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It’s that time of year again. The stores are full of 
glittering gifts at eye-level height, perfect for 
young children to see and reach for. You might 
have just popped out to the supermarket or be 
shopping for another family member, but if your 
kids are in tow, it’s easy for everyone to become 
overwhelmed by the merry things on offer and 
want, want, want. For parents and carers of younger 
kids, you might even find yourself standing in the 
shops while your child is begging for toys they must 
have. They could be whining: “I want it right now, 
I really need it pleeeaasse?!” 

In that moment, you may be worried about being 
judged by other shoppers for spoiling your child or for 
leaving them to cry on the shop floor. You could also 
be stressed about whether your Christmas budget 
means you can even afford to buy it, as the cost-of-
living crisis is still hitting families hard. You might even 
be wishing for Santa’s help about how to stop the 
whining and get your kids to be more grateful.

So, this festive season, how can we inspire our 
children to be grateful for what they get and to ask 
nicely for what they want, instead of whining at you?

HOW TO INSPIRE GRATITUDE IN KIDS 
Something to consider this year is putting more focus 
on presence over presents. The gift of quality time 
together can be a present in itself, as cheesy as that 
may sound. We play an important role in shaping 
our children’s values1 and it is often the memories 

of festive times and traditions with loved ones that 
our children truly cherish, not just the thoughts of 
any gifts they received. That’s not to say that you 
shouldn’t buy your kids presents, but encouraging 
gratitude in our children can have a positive impact 
on their overall wellbeing and their relationships.1 

Practise family gratitude together

Part of being together and spending quality time 
with your children can involve helping them learn to 
be grateful. Depending on their age, you could try 
things like:

•	 Sharing gratitude: At the end of the day, ask each 
other: “What made you happy today?” If children 
are old enough, writing a short list of what they are 
grateful for can positively impact their wellbeing.2 

•	 Showing self-compassion: children who are kind to 
themselves have a better appreciation of the world 
around them.3 You can help by sharing what you 
are grateful for about them or just by giving them a 
nice compliment like: “Thanks for helping me clean 
up, I am so grateful for how helpful you are.”

•	 Being in the moment: Take time to pause and 
enjoy the festive season together, like decorating 
the house, listening to music, or going to look at 
the holiday lights. This type of mindful behaviour 
can help with thankfulness, and, for teens, research 
shows it is even linked to a better quality of life.4  
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Role model different ways of showing gratitude

When you are spending time together as a family, 
consider that as parents and carers we play a key 
role in children learning to show and understand 
gratitude.1 Most children don’t develop the ability to 
be ‘grateful’ until they are anywhere between  
7-14 years old, but they can learn positive emotions 
from their parents and carers at any age.1 Part of 
teaching them these life skills is behaving the way 
you would like them to act. While you might want to 
joke about a present you have received (“Not socks 
again!”), consider the message this could send to 
your child. Instead, responding with gratitude,  
(“I always need socks, thank you!”) shows children 
what being thankful looks like – and they are more 
likely to learn to be grateful themselves. 

TEACHING ASKING INSTEAD OF 
WHINING TO ENCOURAGE GRATITUDE
It’s normal for children to want things. It’s human 
nature. Whining is also common in young children, 
as frustrating as it is for us. Whining is that long, 
drawn-out way of speaking or nagging tone of voice 
that most parents or carers will have heard at some 
point, possibly if they have braved the shops with a 
younger child during the festive season. They might 
have whined for something they didn’t get, or even 
whined about something they did get. You might be 
thinking to yourself: Why isn’t my child being grateful? 
How can I prevent this whining happening in the first 
place, and how can I respond to it? 

What to do before the whining starts

Teaching your children to ask nicely for what they 
want is key to reducing whining. This can happen at 
home by setting a good example through teaching 
them what you would like them to say. If they want 
something, you can show them how to ask for this 
by modelling a pleasant and calm voice, like:  
“Can I please have a chocolate?” In future, you can 
then remind them to use nice words to ask for things 
– and praise them when they do.

You can also help your child manage their impulse 
control by planning ahead and setting clear 
expectations, particularly for when you’re somewhere 
like the supermarket or a shop. If you are planning a 
shopping trip with your child this season, set limits 
before you go, to help stop whining when you’re 
there. These expectations can take many forms 
depending on what you do as a family. Some people 
let their children choose a certain number of 
Christmas presents, others ask them to take a photo 
of what they want and add it to a wish list, while 
some give their children a budget (when they are 
old enough). Creating boundaries that are right for 
your family can make you all feel more in control 
and prepared. Role modelling can work here too, 
like being thankful to the check-out server when you 
do buy something. 

How to support behaviour you like 

When your child is still learning to be grateful and 
is whining, or a full-on shopping tantrum happens, 
it can help to try to stay calm and respond rather than 
react. This is keeping in mind that children may not 
be able to manage their emotions as well as adults. 
Young children may need more support around 
learning that their demands cannot always be met, 
and all children have a desire to feel they are heard. 
If they whine, try stopping what you are doing and 
bending down to their eye-level, while calmy giving 
them a direction to stop whining and ask nicely.  
If they keep whining, you may want to consider not 
paying as much attention to them until the whining 
stops. When it stops, remind them to ask nicely and 
thank them when they do this. 

When they do ask nicely: is it a reasonable 

request? 

Another thing to consider is if what your child wants 
is actually reasonable and they have asked you the 
way you want them to. It might not necessarily be 
something they need, yet it could bring them joy. 
The key is in how they have asked for it and this could 
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be a great opportunity to encourage the behaviour 
you like. Be it a new T-shirt or a sweet, if they have 
asked you nicely and the circumstances are right, 
there may be no harm in giving your child what they 
want. It can help to also praise them for asking nicely 
if they do this. This way, you are helping them learn 
that when they positively demonstrate what you have 
taught them, you will encourage and thank them. 

Shopping this season

Some responses that might be helpful if your child 
won’t take no for an answer: 

Overall, the holiday season can be a joyful, yet 
stressful time for families. It is a busy time of year 
and can be hard for many parents, carers and their 
children to manage their feelings. You are not 
alone! By trying to stay calm and with some simple 
strategies at hand, you could turn these challenging 
moments into an opportunity for your child to learn. 
Grateful parents and carers tend to raise grateful 
children.5 By promoting the idea of gratitude, 
teaching asking instead of whining, and spending 
quality time together, your family could have a 
magical festive season to cherish for years to come. 

If you can’t buy it right now:

“We can’t buy it today, let’s take a photo for later 

or write it on your wish list.”

If you can’t buy it right now:

“We can’t buy it today, let’s take a photo for later 

or write it on your wish list.”

If it’s too expensive or unsuitable for them, try 

suggesting other options:

“I can see why you would love to have this, but 

we can only buy so much. Here are some other 

things you can choose from that you might like.”

If it’s out of their budget (for older kids):

“Remember you have a certain amount to 

spend, is this in your budget? I can help you think 

of some other options that might fit.”

If you are shopping for someone else:

“I know you want things too, please help me pick 

out this gift today and we can focus on what you 

want another day.”
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