To Parents:

If your child is in therapy with me, chances are good that I’ve already recommended you use a Behavioral Management Plan (BMP) in your household.  In fact, I usually recommend this for all the children in the house (not just the one in therapy with me), and on occasion I’ve even pointed out a BMP’s usefulness for adults trying to rid themselves of undesirable behavior(s) as well (i.e., quitting smoking, losing weight, anger management, etc.).  A BMP is just a fancy name for the “gold star” chart with which many of us grew up, often hung from the refrigerator door or the corkboard in a grade-school classroom.
Almost 100 years of psychology research has generally taught us that human beings often respond best to positive reinforcement, with active punishment for undesirable behaviors reserved for more desperate situations.  If you wish to take a crash-course in the theory behind my last sentence, as well as learn first-hand how utterly boring academic psychology can be, you can go to www.wikipedia.org and type in “reinforcement” as well as click on any related links.  If that sounds like too much work (I wouldn’t blame you; it probably is), please let me summarize it for you:  
Reward your child for performing desirable behaviors (always at first, and then often, and then at regular or irregular intervals), and have a few threatening punishments available to use when he’s really driving you nuts.
Let’s say your child freaks out every night when you announce that it’s bedtime:  shrieks, runs away, hits, bites, throws toys, the works.  Let’s also say his tantrum appears to have something to do with his undying love for Bob The Builder toys, with which he is usually playing when you announce “Bedtime!”  The key elements of this scenario, combined with a marker and a blank piece of paper, give us everything we need to begin to construct a BMP.  The marker can be put to the blank paper to create a basic grid, with a list of desirable behaviors headlining the rows, and the days of the week headlining the columns.  It might look something like this:
When I say





If you don’t,
“Bedtime!”





you get three
You should…
Mon / Tues / Wed / Thurs / Fri / Sat / Sun  /  Total
strikes…

Stop playing
With Bob The

Builder

Brush Your

Teeth

Put Your 

Pajamas On

Get Into 
Bed

20 Points = A New Small Toy



3 Strikes (per week) = No Bob The Builder Videos For One Day

30 Points = A New Video



6 Strikes (per week) = No Bob The Builder Toys For One Day

40 Points = A New Large Toy



9 Strikes (per week) = No Videos or Toys For Two Days
50 Points – A 2 Hour Visit to Chuck E. Cheese

12 Strikes (per week) = No Videos or Toys For Four Days
Hopefully, a chart like this is pretty self-explanatory.  Most of the focus should be on the left side of the chart, the “if you do the appropriate behaviors, you’ll earn neat stuff” side.  The “strikes” (punishment) side of the chart should be saved for when your child is really not working this program, truly invested in belligerent resistance, and you really want to get his attention.  “Strikes” should be designed to hit ‘em where it hurts, but should also be used sparingly.  If strikes are being constantly administered, the expectations of the chart are probably too high, and need to be re-calibrated.
The behaviors targeted in my example are fairly specific.  The left-hand column doesn’t just say “Behave Well”; it actually breaks down the specific ingredients of good behavior, so both child and parent know exactly what’s being addressed.  I recommend as high a level of specificity in targeting the behaviors as is practically possible, as one large goal of BMPs is to take issues of perception and subjectivity out of the equation, and re-focus the child on inarguable, behavioral reality.  In other words, this chart shouldn’t prompt a debate about what’s good behavior and what isn’t; it should simply spell out what’s expected, and dangle rewarding carrots for desirable behavior and somewhat unpleasant consequences for undesirable behavior.
If properly administered, over time your child will internalize this system of rewards and punishments and get better.  Sometimes it’s a really long period of time.  In the world of behavioral psychology and child development, however, the principles being discussed here are generally accepted as laws.  This means that if this system isn’t working in your household, you either haven’t given it enough time or you’re doing it wrong.  Impatience and/or a lack of compliance on the parents’ part are probably the two major factors that undermine the potential success of BMPs.  Please speak to me if you feel your BMP isn’t working; I want to be helpful to you in customizing it to meet the realistic needs of your family life.  
I must warn you, however, that these issues require a level of commitment and faith on the parents’ part that can test any of us.  On more than one occasion I’ve learned that a parent’s (often unconscious) refusal to stick with the BMP was actively undermining the child’s therapy and general chance to make progress in life; it turned out that the child wasn’t the only family member who needed some psychotherapy.  Relatedly, both parents and any other major caretakers for the child must be fully committed to reinforcing the BMP at all times.
BMPs should exist as family laws, and part of the point is getting the child to accept and internalize their existence as laws, not simply points of view to be debated.  In the adult world, robbing banks is rude and annoying, which should be reason enough to dissuade people from doing it, but isn’t.  The major deterrent to robbing banks for some people most likely remains the threat of federal prison.  In turn, each of us should want to do the absolute best we can at our adult jobs; however, most companies have ended up instituting BMPs that dangle carrots in front of us for high productivity, increased sales, etc.  The world of the child should be treated no differently.  In fact, BMPs simulate how the adult world works.  BMPs are one of the best things you can do to help prepare your child for the adult world.
Parents can start children on very simple BMPs at about two or three years of age.  Much successful potty-training throughout history has involved BMPs.  Teenagers can adhere to sometimes very complicated, even very high-stakes BMPs:  “If you get a 3.0 GPA your first two years of high school, I’ll front you $1000.00 for a down payment on a used car.  For every tenth of a GPA point above 3.0, I’ll front you another $1000.00.”  In different situations, a parent may create a BMP that allows the teenager access to socializing and parties when specific academic objectives are met.  Obviously, we need to examine our financial limitations when we enter the world of an ambitious sixteen year old.  Also, we must weigh the tradeoff of rewarding behaviors that we would sometimes hope would have their own intrinsic rewards (meaning that you probably shouldn’t “bribe” your kids into doing everything).  Nevertheless, you can see how the principles behind BMPs teach discipline, self-empowerment, planning, delayed gratification, and a task-focused, goal-oriented approach to life.  
BMPs in your family’s household need to be an ongoing, evolving work-in-progress.  To go back to our original example:  once the child has learned that many Bob The Builder goodies can become his if he institutes some discipline around his bedtime routine, he may well master the art of stopping play in a timely manner, brushing his teeth, getting into his PJs, etc.  When he begins to show such mastery (or at least an acceptable level of consistent performance around this issue), the parents can alter the reinforcement “schedule” so that he earns points every second time he completes the desired task, and after a while every third time, and on and on until a transition can be made to a “variable ratio schedule of reinforcement.”  This is just fancy psych talk for giving the child Bob The Builder points every now and then when he does the right thing.  It may seem that such a dilute schedule of reinforcement wouldn’t do much, but you need look no further than the Las Vegas casinos to understand that variable ratio reinforcement ultimately becomes the most powerful form of reinforcement there is.  As you’re reading this, there are hundreds of people sitting in the lobby of The Mirage feeding slot machines that will only reward them at a variable ratio schedule, and not too many of those folks will be stopping anytime soon.
I recommend that parents carry a little notebook and pen with them outside the home, so the child can see you putting an “X” on a piece of paper when he’s flipping out at Fred Meyer and his BMP chart is hanging on the fridge door back at the house.  In the spirit of positive reinforcement, he could also see you giving him an extra point for behaving beautifully in the grocery check-out line.  If your child has behavior problems at school, you should consult with his teachers repeatedly to create and maintain a BMP during the school day, with both rewards and punishments meted out at school and definitely when he returns home.  Great things can occur when parents, grandparents, teachers, babysitters, and the parents of the child’s friends are well coordinated and of a “unified front” in sending consistent signals to a child.  It’s those consistent signals that will eventually form a behavioral blueprint in the child’s mind.  Never forget that parents are almost always fully empowered to create the specifics of that behavioral blueprint.
Old BMPs can be put on a maintenance plan with a variable ratio schedule of reinforcement while new BMPs are introduced.  When creating a new BMP, keep the desired behaviors as specific as possible and understandable to the child.  Make both the rewards and the punishments as meaningful and compelling to the child as possible.  Use the punishments sparingly to get the child’s attention to communicate that you’re not messing around here; don’t use them in a passive/aggressive or cruel manner.  
Be consistent in your usage of BMPs; if you flake out, you’re actually creating a reinforcer that the BMP doesn’t really matter after all.  Mark the BMP “points” or “strikes” as quickly after the behavioral issue occurs as possible.  Expecting a five year old to understand what you’re talking about six hours later is often not realistic.  This is why carrying a “mini-BMP” or at least a notebook can be effective.  
There’s nothing wrong with collaborating with your child on the terms of a BMP; democracies are built on everyone getting some input into the content of laws.  Once those laws are passed, however, no one gets to cheat on them.  They can be amended over time, but never ignored.
Always remember that change is very hard for all of us, and that your child may have already internalized years of hidden reinforcement for his bad behavior (i.e., feeling powerful in the family system, looking cool to friends, projecting his frustrations into his parents, etc.).  Expecting instant turnarounds is often unrealistic.  Sometimes progress is measured in months, and sometimes in years.  Don’t waver.  BMPs can and should be adjusted, but to abandon them is to essentially give up hope on your child’s improvement.
Above all, the whole family needs to “buy in” to the agreed upon laws.  Guilty-feeling parents, take heart:  no adult likes being pulled over for speeding, but every adult sooner or later realizes that it’s not the cop’s fault.  It’s their own – the adult broke the law, a law carefully and reasonably agreed upon in civilized society to keep us all safe and sane.  Children may push back and act out against us for trying to keep them safe and sane, and sometimes things get worse before they get better once a BMP is instituted in a family.  A long-term adherence to and trust in the structure of a good BMP and the spirit behind it can pay huge dividends in the long run.
To see, download, or purchase more sophisticated examples of BMPs:

Amazon.com

Childavenue.com

Christianadhd.com (even if you’re not Christian, the charts may be of value)

Kensonparenting.com

Smilemiles.com
Practicalparent.org.uk/reward_charts.htm
Rewardcharts.com

I don’t specifically endorse any of these websites, but I do find them interesting in terms of getting ideas about making BMPs creative, kid-friendly, and effective for specific problems and specific households.  Customize your BMP so it’s exactly what you need!
