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There’s an old saying you hear from bad boss-
es sometimes. They say, “It’s better to be feared 
than loved.” We disagree. It is better to be trusted 
than feared.  

The words “fear” and “respect” go hand-in-
hand in the minds of many parents. In fact, con-
fusing these two concepts is a very common mis-
take we see parents make at the Idaho Youth 
Ranch--which is why teaching parents the differ-
ence between fear-based and respect-centered 
parenting is one of the key ways we help rehabili-
tate families. 

So what is the difference between fear and re-
spect? 

Put simply, fear is forced, while respect is 
earned. The cultural misconception that if chil-
dren fear parents, respect will come naturally is 
simply false.  

Think about this in “adult” terms. Who is the 
better boss, the one you are afraid of or the one 
you trust and respect?  

Respect by definition means a feeling of deep 
admiration for someone. Fear does not lead to 
admiration.  

Using fear to correct a child’s behavior will 
more often lead to the child hiding the behavior as 
opposed to changing it.  

Remember that all kids— yes, even teenag-
ers— crave your approval. It is better to have 
your child motivated to make the right decision 
instead of afraid of making the wrong one.  

If your child fears you, they are far less likely 
to come to you voluntarily for help when they 
need guidance, advice, or assistance as they grow 
older and develop more autonomy--leaving them 
to struggle without your help.   

It is easy to think that because your child is 
still developing that their emotions are underde-
veloped. The danger here is this: kids’ 
emotions are just as real and over-
whelming as yours are to you.  The 
difference is, they haven’t learned 
the tools to cope with them yet.  

So when your child is afraid of you, they don’t 
have the perspective to understand you are tired 
or frustrated from a long day. They only see that 
their advocate and protector whose opinion 
shapes their entire world is unhappy with them.  

Long term, this will result rage, mistrust, and 
resentment from your child. Moreover, your child 
will likely suffer from low self-esteem when you 
use this approach.  

Choosing to earn your child’s respect to en-
courage good choices and good behavior is the 
best way to foster lasting bonds and give them 
the tools to manage their emotions and choices 
for a lifetime. 

A fear-based approach sees behavior only and 
responds with a damaging tactic. A respect-
centered relationship takes the whole child into 



consideration--which includes the per-
son that child will become and he or 
she matures. 
Respect sees--and hears--the child be-
hind the behavior and recognizes that 
the child is another human being who is 
worthy of respect. This approach also 
recognizes that the child’s feelings are 
valid, important, and in need of guidance 
in the form of boundaries, kindness, and 
modeling positive behavior. 

The good news is earning your child’s respect 
isn’t difficult. As a parent, you are the center of 
your child’s entire universe. Children naturally 
love their parents unconditionally and trust their 
parents. Respecting your child begins with listen-
ing to them and treating them the way you want 
them to treat other adults. Instead of saying, 
“Put your dishes in the sink,” try, “Don’t forget 
to put your dishes in the sink, please.”  

This works with both teenagers and small 
children. A parents job is to prepare children to 
be successful in the “real world.” By teaching 
them instead of scolding them you are setting 

In the long run, the difference between fear-
based and respect-based parenting is the differ-
ence in your relationship with your child--and 
your child’s relationship with life. Where will 
your child turn when he or she faces difficulty in 
life or wants to understand something? He or 
she will look for guidance where he or she feels 
heard. On the other hand, children who fear 
their parents are more likely to hold back their 
fears and concerns and find themselves in trou-
ble. Put it another way. Adults have lots of dif-
ferent kinds of relationships, right? Think about 
the relationships adults have with each other. For 

example, think about what a difference it would 
make between having a boss you fear and a boss 
you respect. A respectful boss encourages your 
creativity, ideas, and input whereas a “fear” boss 
wants employees who take orders. Would you 
want a spouse you fear? How about a friend? Try 
to remember that the relationships you have with 
our kids is a relationship, and that those tiny peo-
ple are still people. 

Don’t fall into the mindset of equating fear 
with respect when it comes to raising kids. Know 
the difference, and put that difference into ac-
tion! 

One of the first skills we teach kids and families is 

“moment to pause.” This skill is all about recogniz-

ing an escalating situation and doing a self check-

in. In other words, don’t react out of anger and 

think before you speak. Parents who react out of 

rage or frustration can do a lot of damage to their 

child’s self esteem. Think about what your desired 

outcome is. Did they sneak out? Why? Did they 

bomb a homework assignment? Ask those why 

questions. This will help you understand their mo-

tives and help your kid take responsibility. In thera-

py we call this square breathing. Inhale to the 

count of 4, hold it for 4 seconds, exhale to the 

count of 4, hold it for 4 seconds then repeat. Do-

ing this simple breathing exercise will go a long 

way to helping you stay clear headed and calm. Par-

ents at IYR actually use these technique on young-

er children, too. When your child is throwing a fit 

and all you want to do is get them to stop scream-

ing in the grocery store, teaching your child to 

breath instead of shouting at them or spanking 

them will help. If you want your children to respect 

you, you have to respect them. Shouting and intim-

idation only creates resentment and mistrust. The 

next time you feel yourself getting frustrated, re-

member to take a breath and proceed with respect.




