Top 10 Tips for Talking With Your Kids
Insights from What Do You Say?: How to Talk with Kids to
Build Motivation, Stress Tolerance, and a Happy Home

Wha Do You
Connect with your kids through
empathy and validation.
A close relationship with parents is a silver bullet for the
harmful effects stress puts on kids. A chief thing that
makes our kids feel close is being understood. To let kids
know that you can handle their feelings and accept them
fully, use reflective listening ("It sounds like you're really
mad at your coach for not letting you start.") and
validate their feelings ("I think that most kids would feel
that way."). When they're upset, don't talk them out of
feelings("/ don't know why you're so mad about that.")
or jump in with suggestions ("You need to ...").

The language of a parent consultant.
As parent consultants, our role is to help kids learn to run
their own lives before leaving home. In this role, we offer
our help and advice but don't try to force it: we
encourage kids to make their own decisions. Use
language to get "buy-in" to see if kids are open to
hearing us ("Can I make a suggestion?"; "For whatever
it's worth ..."; "I wonder what would happen if you ...?").

Also, use the language of no-force ("I'm not going to try
to force you to ..."; "I obviously couldn't make you do it if
you really fought me on this."), which lowers kids'
defenses making them open to reasonable
conversations. A parent-consultant also lets kids solve
their own problems(with support as necessary) as
much as possible: it's by solving their own problems that
kids develop high stress tolerance and confidence in
their ability to handle stressful situations

Communicate a non-anxious
presence in your family.
Systems(including families) work best when the people
in charge are not highly anxious or emotionally reactive.
Kids benefit greatly when their parents can serve as a
non-anxious presence within their family. Most of our
kid-related anxiety is about the future, as we fear that
they will "get stuck" in a negative place and never get
better. Almost all kids go through rocky times and turn
out fine. Remembering this can help can nudge us in the
non-anxious presence direction: rocky times are simply
"part of their path" that can create growth, resilience,
and confidence for kids' futures. While stress is
contagious, so is calm. Help home be a low-stress zone
by using positive language when possible ("I'm so
happy to see you.") and by letting kids know you love
them no matter what ("I love you no matter what you

Remember what really
motivates kids.
Using fear, guilt, anger, or bribes to motivate children
may "get them to do it" in the short-term. Over time,
though, external pressure erodes intrinsic motivation
and can harm our relationships. If our goal is not simply
for children to work hard but to want to work hard, we
should support the three psychological needs crucial
for developing intrinsic motivation: autonomy;
relatedness; and competency. Keep the "competency"
piece balanced and encourage children to "play hard."
Engaging what they love to do(while respectfully
negotiating limits on video games) may be the most
important way for kids to become self-motivated
adolescents and adults.

Don't try to change your kid.

If we try to change others who are not asking for help,
we will always get resistance and conflict. Kids will even
resist changes that are in their own best interest. So,
when our kids are struggling, much of our work should
be on ourselves. Rather than trying to "fix them," ask
open-ended questions ("I'm wondering how you see
that working out?"), use reflective listening to
communicate empathy, and listen for "change talk" or the reasons kids voice to do things differently. The
more we argue one side of their ambivalence ("You
need to work harder."), the more they will argue back
the other side("Schoo/ is stupid."; "Even if try, I can't be
a great student."). Communicate confidence in your
child's ability to tolerate his/her own strong feelings(" I
know this is really stressful for you, but I ' m sure you
can handle it.").
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