships

• Look at what’s wrong – little pleasure

• Anger

• Low self worth

THE COST  
FOR THE CHILD
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POWER
• A family environment that is rigidly disciplined

• Dominating parent(s)

• Respect for parents/elders/those in authority is 
emphasised

• Parents are very controlling, making decisions for 
children

• Generally, an argumentative environment, where 
children learn to be tough to survive

• A judgemental environment where class / race / 
address, etc. are talked about with judgement being 
passed accordingly

• Children are taught that security comes from having 
the respect of others

• Parents use scare tactics to teach that respect

• Dominant parent(s)

• Parents exercise power without explanation

• Child identifies with one parent who dominates the 
other

• Rigid discipline

TYPICAL PARENTAL 
MESSAGES
• Just do as I say

• Your mother/father is useless

• Telling children how much they owe you

• Being impatient with their pace in life – expecting 
them to move faster

• Being unable to handle an opposing point of view 
and becoming upset when children disagree with you

• Refusing to hear their opinions

• Giving children little independence, but still expecting 
them to use their initiative or similar

• It’s a tough world out there

• Obedient children

• Apparently respectful

• Children appear to be ‘tough'

THE PAY-OFF  
FOR THE PARENT

• Lacking in confidence

• Insecure in relationships

• Ego task attachment

THE COST  
FOR THE CHILD
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COMPETITIVE
• A family environment that is very winning focussed

• Parents talk about winners and losers

• Children are often pushed into sports and then the 
entire focus is on being the best

• Parents will talk about how good they were in their 
day

• Motivational systems use competitions as strategies

• Children are compared to one another and 
compared to their peers

• Competition is a way of gaining parental recognition

• Children compared to each other with and/or outside 
the family

• Sporting family that emphasises winning, rather than 
experience

• One child may see a sibling as ‘weak’ so try to 
overcompensate

• Performance measured against external standards

• Parents compete to win children’s approval 
(manipulation)

TYPICAL PARENTAL 
MESSAGES
• Teaching them to always be in competition – sharing 

is for suckers

• Emphasising report cards, rather than what they are 
learning

• Demanding trophies, awards, etc.

• Comparing children to each other

• Being concerned ‘how high in the class’ the child is

• Talking about how great they were in their day

• Children appear to be winners

• They do well at sport/events that are 
based on competition

• Parents can bathe in the reflected 
glory

THE PAY-OFF  
FOR THE PARENT

• Always having to perform

• Superficial friendships

• Lack of self motivation

• Ego task attachment

THE COST  
FOR THE CHILD
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PERFECTIONISTIC
• A family environment that is demanding with rigid 

discipline and very high expectations for performance

• Anything the child does has to be done extremely well 
(if not perfectly)

• An unemotional environment where love is not 
expressed and emotions are avoided and ignored

• People’s worth is judged on the basis of what they do, 
how much they earn

• Parents set very high unrealistic goals for children

• Children expected to be the best at everything

• Mistakes or failure not acceptable as they mean the 
child is worthless

• Child learns that getting caught at failure is far worse 
than the behaviour that led to the failure

• Emotions are handled by becoming engrossed in task

• Child learns that nothing is ever good enough

TYPICAL PARENTAL 
MESSAGES
• Referring to past mistakes

• Teaching them to worry – ‘you had better start 
worrying about that exam now’

• Parents setting unrealistic standards and goals for 
them

• Constantly using status / earnings, etc. tags when 
talking about people 

• Expectations of perfection in everything they do

• People’s worth is linked to success

• Children are achievers

• Children are hard workers

THE PAY-OFF  
FOR THE PARENT

• Ego task attachment

• Inability to deal with emotions

• Never satisfied with accomplishments

THE COST  
FOR THE CHILD
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