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Parenting Pointers 

Setting Limits 

Children need big doses of love and acceptance, combined with clearly defined limits. How can we set 
limits effectively so instructions are followed? 

Testing is normal 

Healthy children will not follow instructions around a third of the time. It is part of them testing boundaries as 
they grow. When they test us, it helps to stay calm, firm and polite rather than take it personally. Losing our 
temper models that it is okay to react badly when we do not get our own way. 

Fewer, clearer commands 

Instructions work better when kept to a minimum. Well-established routines mean children already know what 
is expected, so we do not need to repeat ourselves constantly. Constant nagging tends to encourage children to 
rebel rather than comply. 

Ask for what you want 

Try to picture a big red bus. Now try not to think about it. Impossible, is not it? Our brains do not process the 
word “don't” easily. Saying “please walk” works better than “don't run,” because it asks for the behaviour we 
want rather than the one we do not. 

Give a little time and lead-in 

What looks tedious to us can feel genuinely exciting to a child. Giving a warning, “in five minutes it will be time to 
stop,” or negotiating a natural pause point, “when this programme finishes,” helps. Instructions also need to be 
specific: “please tidy your toys” is clearer than “let's tidy the toys.” Give children about five seconds to process 
a request before repeating it. 

Praise the compliance 

Slowing down and waiting gives us the chance to praise every time an instruction is followed. Children crave our 
attention, and positive praise makes them more likely to comply again next time. 
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