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Using Rewards Systems at Home
What Motivates Your Child? 

Everybody has needs, desires and wants that motivate them. For children and young people it may 

be the need or desire for the attention of a parent or someone close to them, a need to be heard 

and listened to, to be part of an action happening in the family or peer group or to remove 

themselves from a sound, texture, light that they find uncomfortable. It can also be immediate 

access to an iPad, TV programme or game. 

Motivation (needs, desires, wants) generally come before an action or behaviour, rewards 

(recognition of effort and achievement) come after and both are often, but not always linked  

to one another. For example, children and young people can sometimes love to learn a new skill 

without seeking a reward. 

Rewards and reward systems are often used by teachers to support their children in the classroom. 

Rewards provide an incentive to children to learn, behave and achieve. For example, when a child 

makes a good effort, teachers give them a star or when a child’s behaviour improves, they earn extra 

golden time. 

At home, rewards can also be used to support your child’s behaviour. Every child and young person 

has particular things they like to do or have access to as a reward. These can be used to develop 

positive behaviour and learn new skills or strengthen current skills. These rewards might be toys or 

favourite activities, stickers or praise, electronics or games and so on. To help you use these rewards, 

you need to first find out what they are and then use them consistently in a reward system.

My Favourite
things

Ipad

Music
Going for a walk

Scooter
Swimming
Computer

TV

Doodling
Word Searches

Making my own videos
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Steps to selecting your child’s rewards

1. Make a list of all of the things that your child likes. These will be his/her rewards. If your 

child has the skills, you can ask him/her to join in with making the list. 

2. Highlight some items on this list that your child can earn. Make sure some other items 

on the list are freely available for your child. 

3. On this list, select the items that your child likes the best.

4. These items might be used to work on a skill that your child might need help with (e.g., 

getting dressed) or for something you want them to do more often, like cleaning up. 

Refer to the booklet on Life Skills for Children and Young People with Additional Needs.

Now that you or you and your child have selected what your child likes, you can use this 

information to develop a reward system. For example, you can catch good behaviour and 

reward it straight way. The likelihood is that you will see more of this behaviour. This is a 

very positive way to support your child’s behaviour at home. Rewards can also be used as 

part of a token system that we call a token economy.
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Using a token economy system at home
A token economy is a positive behaviour 

reinforcement/reward strategy for establishing and 

maintaining positive behaviour. The strategy uses 

rewards to motivate children and young people to 

behave appropriately in a given situation and to 

maintain that behaviour. It is important to target 

behaviours you want to see more of, for example 

listening and following instructions at home. For 

some children and young people, targeting a single 

behaviour may be more appropriate.

To understand what a token economy is, it is a good idea to think of collecting stamps or points  

for a free coffee at your local coffee shop – once your card is full you get a free coffee. We all use 

token economies!

A token economy involves your child collecting tokens for good behaviour (e.g., following the  

rules at home, putting away their breakfast/lunch items, completing a piece of work, following 

instructions for an activity, using their communication system/device). Once they have collected  

a certain number, they can then ‘cash them in’ for an agreed reward (e.g., iPad, TV, free time, etc.).

When I get 5 smiley faces I
can get the ipad for 10 min.
I must:
1   Use friendly hands and feet when I play 
with my little brother
2   Follow instructions from Mammy 
and Daddy

3  try to eat all my Dinner at Dinner Time

The tokens can be stars, stickers, points, ticks or any symbol that has meaning for your child. 

See some examples above of tokens that you can use.

This is an example of a token economy 

for a 4 year old child. The tokens do 

not have to be printed out, you can 

use pen and paper!

When I get 5 smiley faces I

can get the ipad for 10 min.

I must:
1   Use friendly hands and feet when I play 

with my little brother

2   Follow instructions from Mammy 

and Daddy

3  try to eat all my Dinner at Dinner Time



I am working for
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Steps for creating token economy systems:

1. Decide on the skill/behaviour that your child needs to learn or follow.

2. What does your child need to do to get a token?

3. Select the type of token that is appropriate for the age and ability of your child. 

4. Make a token board from whatever you have available to you at home.

5. Create the number of spaces on the token board where the tokens will go. This can be a 

number that meets your child’s needs.

6. Have your child place a picture or write the word of the reward on the token board. You 

can use the reward list you made earlier.

7. Each time you see the chosen good behaviour or skill, give him or her a token. 

8. Once the board is full, your child should always get the chosen reward. 

9. Start the process again.

It is a good idea to use token economies throughout the day. If your child is doing well, 

why not use it for even more skills/behaviours! Refer to the booklet on Home Routines for 

Children and Young People with Additional Needs. 
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Top Tips!
• Be consistent. 

• A reward should only be given for true effort.

• Make sure your child is getting enough rewards.

• Vary your child’s rewards.

• Introduce something new if your child is losing interest.

• Keep favourite things out of reach. 

• Set a timer for activity-based rewards. Agree the time. 

Stick to the time.

• Try to make sure that the amount of the reward is realistic. 

• New and difficult tasks should have special rewards.

• Always find out what your child wants. Do not give them 

what you want to give them. They need to be motivated. 

• Do not give your child too much work or make the work too difficult.

• Make sure your child has some surprises during the day as well. 

It is important that children do not have to earn ‘all’ nice things.

• Never promise something that is not available.

Video samples:

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9xDr2tPJCUY

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kvpLpt39c2A

Helpful links: 

• https://www.twinkl.ie/

• https://www.verywellfamily.com/positive-reinforcement-child-behavior-1094889

• https://www.abaresources.com/free2/
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