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Consequences

When a parent is struggling with a problem their child is having it is helpful to remind them to honor their child’s sovereignty. That is, their child has the right to have that problem at that moment in time. And the best strategy is for the parent to search for an important lesson that can be taught at such a time. However, that is rarely what the parent wants to hear! What they really want to hear is how to make the problem go away. 

“What consequence can I use that will make my child stop doing this?”

Similarly, when parents are reminded about the importance of being patient and allowing children the opportunity to grow at their own pace, what they are hoping for is a formula that would lead to immediate change. 

“If I double the consequence and use a louder voice, will my child change faster?”

And when they react to their child’s problem with their own tension the recommendation is to protect the connection and not contribute any interpersonal distance to their relationship with their child. To this parents often reply they are simply too frustrated and angry to do that. 

“How am I supposed to stay calm and patient when my child is doing this?”

Part of the answer is to rely on a good old-fashioned behavior plan, one that includes giving a consequence or taking away a privilege. While behavior plans are not the most important part of parenting, done well they will change a child’s behavior over an extended period of time. But what is even better, they can change the parent’s behavior immediately.

Behavior plans are unlikely to work very well when parents are at wit’s end, racing their child to the basement, and responding to the mess the child is presenting with a mess of their own. But they will work when combined with a loving tone and an air of reassurance. And when parents feel confident in their plan, they are more likely to breathe in and breathe out, remember that parents also make mistakes at times, and present themselves to their child as loving and forgiving. 

Why not feel confident? We might not feel confident if we think our child is so strong-willed that the principles of human behavior do not apply. And yes, there are temperamental factors. Some children will cross their arms and stomp their feet and say, “You can’t make me,” when they are told to do their chores or put their clothes away. But it is more common than rare to have a parent think their child is strong-willed. Usually what happens is that the child is not changing very quickly, the problem repeats itself many times and it is beginning to look as if the child will never change. The parent begins to lose confidence in the approach, becomes frustrated and perhaps gives up. A child might learn that they can wait a parent out and begins to grow stronger- and stronger-willed with every successful resistance of a behavior plan.

What is a parent to do? Wait and wait and wait and wait. Hold your ground. Stick with your principles. Keep the consequence in place for weeks and months even in the absence of observable progress. Resist the urge to make the consequence more painful and keep your encouraging voice in charge. And remember: The two best consequences are small and short. When you are not sure whether to use one consequence or another, use the smaller one. And if you are not sure how long to keep the consequence in place, go for the shorter period of time. Mostly, your calm and reassuring presence keeps the problem smaller and helps it resolve itself over a shorter period of time. 

“This is hard for you right now and that is why we have to talk about this again. We will get through this together. I will keep working with you on this problem you are having, every time you make this mistake I will give you a pep talk and give you this consequence. You are a smart child and in time, you will figure this out.”

And keep this in mind also. All consequences can be divided into two categories. One type of consequence requires the child’s cooperation. Examples include: “Go to your room,” and “You may not watch TV while I am gone.” The other type of consequence does not require cooperation (loss of the parent as chauffeur, keeping the electronic games locked up). Guess which type works better with children who are testing limits, engaging in power struggles and trying to wear their parents out? 

The best advice there is for parents when their children are being challenging is to allow their child the opportunity to learn what they need to from their mistakes. Imagine there is a mirror behind the child and keep your focus on how you look and sound. Protect the connection. Refuse to give up and try your best not to set a timer. You are probably setting a timer if you hear yourself say “how many times am I going to have to deal with this,” or “there you go again,” or “this better be the last time.”

And if your child is doing a pretty good impersonation of a strong-willed child then lean toward consequences that do not require cooperation. “I am not going to drive you to your friend’s house because of the problem you have been having with your manners.” “You know the drill. When the chores are not done, the games are locked away.”

 That way, the mess your child hands you will be the only mess you have to deal with, one that does not grow messier by the interaction between your child and you. 

There are four years of (free) articles about parenting at www.drstevekahn.com  and they are available for downloading or forwarding to other parents. Dr. Kahn is the author of Insightful Parenting: Making Moments Count. 

