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Mum, dad and their two kids are at a 
large gathering with friends. They have 
two kids; Adam 10 and Marko 6. Here’s 
a commentary of dad’s comments to 
Marko throughout the afternoon… “I’ve 
just told you, Marko. Don’t interrupt”, 
“Don’t touch that. Put it back - you 
know better”, “Put that down”, “Marko, 
leave it alone”, “Leave me alone”, “Go 
and do something - anything!”, “You’re 
driving me crazy”, “That’s silly”, “That’s 
so naughty, Marko”, “If you don’t stop 
we’re going home”.

Later, at home, dad asked Marko why 
he was being so naughty. His response 
was insightful; “I just wanted some 
noticement, dad!” 

This response gets to the heart of 
the matter. All of us crave a little 
‘noticement’, or attention, and we all 
develop behaviours that ‘we think’ 
works to get us noticed. Like it or not, 
we are the main attention dispensers for 
our kids. Kids crave our attention and it 
reflects the way in which human beings 
are designed. Our brains are hard-wired 

for interaction and we seek attention 
to create connection and stimulation. 
We all need attention because having 
our presence acknowledged indicates 
that we belong. Being connected 
and attached to parents is a primary 
ingredient for an emotionally healthy 
life. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

First, there’s some science to be 
mastered!

Providing our kids with the sort of 
attention that leads them in positive 
directions requires an understanding 
of a little theory. Here it is. You see, 
‘praise’ and ‘reprimand’ both tick the 
box for kids to get attention. That’s 
right, many kids will take the attention 
in whatever package it comes in - being 
nagged, lectured, yelled at, sooked 
over, overly attended to or genuinely 
thanked for cooperative behaviour 
- it’s all good to them! They don’t 
discriminate. Equally, some parents 
don’t discriminate between positive 
and negative attention giving. They 
just react without giving thought to 
the types of behaviour they are really 
encouraging. When observed from 
outside, these mistakes are frustratingly 
obvious to others. Yet, one fact remains; 
our everyday responses provide our 
kids with strong, continuous feedback. 
It is us who encourages our children’s 
behaviour for better or worse. It is us 
who deliver the message.

Ingredients:

•  A parent who doesn’t understand  
   children’s need for attention 
•  A parent who feels overwhelmed     
   or under siege 
•  A frustrated parent
•  A parent who gets a ‘slight thrill’    
   from catching their child’s mistakes 
•  A parent whose reaction is    
   rewarding their child’s annoying 
   behaviours
•  A parent who is stuck in a negative    
   cycle of  thinking 
•  A child who is learning that their   
   uncooperative behaviour gets a lot  
   of attention

The scenario:

    Recipe rescue:
 
ideas to avoid ‘boil overs’ and build your children’s positive behaviours



How-to catch and
build positive behaviours

Chapter 2:

Let us explain with these scenarios… 

Scenario 1

Frank says in annoyance, “That’s it, 
William, that’s plain silly! How many times 
do I have to ask you? Off to your room 
for time-out and don’t come back until I 
tell you.” 

On this occasion, William heads off to his 
room and reappears in 32 seconds with 
an impish little look on his face. Even 
though William is 11 years old that look 
still melts his father’s heart, so William is 
allowed to return. He continues to seek 
more and more attention through silliness 
for the rest of the afternoon. Frank has 
rewarded William’s annoying behaviour 
and guaranteed it will continue. 

Scenario 2

Frank says in annoyance, “That’s it, 
William, that’s just silly! How many times 
do I have to ask you? Off to your room 
for time-out and don’t come back until I 
tell you.” 

On this occasion William heads off to his 
room and reappears in 32 seconds with 
the usual impish little look on his face. 
William is 11 years old, and his father feels 
as though he’s too old to keep on trying to 
get away with ‘silly’ behaviour by using 
‘the cutsie routine’. So, in front of guests, 
Frank ‘boils over’ at William. William looks 
crestfallen. Frank eventually stops and the 
guests squirm uncomfortably. Frank has  

 
just rewarded William’s attention seeking 
behaviour. Deep inside William’s psyche, 
he believes this gala show of words and 
emotion in front of guests has given him 
spectacular attention and cemented his 
position in the family. After all, dad does 
love him unconditionally! So, William will 
continue to seek more and more attention 
in the same kind of way. Frank has 
rewarded William’s annoying behaviour 
and guaranteed it will continue. 

In both scenarios Frank spotted the 
‘bad habit’, but couldn’t take the next 
step; to gradually replace a behaviour 
that is not working for William with a 
new, more ‘desirable’ habit.

The art 

The starting 
point for this 
recipe rescue 
is to accept our 
job. Those of 
us who do well 
socially, develop 
behaviours that 
get us noticed in 
ways that please 

others; we’re cooperative, responsive, 
easy going, realistic, kind and show 
good humour. These socially cohesive 
behaviours are what we want to 
encourage in our children. To get this 
isn’t a matter of dragging kids along 
to a ‘child expert’ to fix them. The 
confronting news is that it’s actually the 
parent’s behaviour that needs the work.
Here’s our advice on how to build 
your children’s positive behaviours. In 

a nutshell, it means focusing a whole 
lot more on catching them doing the 
behaviours we value, and praising 
them for those positive actions. Giving 
attention to children is like fertilizing 
them. The behaviours you give attention 
to are the behaviours that will grow! 

Go slowly, slowly

The truth - every kid is in rehearsal. 
They are clumsy, learning, gathering 
experience and bound to make poor 
judgments, and sometimes they will 
make very big mistakes! It’s what young 
inexperienced human beings do. They 
are not in a place to perform exactly how 
we expect them to behave, perfectly 
and on cue every time. Mistakes are 
needed in order to learn and grow. Use 
mistakes as teachable moments rather 
than moments to criticise, lecture, 
humiliate and penalise. 

Mimicking is powerful!

What a freaky realisation!  Our kids do 
as we do - they mimic us! 
Parents who deliberately live happy, 
well-connected, emotionally flexible 
and balanced lives send a message 
about how to live life to their children. 
Those poised interactions drip feed a 
powerful behavioural signal to their 
children. Their calmness and good-sense 
exudes confidence and has a positive 
influence. Alternatively, modelling loss 
of control, anger, disrespect, gossip and 
saying damaging things in the heat 
of the moment teach children to do 
exactly the same. It’s near impossible to 
help children manage their feelings in 
healthy ways if they don’t consistently 
see us doing this. They watch our every 
move. They pick up on how we handle 
disappointment and conflict, how we 
enjoy ourselves with friends and how 

    Recipe rescue:
 
the ‘art’ of giving attention to the behaviours you want!



Use mistakes as teachable moments 
rather than moments to criticise, lecture 

and penalise
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our attitudes about people and the 
world steer our behaviour. What we do 
is so much more important than what 
we tell them. 

How-to catch ‘good’ behaviours 
 
When your child is behaving the way you 
like, be sure to give them some positive 
feedback. For instance, you might say, 
“I really like the way you’re playing so 
nicely with Seb. You’re helping him to 
win as well!” This is far more powerful 
than waiting for something to go 
wrong and suddenly saying, “Don’t do 
that. Seb’s younger than you and needs 
a chance to win sometimes”. When you 
use positive feedback try to briefly 
describe the behaviour that you want 
to see more of.  The behavioural experts 
tell us that we should try to say six to 
ten positive remarks, or praise, for every 
negative comment, or tell-off. We think 
that if you can reach this benchmark 
you should call the Vatican because you 
are a serious candidate for sainthood! 
Seriously, a ratio of two positives to 
one negative in our experience is a very 
healthy standard. This keeps things 
in balance, and particularly keeps our 
mindset in a positive sphere. 

How-to deliver praise

When we’re trying to cultivate a new, 
better behaviour we sometimes 
overplay praise, like, “Oh, Antonio, 
you’re fantastic! Good, good boy! You’re 
the one - that’s just what we want you 
to do all of the time. That’s great, mate. 
Fantastic! Wow, you did it just like we 
wanted. You’re the best.” 

Praise like this just isn’t sustainable 
and sounds fake. To be effective praise 
has to be short, specific and focused. 
Say how the behaviour is helpful, “Hey 
Antonio, thanks for getting ready fast. 
That makes it easy for everyone and we 
can get going on time. Let’s get going.” 

Fewer words are more powerful and 
communicate that kids belong through 
their contributions. Secondly, praise 
directed at a personal level actually 
sees kids withdrawing their ‘effort’ in 
order to minimize the risk to self. Always 
try to praise the effort rather than the 
child personally. Pull right back on 
saying, “good girl” or “good boy” as 
this is best for puppy training. Instead 
say, “You did a good job cleaning your 
room” or “You made a good decision” or  

“Fabulous effort” or “That really helps 
– thanks”. Oh, and avoid a patronising 
tone. Deliver the praise as you would to 
a close, intelligent friend.

Praise is priceless. It gives 
children the idea that we know 
they can meet expectations. It 
also lets them know that we’re 

paying attention and are interested. 
 
Tactical ignoring 

Tactical ignoring concerns being 
‘tactical’ - it is not about ignoring all 
of your children’s behaviours! It is a 
strategy to deliberately ignore certain 
behaviours. By not rewarding these 
behaviours with our attention they 
will reduce and gradually disappear. Be 
warned though - if you’re accustomed 
to buying into most negative things 
your children do you will find this 
exhausting to start with. And once the 
kids sense you aren’t noticing what you 
used to, they’ll press harder to restore 
the model you once used. Be ready for 
this! So, from time to time, when you’ve 
lost energy and perseverance it’s okay 
to run away! Just move to another place. 
Don’t say anything or look irritated. Just 
go and close a door behind you! The 
toilet is a good place to hide - it’s not 
an admission of defeat! In fact, you may 
have just prevented a major setback in 
tactical ignoring. 

Set up a Token Reinforcement System 

Human beings behave according to 
the pleasure principle; behaviour that’s 
rewarding will continue and behaviour 
that is unrewarding usually stops. A 
Token Reinforcement System, or a Token 
Economy, aims to give progressive, 
positive feedback to kids about what 
is valued. It establishes a desirable 
behaviour by ‘charting’ their success 
on to something like a traditional ‘star 
chart’. Star charts, or similar, provide 
a motivating way to help children to 
stay excited about a goal. Then, as 
they succeed, they can see their effort 
nudging them towards the agreed 
incentive. Token Systems help family 
life run so much more smoothly! 
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•  Optimism counts!  
•  Describe the new behaviour 
•  Choose an incentive
•  Positive parenting
•  Go visual - track improvements
•  Different kids, different systems 
•  What’s earned is theirs 
•  Build the program out

Optimism counts! 

Earmark a specific behaviour - usually 
just one at a time - you’d like to see 
more of. For example, cleaning teeth 
morning and night, taking turns, 
sitting at the table during mealtimes, 
showing kindness, tidying up, staying 
in bed at night, doing homework or 
using another strategy or two instead 
of immediately crying, getting angry 
or ‘blowing up’. Use the idea as a spark 
to fire-up your child’s desire to make 
a change. Get them on side, even if 
you have a high powered job and this 
seems below you!

Describe the new behaviour 

Be clear about the new, positive 
behaviour that you wish to work on 
together. Help your child to see how 
they need to look and sound when 
using this behaviour. One idea is to 
snap a photo of them performing this 
behaviour. The photograph can be 
attached to the ‘star chart’ or ‘tracking 
sheet’ as a reminder of how to do this 
new behaviour. Also decide on a ‘secret 
signal’ as a reminder to stick with the 
new habit. Discuss this and role-play 
how to do it before starting the plan. 

Choose an incentive

Choose something they wish to 
earn, and make it highly motivating. 
Motivating incentives are very, very 
hard to find for kids who are spoiled 
- who already have everything, or 
can get anything when they want it. 

Incentives entice your 
child toward goals you 
think are best for them, 
but the ultimate goal is 
for them to gain self-

control. This is not about 
creating reward addicts. 

We need to be clever and 
build the Token System out 
over time - more on this 
soon. Oh, by the way, if the 
term ‘reward’  or ‘incentive’ 

offends your moral high 
ground then make sure you 

stop using, ‘ a fair day’s work for 
a fair day’s pay’, ‘Fly Buy points’ 
and ‘loyalty cards’ for yourself.  It’s 

exactly the same thing.

Positive parenting

Success depends on positive parent 
language and positive attitudes. The 
reverse is a parent who constantly 
uses the Token System to threaten and 
shame their child, saying, “Well, if you 
don’t do this right now there won’t be 
any rewards today!” This is silly and will 
blow up in your face. 

Go visual - track improvements

Traditionally, this is where ‘star charts’ 
have been used, but any engaging 
visual idea to track progress will do. We 
have included two ‘tracking charts’ to 
give you an idea later this chapter. Place 
the ‘tracking chart’ where it can be seen 
- most parents strategically place them 
on the kitchen table or refrigerator - so 
it serves as a frequent reminder of the 
behaviour being chased. As your kids 
display the targeted behaviour there 
is a tangible recognition in the form of 
a symbol or token on the chart. Oh, a 
wise word; some kids will want it taken 
down when friends come over!

Different kids, different systems 

Young children respond best to 
immediate feedback for using their new 
thinking. This helps keep the motivation 
alive! A consistent drip-feed is better 
than, “if you’re good all week, you can 
have a reward”. When did that last work 
for a five-year-old? Older children are 

able to respond to more complicated 
systems which have longer delays built 
in before they achieve the incentive.

What’s earned is theirs 

Anything your child has worked for and 
earned remains theirs – it cannot be 
taken away. When your child relapses 
to the old unwanted behaviour and 
chooses to ignore reminders or secret 
signals to help get them back on track, a 
simple consequence is given - time out, 
early to bed or the loss of a privilege. 
This is real life at work.  At this point 
it will simply take your child longer to 
achieve the incentive. Your role here 
is to allow for a restart without the 
undertone of failure or loss of dignity.

Build the program out

Once the incentive is achieved, 
celebrate! The next step is to set up a 
new Token System and gently raise the 
bar. This is called ‘building the program 
out’. So next time around you might 
continue to target the same positive 
behaviour, and add a new one to it. 
Now is the time to introduce a few more 
steps for your child to reach the new 
incentive. Never hesitate to change the 
physical appearance of the tracking 
sheet as this adds interest! Remember 
that we are not chasing perfection. This 
is all about normalising behaviours.

Ideas build Token  
Systems:
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 ‘YES JARS’

Buy a large plastic jar for each of your kids. Have them decorate the jar with their name on it.  Every so 
often, perhaps once or twice a week put coloured plastic tokens on the bench next to the jars (each 
child can have their own colour).  Tell your children that during this hour you want to see smiles, hear 
“Yes, mum” or “Yes, dad” and witness cooperative behaviours.  Promise that each time you see a positive 
response you’ll get them to place a token in their jar.  Then, at the end of the hour they add up the 
number of tokens they’ve received. Set up a menu that boldly shows them what 5 or 10 or 30 tokens can 

purchase. Allow your kids to save tokens from one time to the next so they can earn the more impressive incentives. 

Avoid overplaying your hand; tokens earned should never be removed if things happen to go badly.
The other variation to this is to use raffle tickets. Then, at the end of the allocated time a raffle is drawn. The more tickets a child 
has increases their chances of winning! This practice is pure fun and recognises their persistence.

Happy/Sad face grids

The ‘Happy and Sad face grid’ aims at reinforcing helpful and thoughtful behaviours. To start, draw up 
a grid of 10 or 15 squares on an A4 sheet of paper, place your child’s name on it and buy a roll of happy 
and sad faced stickers ready to use. Display the grid in a prominent place; on the pin-up board or the 
dinner table. Agree on a specific positive behaviour you want to see more of. Every time you see it, 
attach a happy face to the grid.  However, when there’s a “no”, outright refusal and they won’t budge, a 
sad face is calmly placed onto the grid.  At the end of the allotted time count up the number of happy 

and sad faces.  If there are more happy faces than sad faces on a grid, then the owner of that grid receives the predetermined 
incentive.  It’s an easy method and can be varied to suit the behaviour you are looking for. 

Star Charts

Here’s an idea used by one of our resourceful families. They have two girls, delightful and strikingly strong 
willed, around middle primary school age. When either of the girls achieve their star chart objective - 
completing chores, being ready for school on time, getting ready for bed independently, happily  taking 
a shower, tidying up the bedroom, putting away toys, remembering to clean teeth, and so on - their 
parents organise a family day or half day that involves visiting a series of surprise places.  The ‘magical 

mystery tours’ are always joyful and these parents are certain that this idea, brimming with anticipation, provides them with 
loads of leverage towards influencing the girls’ more desirable behaviours.

Cut Ups

To encourage her son to develop a new behaviour, one mum agreed to deliver a new DS game, computer 
game or DVD when he met a behavioural goal they set together (these things were of course very, very 
important to him). Here’s the thing, and it’s clever; she bought the item, photocopied the cover and cut 
it into 15 pieces just like a jigsaw. They agreed that he could have it when he’d earned each of the pieces 
for achieving a new targeted behaviour, bit by bit. Clever, eh? 

Token Reinforcement Systems 

Token Reinforcement Systems work because 
they help kids, and parents, get over the hump 
of switching off an undesirable behaviour and 
replacing it with a better one. They are interactive 
and fun too.  Here are a few examples of Token 
Reinforcement Systems.
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A Bright Idea!

Alexis was a tricky to manage 10 year old. Her moodiness, especially around dinner time, was often 
awful. Once at the table her mood simmered and it wouldn’t be long before she made an offensive 
remark about the food, her day or a family member. Very quickly she’d find a reason for not wanting 
to eat.  Family tension intensified as parents played right into her hands and rewarded her negative 
behaviour with more and more attention; voices became raised, and Alexis would eat a few morsels at 
her parent’s insistence.  

To improve the dinner time climate Alexis’ parents used a Token Reinforcement System. As she sat down for dinner with her 
parents, she would light a small tea candle set on the table. The idea was that for each tea candle that burnt away, Alexis 
could receive 6 music downloads for her iPod. And, this was the only way she had access to music. Suddenly, there was a great 
incentive to keep the candle burning! Using this system the candle would be blown out as soon as Alexis fell back into her old 
grumpy or sulky way. As soon as she apologised the candle was lit again. As Alexis was mindful of the candle burning, she spent 
more time at the table eating and positively relating to her family.  Once she had eaten she would blow out the candle and leave 
the table.
This approach redirected Alexis’ habitual negative dinner time talk into far more optimistic conversations and responses. 

 
iRewardChart

 iRewardChart is an iPhone application that helps kids to stay on track with behaviour using a Token 
Reinforcement approach. Go to http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HJFELXE-y5E to see how it works. 
Basically, this ‘app’ motivates kids to achieve agreed behaviours in return for incentives (e.g. 10 stars 
will earn a trip to the movies). Each day a child has a chance to earn a star by doing the predetermined 
activity, chore or task. It might be to tidy up their bedroom and straighten their quilt, and when they do 
this they receive a star.  You may add as many tasks, and children, as you want. Children also have the 

option of earning more than one star for additional activities or if they did a great good job. Any stars previously earned remain 
theirs no matter what, even if they have had a bad, bad day. The ‘app’ has lock ability. By entering a simple code only you can 
give the stars!  iRewardChart also keeps track of the data so you can see the improvements in your child’s helpful behaviour.

Chore Pad

Chore Pad is another useful application for iPhones 
and iPads. It is easy to use and applies the Token 
Reinforcement System similar to the iRewardChart.  
Go to http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Jlr1PBYY6Y&f
eature=related to learn how it works.

Basically, you insert the name of each child and add their photo to personalise 
their chart. The idea is to log in the everyday chores for each child so they 
can be ticked off as they’re done throughout the week. As this happens, 
gold stars and trophies accumulate. Kids can see weekly progress at a 
glance. You can also enter rewards which can eventually be redeemed in 
exchange for the gold stars and trophies. The parents who use it tell us that 
it’s a wonderful way to keep track of chores and keeps their kids motivated!

A point system 

Eleven year old Louis and his mum devised a point system which inspired him to contribute more 
around the house.  Each day Louis could earn 1 point for feeding the dog, 1 point for making his bed, 
2 points for stacking the dishwasher, 2 points for picking up the doggy doo and 2 points for taking 
out the recyclables.  Dianne and Louis decided on a formula to convert points to dollars, and for his 
first incentive Louis chose a special edition hard covered Star Wars book.  But, Diane was clever.  She 
deliberately whetted his appetite with a brief visit to the bookstore. It provided a moment for Louis to 
hold the book, flick pages and smell the new ink. Oh yes, it set the scene for a successful outcome. In the 

ensuing weeks Dianne was happy to prompt Louis, but the beauty of their simple system was the way it dramatically reduced 
his resistance.  It was a win/win solution.


