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A Simple (Behavior) Plan

“I tried that. It didn’t work.” Imagine a brainstorming conversation between two parents (or a consultation with a psychologist) about how to either get children to do something or to get them to stop doing something. Often, when one suggests a plan of action, a tone, a privilege, a consequence, a chart or a statement of family values, the response is “I tried that. It didn’t work.” Here is the approach that I have found helpful beginning at that point in time when the parent is feeling frustrated and maybe even a little out of control.

What if you thought the principle goal of the behavior plan is highlighting for your children what you will do when they do something you asked them to stop, or when they do not do something they are supposed to do.  Depending on many factors (age, gender), your simple behavior plan might include early bed, loss of chauffeuring privileges, extra chores, no allowance, a written paper on a relevant topic, etc. What your plan doesn’t include is the raising of voices or any action on your part that causes interpersonal tension between parent and child. 

Let us assume that when you try this approach it does not work, meaning your children do not change as fast as you would like them to change. Please, please, please, think of your plan as a way to protect your connection with your child and as a way to introduce and reintroduce yourself to your child as a loving, forgiving, patient parent. A loving, forgiving parent who will always follow through on what you said you would do in your behavior plan. This is more important than how fast your child changes.  


What worries me more than how fast children change are the long-term effects of parents not sticking with their plan and perhaps using words or a tone that convey anger or disappointment. As long as we stick to what we said we would do in our behavior plan, and we use our best loving, forgiving, patient voice, the behavior plan will work and it is already working even before children change.

Perhaps all of the behavior plans when our children are younger lay the foundation for the behavior plans we will need when they are older. You may need to tell your high school child what you will do if their grades drop, if they come home after curfew, if they ignore you or speak disrespectfully to you, if they go one place after they told you they were going someplace else, or do not begin applying to college when you think they should. Your plan might include loss of driving privileges, cell phone given to you when they come home, off a team, volunteering with you at a local shelter, or in extreme cases, your unwillingness to put money towards college if they are not taking their high school career seriously. 

Try to avoid the mistake of thinking that the behavior plan is going to change their behavior quickly. Rather, the behavior plan and how we implement it is part of the relationship between us and our children. Ideally, they learn that we mean what we say and that we always follow through. Even if their behavior doesn’t change quickly when they are little, they learn that they can depend on us to treat them kindly at all times. This combination of steely determination, 100% follow through and a spirit of acceptance and loving kindness (sometimes referred to as an iron fist in a velvet glove) becomes especially effective with older children. If high school juniors or seniors spend too much time with electronic games, their social life or their Facebook friends, and their grades drop below your family’s standard, you want them to believe you if you say  that you will only help them with the expenses of college if their high school grades improve. By then, whether your plan works or not will hinge on whether your teenager believes you will follow through.

Dr. Steve Kahn is the author of Insightful Parenting: Making Moments Count. Please check www.drstevekahn.com for additional (free) articles about parenting or to learn more about the book, available both in paperback and as an audio book. Please feel free to share this article with others. 
