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Understanding and Managing Behaviour

Understanding your Parenting Style

Before considering some of the strategies that might be helpful in managing your child’s behaviour, it is
worth first understanding your parenting style. Are you a very easy- going type of parent who tolerates
almost anything your child does, or are you very strict? Most parents fall somewhere in between these

two extremes and tend to adopt whatever style suits them at the time. Look at this diagram* and try to

work out where you might be.

FIRM
HARD/COLD SOFT/WARM
SLOPPY

The ideal balance is a combination of firm and soft.

It is likely that your parenting style reflects the style of your own parents’, either by mirroring the same
pattern or by doing the opposite in reaction to it. The more we become aware of these patterns, the
more we can start to change them. It is worth thinking about how your parenting style fits within the
following key areas.

*Diagram taken from the Stephen Biddulph theory. Stephen Biddulph is an Australian psychologist and
parenting author, read more about him here: hitps://www.stevebiddulph.com/

Being Assertive
Clear communication is vital in setting limits. Children are very good at picking up mixed messages — for
example, if we say yes when we mean no. Here are a few fips to be assertive and clear when setting
limits for your children.

e Be clear what limits you are setfting and why.

» Befirm and hold your ground. It is especially effective to talk in a quiet, firm voice, stating the

same message repeatedly.

e Use assertive ‘I' statements.

e Say how the behaviour makes you and others feel.

e Listen as appropriate, acknowledge any feelings, and repeat your message.

o State the positive: say what you want to happen, not what you don‘t want to

Behaviour and Needs
Behaviour is what we do or say to get our needs met. Children’s behaviour is often driven by the need for
food, attention, or security. Behaving in ways to get needs met is normal and healthy.

Children do not intentionally misbehave, though children or adults who are continually unable to get
their needs met may resort to more extreme behaviour. While their needs are valid, the behaviour they
use to fulfil them may cause problems for themselves and for others around them. Often, addressing the
need helps to change the behaviour.

Acceptable and Unacceptable Behaviour
‘Acceptable’ behaviour is defined as behaviour that doesn't interfere with our own or other people’s
needs — such as a child talking loudly in the next room.
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‘Unacceptable’ behaviour, on the other hand, is defined as interfering with our needs,

such as a child

talking loudly next to you while you are on the telephone. If we think of behaviour not as ‘good’ or ‘bad’,
but as ‘acceptable’ or ‘unacceptable’, this may help us to communicate more honestly and effectively
about our needs and feelings with our children during times of conflict.

Whose Problem Is [?

When there is a problem — someone is upset or there is discord between you and your child, it
sometimes helps to ask yourself, “Whose problem is this?” This is a way of deciding whose needs need
meeting first — your child’s or your own. It is then easier to talk about it and deal with the problem.

Here are some examples of situations where it is the child who has a problem:
o frustrated because he can't find a foy.
e upset because her best friend ignored her at school.
o fed up because her older sister is going to a party without her.
e angry because his girlfriend didnt show up for a date.
e in pain after having an injection.

If a child has a problem, parents often tend to want to rush in and help sort out a child’s problems. We
quite often take on our children’s problems completely and try fo find solutions to them We do this
because we genuinely believe that this is what ‘good’ parents do. But this is not always the most helpful
thing to do in the long run it can a become a burden for the parent and prevents children from
developing a mature atfitude to solving their own problems.

When we are clear that it is the child who has a problem, it is easier for us o help her or him. The
situation is not helped if we have a strong emotional reaction — getting upset or angry, for example. It is
more useful to think or say something like: “You have a problem. How can | help you?” or “l can see you
are upset. How can | help?”

Sometimes the best way fo help is just fo listen. It is important fo leave responsibility with children to solve
the problem, with our help if necessary. This:

e Encourages them to grown emotionally —i.e., learn to handle upsets.

e Encourages their development as people who can take responsibility for their own well-being.

e Shows that we frust that they have the intelligence and ability to solve their problem.

Here are some examples of situations where it is the parent who has a problem:
e children playing a loud game while he is on the telephone.
e annoyed when she splashes bathwater over the floor.
e scared of breakages when the children are playing ball in the living room.
o late for work because the boys weren't ready to be dropped at school on time.

In any situation where it is clearly the parent’s problem, you could try saying:
“I have a problem with this (behaviour/situation). How can you help me?” or “I'm very
worried/anxious/annoyed about this. How can you help me?”
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If you are unsure whose problem it is, say so. You could say, “There’s a problem here; lef's
have a look at it.” This helps to separate the person from the problem, making it easier to
talk about it. Deciding who problem it is makes it easier to talk about problems.

If it is a shared problem you could say, “We have a problem here; how are we going to help each other
sort it out?” This invites the child’s co-operation.

The Myth of Consistency
There is no hard and fast rule that you can follow in your response to children’s behaviour. Behaviour is
unpredictable and depends on who is doing what, where, and when, so it is not always possible fo be

consistent in how you react.

It is more useful to be consistent in responding openly, honestly and without blame: let children know
that we find their behaviour acceptable or unacceptable, and for what reason. This way, children learn
that different situations and different individuals have different needs.
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