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Getting More Positive Behaviors 

#childtherapy #positivereinforecment #positiverewards 

 

Parents will sometimes come to therapy saying that they would like to 

see more “good” behaviors from their children. In fact, quite often 

parents in therapy will describe that their child “never seems to listen” 

or that they “act up all the time.” Fortunately, even though children who 

act up frequently cause legitimate stress for their families, children 

cannot misbehave all the time. At some point during the day, they are 

doing things well. Therefore, in therapy, mothers and fathers are taught 

to “catch” their child behaving appropriately. Any parent can use 

behavioral techniques to increase desirable behaviors from their child 

long before a negative behavior occurs. 

 

REINFORCEMENT 

Reinforcement (reward system) is a basic behavioral strategy that 

usually produces quick results at increasing desirable behaviors. At 

least, when the reinforcement is used effectively. Sometimes, it can be 

tricky to know how and when to use rewards. Indeed, reinforcement 

can be implemented in different ways. For example, reinforcement may 

involve giving something positive to a person, such as praise, hugs, a 

toy, or playtime; or it may involve removing something negative, such 

as having to do chores, staying in time-out, being yelled at, or being 

lectured to.  

 When it is all said and done, many parents may not be providing 

enough rewards throughout the day to help their child’s specific needs. 

https://www.pinterest.com/search/pins/?q=child%20therapy&rs=typed&term_meta%5b%5d=child%7Ctyped&term_meta%5b%5d=therapy%7Ctyped
https://www.pinterest.com/search/pins/?q=positive%20reinforcement&rs=typed&term_meta%5b%5d=positive%7Ctyped&term_meta%5b%5d=reinforcement%7Ctyped
https://www.pinterest.com/search/pins/?q=positive%20rewards&rs=typed&term_meta%5b%5d=positive%7Ctyped&term_meta%5b%5d=rewards%7Ctyped
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Sometimes a child’s behavior may only be noticed when it is disruptive, 

unruly, or undesirable (e.g., speaking loudly, interrupting a phone-call, 

running around when they should not be, etc.) while opportunities to 

increase positive behaviors are very often be missed when the child is 

behaving well (e.g., playing alone with a toy nicely, watching TV quietly, 

throwing something in the trash without being asked, eating without 

making a mess, etc.).  

Now, there are many legitimate reasons why parents end up ignoring 

their child’s positive behaviors. Some families are genuinely busy. Some 

parents fail to consider that reinforcement does not always have to be 

extraordinary rewards. Other mothers and fathers often report that 

they are afraid to interrupt good behavior for fear of it stopping as soon 

as they do, or fear that interrupting their child will only increase the 

child demanding continual attention. Still other parents feel as though 

only the best behaviors deserve rewards. However, increasing 

reinforcement, in whatever amount or form, is almost always the first 

line of “offense” to help increase desirable behaviors. 

 To use reinforcement, though, one must know what it is. First, 

reinforcement comes in two types: positive and negative. Second, both 

types increase the desired behavior. The positive (+) and negative (-) 

terms refer to whether something good is added to increase the desired 

behaviors (positive reinforcement) or something bad is subtracted or 

removed to increase the desired behaviors (negative reinforcement). In 

other words, the + and – describe the potential reward aspect, adding 

something good or removing something negative, while achieving the 

end result of increasing the desired behavior. Please look at an example 
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below that show how positive and negative reinforcement look in the 

really world. 

Let’s say an 8-year-old girl, Karen, is asked to clean her room.  

If she does clean her room, she may get a hug, verbal praise, 15 

extra minutes to stay up, or a special treat (these are positive 

things added to her environment and are examples of positive 

reinforcement).  

If she does not clean her room when first asked. Karen could 

eventually be rewarded by her father with negative 

reinforcement: her father may stop nagging or yelling at her, her 

mother may let her leave her room, etc.  

In both scenarios, the desired behavior of ‘cleaning the bedroom’ is 

increased by the two different types of rewards or reinforcement, 

positive or negative. The general recommendation is that parents use 

more positive reinforcement, then negative reinforcement. 

Finally, most children, no matter their age, will require seven times 

the amount of reinforcement as punishment. For example, if you 

discipline your child (e.g., time-out, scold, remove a toy, etc.) 5 times a 

day on average, ideally you would want to reward them about 35 times 

a day on average. There are several reasons to do this. First, providing 

more rewards than punishments increases your child’s self-esteem 

(a.k.a., they are not always “bad”). Second, you are letting them know 

that you care more about what they are doing well. Third, by catching 

more positive behaviors, you increase the chances that they will have 
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more positive behaviors in the future. Conversely, if you are catching 

more negative behaviors (a.k.a., using punishments) than positive 

behaviors, your child is more likely to continue to repeat those negative 

behaviors.  Fourth, you are modeling concern and well-fare for other 

people’s positive actions, and your child will likely imitate the same 

care and well-fare for other people. Finally, you too will also start to 

feel an increase for your own self-esteem and self-confidence as a 

parent. The overall relationship between you and your child will 

gradually improve. 

For those parents who I see in therapy, I help them develop the skill at 

“catching” more positive behaviors by practicing in-session and having 

them practice at home by completing the “Catching and Talking about 

the Good Stuff: Your Child’s Positive or Good Behaviors.” Please feel 

free to use the worksheet as well. You can find it at my web-site by 

clicking on the title above.  

 

Best Wishes! 

 

Michael 
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