
Michael R. Kiel, MA, LPC-IT 

 
 

Phone: 414-476-9755 ∙ Fax: 414-476-3413 ∙ Website: www.therapywithmichaelkiel.com 
 

Private Therapist with Pediatric Psychology Associates 3636 N. 124th ∙ Suite 300 ∙ Wauwatosa, WI 53222 
 

 

Establish Realistic Expectations for Behavior 

#childtherapy #positivereinforecment #positiverewards 

 

Sometimes parents will expect too much or too little from their 

children, which frequently leads to conflict. In fact, unrealistic 

expectations for a child are often related to parents’ complaints. Take for 

example a child who continues to play a video game when it is bed-time 

and their parent complains that “Joe did not turn off the game, even 

though he knows he is supposed to turn it off and go to bed.” After a few 

nights of this continued failure to shut off their video-game, the parent 

may then begin to lecture the child every night about the child failing to 

follow-through with turning the game off and going to bed. This 

excessive lecturing may then lead to constant arguing between the parent 

and child, which could lead to more non-compliance of turning off the 

video-game and going to bed. 

Such mistakes between children and parents often happen due to 

the confusion between desirable behavior and expected behavior. For 

example, it is desirable for a child to realize what time it is and start to 

go to bed. However, we do not expect a child to always remember to 

turn off a video-game and go to bed. In the real world, neither a child or 

adult will behave appropriately 100% of the time. When a parent holds 

to such unrealistic expectations, they will likely become frustrated and 

stressed with constantly trying to enforce such perfection. Keeping in 

mind that no one is correct 100% of the time will help a parent develop 

more realistic expectations for their child’s behavior and help them 

remain calmer when trying to enforce rules. In fact, accepting that a 

misbehavior will sometimes occur may help a parent learn that the issue 

may be less of a problem than they originally thought. Of course, keep in 
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mind that reasonable consequences can still occur for those 

misbehaviors that happen sometimes. For example, if Joe does not 

independently turn off a game and go to bed, his parent can address the 

behavior with verbal redirection (e.g., “Its 9:00, please turn off the game 

and go to bed.”), a warning (e.g., “You have 20 more minutes. In 20 

minutes turn off the game and go to bed.), or some other consequence 

depending on the severity of misbehavior (e.g., “I reminded you. It is 

now 9:00. I’m unplugging the video-game. Please go to bed.”) 

Any discussion of reasonable behaviors for children should usually 

include the skill level and previous performance for the child with the 

expected behavior. Scenario: Joe has been allowed to play video games 

for different lengths of time every day for several months. His parent 

might accurately say that it is reasonable to expect most 10-year-old 

children to know when to go to bed on time without being told 

repeatedly. However, Joe had never been asked to independently finish a 

video-game at certain time. His parents had always told him repeatedly. 

If Joe’s parents want him to turn-off the game without repeated requests, 

then they first should practice having Joe finish playing a video-game 

under time-constraints (e.g., “Joe it is 5:00. You have 30 minutes to play 

your game. At 5:30, please turn off your game. I’ll set a timer to buzz.”). 

Additionally, the consequences of turning or not turning the game off at 

5:30 should be explained to Joe before expecting him to understand the 

rule (e.g., Before giving him access to the game, the parent would say, 

“You have 30 minutes. After 30 minutes, turn off the game. If you turn 

the game off without me telling you to, you can get 30 minutes extra 

later tonight. If I need to remind you, then you can’t play the game again 

tonight. Do you understand?”). 
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Different type of expectational errors are also common for those 

parents with older children or adolescents (teenagers). When these older 

children show problematic or even defiant behaviors, parents may 

understandably begin to expect such undesirable behaviors from their 

teenager all the time. After Sam repeatedly yelled at his father when 

being asked to do something, his father reported, “He just never wants to 

do anything, and he always yells.” Confronting the issue in therapy 

revealed that Sam often followed through with tasks when asked to do 

things one at time, when provided with sufficient time to complete them, 

and when the father asked in a calm, respectful manner. The 

disobedience and yelling had often resulted due to being asked several 

things all at once, when asked to do something just before a favorite TV 

show was about to start, and when his father asked with a loud, stern 

voice (his father had already predicted non-compliance before the 

request was made and was often already angry). 

An important way to determine whether parental expectations 

are realistic is to talk about the frequency, intensity, and duration of 

the presenting problem or problems. For example, many so-called 

“misbehaviors” typically occur at a low-to-moderate frequency for all 

children (e.g., all children misbehave from time to time). It is only when 

challenging behaviors are occurring at a higher frequency (e.g., more 

days than not) when they are often considered problematic. Consider the 

following scenarios for frequency, intensity, and duration. 

Six-year-old Timothy is reported to “not listen all the time lately.” 

After determining that “not listening” means not following the 

instruction to go to bed right away when asked, his mother then added 

that Timothy has been non-compliant when asked to go bed nearly every 
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night for the last three months. This certainly seems like a big problem. 

However, it would not have likely been considered a major problem if 

his non-compliance had been happening one time per week on Sunday 

nights for the past month. Furthermore, to help Timothy’s mother to 

figure out the level of severity of such non-compliance, a therapist had 

her complete a frequency chart (e.g., marking down on a piece of paper 

exactly when the misbehavior happens for one week, etc.). The 

information from that chart showed that while frequent, the non-

compliance was occurring much less often than his mother had thought. 

In fact, after discussion about the details of the difficult nights, it 

appeared that Timothy’s non-compliance occurred during those nights 

when no verbal warnings were provided. Simply by making sure to 

provide a thirty-minute verbal warning, his mother greatly helped 

Timothy to go to bed without resistance. 

Intensity is also another important aspect when defining problems, 

especially considering that the intensity of a problem can be highly 

subjective (e.g., different from one person’s point a view and another 

person’s point of view, etc.). For example, one parent may consider 

Rory’s constant whining as severe and another parent may consider the 

same whining as moderately inappropriate. The difference in how each 

parent views the problem behavior will lead each parent to likely handle 

the behavior differently, which therefore will undermine each parent’s 

attempt at solving the problem. Hence, therapists and parents should 

work together to figure out a simple scale to rate the difficulty level of a 

misbehavior. Such a scale will help assess the severity of the behavior to 

determine appropriate interventions, as well as provide a baseline 

(starting point) to watch for changes (e.g., improvements, etc.) in the 

behavior in the future.  10-year-old Rory often verbally and physically 
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fights with every member of the family. With Rory’s family, a simple 5-

point scale was made to measure the intensity of Rory’s challenging 

behaviors: a rating of 1 indicated whining, a rating of 2 indicated 

arguing, a rating of 3 indicated yelling, a rating of 4 indicated hurtful 

comments/swearing, and a rating of 5 indicated punching and kicking. 

This rating was helpful for future interventions. Ratings of 3 and above 

meant parental intervention, while ratings of 1 and 2 meant independent 

problem solving. At the start of therapy, his mother reported many 4’s 

and 5’s. However, over time, she began to rate lower ratings, such as 

3’s, and then 2’s. This showed that Rory and the family were seeing 

improvement.  

Finally, the duration of problem behaviors should also be 

considered. For example, handling two-minute tantrums should look 

entirely different than handling 30-minute tantrums. Similarly, not 

following through with home-work for 10 minutes versus 2 days would 

determine different types of strategies. 

 The next time your child presents with some challenging behaviors 

and you want to see improvement, take some time to consider setting up 

realistic expectations and developing ways to track both the problem 

behaviors and the successful behaviors. In the end, this may help you 

realize the problem is not as big as you initially thought. If it is as big as 

you thought, then your work has likely given you a plan to help you and 

your child manage their behaviors and your expectations. 

Best Wishes! 

Michael 
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