
The Scenarios:

The ‘art’ of managing 
tricky kid behaviour

Arguments, 
threats, 
eruptions and 
all things ugly

“Tom, for the 
third time, just 
take the bloody 
rubbish out! I’m 
over you.”

“Do the rubbish now or your iPad will  
join your DS and laptop in the cupboard! 
Soon you’ll have nothing left.”

“Maddie, hurry up and get ready for 
school! What? Why haven’t you done 
your teeth? Where’s your other sock? 
You make me so angry! What’s wrong 
with you? You’re driving me mad.” 

“Jacinta, we’ve already discussed it. I’m 
not talking about it anymore!
No, you can’t go to Katie’s today. Stop 
going on and on about it!
Don’t you tell me to stop going on about 
it, if you keep arguing I’ll do something 
you’ll regret for a long, long time!”

“Raeph, all I want you to do is tidy your 
bedroom.
Mate, if you want to fight over this then 
watch me win, because I will. I’ll show 
you how to squash the enemy!” 

QUESTION 

Does threatening, nagging and going 
on and on successfully steer our 
children’s behaviour in the direction we 
hope for? 

ANSWER

No. Threatening, nagging and ranting 
are very blunt tools. When relied on 
too often by parents their power is 
more likely to damage kids and harm 
relationships. The most valuable shaper 
of children’s behaviour is for them 
to hear genuine praise when they 
are doing well. This alerts them that 
they are on track and can achieve. It 
leads kids to feel confident, obliging, 
malleable and attached to parents. 

Nonetheless, every so often it is natural 
for all kids to make poor choices or 
be disobedient, naughty or defiant. 
What then? What’s the best approach? 
Welcome; this is the essence of our 
Recipe rescue. 

Ingredients:
•   A child not doing what you   
    want them to do
•   The consequence of a child   
    making a bad choice 
•   A fed up parent 
•   High tension 
•   A parent trying to act    
    responsibly 
•   A parent recovering their    
    ‘power’ 
•   A child feeling their dignity is   
    threatened
•   A history of threats

    Recipe rescue:
 
so you never have to threaten, nag or go on and on
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Negative, nagging cycles

In reflective moments it’s easy to 
see that the steadiness, care and 
cooperation we desire from our kids is 
heavily linked to how we feel. Parenting 
is seriously relentless work, so it’s easy 
to feel tired and fed up, and fall into 
negative cycles. 

“Hurry up!”
“Watch where you’re walking!”
“Why did you do that?”
 “How many times do I have to tell you?”
“Can’t you do anything right?”
“Why don’t you listen?” 

Nagging destroys trust, confidence and 
respect. It will make some kids nervy 
and motivate others to be oppositional 
and reactive. Trust us - that’s the truth!

Get some hard data

 
If you feel you are stuck in a negative 
style of thinking and a negative tone 
when you speak to the kids, and you’d 
like to switch from it, trial this as a 
way to gather some hard data. Start 
to record your child’s behaviour on a 
calendar! Keep this for your private use. 
Use a red, yellow and green coloured 
coding system. At the end of each day 
colour that day’s square on the calendar 
with one of the colours. Red on the 
days your child has completely refused 
to cooperate or negotiate. Yellow to 
show the days when there has been 
a conflict, but in the end a reasonable 
compromise was found. Yellow is 
encouraging because we’re always 
looking for opportunities to negotiate, 
compromise and find solutions.  

 
Warning: although compromise is a 
sound strategy, it does not eliminate 
your parental right to make the final 
decision when it really counts. Lastly, 
use green for the ‘nice n easy’ days. 

What do you think parents usually find? 
Less red days than anticipated! They 
say it ‘feels’ as though they have far 
more battles with their kids than they 
thought. The other discovery is that it 
if you’re not challenging your kids, and 
they’re not challenging you a couple 
of times a week, then you’re not fully 
engaged as a parent

Managing tricky kid behaviour 

Managing our own emotion is hard 
enough, so it’s no surprise to discover 
that managing the volatile emotion 
and sometimes willful behaviour of kids 
takes real skill, self-discipline and class. 
Often we know how to redirect our 
child’s behaviour in theory, but stumble 
at the very moment we find ourselves 
under pressure. Our theoretical skills 
desert us! Practice does help. The best 
idea is to try building your new skills by 
taking small steps, just one at a time. 
Here’s the ‘art’ to better manage tricky 
kid behaviour –

    Recipe rescue:
 
so you never have to threaten, nag or go on and on

There’s a much better way than defending your position by arguing, raving on or lecturing the kids 
about how they should care or be more responsible. By the time something has gone wrong all 
kids, even littlies, know why things haven’t turned out well. Most can even tell you what would have 
been a better way to deal with it. In this moment of tension, our children don’t hear our wisdom or 
frustration. What they hear is mum or dad over-reacting yet again - “blah, blah, blah …” At this point, 
already accustomed to our tell-off, their self-protection mechanism locks them into ‘parent deaf’ mode. 

So please, spare your moralising, lecturing and anger - it won’t help. The truth is that teaching our kids how 
to be considerate, social and responsible is a twenty year project, and it demands our consistency. From now  
on, when your child makes a poor choice, link what you do to these effective ideas. If you do, you’ll rarely end 
up screaming at the kids in order to ‘have the last say’. Instead, you’ll ensure a healthier connection between 
their poor choice and a sensible outcome.
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Choose your battles wisely
 
Be a clever tactical ignorer and allow 
90% of your child’s annoying behaviours 
to slip by. Only pick up on the 10% 
that really matter. As you switch your 
attention to what really matters, instead 
of nit-picking too much too often, your 
reactions are far less likely to reward 
your child’s negative attention-seeking 
behaviours.  Tactical ignoring is about 
ignoring unimportant misbehavior - it 
is not about ignoring your child and 
all of their behaviour. Hindsight tells us 
that so many childish behaviours drop 
out with maturity. Yet, a few parents 
who have the same rigid traits as their 
child fail to see this obvious choice. 
These poor souls will not shift their 
pattern of tight control parenting, 
and the power struggle always wreaks 
serious relational damage.   

When problem behaviour 
arises, stop! 

That’s right; actually stop what you 
are doing. Move toward your child 
and check in with yourself about how 
you are feeling. 
If you’re feeling 
annoyed, allow this 
flush of emotion 
to pass. You need 
to look composed 
and resourceful.  
 
As one of our thirteen year old clients 
said to his mother, “Don’t tell me not 
to be a psycho while you’re acting like 
one!” When a child is struggling with 
their emotion the last thing that will 
help is an out-of-control adult.

Be calm, controlled and deliberate

Look at them and use a calm, measured 
voice. Use the child’s name and briefly 
state the difficulty.

  •  For younger children, give a clear    
    choice what will fix the problem,  
        and direct them to do it. 
  •  For older children, tell them they’ll    
      need to make a ‘good choice’ to fix      
        the problem. 

* In both cases, state the negative     
      consequence you’ll use if they choose  
    not to make their best choice. Use as  
      few words as possible, “Lawson… turn 
  it off now or there will be no IPod  
     touch tomorrow.”  

Encourage them to make a 
good choice 

At this point deliberately encourage 
them to make their best choice. Help 
them come out of the interaction with 
their dignity intact. With a sudden loss 
of dignity - when kids feel completely 
defeated by us - they will say and do 

things that are awfully out of character. 
Occasionally, when you sense the 
timing is right, do the unexpected. 
Perhaps, take the wind out of their sails 
by using humour. Many a situation 
can be rescued with a wink, silly face, 

poked out tongue, dare, joke, zombie 
walk, friendly eye roll, thumbs-up, kind 
comment or by simply changing the 
subject. Be practical and tactical - be 
truly adult! 

Move away

Walking away stops us from standing 
over our kids demanding instant 
reform – this can be a recipe for 
disaster with kids who take time to 
process information or have to win.  
In extreme circumstances, they’ll 
explode, saying, “You don’t know me” 
or “I don’t care about you or your stupid 
consequences! Nothing you can do will 
change it.” Never bite back. Instead, say 
something like:

“I love you way too much to argue 
about this”
“Well that’s the way it’s going to be, so 
think wisely” … and walk away
“Buddy / Sweetheart, I’m not arguing 
with you about this” ... and walk away

What’s absolutely critical is how you use 
your voice. Try not to sound righteous, 
or like you are their opponent because 
this is not a situation you are trying to 
win. You are respectfully telling your 
kids that you are choosing not to argue 
with them. 

Negative consequences 

Negative consequences include; the 
loss of a privilege, missing out on 
something, time alone which offers 
respite to all, early to bed, apologising 
or writing an apology, repairing 

damage, taking on 
additional chores and 
so on. For most primary 
aged children the 
negative consequence 
should be applied 
the same day the 
problem occurred. 

We do not recommend heavy handed 
consequences that continue for days. 
Negative consequences should be used 
sparingly and always followed through, 
otherwise we teach kids to ignore 
and to disregard. The same applies for 
adolescents, but it needs to be tweaked 

When a child is struggling with their 
emotion the last thing that will help is an 

out-of-control adult.
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a little. For example, you might offer 
your young teen a wise word, state your 
opinion and then back off. Then, let the 
outcome play out. If they make a poor 
choice then be sure to be helpful, and 
not capitalise on their error as a chance 
to gloat, or to say, “I told you so....”

Never double up on consequences

In a situation, where your child persists 
with the problem behaviour, tell them 
there will be a consequence and name 
it. Then, walk away without another 
word even if they up the ante and 
their behaviour deteriorates. Tactically 
ignore almost anything they say or 
do next - don’t buy into it. Later, you 

must follow through with the one 
negative consequence you first stated. 
Kids, just like us, learn best through 
experiencing both positive and 
negative consequences connected to 
their behaviour, so it is worth your while 
to perfect how well you go about this. 

Praise 

Praise your child when they respond 
positively. No need to ‘throw a party’ or 
act as though your child has done you 
a favour, just acknowledge their wise 
choice and move on. And don’t forget 
- from time to time - spontaneously 
offer a positive reinforcement (a reward 
or incentive) to highlight their positive 

response. “Hey, you were so helpful at 
shopping today, let’s celebrate with ice 
cream.”

Persistence

Finally, keep persisting with this code 
when you have to manage tricky kid 
behaviour. This is not a perfect remedy, 
and you will have your slip ups as you 
try these new management skills, 
but these approaches are logical, 
safe and should reduce emotional 
explosiveness. The earlier the code is 
embraced the easier it becomes for 
everybody. Your consistency over the 
long term, more than anything, will 
determine the effectiveness.

Finally, we have a golden piece of advice worth inscribing on to your psyche -

From now on when you find yourself in conflict with any of your kids, do this. Try and react to it in the same way you’d treat 
the child of your most precious friend who has just made this very same poor judgement. Do you see the link? You can still be 
disappointed, authoritive and decisive, but this attitude avoids hostility, aggressiveness, revenge and occasional spitefulness. 

As you use this approach your children are far more likely to see the crystal clear links between choice and outcome. You plant 
a life lesson - take responsibility for your own behaviour. And, whatever you do, avoid power struggles and extreme emotions. 
They will happen from time to time, but sidestep them as often as you can because they bring no good to your relationship and 
to your family whatsoever.


