
 

 

 

 

 

 

TEACHING KIDS TO BE KIND 
 
Judgement and criticism are the stock in trade for many people in today’s fast-paced world. In our playgrounds 
and parks, children often act cruelly – or are simply uninterested in how other people feel. Little kids, big kids, 
and even adults can respond reactively and unthinkingly, or sometimes intentionally, with unkindness. 
 
Although being unkind is nothing new (it’s happened from the beginning of humanity), technology is enabling 
cruelty in faster, easier, anonymous ways. Technology is also making it hard for our kids to develop skills to 
delay gratification. Exercising impulse control – self regulation – is trickier because waiting isn’t needed. These 
things combine to make it increasingly hard to be a compassionate and kind person, someone who considers the 
needs of others rather than acting out of self-interest. It demands intention and commitment. 
 
The helper’s high 
Our brains release “feelgood” chemicals (like oxytocin, serotonin, and endorphins) which fight stress and make 
us feel happy when we engage in, or even witness, acts of kindness. It’s called the “helper’s high” and it’s our 
brains’ way of rewarding us for doing good, making us want to repeat the behaviour to get the same good feeling 
again. Not only does being kind feel good, but it generally keeps us safe because it makes us more likely to be 
accepted by social groups. It builds social capital when we are considerate of the needs of others. 
 
Create opportunities for kindness 
Even though they are hardwired for kindness we still need to create opportunities for our kids to engage in acts of 
kindness. We also need them to know what it feels like to have someone treat them kindly (so they know what 
behaviours to copy, and why kindness is important). So how can you help them? 
 
Model kindness 
Show your children how you treat others kindly. Hold open doors for people, put trolleys back that are in the 
middle of the car park, drop a meal to a sick family member, donate old towels to an animal shelter, let someone 
in when traffic is heavy. 
They don’t have to be grand gestures, just small and gentle ways of considering the needs of others. 
 
Use kind language 
Consider how you speak to your child and what you say when you speak. Ask how you speak about others (and 
yourself). Our kids use our behaviour as templates for how they should act. So let them see your compassion 
shine through for those around you. Be kind as you listen. Be kind as you talk. Say kind things. 
 
Encourage helping 
Is one child great at maths and their younger sibling isn’t? Invite them to teach them or guide them through their 
homework. Ask them to show you how to play their favourite video game. If they are great at cooking, ask them 
to help you prepare dinner. Having them involved in prosocial ways gives them a helper’s high. 
 
Build their emotional intelligence 
Kids who struggle to regulate and manage their emotions will find it harder to treat others with compassion. An 
essential part of teaching kids to be kind centres on teaching them to manage challenging emotions and giving 
them coping strategies to navigate their way through. 
 
Teach them the words for feelings. Without the right words to share how they feel it can leave kids confused, 
fearful and frustrated…which only serves to make their big feelings more intense. When you see them 
experiencing a feeling, name it for them: “I can see that made you so mad”, “I wonder if you felt sad when your 
friend left you out”. 



 
Help them identify when they are escalating, but don’t try and reason with them when they are in the “red zone” – 
we cannot reason with them at this stage as they are in the emotional part of the brain (mid brain) not the part 
that lets them be logical (pre-frontal cortex). Discuss strategies and practice when they feel calm. Get them doing 
things like squeezing play dough, talking about how they feel, going for a run, switching on music that makes 
them feel good, drawing or writing stuff down. 
 
When you do this, you’re being kind, teaching kindness, and helping them be kind to themselves. 
 
In closing 
Encouraging kids to be kind is essential in helping them avoid seeking instant gratification, ego-centric solutions, 
or being cruel. When people are empathic and kind, they are more likely to experience better overall wellbeing, 
this is in part due to the helper’s high, but also because they feel fulfilled and tend to have better quality 
relationships. Kindness is cool! 
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