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FactSheet
Why Lie?

Lying tends to serve our self-interest. We want something, like a discount or a refund, so we 
lie. Or we want to avoid something negative like a fight or a ticket, so we lie. We are very 
interested in ourselves and sometimes our desires or fears get in the way and we choose a lie 
over the truth. This is very similar for children. A child wants to have things that are good and 
wants to avoid things that are bad. A lie can help them get what they want. 

When they are very young, a toddler is just trying to figure out the world around them. A lie 
is something they may try – they may have learned how from watching a sibling – or a parent 
– and it is a way they interact with the world. At this age, it is a great opportunity just to talk 
to them about how the truth is so much better and that lies aren’t good.  However, as they 
get older, they will understand that lying is wrong, but self-interest will win out occasionally. 
And when it does, here comes the lie. Because lying is based on self-interest it is pretty easy 
to figure out ways to encourage honesty.

React Well to Truth

The first step in discouraging lies is to encourage and praise honesty in your home. 

The second step is to react well when a child is honest. It is very important that your children 
know they can tell you how they messed up without worrying about being cut off from your 
love. If needed, take a few minutes away from the situation, then come back and ask the 
questions in a calm manner. 

Removing the fear of the harsh words and hateful emotions will go a long way to encourag-
ing honesty. This, of course, does not mean there are not consequences for poor choices. You 
just need to separate the consequences from the relationship and help them understand 
they are loved even when they mess up.

The next step is to celebrate truth telling. Make telling the truth something to be celebrated, 
even if there are still consequences for the underlying actions.

React Well to Lies

We also need to react well when you find out a child has lied. Calm your emotions. Addressing 
a lie when you are upset can cause more issues than it heals. 

Once ready, sit the child down and tell them that, “Our family values honesty.” Let them know 
that honesty is sometimes hard and takes courage, but strong and courageous people make 
the choice to be honest even if it is difficult. Then give them a chance to be honest. Say, “I 
would love for you to be brave with me right now and tell me what happened.” If they admit 
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they were lying, praise the honesty and give them a hug. If they continue to lie, give them 
a hug anyway. But here is the important part. There needs to be consequences for lying, 
and they need to be separate from the consequences for whatever wrong actions they were 
hiding.   You can say something like, “For not doing your chores, you lose electronics tonight. 
For lying about it you lose electronics tomorrow.” 

Make telling the truth a positive experience and make telling a lie an action that has a conse-
quence of its own.  In both cases, react with love, but make sure and follow through on the 
consequence so that lying is not in their self-interest.

The Harm of Lies 

If you want a child to be honest, you need to model honesty. You will have to be honest in the 
big things and the small things so that your children can see what it looks like to choose to 
tell the truth. Unfortunately, when we lie, and especially when we lie to our children, we are 
encouraging dishonesty.

Remove Opportunities

Asking direct questions seems like a good idea, but sometimes it can just give an opportunity 
for an excuse and then a lie. You can reduce the number of lies and help your child take re-
sponsibility just by changing those questions around so you avoid lies and power struggles.

Getting to the Root

Finally, one of the best ways to help create honesty is to get to the root of the reason for 
the lie. If your child does lie, you will want to take some time out and sit with them and ask, 
gently, “You must have been worried about something …” or “You must have really wanted 
something…” and find out what your child is thinking.  Help them voice their fears and con-
cerns so that you can hear them, reassure them, and then talk to them about telling the truth.


