
What You Say Matters (Just Not in the Way You Expect!) 
Adapted from article by Sumitha Bhandarkar.  

 
Here’s a quick question to ask ourselves as parents: How many times in a day do we label our kids in not so 
flattering ways? Messy, irresponsible, slow-poke….We don’t intend to be mean. And most often, we don’t even 
realize we are doing it. 

Yet, it can have a huge impact on your child’s behavior for the rest of the day, and if a label sticks, then 
it can have long term results. 

Also, how we behave with our kids depends on what labels we see them through. If we look at them 
through the lens of negative labels, our response to their actions is likely to be more critical. When we 
look at them through the lens of positive labels, we are in a better position to be their champion, their 
cheer leaders. 

In short, what we say matters — not just what we say to our kids, but what we say about them to others… and 
to ourselves. The labels we choose, either consciously or by default, can make a huge impact on how we 
parent and how our kids perceive themselves. 

The truth is, the labels we give our children can become self-fulfilling prophecies. Children learn who they are 
from others in their lives, most notably the parents. The labels we use convey to our children our view of 
them and the expectations we have of them, and they will act on those expectations regardless of whether they 
are positive or negative. 

Negative labels are not easy for the parents either. When parents think of their children through these negative 
labels, we feel 

 Fear about how the kids will turn out 
 Confusion about what we ought to do to “fix” the situation 
 Resentment towards the child for not meeting the standard societal expectations 
 Shame that we somehow screwed up 
 Embarrassment in the presence of others for our child’s behavior 
 Exhaustion of having to deal with it day in and day out 
 Anger that the situation turned out the way it did 

So what can we do?  For starters, we can redesign those labels with a positive vision.  When kids overhear 
being referred to in positive ways, they will respond positively.  When we think of our kids in a positive way, we 
are better equipped to handle the situations life throws at us. 

And that kicks into motion a nice little positive feedback cycle. 

Try this simple exercise: Grab a piece of paper, to write down all the words that you can think of that describe 
the crazy, obnoxious things your children do that drive you crazy. Next, think of your favorite image of your 
child. Hold on to that image as you look through the list of lousy labels and discover the hidden potential of 
your child masked by the negativity of the label. And start listing them next to (or below) your other list.. 
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Here is an example: 

Old Negative Labels             New Exciting Labels 

Bossy Leader, takes initiative 

Demanding Decisive, knows what she wants 

Possessive Good stewardship 

Argumentative Good negotiator, logical reasoner 

Loud Bubbly, energetic, full of life 

Nosy Curious, logical reasoner 

Stubborn, whiny Persistent 

Aloof, Self-centered Independent 

Aggressive Stands up for her beliefs 

Nit-picky 
Meticulous, knows what she wants 
 

So often, the very things that annoys us in our kids is an amazing positive characteristic that we would 
love to see in them as adults. 

And trust me, this makes a huge difference. My daughter is just 5 and boy, can she boss around. I used to be 
annoyed/irritated when she would insist on me doing something in a particular way that seemed totally 
ridiculous to me. And when I watched her bossing over her softer-mannered friends, I used to worry that she 
will have no friends if she keeps bossing them so much. And a part of me felt guilty because, well, she gets it 
from me (multiplied by what she inherited from my husband). 

When I started seeing her through the new lens that she is capable of good leadership skills, that she is 
decisive and knows what she wants, it really changed my perspective. I feel proud of her now instead of being 
embarrassed or worried. I have a much clearer view of my role as a parent as I think of how to hone these 
positive skills, than when I fretted about how to break the negative traits. My job now is to groom her to be a 
leader that she naturally is, to show her how to channel this trait to get the best results, how to communicate so 
she can inspire instead of intimidate and generally, show her how amazing she really is! 

And here’s the positive piece for me as a parent:  I am now sailing with the winds, instead of against them. 
Parenting seems a lot more like fun than a chore! 

Over the next week, try focusing on two simple things – 

1. Pay attention to the labels we unintentionally use when we talk/think about our kids, and 
2. Make a conscious attempt to start thinking of our kids with the positive labels.  And, try to find ways to 

use those positive labels not just in conversations about your kids, but even in conversations with them!  


