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Science-based Practices for a Meaningful Life

HONESTY COMMITMENTS FOR KIDS

Difficulty: MODERATE | Frequency: VARIABLE | Duration: 5 MINS

] WHY YOU SHOULD TRY IT

Lying is very common in childhood and a natural part of development: Kids begin to lie when they’re preschoolers
because they've developed more complex thinking abilities—to take other people’s perspectives and to hold
contradictory information in their minds. As they grow older, kids can be tempted to cheat at board games to win,
cheat during tests at school to get higher grades, or covertly taste dessert before dinner because they want to test
the limits of house rules.

But older children who frequently tell lies for self-serving reasons are more likely to also engage in conflict,
aggression, and delinquency, and others may see them as insincere and untrustworthy. A key part of parenting is
teaching children what it means to be trustworthy, which helps them have stronger relationships. Young children
who are more honest tend to avoid delinquency in adolescence and young adulthood.

TIME REQUIRED

Approximately five minutes. Try out this practice whenever you are asking your child to behave honestly.

HOW TO DO IT

One way to encourage our kids to be trustworthy and tell the truth is to invite them to make detailed, verbal
commitments.

When a situation arises where you expect your child to be truthful—or you suspect they’re tempted to be
dishonest—have a short conversation about what honesty means in that context. Then, rather than asking them to
simply acquiesce to your request to be honest, invite them to say specifically what they are making a commitment to
do, in the form of “I will [description of action].”

For example, before you walk away from a checkers game to take a phone call, don't just expect them to say

"OK" when you tell them, “Don’t move any of the pieces!” Instead, ask them to explain how they will be truthful,
inviting them to say something like, “I will leave the pieces just as they are until you come back so that we can finish
the game fairly.”

EVIDENCE IT THAT WORKS

Evans, A. D., O'Connor, A. M., & Lee, K. (2018). Verbalizing a commitment reduces cheating in young children. Social
Development, 27(1), 87-94.

Children playing a guessing game were assigned to one of three groups: The first group was told not to peek, the
second group was told not to peek and also asked to say “OK” in agreement, and the third group was told not to peek
and also asked to say “I will not turn around and peek at the toy.” Children who repeated the full verbal commitment
were less likely to peek compared to children in the other two groups. If they did peek, they took longer to do so,
suggesting that they were more aware of the tension between wanting to peek and wanting to make good on their
word.


https://ggia.berkeley.edu/practice/honesty_commitments_for_kids
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21887961
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26267237
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/sode.12248

WHY TO TRY IT

Our words can guide our actions, and research suggests that saying they will do something can help children do it.
Discussing expectations of trustworthiness with your child and asking them to verbalize a commitment to be honest
can increase their sense of responsibility and their obligation to themselves to fulfill that commitment.

In comparison, rather than reinforcing their own intention to be honest, simply saying “OK” involves your child
agreeing with your requests or rules, which shifts their sense of obligation outside themselves.

SOURCES
Angela Evans, Ph.D., Brock University

This practice is part of Greater Good in Action, a clearinghouse of the best research-tested methods for increasing
happiness, resilience, kindness, and connection, created by the Greater Good Science Center at UC Berkeley and
Hopelab.
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