Ten Child Behavioral Tenets To Live By

Understanding our children’s behavior is a critical piece to being successful at our jobs as parents.  Many times behavior is the clearest window a parent has into how a child is experiencing the world.  Stepping back and reflecting on our children’s behavior can be the most powerful tool we have to gain insight and to help them grow into healthy, secure individuals.  Below are ten principles to help you both navigate your child’s behavior and instill positive behavioral outcomes.
1.   All behavior that persists serves a purpose.

Human beings will only continuously engage in behavior that has some benefit, either healthy or unhealthy.  Children are no different.  If the behavior is not constructive then an alternative must be taught to the child.

2.   Behavior is a form of communication.

Many times children do not have the skills or the words to express how they are feeling or what they need.  Instead these needs are expressed outwardly through various behaviors.  It is incumbent upon us to decode this type of “acting out” and help the child get his/her needs met in a more constructive manner.  Understanding this principal is vital for parents to have compassion for their child and dissipate the anger that may arise by the child’s negative behavior.

3.   Consistency is the fastest path to changing behavior.

Many parents are surprised to learn that an inconsistent response to a particular unwanted behavior reinforces that behavior the strongest.  Undesirable behavior that has been reinforced some of the time is the hardest and takes the longest to change.  Children need to understand what the results of their behavior will yield one hundred percent of the time.  This lays the groundwork for the child to take responsibility for his/her own choices and experience a sense of control.

4.   Positive attention is primarily desired.  Negative attention runs a close second.

While all children, given the choice, would choose positive attention, any type of attention can be a significant motivator.  Even though negative attention, in the parents’ eye, seems unwanted, this is not always the case from the child’s point of view.

5.  Modeling is among the most powerful tools to influence behavior.

Parents are the most influential role models for every child, with the same sex parent having a slight advantage.  Research is starting to show that this holds true regardless of age (it was previously believed that peers superseded parents in the adolescent years).  As parents, it is very important that we reflect on our own behavior and have the same expectations of ourselves that we have for our children.

6. Respect is symbiotic.

Simply put, you must give respect in order to receive it.  If you yell at your child or in front of your child, it is unreasonable to expect him/her never to yell in return.  Not only do parents need to model respect in how they treat others, but also it is imperative that we show our children respect in what we say and the tone we use when talking to them.

7.   Reasonable choices allow children to take responsibility for their own behavior.

If a child is able to make their own choices then they have no one but themselves to blame if the choice has negative consequences.  Conversely, the child can feel a strong sense of pride when they make good choices.  Being able to understand that the choices they make directly leads to either positive or negative outcomes is a powerful gift, especially when these children reach adolescence and adulthood.

8.  Age appropriate routines and clear expectations are critical to preventing undesirable behavior.

All children crave limits.  As parents, we need to remember the enormous amount of physical, psychological and emotional change that children face in short amounts of time.  Clear and consistent boundaries help a child to feel safe.  A stable environment is not only crucial for enhancing a child’s development, but also building a child’s self-esteem and sense of security.

9.  Our behavior is a reflection of our environment.

Many times it is one child in the family that is disruptive and viewed as difficult.  Parents will want to focus on this child in order to “fix” him/her.  It is critical to understand that this child’s behavior is a reflection of the family as a system.  When we desire to change the behavior of one, it is essential to dissect the family as a whole and make familial systematic changes.

10.  Behavior is learned.

There is an old saying that we live what we learn.  For example, children learn how to handle anger by watching what others do, especially parents.  The home environment has the greatest impact on what behaviors children internalize for themselves.

