UNIVERSITY OF DELAWARE

COOPERATIVE
EXTENSION

Setting Rules and Limits

Written by: Pat Tanner Nelson, Ed.D., Former Extension Family & Human Development Specialist

Revised by: Kayla Hayes
August 2025

Parents sometimes are not clear about what they
expect of their children. Youth who stay away from
risky behaviors tend to have parents who set clear
limits for behavior, including rules about homework,
television use, curfew, drugs, and alcohol

While these parents may appear to be more strict than
other parents, they are not harsh. These parents make
it clear that they love their children, but they also are
very clear about how they expect their children to
behave. They help their children learn acceptable ways
to act.

Setting limits is saying “I
love you.”

® Setting limits is a way of expressing love for
our children. It’s the most important message
we can give them, and it’s the message they
most want to hear — I love YOU!

® Setting limits is a way of showing our
concerns for their physical and emotional
safety. When children and teens know that the
rules are made to protect them, they feel cared
for.

Children and teens really want to please their
parents.

® They want their parents’ approval, and they
will work hard to please them when they feel
loved and respected.

Children in the middle years — 6 through 12 —
are very concerned about justice and fair play.

® They expect to have rules and directions, and
they understand appropriate penalties for not
following them.

® This is an ideal time to begin providing simple
and brief explanations about decisions and
letting children express their feelings about

these decisions. Keep in mind that reasoning
powers are just beginning to develop for 6 to
12- year-olds, and their reactions may not be
very logical. But it is important at all ages to
recognize their efforts and to encourage
continued development.

® To help children learn about rules the
following steps may be helpful:

1. Identify what is expected.

2. Tell the children what is expected as a
rule.

3. Say the rule in a positive way.

4. Give the children examples of the

rule.

5. Help the children practice the
behavior.

6. Explain what will happen if the
children follow the rule and what will
happen if the children do not follow
the rule.

7. 1f children do not follow the rule,
remind them of the rule and do what
you told them you would.

® Choose to have rules about those things that
are most important to you. If you have lots of
rules, children won’t be able to remember
them. Choose a few good rules, and then
enforce them.

Youth want to prove they can be responsible.

® Teens have a greater need to prove their
independence when we don’t change the rules
from childhood to adolescence. When we give
them more privileges as a way of recognizing
their increasing maturity and willingness to
take responsibility, we build self- esteem and
encourage appropriate growth.



® Teens are experiencing tremendous changes in
their bodies and in their social world. It is
equally important to them that we recognize
these changes by allowing them greater
freedom to make some decisions while
continuing to set limits that protect them in
their expanded, and sometimes scary, world.
Setting limits enables us to “let go” gradually
with confidence that our children and teens
are learning how to make healthy decisions
for themselves.

Teens are better able to deal with peer pressure
when they know they are loved and respected by
their parents.

® They are more likely to make healthy
decisions if they’ve already learned from us to
focus on their well-being while making
decisions.

Children and teens will feel loved and be less
likely to question limits or complain if:

® The rules are made to protect them
® The rules are easily understood
® The rules are consistently enforced

® The rules are appropriate for the age and
recognize increasing maturity and willingness
to accept responsibility

® The rules are made to help reach goals we and
they have set

® We are role models of good behavior (not
smoking or using drugs).
To change children’s behavior, sometimes we
have to make the first changes.
We may find that hard to do for several reasons:

® We may deny that problems exist.

® Every family has some problems.
Recognizing the problem is the first
step in solving it. Sometimes we can
find our own solutions. We can also
learn from relatives and friends or
seek help through community
agencies, churches and schools.

® We may think problems are our fault.

® We may think children won’t change.

® Children do respond to new
approaches, especially those which are
expressions of concern for their
well-being. We often become
discouraged because changes in
behavior or attitudes may come slowly,
but patience will usually bring about
good results.

® We should remember that no parent is
perfect, and that our children can
overlook many of our faults when
they know they are loved. If we are
contributing to a problem, we can
change if we understand our
shortcomings. Again relatives, friends,
community agencies, churches or
schools are good sources of support
and help.

Limit setting, especially for teens, may be easier
when we talk about appropriate rules with other
parents.

® Teens compare the strictness of their parents
against their friends’ parents. Talking with
other parents can help ensure that we’re being
fair and realistic. It can also help us learn that
“everyone else’s parents” aren’t as permissive
as reported!

Remember that love builds the foundation for
effective discipline.

If you want your children to obey family rules,
regularly let them know you love and appreciate them.

Download the "Talking About Rules" Comic
www.udel.edu/content/dam/udellmages/cant/factsh
eets/talking-about-rules.pdf

Try this fun activity with your family!
Why?

e All families have rough times. When people
know we love them, it makes it easier to get
through tough times. One way we can show
we care is by being aware of what is going on
in each other’s lives and offering support and
encouragement to one another. This activity is
one way family members can tell each other
that they understand and care.



What do we need?

® 3 x5 cards or some papet, scissors, crayons,

How will it help?
D References

e It will let others know you love and care about

them. Pat Tanner Nelson, Ed.D.

How long will it take? Former Extension Family and Human Development
® Only a few minutes, whenever you wish. Specialist
What do we do?

This issue was prepared by Dr. Peggy Brown,
Cooperative Extension, University of Delaware.
“Encouraging Words” was taken from Family Times,
® Good luck on the test. developed by the University of Wisconsin-Extension,
and used with permission from the Wisconsin
Clearinghouse, Box 1468, Madison, WI 53701.

1. Think of times another family member might
appreciate a few kind words from you, like these:

® Smile! You look great in braces.

e Thanks for listening last night.
Suggested citation: Brown, M. Setting limits in

® [l be thinking of you. Nelson, P. T. (Ed) (2012). Families Matter! A Series
e Go forit!l for Parents of School-Age Youth. Newark, DE:

. Cooperative Extension, University of Delaware.
® Don’t worry. . .we’ll work it out.

e We’re behind you all the way.
® Stay calm. You'll do fine.

® Hurry home. I'll miss you.

e D’'m sorry I snapped at you. This information is brought to you by the University of Delaware
Cooperative Extension, a service of the UD College of Agriculture
2. Jot down these notes on index cards cut in half. and Natural Resonrces — a land-grant institution. This institution
Tuck them into briefcases, luggage, backpacks, purses, is an equal opportunity provider.

lunch boxes, or coat pockets.

3. Encourage everyone in the family to use them and
to make up new cards.
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