
 
REWARDS AND CONSEQUENCES – CAREGIVER 

 
In order to help you teen’s behavior improve and mature, caregivers need to control 
rewards and “optional” privileges that the teenager wants and enjoys. The first step is 
identifying these “optional” privileges. There are three kinds of privileges: 
 
1. Basic Privileges or Rights. These are things that teens are entitled to and that 

caregivers provide to their children unconditionally. Most caregivers know 
automatically what these things are and would never use them as rewards or 
consequences. Basic privileges are things like: 

a. Regular family food (not including soft drinks or treats) 
b. Clothing 
c. Shelter 
d. Love 

 
2. “Growth” Privileges. These are things that are not basic rights, but do contribute 

positively to a teen’s development and growth. Many are activities that are good for 
teenagers. They may build self-confidence, promote physical fitness, or provide 
opportunities for achievement and social development. They are the kinds of 
activities that caregivers want to encourage. Because of this, try to avoid taking them 
away as a consequence. Here are some common examples of “growth” privileges. 

a. Extracurricular  school  activities  (band, music, drama club, ROTC, student 
government) 

b. Organized sports (e.g., running track, soccer team, football team, basketball 
team) 

c. Community activities (e.g., church teen groups, 4-H). 
d. Volunteer community service activities (e.g. working at humane society 

shelter) 
e. Access to things like library books or educational materials 

 
Make a list of things you consider “growth” privileges for your teen. 

 

Growth Privilege 1) 

Growth Privilege 2) 

Growth Privilege 3) 

Growth Privilege 4) 

Growth Privilege 5) 

 
3. “Optional” Privileges. A privilege that is not a basic privilege or a growth privilege 

is an optional privilege. These are the privileges that caregivers should control. They 



can be taken away as a consequence for breaking a rule. They can be granted as a 
reward for doing well. Optional privileges must be valuable to the teenager in order 
to work as effective consequences or rewards. It need to be important to them. Here 
is a list of some common optional privileges. Rate how important each one is to your 
teen. Then list some others of your own. Make a note of those you rate as “high” in 
value. 

 

OPTIONAL PRIVILEGES 

How Valuable to Your Teen? 

Low Med High 

Access to television    

Playing video games    

Computer time    

Access to car, bike, cycle    

Going places with friends    

Phone time    

Allowance    

Music player    

Having friends over    

Cell phone    

    

    

    

    

    

 
How to Use Optional Privileges as Consequences and Rewards 

 
The link between behavior and a consequence or reward is important for making it 
work. Here are some suggestions that will give you the best chance of success: 
 
1. Specifically State The Link Between a Behavior and a Consequence or 

Reward. It is important that the teenager understand that the consequence or 
reward depends on their behavior and is directly linked to their behavior. 

 
2. Make the Criteria Specific. For example, a criterion such as “if you get your 

math grade up, then we’ll see about video game privileges,” will not get the best 
results. You’ll get better results by saying something like, “When your average in 
math gets over 70, then you’ll get an hour a night of video games. When it gets over 
80, then you’ll get two hours.” 

 
3. Pick the Right Amount of Progress To Reward. This is the single most difficult 

task for caregivers in linking behavior with consequences or rewards. In some 
cases, it is better to give small or partial rewards for small or partial progress along 
the way. In other cases, it may be better to have a teenager work toward a long-



term goal for a bigger reward. The choice between setting up short-term vs. long-
term rewards depends on several things. Here are some considerations: 

a. How mature is your teenager? Younger teens need to be rewarded for 
smaller steps. Teens with attention or learning problems need 
reinforcement for smaller steps. For example, if you set a reward for an 
impulsive 13 year-old who is having trouble in school that, “You’ll get a dirt 
bike if you bring home all B’s or better on your final grades,” it is very likely 
that it won’t work. There are too many opportunities along the way to mess 
up, and the reward is too far off in the future, even though it might be a 
valued reward. It would probably work better to say, “Every time you get a B 
or better on a test or a homework assignment, you’ll get (decide amount of 
money, i.e., $1) that we put in an account to go toward your bike.” That way, 
the teen can see his efforts pay off at each step. Older and more mature 
teens with better self-control will be able to handle working toward longer-
term goals. 

b. How habitual is the problem? If you are asking for a huge change all at once 
with a habitual problem, you probably won’t get it. If problems are habitual, 
you will need to ask for change a step at a time. For example, if yelling 
profanity in the home is a habitual problem, you may want to set 
consequences and rewards on a day-by-day basis at first. Or, if it is really 
bad, you might need to reward partial improvement at first (such as 
eliminating some words). As time goes on and progress is made, you can 
adjust your standards upward until the problem is corrected. 

c. Is it working?  Often, when rewards and consequences aren’t working, that’s 
a clue that you need to approach things in smaller steps. If it isn’t working, 
this would be a good point to talk with one of the staff about how to adjust 
things to make it work. 

 
4. Start with Smaller Negative Consequences and work Up If Necessary. If a 

rule is broken, then apply a negative consequence consistently (that means 100% 
of the time, unless you granted an exception in advance or it was impossible to 
follow the rule). Usually, it will be the consequence you have picked in advance 
when you set the rule. For example, if a teenager is hitting a younger sibling at 
home, you might set a no-hitting rule with the consequence that if the teenager hits, 
he will lose an important optional privilege for three days. If the rule is broken only 
rarely, then you can stick with this. If the rule is broken repeatedly (like once a week 
or more), you need to raise the consequence and increase the penalty. 
 

5. Know When To Stop Piling It On. Hopefully, you will never be in this situation. But, 
there can come a point where taking away optional privileges or applying negative 
consequences has piled up so high that it’s time to stop, even if things aren’t better. 
Don’t get into a battle of wills with your teenager, or put them in a hole so deep that 
they can’t see working their way out. If lost privileges and negative consequences 
have piled up to that point that the teenager has very little freedom or privileges left, 
then stop. You really don’t want a teenager who feels they have nothing left to lose, 
or who can’t see the possibility of working their way out of the hole. For example, if 



your teenager already is “grounded” for a long period of time (like a month or more), 
adding additional days or weeks will probably serve no purpose and may backfire. 

 
6. Pair Compliments with Every Reward. Always pair rewards with compliments. For 

example, you might say something like, “You’ve working really hard to stop hitting 
your little brother and I’m proud of how well you’ve done. You’ve been a good big 
brother with him. You’ve earned some of the extra privileges we talked about….” By 
pairing rewards with compliments and praise, the teen will learn to feel proud of 
themselves for doing the right thing. Some caregivers make the mistake of thinking, 
“Why should I praise them or reward them for doing what they are supposed to do 
anyway?” This approach to parenting teenagers can backfire and result in teenagers 
who never really feel good about doing the right thing. Complimenting them for “doing 
the right thing” paired with rewards is far more effective at teaching the lesson you 
want to teach. 

 


