
In this week’s newsletter we want to look at some common behavioural problems and provide you with tried 

and tested techniques taken from Triple P’s Positive Parenting Programme as well as from Dr. Carolyn Webster 

Stratton’s The Incredible Years Programme. With may of us facing a not so ‘normal’ summer holiday period we 

wanted to offer some guidance on child disobedience, lying, frustration, and challenging behaviour in public 

places. Please also have a look at the ‘Keeping on Track’-Sleep campaign pack put together by the Sleep Founda-

tion for Peterborough City Council and Cambridgeshire County Council.  

Why? Not complying, or disobeying and getting frustrated is common and part of the normal development of 

children. Research shows that children aged 4-5 only obey about two thirds of parents requests. Testing the lim-

its isn’t just normal; it’s crucial. We’re human beings, not robots. So in developing the ability to think for them-

selves, children (and even teenagers) also must try out different ways of thinking and behaving to see what hap-

pens. They also need to make some of their own choices and decisions. As annoying as this can sometimes be for 

parents, recognising it as an important developmental skill can help parents understand what’s happening, and 

learn to deal with it more effectively. 

What to do  

> Reduce your commands to those that are the most important: Decide what battles you choose and when 

you give a command follow through. This is crucial until your children do as they’re told.  

> Give clear, specific, positive commands: Make sure your commands are clear and ask respectfully (respect 

works both ways) and give examples of positive behaviours you expect ‘please walk slowly’, avoid vague and 

negative and critical commands like ‘simmer down’, ‘sit still for once in your life’.  

> Avoid question commands such as: ‘Wouldn’t you like to go to bed now?’ this implies that there is an option 

that includes not going to bed.  

> Mixed messages can teach the wrong lesson: If you don’t always react the same way when the problem oc-

curs, the child may not be sure what reaction to expect. In other words, their reward, even if it’s in the form of 

negative attention, is unpredictable. One of the most well-established principles of learning and behaviour is that 

using an “unpredictable reward” is the most effective way to change behaviour. Unfortunately in this context, 

that means it’s the perfect way to teach and encourage misbehaviour.  So if parents let the matter slide one day, 

then expect their child to follow instructions the next day, the child becomes less likely to do as they’re told. 

Why? Most parents become upset when their children lie because they place high value on honestly. Moreover, 

they may be unsure how to handle lying, debating between lecturing and demanding confessions or ignoring and 

hoping it wont happen again. None of these approaches will solve the problem . First you need to look at why 

the lying occurs. Some children lie to test the boundaries and therefore for attention the same as any  misbehav-

iour. Or it is a deliberate attempt to conceal something they have done wrong to avoid punishment. Third type is 

extreme bragging or exaggeration a bout an experience or a family member. The fourth occurs when children 

use their imagination to lie saying the bird threw the train at the TV not them. Nursery-aged children are more 

likely to do the latter and school age children to avoid trouble or gain advantage over someone else.  



What to do 

> Confront your child in a positive way: If you have a nursery age type lie-calmly respond that you know it is 

make-believe. You can confront an older child who lies to avoid punishment or to conceal something by saying, 

‘that isn't true. It doesn't help to lie. Let’s see how we can solve this problem.’ The idea is to point out the truth 

in a way that doesn't cause defensiveness. Never label a child as a liar. Such a negative label reduces self-esteem 

and may make the issue worse as they learn to own their new label and do it all the more.  

> Follow through with discipline where appropriate: When school-age children lie in a deliberate manner they 

should be held accountable both for the misdeed and the lie-this may require loss of privilege two times, this 

way they will know they’ll receive less punishment for telling the truth than risking the lie.  

> Model honesty: Adults model dishonesty without realising, ‘Don’t tell your father that this cost £10:00’, or ‘If 

the phone rings don’t tell Mary I'm home’. These may seem innocent but you must uphold the same standards 

you expect from your child.  

> Praise and reward honesty:  When possible, praise them for being honest when you know that they could 

have easily lied. Remind them that being honest is very valuable both for now and their future lives, remind 

them of the boy that ‘’cried wolf’’ so often that when he needed help no one believed him.  

Why? Taking children to supermarkets, shops and 

restaurants can be exasperating for just about every 

parent. Who hasn't seen a youngster throw a tantrum  

in the cereal aisle. Children's behaviour in public can 

deteriorate for a variety of reasons. Sometimes adults 

ignore well-behaved children who sit quietly whilst 

they socialise in public with friends or family, its not 

until the children misbehave do they get noticed.  

Visits to supermarkets, going out for dinner, and going shopping may be challenging for children because they 

last too long for them. The expectation that a child of four or five and even six will be able to stay quiet, cooper-

ate for 1-2 hours is unrealistic. Behaviours will escalate if parents behave differently when a child misbehaves in 

public than they would at home, hoping to avoid a scene. Children will learn quickly that to save embarrassment 

their parents will give in just for the quiet life.  They need to learn tantrums are unsuccessful both out and at 

home. With increased stimulation and distraction when out, parents will need to say no to their kids more than 

usual. Too often they simply don’t know how to behave in public because they haven't learnt to and don’t know 

how to interact when out.  

What to do  

> Set up learning experiences: See taking them out as teaching opportunities. Expose them to supermarkets 

and restaurants by going often and briefly. Go to the supermarket for 5 mins and buy a few things/go to a café 

and just order a drink and stay 5/10 mins. Reward them for handling these and build up timings as you go.  

> State the rules: Let them know what to expect ‘When I’m in the bank, you stand quietly by my side’ before 

you go in and reward good behaviour. Loss of privileges for not behaving and follow through as always.  

> Involve your child: In conversations when out e.g. at the dentists office, ‘Kim wants to show you her clean 

teeth’. The more children are involved helping you, for example in the supermarket (getting things from the 

shelf and putting in trolley) the more likely they are to cooperate and enjoy the experience and not misbehave.  
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