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CINDY: Go ahead.

KIM JOHN PAYNE: So lovely to be with you all. I’m thrilled to be able to contribute. My name 
is Kim John Payne and lovely to be with you today. And this question of the deeper needs of 
a child is something that stands in front of us all. A child is born and we hold it in our hands in 
those first minutes, hours and days and think, “Oh my goodness, what a gift.” This child comes 
trailing clouds of glory, but also we come trailing clouds and self doubt as parents. You’re like, 
“Oh my, how can I do this beautiful special little boy or girl the justice they need to in a sense 
do what they’ve come to do.” I don’t know about you, but when my children were born I was 
expecting golden harps and soft music and beautiful... and they were both born rolling up their 
sleeves. I swear, if they had have had sleeves coming up the birth canal, they were rolling them 
up saying, “And so, can you cope with me? Are you going to be there for me?”

And that’s an answer. There’s an answer in that that is deeper that we all consider as parents 
and we want to create space for childhood. We want to create all the space that they can grow 
into. And we have that early intent. It’s when our instincts are at their most alive to protect and 
to provide for our kids. Our instincts are so alive in that moment, and then life happens. And 
what starts to impinge on that is the new normal of too much, too soon, too sexy, too young, 
too much. The new normal of too muchness often really starts to impinge on the space a child 
needs to be able to manifest what it is that they’ve come to do in this lifetime. Their kind of 
deepest spiritual intent.

And so what we’re going to do today is just explore that a little bit. Explore how can we hold 
that space open that pretty much all of us stands in those first minutes and days and weeks. 
How do we hold that space open because that was... I often think of that as an angel whisper. 
That is when something spoke to us and it was real and it was true and it’s not just something 
that happens because a baby’s cute. There’s something very, very special about that. And then 
we have this ubiquitous overwhelm, which has become so widespread now. And it in a sense 
creates a barrier, creates something that is not... we get this instinctual feeling that something 
is not right. Something is not okay with what the world is asking of our kids.

Very few of us as parents were ever asked to cope with as much as our kids are being asked 
to cope with today. Maybe some of us, but very, very few of us. Now in exploring that, out of 
the simplicity parenting movement, the real subtext of simplicity of parenting was not really 
that of simplicity, and it was giving children a childhood. And the best way to do that I feel is 
to be able to keep things balanced, keep things simple. Raise a child wit in a spirit of gratitude 
rather than a sense of false entitlement. Be able to have a child live just a simple balanced life 
whereby as each day goes by, they have a sense of connection. They connect to nature, they 
connect to the natural world, hugely important. They connect to friends and play. Another one 
that’s hugely important because through friends and play they learn about the social world, 
how to adapt socially and emotionally to other kids’ wishes. They learn how to take initiative. 
They learn how to be creative. That’s all friends. That’s all that play that children learn in play.
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And then the connection to family. This third connection, so this deep connection to family 
foundations. And then finally at the core is connection to self. Not toxic media-driven self 
images that are forced upon a child from outside but in an internal sense of their own true 
north. Not that magnetic north of marketing forces, but that true north that when they’re on 
the brink of decision-making in later years, they have that kind of inner loci that will be able to 
actually rest in values. Because I hear a lot from parents who mean very well and I get it when 
they say, “We have a child-centered home.” I get that. Sometimes when I hear that it signals 
to me it’s actually a child-led home where kids are calling the shots. And it perhaps sounds 
strange after writing so many books around children and so on and families that I actually don’t 
feel a child-centered home is it at all healthy, because it’s just too much responsibility to give a 
child. It’s too much power, responsibility and they’re just little.

What I believe in and what I found to be very helpful is a value-centered home, not child-
centered, but value-centered and out of values, out of that deep well of values, everyone in 
the family can refresh themselves. And it’s those values that I feel are under threat with the 
modern oversized supersized, “We’ve got to keep up with the Jones’,” type of day to day living. 
Values are deep and values are slow, and values are enduring. And that’s why I wrote the book 
Simplicity Parenting was to give space, not just a childhood, but to give space for our values. 
And so in a sense that’s at the core of my work, is being able to create a family home whereby 
children can have a safe harbor.

Now, my work, originally way back when I was a much younger man, was I volunteered and 
traveled and worked a lot in Southeast Asia at the time when Southeast Asia was socially on 
fire. There was a lot of problems in there then. And so I was volunteering and working in very 
various refugee camps and I came to know the phase of a very, very stressed child and the 
presentation of a highly stressed child personally, and up close. But imagine my surprise when 
my tour was up there and I moved to the U.K. actually to study, to really try and understand 
stress and childhood a little more. And I opened up a little country practice just West of 
London and through the door came children who were nervous, jumpy, hyper vigilant. They 
looked like wartime children, they looked like wartime children. Only they were from mixed 
racial backgrounds, mixed social economic backgrounds, income earning [stridors 00:09:45]. 
Not as typical kids. Sure, they had some issues going on. You need come to a counselor and 
sort it out a bit, but typical kids. But they looked like wartime kids.

And I came to think of this as the undeclared war on childhood. And in a sense the war in Asia 
was going to and did end, but the undeclared war on childhood has become more voracious. 
And in a sense this was disquieting to me because these were normal kids and I couldn’t find 
one aspect of their lives that would cause them to look traumatized. But when I started visiting 
their homes as I would often do and visit all day from wake up time to bed time, I came to 
recognize they were suffering from what I think of as under the radar or cumulative stress 
reactions. That life itself was going too fast. It was making too many demands. Life itself didn’t 
offer much safety for these children. There was nothing much going on that they could rely 
on. And what it was doing was triggering a fight or flight response cumulatively. And it was 
creeping up on us. And this is back in the early eighties. Can you imagine? Now it is so much 
more intense.



And so I find giving children a simple and balanced life matters more now than it ever has 
because that undeclared war on childhood is being fought on so many fronts now. And the 
only... We hear of wars going on all around the world and what can you do about that? Not so 
much. But in this undeclared war on childhood, we can declare peace in our homes. We can. 
And when we declare peace in our homes and have our homes be places of refuge, free of a 
lot of the screen media interference, really low screen homes, homes where children are not 
over-scheduled and they’re just going from one club to the next, to this play date, to that after 
school activity. When life can just slow down a little bit, when they don’t have so many toys and 
books and just deluged by materialism. When they have just a simple home, then they have a 
refuge and it’s there that their character will develop and that comes full circle back to what I 
originally mentioned. It’s there that that deeper imbued spirit seed can take root.

It’s what Aristotle called... He actually had a word for this. He called it telos. Telos is what we 
could define as a child’s spirit seed. Now that spirit seed that a child comes into the world to 
do something and there’s a lot to do because we’re giving them some pretty serious problems 
to work out, that telos, that spirit seed, it needs that warm, moist, fertile soil beneath its feet. 
And we can do that. We can absolutely do that. There’s so many things we can’t control in the 
world, but having our homes, the places of creativity and a safe harbor for our children will 
enable them to leave home and go out and then come back. And then go out and make the 
changes and take on what they see in their school or with their friends, it’s not okay, and then 
come back to safety.

I’ve got a 17 and a 20-year-old daughter and my 20-year-old has just gone out into the world 
and she is a pretty sort of serious social warrior, taking on many things. My younger daughter 
works with the ACLU for example. She interns with them and with immigration rights and 
protection and she’s just 17. That’s her telos. Her telos is social justice, you see. And hopefully 
myself and my wife have given her the ground under her feet where that has and can further 
take root.

So giving children simplicity and balance is not at all wanting to go back in time. It’s not at all 
turning away from the world and its demands. It’s actually quite the opposite. It’s giving space 
for children to recognize their spirit given, their God-given talents and skills and what they’ve 
come to do, and then how they can... And it gives them that springboard to go out into the 
world, take that on, knowing that they can come back and be safe.

It’s a little bit similar to when we used to take our children to the park when they were little and 
they would go to the park and it was an unfamiliar environment and we’d go to put them down 
and they’d climb up like little squirrels and they would hide and they didn’t want to look. And 
then they would peep out at the world and look at the other children in the park. And we’d be 
thinking, “No, go and play honey. Be normal. Be normal.” And we trying and put them down, 
and then they’d give the little put me down wiggle. And it’s a lovely little put me down wiggle. 
And you’d put them down, they take two or three steps out and they’d run back to you and 
climb up you and then hide. And then they’d take four or five steps out and run back and hide. 
And then eventually 10 or 15 steps out, they’d engage with another child. They stand like five or 
six inches, nose to nose, staring at another child and then game on. Right? And then they run 
back to you all flashed having played beautifully.



There’s this lovely movement out and back to you and then out a little further and then back 
to you and out even further and back. But that place they come back to is something that is 
imperiled with expectations of modern life. And what simplicity parenting does, and it’s a huge 
movement now. We have over a thousand coaches, simplicity parenting coaches and group 
leaders all around the world. Very grassroots. Like right now, really right now there’s probably 
10 different groups of 15 to 20 people meeting in church halls, meeting in schoolrooms and 
lounge rooms all around the world, just quietly giving commission to that instinct that we all 
have as parents to have that place that children can come back to.

CINDY: Thank you so, so much. As I was listening to you speak, I just feel a sense of calm. 
Maybe it’s because of your voice that’s so calming, but I think it’s also that not just children, 
but that we as adults kind of crave simplicity as well. Right? We crave and I think so much of 
parenting is like this. We’re also re-parenting ourselves and I just sense within me that, “Oh 
wow, I would love to be able to retreat to a place that’s safe.” And as I deal with my busy 
schedules, yeah, there’s just something so nourishing about that, and it makes me want to 
provide that for my children.

I have a question for you. I remember reading this in your book about this trauma and the way 
that children exhibit these symptoms as wartime children, but like you said, this is the new 
normal. People just accept that this is the way children behave. So I was wondering if you can 
give us some signs to look out for in our children that we may just have internalized as a new 
normal and are actually not normal, are actually them crying out for help and them saying, 
“There’s too much, I’m overwhelmed.” What are some of those signs that parents could be 
looking out for in their children?

KIM JOHN PAYNE: Yeah, it’s a good question. In fact, I can answer it in this way, Cindy. All 
children are quirky. They all have their own little funny little quirks which makes them so 
lovable. Actually, and quite infuriating too sometimes. But that’s their beautiful little quirk. They 
might be feisty. Right? They might be very busy children, very feisty children. They could be 
very reflective children. They all come with their own beautiful little quirk. What myself and my 
team discovered through our studies, and I studied this. This was a very big part of my doctoral 
studies, is that when we add cumulative stress to a child’s life, that quirk becomes problematic 
and potentially even a disorder or disorderly.

So you start off with the quirk, which is just who they are. But when life pounds on these 
children, when life is moving too fast, when they default back to fight, flight, freeze, or flock, 
what happens is that that quirk becomes inflamed and it becomes problematic. So a very 
busy child will start to become frenetic and even hyperactive. A very reflective child will start 
to become overly internalized and move towards depression. A very organized child, will 
start to become really overly organized and even obsessive or compulsive. A child who’s very 
empathetic, can reach into other people’s feeling life, will start to become very over-controlling 
and even start bullying and picking on other kids. Because how can a child bully another unless 
they know and can perceive weaknesses, right?

So one of the ways to know what’s going on, and to ask, “Hang on, is my child suffering from 
cumulative stress, from flooding, from overwhelm?” Is to look at their quirk. See, there’s not 
one answer to this. And then this is what I find so helpful as parents. We know how children’s 
quirks, we so know them. It’s why we love them and at times why we just get so angry and 
frustrated with them too. We know. Now when those quirks start to become problematic and 
that’s okay, problematic for a little while, it’s fine, but when they start to become problematic 
longterm and then start to become very problematic, then we know that life needs to quieten 
down.



Now, in one of our studies, we actually took 53 children who are clinically ADHD, both 
inattentive and hyperactive, and it was a very closely controlled study, and through my own 
university, Antioch, and also through NYU. And what we did is that we applied a simplification 
regime. We had various cohorts. Some cohorts went, for example, a very interesting one, went 
screen free. No screens. Another cohort had very significant dietary changes. Another cohort 
had very significant increase in predictability and rhythm in their home. So the home life 
became like meal times, bedtimes and so on. Became much more predictable and rhythmical.

Anyway, we watched the changes and 68% of the children who closely adhered to the protocol 
that we set up, went from clinically ADHD to functional within four months. Now I’m not 
suggesting that there is no such thing as attention... Well, I actually don’t like to call it attention 
deficit. It’s not a deficit. It’s an excess if anything, but it’s a difficulty to prioritize attention in 
the way that’s appropriate at the time. Their attention is just fine. Like just now, and us talking 
here, Cindy, we’ve got two or three attentions. You might be thinking, “Oh gosh, we better 
finish this interview at the right time.” Or I might be thinking, “Oh, I hope my dog doesn’t come 
into the room and bark.” She might, by the way. we’ve all got different attentions, but we can 
just prioritize them and stay on track.

Now, what happened in this study, and it was just a pilot study, but was thrilling, and this is 
what’s happened ever since. Is that as we unstressed the children’s lives, and no big deal, we 
just have a few less clubs, a few less play dates, a lot less screens. Screens are a huge stressor 
in children’s lives. A few less toys, much clearer rhythms and predictability in the home. When 
we do this, this is all very doable. None of this is off the charts. You don’t have to move to 
Mongolia to... Actually I was in Mongolia in January, don’t bother. It’s still happening there as 
well. Moving to Mongolia is not going to help anyone. It’s everywhere around the world.

As we simplify, our children become quirky again. They just get their little quirks back. In other 
words, we put the fire out. It’s what I call a soul fever. It’s a fever of the soul and there’s this 
fevered frenetic activity as our children are not living life anymore. They’re trying to survive it. 
But here’s the really beautiful thing is that as our children, as we give more simple and more 
balanced life to our children and have the courage to just dial it back and challenge the new 
normal of the supersized family life, it’s not just that they return back to being quirky, it’s that 
they start to move towards their gift.

Now we’re back to the spirit seed of a child. So that a child who is just empathetic, can see 
the currents. That child had been picking on his brother and sister, picking on kids at school 
because they were... I don’t ever call this bullying. I call it socially over controlling behavior. I 
know that’s not such a sexy term, but it’s what it is. So they’re trying to control a world that’s 
going out of control. Right? It’s too much. They can’t cope. Their brain is saying, “Control this.” 
But as we take that need to control the way, the very same child that was picking on their 
brother and sister, becomes just empathetic again, but their gift, their gift is to be protectors of 
the week.



I can’t tell you how many children over the years I’ve seen be dominant, overly dominant and 
problematic socially, who if we simplify their lives, become social leaders. Children who are 
obsessive and compulsive become just highly organized and real gifts to the community. 
Children who were depressed come back just to being dreamy, but they’re actually deeply 
creative spirits. Children who are hyperactive, revert back to being just busy, but actually the 
gift of those child, the spirit seed of those children who are so-called hyperactive, when given 
cumulative simplicity, not cumulative stress, those children become... it’s almost like they 
become the movers and shakers. Because previously they were saying the right thing, but at 
the wrong time and to the wrong people and absolutely at the wrong volume. And now they’re 
saying the right thing at the right time to the right people at the right volume. Because now 
the brain chemistry has quietened, the adrenaline and cortisol has quietened, and so now they 
have a much, much better sense of timing. And timing is something that we all need to learn. 
Right thing, right time, right people. That’s the successful person.

So again, this is not wanting to go back in time. One of the interesting things, Cindy, is that in 
2015 the Department of Trade, they produced figures that over 32% of all employment at that 
time was self-employed, was project-based, non-benefited self-employment. And those figures 
were going to rise to above 60% by 2022. So we’re on the road to a world where our children 
need to be self-creative, self-motivated and in a sense have that sense of timing because that’s 
the world of self-employment. It’s all about grit, determination. And our children learn that 
through play. They learn that through having space for childhood and they most of all learn 
that when we give our family time for deeper values.

Again, this is not about going back in time. The irony of this is that kids who have sports clubs, 
they have advanced placement courses, have all this pressure that parents often feel now is to 
have a child be successful. You’ve got to do this stuff really, really young. You’ve got to cram 18 
years of development into the first eight years. That actually I feel is strongly disadvantaging 
our children. If we’re going to give our children an advantage and have them be just simply 
good citizens but successful people, we give them a chance to be creative, innovative. We 
give them a chance to absorb those values that they can stand on in later life. And that’s the 
pathway to the future, not wanting to move back into the past.

CINDY: I’d love to talk a little bit more about the values that you speak of because I think this is 
relevant to kind of our whole conference here talking about spirituality and morality. I love how 
you juxtapose value-centered family with the child-centered family, because of course we want 
to offer our children autonomy, but yeah, I think that’s a good reframe that we want to focus 
on value. So how do you see the partnership between the parents’ values and the children’s 
values? How can we form those values as a family, as we help our children kind of get in touch 
with their true north south, like you say? How do you see that intersecting or collaborating with 
the family’s values?

KIM JOHN PAYNE: Yeah. In the next book I have coming, it’s coming out in September, and it’s 
interesting because it’s called Being at Your Best When Your Kids Are at Their Worst. Right? So 
it’s a book about our values and our own emotional self-regulation. It’s a good question, Cindy, 
because I had to think a lot about that in the writing of that book. I gave myself time to really 
go into that question. One of the things that I see is almost like a very simple three-layered 
development of values. The first layer, and it’s a big major foundation, is family values. So from 
about the time in a child, a toddler, they’re little, through to when they’re about seven or eight, 
even nine years of age, it’s family values that need to trump all else. It’s our family values. What 
words we use, what words we don’t use, how we are at the dinner table, how we are not, how 
we treat our siblings, how we do not. And values in that sense, it’s a big concept.



But actually I think the way values are formed is actually through... In a way the metaphor that 
I write about in another one of my books is I use the metaphor of the carving of the statue 
of David. Michelangelo was asked, “How did you possibly carve such a beautiful statue?” And 
he answered, “I didn’t carve David, I took away that which was not off David.” So he had this 
image in the marble of the form that he wished to create. And then he took away that which 
was not of that image.

And it’s the same with our family values. We can have values of respect and consideration 
and kindness and all that. That’s good. That’s so, so important. But it’s the little daily events 
that define our values. Here in the United States we often say, “Don’t sweat the small stuff.” 
Well, actually with parenting it’s not true. It’s sweating the small stuff. It’s all the little things. 
It’s when a child first couple of weeks in school comes home and says their younger siblings, 
“You’re really stupid.” And you’re just like, “Whoa, where did that word come from?” And you 
move in and say, “You know what? Max...” They often have names like Max. I love these sparkly 
eyed ones. “Max, we don’t speak like that in our family. That is not a word we use.” You see, 
right there we’ve just gone chip like Michelangelo. That is not of our family. We don’t speak like 
that.

But in a visit of a few years ago to a sculptor, so I was visiting just as a tourist, I was walking 
around a place and there was a woman who was sculpting marble. And I’d never seen that 
happen before. So with this idea of Michelangelo, I approached her and said, “Is that what you 
do?” And she said, “Yes, I have this vision of what’s in the marble.” But she said, “You also have 
to go with the grain. It’s not just your will that you’re imposing upon the stone, otherwise it’ll 
crack. Otherwise it’ll break. You have to go with the grain and shape the grain.”

Now, I never knew stone had grain, but it was fascinating to me. And I walked away and I 
thought about that for days. You shape the grain. And I thought that is exactly what parenting 
is. It’s not just we have these values and we will impose them harshly and punitively upon our 
children. But it’s not just going with, “Hey, whatever.” It’s having this vision and then realizing 
our child has their own spirit, has their own soul. Our child has come to do things. So it’s our 
job to have that vision, but at the same time go with and shape and be aware of what the grain 
of their character is. You might have one child who you need to remind right away, right on 
the spot, “Hey, hey, hey! No, no, no, no, no. We don’t speak like that.” Because if you wait five 
minutes, they’re such sunny sanguine butterflies that they only wonder what your problem was 
if you were reminded of it 10 minutes later.

Another child would be wounded if you said, “Hey, hey, hey, stop that.” With them you have to 
be very quiet and say, “It’s so hard when something bothers you like that. Something must be 
wrong for you to call your brother a fat pig.” It happens, right? “Something must have been 
bothering you.” And we know that different children, their grain is different. But using that 
word ‘stupid’ or ‘fat’ or whatever it was, was equally against our value. But the way in which we 
approached that has to do with the spiritual grain that the child has brought with them. Does 
that make sense?

CINDY: Yes. I love it. And it reminds me of what you were saying earlier about how every one of 
our children are quirky, which I just love that because it’s so true. And I think we know it and we 
see it, and I think I want to, yes, have these values and see the vision but also kind of let their 
quirks grow into their gifting and this integrating into their life so that they can truly be who 
they are even when we’re bound by this common vision as a family.



So thank you so, so much. This has been so rich and I’ve learned so much. And I just hope that 
I could raise a daughter that works for ACLU at 17 years old. That sounds amazing. So you are 
not only an educator, but an amazing parent as well. So thank you so much for spending time 
with us today and I’ll be sure to let everyone who’s attending the conference know about your 
upcoming projects and link to that. So thank you again.

KIM JOHN PAYNE: Thank you very much, Cindy. And I got to add, it’s so great that you’re 
doing this summit, this conference. It’s such a service to us all, so thank you.

---
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