Positive Reinforcement

Many of the approaches used to help your child sleep better involve positive reinforcement. This is because
positive reinforcement is one of the best ways to motivate children to change their behaviors. There are four
different kinds of reinforcers:

1. Natural Reinforcement — when a child is naturally rewarded for their behavior, such as the proud feeling a
child has after solving a difficult puzzle. This may motivate the child to try to solve more puzzles.

2. Social Reinforcement — when a child’s behavior is reinforced with social cues, including smiles or verbal
praise. For younger children, social reinforcement is one of the strongest types of reinforcement as they
want to earn your attention and praise. If you tell your child I like the way you are sharing your toys” your
child will be more likely to share toys in the future.

3. Token Reinforcement — allows you to immediately reinforce a goal behavior by providing a token or points.
These tokens can be saved and exchanged for a larger reward that is considered valuable to the child. For
example, a child can earn a token each time they brush their teeth before the timer goes off. After they earn
10 tokens, they can exchange them for a new coloring book or choose what the family has for dinner. This
system allows a child to have a bad day where they don’t earn a token, but the next day they can try again.
Tokens can be plastic coins, real coins, tickets, or something that fills up a jar (e.g., marbles, beans). For the
last one, a line on the jar can signal when the tokens can be exchanged for a prize.

4. Tangible Reinforcement — provides a physical reward for the goal behavior. This can include small rewards
found in a treasure chest, treats, toys, or even money. Tangible reinforcers do not always need to be
expensive (a 10 pack of party favor toys from a dollar or discount store can be used for 10 different
rewards), but they do need to be motivating for your child, meaning your child wants to work to earn them.

A few important things to keep in mind when using positive reinforcement:

¢ You are not bribing your child. A reward is something you plan before the child’s behavior occurs (“You
can earn a token if you brush your teeth before the timer goes off”), while a bribe typically happens when
you are trying to stop a behavior already in progress (“If you stop crying and brush your teeth, | will give you
a token”).

¢ Verbal praise is one of the most powerful rewards as children regularly seek attention from caregivers.
However, negative attention (such as yelling at your child) can also be rewarding if your child is seeking
attention. So try to ignore unwanted behaviors but regularly praise goal behaviors.

o Rewards are more effective than consequences. Once you use a consequence, such as taking away a
toy or screen time, your child has little motivation to change their negative behavior (like a tantrum). With
rewards, like a token system, the child may lose a token for an unwanted behavior (getting out of bed), but
they can earn the token back if they change their behavior (get back in bed and wait until the next check).

¢ Target or goal behaviors need to be specific. Telling your child to “be good” to earn a reward is not
helpful as your child does not know what it means to “be good.” So it is better to use specific goals, like
earning a token for sharing toys with another child or eating their vegetables before the timer goes off.

o Target or goal behaviors need to be something your child can do. If the goal is too big, the child may
give up before earning a reward. For example, a child with bedwetting should earn a reward each night they
are dry, even if this is not every night. Similarly, if you ask an anxious child to sleep in their bed all night for 5
nights in a row before they earn a reward, it will likely not be worth it to the child to change their bedtime
protests.

While it would be great if children simply changed their behavior when asked, they often need some sort of
motivation, like positive reinforcement. Repeatedly providing positive reinforcement with the goal behavior
makes it more likely that you will see the goal behavior again. Over time, the new behaviors will become more
automatic and will no longer need to be rewarded. Positive reinforcement is effective during the day as well as
for sleep-related behaviors.
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