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A couple years ago I read William Glasser’s book, Unhappy Teens. In it he mentioned his “7 Deadly Habits.” They include the following behaviors that many adults display in an attempt to motivate children to perform better, both behaviorally and academically: criticizing, blaming, nagging, threatening, punishing, complaining, and rewarding to control. Glasser notes that these habits are rarely, if ever, successful in changing the behavior of others. As a child I never remember my father using any of those tactics. He used many subtle tricks to keep me on track. After reading another fascinating book, Nudge, by Richard H. Thaler and Cass R. Sunstein, I soon realized that my dad’s subtle tricks were actually nudges: simple, kind, loving, motivational, non-authoritarian actions such as a wink, pat on the back, or a friendly challenge.

In Nudge, the authors give several examples of tricks companies do to hook us. For instance, have you ever walked in the mall and smelled the aroma of cinnamon buns? The store manager doesn’t get in our face and beg us to buy his sweet treats. Instead, he has a fan that blows the pleasant smelling odor into the air and it makes it almost impossible to ignore. I’ve got to have one now! The store sells more buns with nudges than with aggressive sales pitches.


Many teachers and parents believe when kids don’t behave, they must employ Glasser’s deadly habits. I agree with Glasser; they seldom work. Instead, I encourage adults to utilize the following nudges in order to help young people become successful adults.

1. Utilize elbows and winks. The next time you are standing next to your child or student as you watch other young people perform in sports, music, art, or win a contest, give the child an soft elbow poke, look at him, wink your eye, and say, “You can do that!” Offer him a friendly challenge. “Let’s start training together for a 5K race.”
2. Praise effort, not intelligence. Try to avoid saying, “Oh, you are so smart.” Instead, focus on effort. “You worked really hard on that project. You must be proud of yourself.” Children need to realize that eventually their success in life will be based more on their effort than their IQ.
3. Avoid the dreaded, “Why?” When your child misbehaves or fails to be responsible, don’t ask, “Why?” When you ask a child why you are allowing her to come up with an excuse to justify her actions. Instead of saying why use the word what. Don’t say, “Why did you hit your sister?” try, “What did you just do? What is the rule about hitting? What could you have done instead of hitting?” What questions put the responsibility back on the child.
4. Be a good model. Make sure your children see you reading, exercising, taking classes, and learning new hobbies. For many years my son sat on the couch watching television and eating junk food as I headed outside for my daily five-mile run. Regardless of the weather, I ran. I never nagged him about his weight or lack of exercise. Eventually he took up running and has competed in the Boston Marathon and lost eighty pounds!
5. Monitor homework time. Don’t let too much homework keep your child from being outside, participating in extra-curricular activities, and engaging in quality family time.

6. Accept only quality work. Whenever your child finishes homework, projects, or other assignments, look them over and ask, “Is this quality work? Is this your best effort?” If it is good work, mark a large Q on the paper. If it isn’t quality work, have him do it over.

7. Place secret notes in lunch boxes or book bags. Children love reading positive notes from mom and dad such as, “Remember, try your best in math. I love you.”

8. Don’t bribe: celebrate. Avoid telling Jill, “I’ll give you ten dollars if you get a good behavior report this week.” Instead say, “Jill I expect you to behave well in school.” If she has a couple good reports surprise her and say, “Jill, you’ve had a couple good weeks. Let’s celebrate. Where do you wish to go to eat tonight; it is your choice?”
9. Avoid excuses. Try your best not to allow young people get by with excuses. When they get a job and are often late, the boss won’t accept many excuses. They’ll be fired!

10. Tell them about the ‘right things to do.’ Every time your child does something right, don’t throw rewards, praise, and goodies at her. We want children to do the right thing because it is the right thing to do. We want Jermaine to open the door for a visitor, not because he’ll get a goody, but because it was the right thing to do.

11. Take interest in their interests. An Amish saying goes, “Take interest in their interests or they’ll lose interest in their interests.” Show up for Alan’s game or Lizzy’s recital. If Marvin shows interest in rockets, buy him a couple books on the topic.
12. Don’t force reading, invite. Make sure they see you reading. Get them gift certificates from a book store. Sign up for library cards and visit often.

13. Try nutrition nudges. Get creative with healthy treats. Keep fresh fruit and vegetables attractively displayed.

14. Allow them to take risks. Kids need to climb trees, play in the rain, play sports, and dive in the pool. 

15. Implement arenas training. Throughout the day most children travel through many different arenas (bedroom, bathroom, bus, art class, gym, cafeteria, library, etc). They need to learn how to change behaviors when they enter the different arenas. For instance, tell Billy it is ok to pick his nose in the bathroom but not in the library. Practice proper procedures often.

16. Get a commitment. When your child wants to play soccer or take piano lessons, have him sign a contract/agreement to complete the season or finish all practices. No quitting!
17. Discover creative conversation settings. Your best bets for good discussions, communication with children may be in the car on the way to school, while playing basketball in the backyard, or while fishing.

18. Give honest, constructive criticism. If Hank doesn’t make the team, don’t blame the coach. Tell Hank what you saw and encourage him to work harder next time. Ask him, “What could you have done better?”
19. Place more responsibility on the child. When Mindy tells you, “I don’t think the teacher is fair,” say, “I’m sorry about that. What are you going to do about it?” Don’t always bail her out.

20. Keep a can of ‘Suck-it-Up” handy. When children start whining or complaining, tell them to take a can of ‘Suck-it-Up’ and get over it! Live isn’t always fair!
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