
Tips for Parents by Susie Kohl 

Convincing Children That They’re Honest  
T LUNCH TIME I FOUND a chocolate chip cookie on the floor next to our table. I asked a 

five-year-old if it belonged to her. “Yes!” she said eagerly. Then, after a moment of 

reflection, she added, “Just kidding.” I exclaimed at her honesty. 

How many young children could resist claiming such a sumptuous treat, especially if an adult 

was offering it to them? The girl beamed at my intense praise for being truthful and asked if I 

could tell her mother. Later in the afternoon she reminded me about reporting her honesty. I fol-

lowed through, and the next day the girl talked about how happy she was that her mother knew  

about the cookie incident.  

We want to convince children that they are honest even at an age when they make up fantastical  

stories. Rather than challenging them for telling a lie, we can avoid acting like we are taking 

what they say literally. When a child says she rode horseback at school, we might respond, 

“You’re using imagination,” thus teaching the distinction between fact and fiction. When chil-

dren claim they didn’t hit a sibling, we can calmly assert that we saw the action.   

Although adults want children to be truthful, we often don’t think about the variables that 

undermine their ability to be forthcoming. Common wisdom tells us that if children see their 

parents fudging on the truth, they are more likely to feel honesty is unimportant. A recent study 

at UC San Diego shows that children are more likely to lie when adults have been deceptive  

with them.  

Is honesty important to you? Talk to your child about times when being honest was difficult for 

you but how you managed to live up to your values.  

The most important factor in helping a child value truth telling is to convince her that she already 

is an honest person. Create situations that reinforce that point. “You didn’t have to tell me that 

you ate that candy, but you did. I’m so proud of you for being honest!”  

A wise woman once told me that we encourage honesty in children by not “reacting” intensely 

when they share something wrong they have done. Even if we still give a consequence, we can 

applaud the bravery of telling the truth. We want children to feel confident that we won’t over-

react so that they can feel safe telling us anything.  
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