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1-2-3 Magic by Thomas W. Phelan, PhD 
 
Instructions 
1. If you have the opportunity, read the parenting book "1-2-3 Magic."  

 
2. Control unwanted behavior in a child by utilizing the counting method of discipline, according to the California 

Evidence-Based Clearinghouse for Child Welfare (CEBC). If your child does not stop the undesirable behavior by 
the count of 3, you give out a consequence, such as a shortened or no computer time, early bed time, etc.    

 
3. Avoid the parental traps of talking too much or showing too much emotion while disciplining. These reactions will 

only dilute your message to the child. NO TALKING "# NO EMOTION 
 
4. Learn to manage the "Six Kinds of Testing and Manipulation: badgering, intimidation, threats, martyrdom, butter-

up, and physical.” Each of these is a technique or behavior that children use to gain control in the parent-child 
relationship. They use these verbal and non-verbal tactics to get their way with their parents. By learning to 
recognize and ignore these behaviors, you can teach your child that manipulation will not be rewarded. 

 
5. Look for and encourage good behavior. You can foster good self-esteem and appropriate behavior in your child 

when you recognize their positive choices. This encouragement leads to independence and autonomy in the 
child. 

 
6. Choose activities that strengthen your relationship with your child. A close bond between parents and children 

means better communication and more cooperation from the child. Getting positive attention from you means the 
child will act out less, because they won't seek negative attention. 

 
 
1-2-3 Magic….. 
is a discipline program for parents of children approximately 2-12 years of age. 1-2-3 Magic divides the parenting 
responsibilities into three straightforward tasks: controlling negative behavior, encouraging good behavior, and 
strengthening the child-parent relationship. The program seeks to encourage gentle, but firm, discipline without 
arguing, yelling, or spanking. 
 
 
1-2-3 Magic has three simple steps: 
• Control Unwanted Behavior. STOP Behaviors. Learn a simple technique to get your child to Stop doing what you 

don't want them to do (whining, arguing, tantrums, sibling rivalry, etc.) 
• Encourage Good Behavior. START Behaviors. Learn several effective methods to get your child to Start doing 

what you do want them to do (cleaning rooms, going to bed, homework, etc.) 
• Strengthen Relationships # learn powerful techniques that reinforce your bond with your child. 
 
 
Essential Components 
The program defines two basic kinds of problems that children present to adults: Stop Behavior and Start Behavior. 
When an adult is frustrated with their child, the child is either (1) doing something the adult wants them to Stop, or (2) 
not doing something the adult would like them to Start. Some Start behavior tactics (behavioral management 
techniques) include using: positive verbal feedback, a kitchen timer method, a docking system, natural 
consequences, and charting. 
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Parents must determine if they have a Stop behavior problem, such as arguing, tantrums, and teasing, or if you have 
a Start behavior problem, such as going to or rising from bed, eating, and doing homework or chores. The 1-2-3 
Magic counting system is used to deal with Stop behavior problems like whining, arguing, temper tantrums and the 
like. 
 
Remember that children often feel small and inferior because they are smaller and more inferior to adults. Therefore, 
if they can arouse an emotion in parents, such as anger, excitement, or some other feeling, they have "scored" with 
an adult. They often enjoy the temporary power the emotions and attention that "scoring" bring. 
 
 
The method can be ruined if parents talk too much or get too emotional.  
Parents must also follow the No-Talking, No-Emotion rules. Don't participate in arguments. You merely count to 
three, then start time-out. When you continue to talk, argue, or show emotions, your child does not realize that 
continued testing and manipulation is useless. Until the child realizes that it is useless, they will continue to try 
something that has worked at times in the past. 
 
You count 1-2-3, just that. Don't interject emotional tirades such as "Look at me when I'm talking to you" or "Just wait 
until you see what we are going to do about this temper tantrum."  If rules are established and understood prior to 
unwanted behaviors, it is not necessary to give further reasons, start to argue, get frustrated or mad. Just start to 
count. If the behavior has not stopped by the count of three, the child gets the appropriate time-out period: about one-
minute for each year of their life. Then the child is allowed to return to the family and no one brings up what 
happened unless the behavior is repeated or it is absolutely necessary. 
 
1: if child does what is requested #  praise 
2: if child does what is requested #  praise 
3: “take 5” (5 minute quiet time) 
 if child does what is requested # praise and no end-of-day token (i.e. marble) 
 if child does not do what is requested # consequence  
 
In other words, don't argue or explain why when a rule is being enforced. Please don't soothe your guilty feelings by 
trying to explain. Following 1-2-3 Magic, regardless of what number a parent gets to or the consequences for the 
child, welcome the child back as if all is forgiven and it is time to get on with the day. If the child seems to need a hug 
or other reassurance, give that reassurance and quickly return to what you were doing. 
 
 
just a few words from jen….. 
PLEASE NOTE: 
• Ahead of time, hold a family meeting: 

• Set up, write out and post rules, expectations, rewards and consequences.  
• Utilize family forms. 
• List items like rules, expectations, rewards and consequences in detail. Be very clear! 
• Remove any guesswork for yourself and your child #  when using 1-2-3 Magic, your child is given 

the opportunity to make a different choice and if they should choose not to, the consequence is 
already spelled out. They know what to expect! 

• Practice consistently for results! Remember NO TALKING/NO EMOTIONS 
• The goal of the 1-2-3 Magic tool is to allow your child the opportunity to make a different, better 

choice….help them succeed! 
• Finally, please # If safety of your child or someone else is involved – go immediately to a “3”! 
 


