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Gottman Raising an Emotionally Intelligent Child: A
Comprehensive Guide

In the journey of parenthood, fostering emotional intelligence in children is a cornerstone of their lifelong
well-being and success. The Gottman Institute, renowned for its research on relationships and family
dynamics, offers profound insights into how parents can cultivate these essential skills in their children.
Raising an emotionally intelligent child means equipping them with the ability to understand, manage,
and express their emotions constructively, as well as to empathize with others. This comprehensive guide
delves into the core principles of Gottman's approach to raising an emotionally intelligent child, exploring
practical strategies and the underlying science that makes it so effective. We will uncover how parents can
become "emotion coaches," navigate challenging emotional situations, and build a secure, loving
environment that nurtures emotional growth. By understanding and implementing these Gottman-
inspired techniques, parents can lay a robust foundation for their child's social, emotional, and academic
development, ensuring they grow into well-adjusted, resilient, and compassionate individuals.
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Understanding Emotional Intelligence in Children

Emotional intelligence, often abbreviated as EQ, is a critical aspect of a child's development, influencing
their ability to form healthy relationships, manage stress, and achieve success in various life domains. It
encompasses a range of skills, including self-awareness, self-regulation, social awareness, and relationship
management. Children with high emotional intelligence are better equipped to understand their own
feelings, cope with frustration, and respond empathetically to the emotions of others. This understanding is
not innate; it is largely learned and nurtured through consistent parental guidance and support.
Recognizing the importance of EQ from an early age is paramount for parents aiming to raise well-rounded
individuals.

What is Emotional Intelligence?
Emotional intelligence, as defined by researchers like Daniel Goleman, refers to the capacity to be aware of,
control, and express one's emotions, and to handle interpersonal relationships judiciously and
empathetically. For children, this translates into understanding why they feel a certain way, how to
express that feeling appropriately, and how to recognize and respond to the feelings of others. It's about
building a strong internal compass for navigating the complexities of human interaction and personal
experience. High emotional intelligence is linked to better academic performance, fewer behavioral
problems, and greater overall life satisfaction.

Why is Emotional Intelligence Crucial for Children?
The foundational skills of emotional intelligence are vital for a child's overall development. Children who
understand their emotions are less likely to resort to aggression or withdrawal when faced with difficult
feelings. They can better navigate peer relationships, resolve conflicts peacefully, and build stronger
friendships. Furthermore, emotional intelligence plays a significant role in a child's resilience, enabling
them to bounce back from setbacks and adapt to new challenges. Parents who actively cultivate these skills
are investing in their child's future social, emotional, and even cognitive success.

The Gottman Method: The Foundation for Raising Emotionally
Intelligent Children

Dr. John Gottman's extensive research, spanning decades and thousands of families, has illuminated the
critical role parents play in shaping their children's emotional landscape. The Gottman Method, particularly
its application to parenting, provides a structured yet compassionate framework for fostering emotional
intelligence. At its heart, the method emphasizes the parent's role as an "emotion coach," guiding children



through their emotional experiences rather than dismissing or punishing them. This approach is built on
the understanding that how parents respond to their child's emotions directly influences the child's ability
to manage their own emotions and develop a healthy sense of self.

Dr. John Gottman's Research on Parenting
Dr. Gottman's work has consistently highlighted that the quality of parental responses to a child's negative
emotions is a significant predictor of the child's emotional and social well-being. Through observational
studies, he identified distinct parenting styles when children experience distress. He categorized these into
"emotion dismissing," "emotion disapproving," "emotion permitting," and "emotion coaching" styles. The
research clearly indicated that parents who adopted an "emotion coaching" approach fostered greater
emotional competence and resilience in their children. This foundational research underpins the entire
Gottman approach to raising emotionally intelligent children.

The Parent as an "Emotion Coach"
The concept of the parent as an "emotion coach" is central to Gottman's parenting philosophy. Unlike a
coach who dictates or corrects, an emotion coach guides, supports, and teaches. This involves
acknowledging the child's feelings, helping them to label those feelings, and working together to find
healthy ways to express and manage them. It’s about partnering with your child to navigate the often-
turbulent waters of emotions, fostering a sense of safety and trust. This coaching role is not about
preventing negative emotions, but about teaching children how to effectively process and learn from them.

Key Principles of Gottman's Emotion Coaching

The Gottman method of raising an emotionally intelligent child is built upon several core principles that
guide parents in their interactions with their children's emotions. These principles create a positive and
supportive environment where children feel safe to express themselves and learn essential emotional skills.
By consistently applying these principles, parents can significantly impact their child's emotional
development and overall well-being.

Empathy and Validation
A cornerstone of Gottman's approach is the principle of empathy and validation. This involves truly trying
to understand your child's perspective and acknowledging their feelings as real and valid, even if you don't
agree with the behavior that stems from them. Phrases like "I see you're really angry right now" or "It
sounds like you're feeling very disappointed" can make a child feel heard and understood. This validation is
not about condoning misbehavior but about acknowledging the underlying emotion, which is the first step



in helping a child regulate it.

Setting Boundaries and Limits
While validating emotions is crucial, it's equally important to set clear boundaries and limits on behavior.
Emotion coaching is not about allowing children to behave however they please when they are upset. It's
about teaching them that while their feelings are acceptable, certain actions are not. For example, a parent
might say, "It's okay to feel angry, but it's not okay to hit your brother." This teaches children to
differentiate between their internal emotional experience and their outward expression of it, promoting
responsible behavior.

Problem-Solving and Skill-Building
Once emotions are acknowledged and boundaries are set, the next step in Gottman's emotion coaching is to
help the child develop problem-solving skills and learn healthy coping mechanisms. This involves working
with the child to brainstorm solutions to the situation that caused the emotion, or teaching them specific
strategies for managing strong feelings, such as deep breathing, taking a break, or using "I" statements. This
proactive approach empowers children with the tools they need to handle future emotional challenges
independently.

The Five Steps of Emotion Coaching

Dr. Gottman outlines a practical, step-by-step process for parents to follow when their child experiences a
strong emotion. This structured approach, known as the Five Steps of Emotion Coaching, transforms
potentially challenging moments into opportunities for teaching and connection, fostering the development
of emotional intelligence in children. Adhering to these steps consistently can lead to significant
improvements in a child's emotional regulation and overall well-being.

Step 1: Be Aware of the Emotion
The first step involves tuning into your child's emotional state. This means noticing the subtle cues – a
furrowed brow, a slumped posture, a change in tone of voice – that indicate your child is experiencing an
emotion. It's about being present and observant, rather than being distracted by other tasks. This awareness
allows you to respond promptly and appropriately before an emotion escalates or is suppressed.



Step 2: Recognize the Emotion as an Opportunity
Instead of viewing a child's emotional distress as an interruption or a problem to be solved immediately,
emotion coaching encourages parents to see it as a valuable opportunity. This is a prime moment to connect
with your child, build trust, and teach them about emotions. By framing these moments positively, parents
can shift their mindset from frustration to one of proactive support and guidance, strengthening the parent-
child bond.

Step 3: Listen with Empathy and Validate
This is where active listening and empathetic validation come into play. Put down what you are doing,
make eye contact, and listen to your child's story without judgment. Use phrases that acknowledge and
validate their feelings, such as, "I can see you're feeling very sad because your toy broke" or "It makes sense
that you're frustrated when your friend took your crayon." This helps your child feel understood and
accepted, creating a safe space for emotional expression.

Step 4: Help Them Label the Emotion
Children, especially younger ones, may not have the vocabulary to express what they are feeling. The
emotion coach's role is to help them name their emotions. You can say, "It looks like you're feeling angry
because you couldn't have another cookie" or "Are you feeling jealous because your sister got more
attention?" Providing them with the right words helps them understand their internal experiences and
communicate them more effectively, which is a crucial component of Gottman raising an emotionally
intelligent child.

Step 5: Help Them Problem-Solve and Set Limits
Once the emotion is acknowledged and understood, the final step involves guiding the child toward a
solution and setting appropriate limits. This might involve brainstorming what they can do when they feel
angry, like punching a pillow or taking deep breaths, or discussing how to resolve a conflict that led to
their distress. For instance, "We can't hit when we're angry, but you can tell your brother you feel angry,
or you can take a break in your room." This teaches them constructive ways to manage their feelings and
the situations that trigger them.

Building a Strong Parent-Child Connection

The Gottman method for raising an emotionally intelligent child is deeply rooted in the importance of a
strong, secure parent-child connection. This connection acts as the bedrock upon which emotional learning



and development are built. When children feel securely attached to their parents, they are more willing to
explore their emotions, take emotional risks, and trust their parents as guides and sources of comfort. This
secure base allows them to develop into confident and emotionally competent individuals.

The Role of Attachment in Emotional Development
Attachment theory, a key component of Gottman's work, highlights that a secure attachment between a
child and their primary caregiver provides a foundation of safety and trust. Children with secure
attachments are more likely to explore their environment, manage their emotions effectively, and form
healthy relationships with others. Parents who are consistently responsive and attuned to their child's
emotional needs foster this secure attachment, which is essential for the development of emotional
intelligence.

Creating "Special Time"
Gottman emphasizes the importance of dedicated, one-on-one time with each child, often referred to as
"special time." This is unstructured, child-led time where the parent is fully present and engaged with
their child. It's an opportunity to connect, listen, and understand your child's world, which in turn
strengthens the emotional bond. Even short periods of focused attention can significantly enhance a child's
sense of being loved and valued, making them more receptive to emotional guidance.

Using Affective Communication
Affective communication involves expressing and acknowledging emotions within the family. It means
creating an environment where feelings are openly discussed and validated. Parents can model this by
talking about their own emotions, using "I" statements, and responding empathetically to their partner and
children's emotional expressions. This open dialogue about feelings helps children develop a richer
emotional vocabulary and understand that emotions are a normal part of life.

Navigating Difficult Emotions with Your Child

Raising an emotionally intelligent child inherently involves navigating challenging emotional terrain.
Tantrums, meltdowns, anger outbursts, and profound sadness are all part of a child's emotional
development. The Gottman approach provides parents with tools to approach these difficult moments not as
adversities, but as crucial learning opportunities. By staying calm and applying the principles of emotion
coaching, parents can help their children develop resilience and effective coping strategies.



Handling Tantrums and Meltdowns
Tantrums and meltdowns are often a sign that a child is overwhelmed by their emotions and lacks the
skills to regulate them. During these times, the parent's role is to remain calm and provide a safe, contained
environment. The first step is to de-escalate the situation by offering comfort and validation ("You are so
upset right now, I'm here"). Once the intensity subsides, then the emotion coaching steps can be applied to
help the child understand what happened and what they can do differently next time. It's about teaching
self-regulation, not about punishing emotional expression.

Dealing with Anger and Frustration
Anger and frustration are common emotions that children experience. Gottman's advice for handling these
is to help children identify the trigger and express their feelings constructively. Instead of saying "Don't be
angry," a parent might say, "I see you're angry because your brother took your toy. It's okay to feel angry,
but we can't hit. Can you tell him, 'I'm angry because you took my toy'?" This teaches them assertiveness
and emotional expression within acceptable boundaries.

Supporting Sadness and Disappointment
Children also experience sadness and disappointment, whether it's over a lost toy, a failed test, or a canceled
playdate. The emotion coaching process involves acknowledging their sadness and offering comfort. "I
know you're sad that we have to leave the park, and I'm sad too because it's fun here." Then, as the child
begins to regulate, you can help them find a silver lining or brainstorm ways to cope with the
disappointment, such as planning something fun for tomorrow.

The Role of Parental Self-Awareness

The effectiveness of Gottman's emotion coaching hinges significantly on the parent's own emotional
awareness and regulation. Parents who are aware of their own triggers, emotional patterns, and biases are
better equipped to respond to their children's emotions with patience and intention, rather than reacting
impulsively. This self-awareness is not about being perfect, but about being mindful and committed to
personal growth.

Understanding Your Own Emotional Triggers
Every parent has certain situations or behaviors that tend to elicit a strong emotional response from them.
Understanding these triggers is the first step toward managing them. For instance, a parent who felt
ignored as a child might be particularly sensitive to a child's demands for attention. By recognizing this,



they can consciously choose a more measured response, rather than becoming overly irritated. Self-
reflection and mindfulness practices can be invaluable here.

Managing Parental Stress and Emotions
Parenting is inherently stressful, and it's easy for parental stress to spill over into interactions with children.
Gottman emphasizes the importance of parents taking care of their own emotional well-being. This might
involve regular exercise, mindfulness, seeking support from a partner or friends, or engaging in hobbies.
When parents are less stressed and have effective strategies for managing their own emotions, they are
much better equipped to be calm and supportive emotion coaches for their children.

Modeling Emotional Regulation
Children learn by watching their parents. When parents model healthy emotional regulation – taking a
deep breath when frustrated, expressing anger calmly, and seeking support when needed – they are
teaching their children invaluable lessons. Conversely, if parents frequently lose their temper or suppress
their emotions, children may learn to do the same. Therefore, parents who practice what they preach about
emotional intelligence are the most effective teachers.

Common Challenges and Solutions in Emotion Coaching

While the principles of Gottman's emotion coaching are powerful, parents often encounter challenges in
their application. These hurdles are normal and can be overcome with persistence, self-compassion, and
strategic adjustments. Understanding these common obstacles and their corresponding solutions can help
parents stay committed to raising emotionally intelligent children.

Lack of Time and Energy
One of the most frequent challenges for parents is the sheer lack of time and energy, especially with
multiple children or demanding work schedules. Emotion coaching can feel like an added burden. The
solution here is to integrate emotion coaching into daily interactions rather than seeing it as a separate task.
Small moments of connection and validation throughout the day can be as effective as dedicated coaching
sessions. Prioritizing sleep and self-care also helps maintain energy levels.

Dealing with Intense or Persistent Negative Emotions
Some children have more intense or persistent negative emotions than others, which can be exhausting for



parents. When a child's emotions seem overwhelming, it's important to remember that the goal isn't to
eliminate negative emotions but to help the child cope. If a child is consistently struggling with significant
emotional dysregulation, it may be beneficial to seek professional guidance from a child therapist or
counselor who can offer specialized strategies.

Parental Frustration and Impatience
It's natural for parents to feel frustrated or impatient, especially when they are tired or when their child's
behavior is challenging. When this happens, the key is to recognize the feeling and take a moment to
pause. Step away for a few minutes if possible, take a few deep breaths, and then re-engage with your
child from a calmer state. Apologizing to your child if you lose your temper can also be a powerful lesson in
accountability and repairing relationships.

Inconsistent Application
Another common challenge is inconsistent application of emotion coaching. Life gets busy, and it's easy to
slip back into old habits. The solution is to be mindful and forgiving of yourself. Make a conscious effort to
return to the principles of emotion coaching. Perhaps setting a weekly goal, like practicing the five steps at
least once a day, can help build momentum and establish a more consistent practice for Gottman raising an
emotionally intelligent child.

Long-Term Benefits of Gottman-Inspired Parenting

The investment parents make in Gottman-inspired emotion coaching yields significant long-term benefits
for their children, shaping their development into adulthood. By nurturing emotional intelligence from an
early age, parents equip their children with skills that will serve them throughout their lives, impacting
their relationships, careers, and overall happiness.

Improved Social Skills and Relationships
Children who are raised with emotion coaching tend to develop superior social skills. They are better at
understanding and responding to the emotions of others, which allows them to form deeper, more
meaningful friendships. They are also more adept at conflict resolution and communication, leading to
healthier relationships with peers, family members, and eventually, romantic partners.



Enhanced Academic Performance
Emotional intelligence is not just about social success; it also has a profound impact on academic
achievement. Children who can manage their emotions are better able to focus in class, persevere through
challenging assignments, and cope with academic stress. Their ability to regulate impulses and manage
frustration contributes to a more positive and productive learning experience.

Greater Resilience and Well-being
A core outcome of Gottman-inspired parenting is increased resilience. Children learn to navigate setbacks,
disappointments, and stressful situations without becoming overwhelmed. This ability to bounce back,
coupled with a healthy understanding of their emotions, contributes significantly to their overall mental
and emotional well-being, reducing the likelihood of developing anxiety or depression later in life.

Development of Empathy and Compassion
By learning to understand and manage their own emotions, children become more attuned to the emotions
of others. This fosters the development of empathy and compassion, making them more considerate and
caring individuals. These qualities are essential for building strong communities and contributing positively
to society.

Conclusion: Fostering Lifelong Emotional Well-being

Raising an emotionally intelligent child through the lens of the Gottman method is a profound and
rewarding journey for both parent and child. By embracing the role of an emotion coach, parents can
transform everyday interactions into powerful teaching moments, equipping their children with the
essential skills to navigate their emotional worlds and build fulfilling lives. The five steps of emotion
coaching – being aware of emotions, recognizing them as opportunities, listening with empathy, helping
label feelings, and guiding problem-solving with limits – provide a clear roadmap for fostering this vital
aspect of development. Remember, the strength of the parent-child connection is the fertile ground where
emotional intelligence flourishes, nurtured by consistent empathy, validation, and supportive guidance.
While challenges will arise, a commitment to parental self-awareness and a compassionate approach will
pave the way for children who are not only emotionally adept but also resilient, empathetic, and capable of
forging deep, meaningful connections throughout their lives, truly embodying the essence of Gottman
raising an emotionally intelligent child.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the core principles of raising an emotionally intelligent child
according to the Gottman Institute?
The Gottman Institute emphasizes five key steps: 1. Becoming aware of your child's emotions, 2.
Recognizing that a child's expression of emotion is an opportunity for intimacy and teaching, 3. Listening
empathetically and validating your child's feelings, 4. Helping your child to label their emotions, and 5.
Setting limits while helping your child to solve the problem.

How can parents use 'emotion coaching' to help their children navigate
difficult feelings?
Emotion coaching involves actively engaging with a child's emotions, even negative ones. Parents should
be present, listen without judgment, validate the feeling (e.g., 'It's okay to feel sad when your friend can't
play'), and then help the child find healthy ways to express or manage that emotion and problem-solve.

What is the Gottman approach's stance on ignoring or punishing
emotional outbursts in children?
The Gottman approach strongly advises against ignoring or punishing emotional outbursts. Instead, it views
these moments as crucial opportunities for parents to connect with their child, understand the underlying
feelings, and teach them emotional regulation skills in a supportive way.

How does a parent's own emotional regulation impact their ability to raise
an emotionally intelligent child?
Parents are role models. If a parent struggles with managing their own emotions, their child is likely to
learn unhealthy coping mechanisms. Gottman's work highlights the importance of parents developing
their own self-awareness and emotional regulation skills to effectively guide their children.

What are some practical strategies for parents to build emotional
intelligence in toddlers and preschoolers?
For toddlers and preschoolers, practical strategies include narrating feelings (e.g., 'You look frustrated
because your blocks fell down'), offering comfort during distress, helping them label simple emotions ('Are
you happy?'), and providing choices to foster a sense of control, all while maintaining a warm and
responsive presence.



Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to raising an emotionally intelligent child, inspired by the Gottman method:

1. _Raising an Emotionally Intelligent Child: The Heart of Parenting_
This foundational book by John Gottman introduces the concept of "emotion coaching" – helping children
understand and manage their emotions. It outlines a four-step process to guide parents in responding
constructively to their children's feelings. The book emphasizes building stronger parent-child relationships
through empathy and effective communication.

2. _The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work_
While focused on marital relationships, this Gottman classic provides the underlying principles of healthy
communication and emotional connection that are directly transferable to parenting. Understanding how to
navigate conflict and build intimacy with a partner is crucial for creating a stable and emotionally
supportive home environment for children. These principles are key to modeling emotional intelligence
for your kids.

3. _Between Parent and Child: The New Language of Caring for Children_
Haim Ginott's seminal work, predating Gottman's but hugely influential, focuses on respectful
communication with children. It teaches parents to speak to children as they would wish to be spoken to,
fostering self-esteem and cooperation. The book offers practical advice on responding to children's behavior
in ways that validate their feelings and build their inner strength.

4. _How to Talk So Kids Will Listen & Listen So Kids Will Talk_
Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish offer a highly practical and accessible guide to improving communication
with children. It provides simple techniques for active listening, expressing feelings, and setting limits
without alienating kids. The methods encourage a collaborative approach to problem-solving and building
positive parent-child interactions.

5. _The Whole-Brain Child: 12 Revolutionary Strategies to Nurture Your Child's Developing Mind_
Daniel Siegel and Tina Payne Bryson explain how to integrate the different parts of a child's brain to
promote emotional resilience and self-understanding. The book translates complex neuroscience into
actionable parenting strategies. It helps parents understand their child's emotional world and guide them
through challenging feelings.

6. _No-Drama Discipline: The Whole-Brain Way to Calm the Chaos and Nurture Your Child's Developing
Mind_
This follow-up to The Whole-Brain Child by Siegel and Bryson focuses on discipline as an opportunity for
connection and teaching, rather than punishment. It provides strategies for responding to misbehavior in
ways that foster self-control and emotional regulation. The book emphasizes understanding the "why"
behind a child's actions.

7. _Emotional Agility: Get Unstuck, Embrace Change, and Thrive in Work and Life_



Susan David's work, while not directly about parenting, offers profound insights into managing one's own
emotions, which is critical for parents. It teaches readers how to navigate challenging thoughts and feelings
with courage and compassion. Developing emotional agility as a parent allows for more mindful and
effective responses to children's emotional needs.

8. _Parenting from the Inside Out: Seven Steps to a Stronger Relationship with Your Child_
Daniel Siegel's book guides parents to understand their own life experiences and how these can impact
their parenting. It emphasizes self-awareness and introspection as foundational to effective parenting. The
book helps parents foster their child's emotional well-being by first tending to their own inner world.

9. _What About the Baby?: Stories of Newborns and the Parents Who Love Them_
While more focused on the infant stage, this book by Gottman and Gottman offers a compassionate look at
the early challenges of parenting. It highlights the importance of attunement and connection right from
the start. The principles discussed are essential for laying the groundwork for future emotional
development and building a secure attachment.
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