
A child may lie about feeling ill, if she feels that this is the surest 
way of getting the parents attention.

– Sudha Gupta

Above all I would teach him to tell the truth. 
Truth-telling, I have found, is the key to responsible citizenship.

– J. Edgar Hoover, former FBI Director from his book, What I Would Tell My Son

Why do children lie? The controversial educator and author, A.S. Neill told parents back in 1959, “If your
child lies, either he is afraid of you or he is copying you.” Although there is a lot of truth to his theory, it
isn’t that simple. In fact the topic of lying can be rather complex. There are numerous reasons why chil-
dren do not always tell the truth. Let’s explore some of them.
• Some children lie because they see adults in their lives telling lies. They are copying us!
• Some children lie to impress others. “That’s nothing, Joey! I have three dirt bikes!”
• Children often lie to get things they want. “Mom, my room is clean. Can I get my candy now?”
• Lying can become a habit.
• Young people often lie out of fear of punishment. Joyce lies about breaking the lamp to 

avoid a spanking. She blames her brother.
• Very young children are great storytellers and exaggerators! Often they don’t know the 

difference between truth and fantasy.
• Some aren’t lying; they honestly forgot.
• Adolescents often lie to protect peers.
• Many adolescents lie to cover up possible drug use.
• Adolescents often lie to control and manipulate others.
• Some children lie about school performance because parents have expectations that may 

be too high and/or unrealistic.
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Recommended Resources

• Therapeutic Cartoon Series: Lying
• Tough Issues, Good Decisions

            



1. The number one strategy is to be honest. Don’t lie. Our children are watching and listening.
2. If you make a mistake or do something wrong admit it. “Kids, I was driving too fast this afternoon 

and got a speeding ticket. It was my fault. The police officer was only doing her job.”
3. Use the word ‘wrong’ when dealing with lying. “Mavis, lying is wrong! We don’t lie in this family.”
4. Try to create a safe environment in the home and in the classroom where a child is not afraid to tell 

the truth.
5. Don’t set the child up to lie by saying something like, “Demetrius, you washed your hands didn’t you?”
6. Children who are impulsive or who have ADHD often blurt out untrue statements without thinking. 

Politely confront these children by asking them to take a deep breath, slow down, and  say,  “Tell me 
what you said again.”

7. Avoid strong punishment. The greater the fear of punishment, the less likely the child will be to “fess” 
up the next time.

8. Try to understand the child’s motive for lying. “Honey, why do you think Patty lied to us?”
9. Don’t force children to apologize when they aren’t ready. Parenting expert Alfie Kohn notes, 

“Compulsory apologies mostly train children to say things they don’t mean—that is, to lie.”
10. Don’t shame the child by saying things like, “You are a liar,” or “You never tell the truth!”
11. Do your best to stay calm when the child lies. Don’t shout out consequences when you are angry. 

Always remember the saying, “Let your emotions subside before you decide.”
12. Beware of the “silent lie.” This is when the child witnesses something or knows something but keeps 

quiet. An example would be when Hector saw his sister steal some money, but he doesn’t tell his 
parents. Encourage children to share vital information. They need to know that when they get older 
they can get in trouble with the law if they witness a crime and don’t tell the police.

13. Never ignore lying. By not saying anything is almost like telling the child that is OK to lie.
14. If you and your child are watching television and one of the characters tells a lie, don’t ignore it. 

Have a brief discussion about right and wrong.
15. Praise them when they are honest. “Way to go, my little Honest Abe!”
16. Have a rule in the home and in the classroom that states that everyone (including adults) must ask 

before taking something that belongs to others. This promotes honesty.
17. Don’t jump to conclusions! Before you accuse the child of lying, ask yourself, “Am I 100% sure?”
18. Never get into an argument with the child. “You are lying! No I’m not! Yes, you are! No I’m not!” This 

could escalate into a major battle. 
19. Read stories to little kids dealing with telling lies. Three good ones are, Pinocchio, The Emperor’s 

Clothes, and The Boy Who Cried Wolf.
20. Your adolescent may not like this one. Don’t be hesitant to “check up” on your teen when she says, 

“I’m spending the night at Jenny’s house.” Call Jenny’s parent to make sure.
21. If the child becomes a habitual liar, you may need to seek professional help. The child may need 

therapy. It is also possible that the child may have a disorder such as Conduct Disorder, Bi-polar 
Disorder, ADHD, or depression.

Strategies
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