The Truth about Lying
My husband’s birthday was last Sunday.  In preparation, I took my young daughter to purchase the celebratory present.  When we returned, my husband asked me if we had gotten him anything.  In the name of surprises, I looked directly at him and replied, “No.”  I turned toward my child, hoping she would keep the secret.  At the moment my eyes met those of a confused little girl, I realized that I had just become a liar.

As parents, we all understand that the most powerful way we teach our children is through our own behavior.  Knowing this, I looked straight at my daughter and, in an effort to maintain dignity, I laughed, “Just kidding. We did get Daddy something.”  Understanding that I still had not addressed the core issue adequately, I hoped that at two-years-old she might forget.  Later that evening, I asked her if she had colored on her puzzle.  She replied that Loie, her imaginary friend, was responsible.  After questioning her with an “Hmm . . . that’s interesting,” my daughter replied that she was “just kidding.”  At that point I knew that I better set the record straight about telling the truth; I also needed to monitor my own behavior more closely.

Lying, while part of every childhood at some point, is a behavior that all parents attempt to condition out of their children.  According to Po Bronson and Ashley Merryman, co-authors of NurtureShock: New Thinking about Children, “honesty” is the trait parents most desire in their children, above confidence or good judgment.  After spending time with various researchers, Bronson and Merryman reached some surprising conclusions about lying and children::

· When children are observed in their homes, four-year-olds will lie once every two hours; six-year-olds will lie about once every hour.

· Children lie to avoid making themselves or someone else uncomfortable and to avoid conflict.

· Boys do not lie more often than girls; older children lie with more frequency than younger ones.

· Adults are not skilled at determining when children are lying.  (In studies where adults judged whether or not children are telling the truth, teachers got it right 60% of the time, police officers 45%, and parents fared worse than that.)

· Parents often do not address lying when their children are younger because the lies are less significant.  

· It is a misconception that children will grow out of lying.  If by the age of seven a child has found lying a successful strategy for staying out of trouble or handling difficult social situations, they will continue to lie.  Longitudinal studies reveal that one-third of children who employ lying as a strategy at this age will continue to do so for the foreseeable future.

What can parents do to help create kids who are honest?  Most importantly, parents must address lying when their children are very young and in a developmentally appropriate manner.  NurtureShock encourages parents to disassociate lying with punishment.  Ninety-two percent of five-year-olds will affirm that lying is always wrong.  Most say that the reason it is wrong is that you get in trouble for doing so.  Not until age eleven do children start to understand that lying is morally wrong.  At this age, 48% claim that lying destroys trust; 22% say it instills guilt, and 33% still state that it is wrong because of the accompanying punishment.  

However, telling your young child that he won’t be in trouble if he tells the truth is not enough.  A child of five or six years is not telling the truth because he wants to make himself happy; instead, his goal is to make his parents happy.  Since the child was lying to achieve parental approval in the first place, parents must emphasize that they value honesty over lying and offer a way to get back in their good graces (“I will not be upset if you colored on the puzzle and I will be thrilled if you tell the truth.”).  Bronson and Merryman reveal that this approach reduces lying more than any other.  Valuing truth, not just despising lies, makes telling the real story more rewarding that a fictitious one.

Of course, the most impactful way for you to teach your children about the value of telling the truth is to model honesty.  Navigating social situations in which you gush over a friend’s new (unflattering) haircut or pretend to love a gift you (clearly) don’t confirms lying as an acceptable way to avoid an uncomfortable situation.  As NurtureShock illustrates, young children cannot differentiate between “being polite” and lying.  I suppose this means that I will be shopping for presents unaccompanied by my daughter for a few years to come.
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