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Introduction


 


As a child psychologist who has worked with over four hundred families in the past fifteen years, I have listened to the plaintive cries of parents who are struggling to understand and help their children, and I’ve also heard their deep frustration at having “tried everything,” but to no avail. They have told me countless times about children who can’t control their tempers, who are impossible to reason with, or who are disrespectful and demanding. Parents have told me about their children who are struggling with so much anxiety that even leaving their mothers to go to school or a birthday party becomes an ordeal. Issues pertaining to sleeping, eating, and toileting abound; children avoid, refuse, or make demands of their parents, all with extreme intensity. Far too many parents find themselves at a loss when trying to help their children master the basic life skills of self-control, respect, cooperation, sleeping alone, and eating.


It is my job to help these parents and their children, to give them answers, to help them understand what has gone wrong, and to provide strategies to correct the troublesome behaviors. Fifteen years ago when I first opened my private practice, I was ready to go. In fact, being a psychologist had been what I planned to do since the sixth grade. The only problem was that, despite all my formal training and knowledge, I quickly realized that I didn’t have any clear answers or protocols to follow in actually treating the myriad difficulties that came into my office. I knew a lot about child development, psychodynamics, and how to make formal diagnoses but not much about what to actually do to help kids stop acting out, to temper their fears, and to create harmony in their discordant families—and to do so in a timely and direct fashion. I knew I wasn’t alone in my uncertainty. Many of the families who came to me told me they had sought professional help in the past, read parenting books, and consulted with pediatricians, friends, and families, but nothing had worked. It is a part of my temperament, I suppose, that I have always been impatient when it comes to getting a job done. I am eager for results. More to the point, I couldn’t bear the suffering and distress of the children: all the children who sat in the chair by my desk and told me how sad they were and how bad they felt to be having so much trouble.


Children can ill afford prolonged preoccupation with emotional investments that don’t lead towards growing up healthy, confident, and strong.


I found myself struggling to figure out why so many children and families were in so much trouble, and why their efforts to improve matters weren’t paying off. They needed efficient, practical solutions that really worked. It was from this position of urgency that I came to focus on and appreciate the role of power in the parent-child relationship. I began to see that many of the emotional and behavioral challenges that parents were confronting had their roots in an imbalance of family power, or IFP.


In my opinion, the parenting advice of the last forty years is largely responsible for this imbalance. An emphasis on talking, catering to children’s feelings, and exalting a child’s self-esteem has left parents feeling intimidated and uncertain when their disciplinary efforts cause their children to become upset and angry. Consequently, in far too many homes across America, it is the children who lead the parents and who control the landscape of family life, and they are making a royal mess of it.


I have come to understand that the symptoms children so often exhibit today, from unruliness to anxiety, are the result of how much power their parents have turned over to them. Sara’s sleeping in her parent’s bed every night; Dylan’s relentless requests and full-blown tantrums when things don’t go his way; Jacob’s fear of storms and requirement that his parents plan life around the weather forecasts—these are but a few of the endless examples of the distortions that result when children have the power that should be exercised by their parents. These children are deeply loved and have their parents’ complete devotion, yet they are out of control because their parents are not in the lead. What I have seen time and time again is that when children run a family, they ruin a family and themselves along with it. It is an epidemic that is heartbreaking to watch.


In this book I offer innovative ideas that challenge the prevailing parenting culture; I show why power and authority are as essential as love and good intentions to effective parenting. My observation is that while parents have long accepted loving and leading as the twin pillars of effective parenting, most parents have the loving down, but not the leading. Consequently, parents have too little power and kids have too much, and children across the country are suffering the ravages of this imbalance of family power. But simply understanding the phenomenon of IFP isn’t enough. What parents really want and need are practical answers about what to do and what to say to resolve their children’s problem behaviors. Stay with me, parents, because at the same time that I have been honing my appreciation of power in the parent-child relationship, I have been developing practical and effective parenting strategies based on my insights.


Specifically, I will teach you the Ladder—a clear, easy-to-follow, five-step action program for behavioral change to use with your children. For almost two decades, parents have relied on the time-out method, despite the fact that it rarely works. Time-out is particularly useless in quelling the more intense protests, where children’s behaviors escalate out of control. The Ladder strengthens and expands upon time-out and reliably takes parents all the way to effectiveness. I will teach you how to use the Ladder to address a wide array of behaviors across many situations, including the thorny issues parents face most often: tantrums, fears, sleep difficulties, and toileting troubles. Best of all, you can use the Ladder both as a preventative tool and as a corrective one.


The Ladder allows parents to protect their children from the turmoil of too much power. It also helps parents correct an existing power imbalance before it gets worse.


All of this is good, but we can’t really succeed in helping kids without helping their parents too. In my work as a child psychologist, truth be told, I often spend more time with parents than with their children. During this work, I ask parents to look at themselves and to identify their own parenting styles. Such self-reflection is not always easy, but I have found that not only are parents up to the task, they are clamoring for practical understanding and help. They are desperate for relief, not just for themselves, but for their children, who they hate to see in such states of struggle and distress.


To help parents focus on their role in their family’s troubles, I have identified four main parenting styles that can lead to IFP: Pleasers, Pushovers, Forcers, and Outliers. You will learn about them in this book as well. Often, parents are shocked and disconcerted to learn how their own responses and patterns of communication have inadvertently turned power over to their children and created the troubles of IFP. Recognizing and acknowledging how their particular parenting style is affecting their children often has a crystallizing effect and motivates parents to learn to use the new tools they will need to correct their children’s problem behaviors that have resulted from IFP. Once parents understand how they have gone astray and have learned what to do about it, the results are dramatic, rapid, and lasting! Parents who have learned and have applied my strategies for strong, loving, effective parenting are now successfully raising self-controlled, respectful, cooperative children. They are amazed and overjoyed at the rapid improvement in their children’s problematic behaviors and thrilled by the goodwill and harmony that have replaced distress and turmoil.


As you read this book, I hope you will begin to see your relationship with your child and your role as parent through a new lens. By understanding the role of power in the family hierarchy and by learning to climb the Ladder, you too will transform the life of your family. Besides, you won’t need me or another therapist in an office setting to succeed. Most children don’t need therapy; what is making them unruly, anxious, angry, or confused is their parents’ ineffectiveness and failure to lead. You can do the real repair work at home.


I have been surprised and heartened to learn that grandparents who hear these ideas are equally enthused and eager to shed light on their own family dynamic. They are strongly motivated to help their adult children break the ineffectual and negative patterns they witness, and they want to help them create a healthy and effective parenting environment for their adored grandchildren. With the philosophy provided in this book, I hope that educators, childcare providers, and clinicians can also affirm and strengthen their leadership roles as they teach, help, and care for our children.


It is the struggle of today’s parents that has most motivated me to write this book, and my concern for their children, whose futures are largely shaped by how they are parented. It is a book whose ideas and practical answers could not be more timely in light of the epidemic mayhem and madness that are derailing our families today. But it is more than a response to current trouble; the ideas in this book identify basic concepts and core truths about healthy parent-child relationships, and are thus timeless.















SECTION ONE



Parents, Children, and Power


 





 


Look around, it’s hard to miss: unhappy, anxious, unruly children alongside unhappy and at times equally anxious and unruly parents. Kids are whining, crying, demanding, having tantrums, and flailing around with startling frequency and what seems to be a new level of intensity. Parents, in turn, are explaining, begging, pleading, negotiating, bribing, and finally threatening and screaming—matching their kids’ responses in frequency and escalated intensity. Even the basic business of everyday life—such as sleeping, toileting, eating, and getting kids off to school—have become monumental challenges for many families. Children’s fears, tears, entitlements, and demands are regularly derailing their parents’ resolve and effectiveness.


In the last few years there has been a rising cry of distress coming from children and parents across the country. Everywhere you turn, you see profiles of the plight of these families in print and on television. The popular press is filled with descriptions of family woes that are now recognized as epidemic. The covers of Time and Newsweek, the front page of the New York Times, and numerous recent books all describe parents, particularly mothers, as living in mayhem, perfect madness, and battlegrounds, where no one is having any fun or enjoying their relationships. Reality television for once seems to have actually captured a bit of true reality with the show Super Nanny, where the chaos and misery caused by wildly out-of-control children are shocking.


While parents are genuinely engaged in all manner of effort to learn how to improve their effectiveness with their children—participating in parent seminars, teacher conferences, home-grown parenting groups, pediatric consultations, frequent conversations with relatives and friends—the answers continue to be conflicting and confusing. Parents are left in a quandary. No one has put a finger on what is really causing children to be in such turmoil. Parents still don’t have an effective, practical solution for their problems.


In fact, families are struggling so much today that most parents regard daily discord and upset as an inevitable part of raising children, or they blame their continual struggle on their child, saying he is difficult or strong-willed. Most common of all, parents brush off problematic behavior by saying it stems from a stage their child is going through. Yes, there are challenges inherent in parenting, and children have varying temperaments and go through developmental stages, but I promise you, parenting does not have to be this hard, and relentless struggle is definitely not inevitable or stage-related.















Chapter One


The New Epidemic: An Imbalance of Family Power


 


Let’s Take a Look Inside Homes across America


It is morning, midweek on a school day, and . . .


[image: Image] Tommy is relentless in his insistence that he wants to wear shorts, even though it is 45 degrees out, and runs away and hides when his mother brings out a pair of pants.


[image: Image] Sarah is sitting in front of the television and has no motivation whatsoever to get herself ready for school. Her mother has even brought her clothes down to the family room for her to get dressed, but she is moving like molasses.


 


At breakfast . . .


[image: Image] Ben continues in a pattern of refusing to eat his meals at the table. He wants to be served in front of the TV and insists on his blue plate, red cup, and spoon with the Batman handle or he won’t eat.


[image: Image] Lauren is beside herself because her brother has eaten the last of the Fruit Loops cereal. She is accusing her mother of not being fair and always letting her brother get his way.


 


In the car on the way to school . . .


[image: Image] Jack refuses to get in his car seat. Finally, after his father wrestles him in, he keeps unbuckling the seat belt and settles down only when his father promises to play his favorite song over and over on the way to school.


[image: Image] David is having a tantrum in the backseat because his mother has told him she does not have time to stop for a doughnut. He is yelling, “But I’m starving; I want a doughnut!” When his mother continues to say that she just can’t stop, he begins to kick the back of her seat and wail even louder.


 


Once at school . . .


[image: Image] Lilly’s bottom lip begins to tremble, and she becomes teary because she does not want to leave her mother. She is worried something bad will happen or that her mother won’t come back for her.


[image: Image] At school, Joey’s teacher tells his mother how much she enjoys having Joey in class and what a well-mannered child he is. Joey’s mother drives away feeling relieved but also annoyed, because Joey is so good at school, but such a handful at home.


 


After school . . .


[image: Image] James immediately wants to begin playing video games, and the rest of the afternoon and evening consists of arguments and negotiations about how much time can be spent playing video games and watching television.


[image: Image] Ian wants his mother to be right by his side as he does his homework. He gets stuck easily and looks to his mother for help. But when his mother does make suggestions, he whines and always has a reason why her ideas are no good.


 


It is dinnertime and . . .


[image: Image] Andrew keeps interrupting when others are talking. He likes to be the director of the conversation and pouts if his parents ask him to give his brother and sister a chance to tell about their day. He routinely complains about the menu and refuses to eat unless his mother makes him one of his favorite foods.


[image: Image] Michael won’t sit properly in his chair; he prefers to eat while sitting sideways. He has a bad habit of using his fingers more than he uses his fork. His parents find it trying to eat meals with him, and more often than not, someone starts yelling at the table and Michael ends up crying before the meal ends.


 


It’s bedtime. . ..


It is the end of the day and time for the children to go to bed. Parents take a deep breath because they are weary from a long day, but they know that bedtime is often the most frustrating event of all . . .


[image: Image] Bradley fights taking a bath, argues about which pajamas he will wear, can’t decide what book he wants his father to read, and then insists that his father not be the one to read it to him—it has to be his mother (who is putting the baby to bed). He then wants a night-light, drinks of water, a song, and after being tucked in yells out that he has to go to the bathroom.


[image: Image] Emily wants her mother to lie down with her before she falls asleep. This usually takes anywhere from twenty minutes to a half hour. Forget sneaking out; the minute her mother moves a muscle, Emily is wide awake, protesting, “Where are you going? You have to stay with me!” More often than not. Emily’s mother winds up falling asleep in her daughter’s bed.


 


Finally, it is time to relax, and you are desperate for some quiet. You take an aspirin, put on your pajamas, and crawl into bed with a magazine, when . . . in comes Kelly, clutching her blanket, tears in her eyes, begging to sleep with Mom in her bed tonight.


If you have children or know children well, these scenarios are all too familiar. Kids have their parents over a barrel on ordinary, day-to-day issues. Often these struggles persist throughout the day, with negotiations that lead to arguments. After a while, these negative patterns begin to define all of the family’s interactions. For some, the issues escalate and take on an even more serious quality:


 


[image: Image] Joseph has tantrums every day, sometimes multiple times a day. He cannot tolerate it when his parents tell him no. Sometimes he will throw things, flail his arms and legs, bang his head on the floor, and cry so hysterically his parents say they are sure the neighbors must think they are torturing him.


[image: Image] Claire has become a worrier, and recently she has developed a terror of the wind. She does not want to go outside at all anymore.


[image: Image] Dylan refuses to go to school. His parents have tried coaxing him, bribing him, and even threatening him, but he completely collapses whenever it is time to go. He has already missed two weeks of school.


[image: Image] Ellen withholds her bowel movements for days on end. Secondary medical problems have begun to arise as a result of her prolonged withholding, but still Ellen fights having a bowel movement.


[image: Image] Randy tells his mother that he hates her and threatens to run away.


[image: Image] Jonathan just won’t accept no for an answer. He is rude to his parents, mean to his sister, and there seems to be no limit to what he will do or say to get his way. The slightest provocation can set him off. He has begun to get physical with his parents when they attempt to set limits, pushing and kicking his mother and striking his father with his fist. His parents worry what will happen when Jonathan gets bigger and stronger if he does not learn how to deal with his temper now.


Imbalance of Family Power (IFP)


The very common childish behaviors I’ve just described are played out with alarming regularity in homes across the country. They represent a wide array of issues and vary in their severity, but they actually stem from the same root cause and share a central dynamic: an imbalance of family power, or IFP, in which parents have too little power and children have too much. From the common, routine childishness of Tommy, who wanted to wear shorts in the winter, to the more intense challenges of Joseph banging his head in protest and Dylan’s refusal to go to school, these behaviors are all examples of the distortions that result from kids having too much power.


For a majority of families across our country, it is actually the children who prevail, who have the lion’s share of the leadership power, and who control far too much of the day-to-day landscape of family life. For example, hundreds of parents I work with and speak with say they intuitively know they need to be the authority, but when they try to be, their child “won’t let them.” One set of parents told me their eight-year-old son fell asleep on the family room couch every night. When I asked why, they said, “He won’t let us put him in his bed; if we do, he makes us stay with him until he falls asleep.” Won’t let us? Makes us? Is there any question who has the power in this family? I can assure you, there was no question in the mind of their eight-year-old.


Power and authority are at the heart of the matter. Certainly love is right there, but love alone is not sufficient. I have seen children who are deeply loved and who have their parents’ complete devotion but are suffering from the ravages of IFP. How do children tilt the balance of power in their direction? They do it through behavioral tactics and/or emotional ploys. When a child discovers emotional tactics that allow him to get his way, he will use them often. When these tactics are unpleasant, parents become very put out and call him “bratty” and “spoiled.” On the other side of the coin are children who have a hard time with separation anxiety. They worry too much and are overly fearful. They too are often victims of IFP, and their anxiety has actually become a powerful tool in shaping their parents’ emotional reactions and accommodations.


All of these behaviors, from unruly to anxious, are a child’s way of telling us something is wrong and that he is suffering. Believe it or not, kids are just as eager as their parents to be free of their troubles, but sadly, they become wedded to them because they wield so much power and influence. Of course, these children don’t have a clue as to what is going on, let alone what to do about it. Many of them come to believe they are bad kids who are intrinsically problematic because “What is the matter with you?” is the question they hear all too often from their exasperated parents.


Children cannot be expected to exercise good judgment reliably or to constructively learn from their mistakes. After all, a large part of childishness and immaturity has to do with a child’s inherent impulse towards immediate gratification and getting his way. Your child needs the benefit of your experienced and wise judgment and your love, delivered in a calm, confident manner that also expresses your power and authority. Only when parents are strong and effective are children able to learn to be self-controlled, respectful, and cooperative. They are just as happy and proud of mastering these strengths as their parents are, and it is much easier to be with, enjoy, and love them.


Unfortunately, while the loving part of parenting comes naturally to most people, being effective and establishing appropriate power and authority does not. This is what accounts for the new epidemic of IFP—where parents and children are caught in the turmoil and oppressiveness that arise when children have more power than their parents.


What Power Really Means


The concept of power has been around for as long as people have been writing about parenting. Typically, power in relation to parenting has been associated with might or domination, or oppression. The more relevant concept of power with regard to parenting, as I see it, is that of a relational dynamic—one that is inevitable, inherent, and central in all parent-child relationships. Parents naturally have power, but all kids are wired to vie for it, and if they end up with more power than their parents, their well-being, and that of the entire family, is significantly compromised.


Power, by definition, means “being able, being effective.” A person is regarded as powerful if he has the ability to act, to substantially influence others, and to produce an effect. In the context of the parent-child relationship, power is no different; it is the degree of influence a person has over another to shape his reactions, determine how things will go, produce a sought-after result, and set the terms of the relationship. Being an effective parent means that your agenda, based on your experience and better judgment, prevails despite your child’s resistance and protests. After all, a parent’s job involves not only socialization but protection and guidance on a child’s way to maturity.


Power is not a friendly or warm and fuzzy concept in today’s climate. It is certainly not a term commonly used when talking about parent-child relationships. Even though power is such a distasteful word to so many, the truth we must face up to is that being powerful has to do with being effective, and being effective has to do with how we use our power. The two are intertwined. We have to start getting comfortable with the word, and the fact that power is essential to forming a healthy parent-child relationship.


The reason so many of us are put off by the notion of parental power typically is that we associate power with oppression and domination. Applied to parenting, the word conjures images of overbearing parents trying to force their will upon their children in an endless series of power struggles. I want to be clear from the outset that this is most definitely not the power I am talking about. I am in no way advocating a “might makes right” approach. In the coming chapters I warn against domineering and harsh parental practices. My view of parental power is that it is natural, it is essential, and exercising it on our children’s behalf is at the heart of our love and concern for their well-being. Controlling, punitive, and critical parenting is the opposite of parenting with respectful and effective parental power. Domination and harshness are expressions of some parents’ attempts to be powerful, but the truth is, these tactics don’t make a parent powerful at all. They simply make him a bully.


So, while it may make you initially uncomfortable, this is a book about reexamining your biases about power and seeing it through a new lens, not the prevailing lens of domination and oppression. Power is a core and organizing dynamic in all relationships, and nowhere is this truer than between parents and children. If we are to be successful in raising healthy children, it is essential to understand the centrality of power, and learn how to employ it lovingly and respectfully with our children.


Why Is It All about Power?


Why is it all about power? Because kids want power so badly. Children are born into the world innately wired to test their sphere of influence, and they continuously look to their parents to see how they are going to respond to their challenges. Remember, the definition of power is to have influence in a relationship, to determine how it goes—this is the power children strive to make their own.


By virtue of their experience, wisdom, and judgment, parents have all the power, thus leaving their children to continually vie for it. These impulses aren’t malicious, and our children aren’t devious. On the contrary, this is the normal way kids are put together. It is my hope that by understanding that all children have an innate drive for power, parents will be relieved of some of their frustration and resentment when dealing with their children’s power strivings. A core feature of immaturity and childishness is wanting to have your own way and wanting it now. A gracious response to disappointment and being able to postpone gratification are not a part of the childhood repertoire—such self-control must be taught. This is a key job for us as parents, even as we struggle with it ourselves.



On and On It Grows


We can clearly see evidence of power testing in the toddler years, when the two-and-a-half-year-old stands with a magic marker in hand poised to draw on the dining room wall and looks to catch his mother’s eye, clearly testing her reaction; or when the three-year-old deliberately climbs on top of the coffee table in the living room and looks over his shoulder to make certain his father is watching before he starts to jump. We see this when the six-year-old insists on falling asleep on the family room couch or in his parents’ bed rather than in his own bed; or when the eight-year-old won’t turn off the television and do his homework.


These behaviors continually pose a challenge to parents with the question of “What are you going to do it about it?” The scary thing is, every time parents ignore the question, don’t know how to answer it, or fail to provide an effective response, power is transferred from them to their child. And the more power a child has, the more outrageous, defiant, and anxious his behavior becomes over the years.


What a dangerous imbalance of power can lead to became obvious to me a few years back when I visited a wilderness program. As you may know, some wilderness programs are designed to treat adolescents who display negative and destructive behaviors. The program I visited was in the mountains of Idaho. A program guide took me down a trail leading to the base camp clearing, and a scene that was played out there remains vividly etched in my memory to this day.


A boy, who looked to be about fifteen or sixteen, was in the midst of a full-blown rant. He was wearing a bright orange vest and knee-high yellow rubber boots. My guide told me the vests were for the kids who needed the highest level of supervision, while the oversized boots were intended to slow the progress of those who had decided to run away from it all. This orange-and-yellow-clad young man was fuming. He was stomping around, glaring, and punching his fist into his hand as he spewed forth a torrent of expletives. It was clear he did not like life on any terms but his own. This was a kid with monster power, and his rage was palpable even from the distance where I stood.


Two men, both experienced staff members, went quickly to his side. It was apparent they were fully engaged, and they emanated a calm patience. Their demeanor said clearly that they were competent, knew the ropes, and could handle anything this angry kid could throw at them. As he raged and stormed around, the men stayed right with the boy. As he continued to rant, using the crudest profanity I’ve ever heard, one of the men told him to stop swearing, and that’s when I heard it.


Getting right up in the counselor’s face, the boy challenged, “Yeah? Well, what are you going to do about it, huh?” He asked it again, sounding even more emboldened and defiant than before, “What the f*** are you going to do about it?”


This question, asked bluntly, nastily, and crudely, lies at the heart of the parenting matter today. It was asked with no holds barred, in a remote backwoods campsite in Idaho, by a teenager who had been allowed to be out of control far too long. It may not sound at first like the question your little one poses to you on a daily basis, but it is, in essence, the same question all children ask the adults who care for them: “What are you going to do about it?”


Think about it. That’s what the two-year-old, the three-year-old, the eight-year-old asks of his parents time and time again. This question perfectly captures the push-me, pull-you of parent-child relationships that starts from the time infants have the capacity for deliberate, independent behavior. The more unbridled power a child has, the more outrageous and defiant his behavior becomes.


That’s why establishing the appropriate power and authority before a child reaches the age of eleven is critical. The stakes change dramatically in the preteen and teen years. Because of their growing independence, acting out becomes more dangerous, and a parent’s capacity to physically contain and stop them is basically lost because of their size and strength. The raging teen in that therapeutic wilderness program is an example of what a child with unbridled power can become. It certainly does not have to be the case with your child.


Having the confidence, competence, and agenda to prevail when your young child tests you is what you need: No, he may not draw on the wall or jump on the table; no, he may not sleep in your bed or on the family room couch for the night; no, he may not decide he does not want to do his homework. Parents instinctively know this should be their response, but how to answer the question “What are you going to do about it?” remains unclear. What’s more, most of us are unaware of how critically important it is to our children that we set standards and maintain them.


The Perfect Storm


With any epidemic, it is critical to know how it began in order to keep it from spreading. I’ve noted that as soon as parents’ eyes have been opened, inevitably they lament, “How did we get here?”


The Origins of the Storm


In my estimation, a perfect storm has been brewing for several decades, resulting in the current epidemic of IFP. First, a “warm front” was created by the child-centered parenting emphasis begun in the early sixties, where paying attention to feelings, mastering talking skills, prioritizing self-esteem, and offering unconditional love were championed as the keys to raising healthy children. This approach certainly appealed to the loving and nurturing hearts of parents who were still recoiling from the harsh parental culture of the forties and fifties, and it tapped into the idealized longing in all of us to have all-good, all-loving relationships with our children. Parents came to believe that their children’s well-being required that they exercise an exquisite degree of patience, sensitivity, and empathy, and so they committed themselves to these ideals.


Concurrently, a “cold front” was formed by an array of sociocultural variables. Women had become more educated, were entering the work force, and had more disposable income than ever before. Soon social critics, religious groups, and political representatives began to broadcast warnings that children would become damaged in irreparable ways if they had mothers who worked and left them in day care centers for other people to raise. Scared, but economically tied to their incomes, and also feeling fulfilled by their careers, women remained at their employment, but scrambled to assuage their chronic worry and guilt about the harm they were supposedly causing their children. What did a frightened and guilty mother do? The very best she could. She sought out the latest parenting expertise and guidance, which told her to be patient, fair, empathetic, and protective of her child’s self-esteem at all costs. To promote the democratic family ideal, she was coached to give her children lots of choices and to shift from parent-driven rules to an emphasis on family process and negotiation. She was given reassuring platitudes and told to avoid saying no, to pick her battles, and not sweat the small stuff.


Mothers were also told that the best way to compensate for being away was to maximize quality time, thereby ensuring that their children felt special whenever they did spend time with them. Women became obsessed with optimizing all areas of their children’s development by exposure to and participation in every class, sport, and lesson possible. Because they were exhausted from working, running a home, and attending to their children’s every need, on top of being scared and guilty, they bought whatever conveniences and products their money could buy, in order to make their parenting job easier and keep their children entertained and happy.


It’s a tragic twist of irony that, given all the good intentions, time, energy, and resources spent, the result is an explosion of insecure, unruly children. Mothers, feeling afraid and guilty, were ready to overcompensate and indulge their children. From this position, they wholeheartedly embraced the inherently indulgent parenting practices being offered. This collision of guilt and indulgence has created the dominant style of parenting that leads to IFP.


While the perfect storm has created an army of parental overdoers, there are other parenting styles common today: parents who go beyond pleasing to being deferential; parents who mistake parental power with bully tactics; and parents who create power vacuums because they remain emotionally distant. What all of these parenting approaches have in common is the transfer of power to their children, which inevitably causes distress in their family life. The result is children who are high-maintenance and unpleasant to be around; mothers who are resentful because all their extraordinary efforts have not paid off; and dads who don’t really want to come home in the evening because the kids are a headache and their wives are so stressed and frustrated that they have nothing but complaints and a sour mood to offer. Families are hard-pressed to find harmony and goodwill, not to mention humor and fun.


The truth is that all of this parenting madness is not only unnecessary but beside the point. If parents would do more to increase their effectiveness with their children, then they wouldn’t have to routinely turn themselves into pretzels and engage in the exhausting cycle of cajoling and accommodation in which they are so frequently trapped.


Furthermore, the fear and guilt that mothers feel about working are largely unwarranted, in my clinical experience. Mothers who work and mothers who stay at home can be equally effective in their parenting and can enjoy healthy, loving relationships with their children. The key is not whether they work or not, but whether they have been effective in creating an appropriate hierarchy of power with their children. This is by far a more salient factor in children’s behavioral and emotional development than if their mothers are home with them full-time, particularly when children are cared for in healthy, appropriate day care and preschools. In fact, because a child’s power drive is more intensely focused on his mother than anyone else, day care and preschool experiences offer wonderful opportunities for a reprieve from the testing mode—for both child and parent.


The Role of Parenting Books and Child Experts


There is one other front in the perfect storm. For the past fifty years, most parenting books and child experts, including therapists, have been espousing parenting philosophies and principles that have compromised our authority as parents. After all, most of the child experts who introduced feeling-centered practices were themselves therapists who took analytic and therapeutic techniques out of their offices and into the home.


The bulk of parenting books have focused on advice and strategies that teach parents to turn over or share decision-making with their children, to collaborate with them on limit-setting responsibilities, and to let children learn naturally from their own mistakes. From Haim G. Ginott’s classic book, Between Parent and Child, to Thomas Gordon’s revolutionary Parent Effectiveness Training, to the widely loved How to Talk So Kids Will Listen & Listen So Kids Will Talk by Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish, to the more current Positive Discipline series by Jane Nelsen, it is obvious that these bestsellers are all in service of leveling a parent’s position of power to one more equal with his child. They aim to raise sensitivity and consideration for how children think and feel, which I agree is extremely important, but they fail to address what is equally important—strengthening parental leadership.


By and large, the central concern of these popular parenting books is how children feel: Are they happy? Do they feel unconditionally loved? Parents have interpreted the message of these books to mean that they must ensure that their child feels good, feels happy, and feels special and loved as much of the time as possible. To accomplish this, they feel they must avoid being disagreeable authorities or provoking distress in their children, and they go to great lengths to create a daily environment where they can be happy hour upon hour. This is a huge mistake. Parents who are too intent on making sure their children feel good all the time inadvertently hand them a potent emotional weapon—the expression of distress and rejection, which children quickly learn to wield to their advantage. Anger, tears, and anxiety very effectively motivate their parents to accommodate and please them.


It hasn’t helped that the main challenge to this position has been an authoritarian one, spearheaded by Dr. James Dobson in Dare to Discipline, which advocates corporal punishment. There has been, and remains today, a tension between empathy and force, as if polarizing these approaches were our only options. Ironically, both of these dominant parenting approaches, even the one that champions force, lead to IFP: one through indulgent tactics that compromise parental authority and the other through bullying tactics that create power struggles rather than effective, respectful, loving power.


The Role of Therapy in IFP


A similarly distressing realization is that when families who face escalating difficulties go to the therapeutic world to seek professional help, they are usually met with feeling-centered advice that only reinforces the practices that got them into trouble in the first place. Generally, therapists are aligned with more passive, supportive, and empathy-based approaches. Many are uncomfortable with provoking negative emotions in children, let alone in adults. However, being willing to set the agenda and hold it, even in the face of disagreement and resistance, and to tolerate the ensuing rise in negative feelings, is a necessary part of both effective therapy and effective parenting. When both therapist and parent don’t want to or are unable to do this, significant correction and change aren’t likely to occur. Hundreds of families I have worked with over the years have given testimony to this. I am convinced that famlies will fare better when the issues of power and effectiveness find their way to the center of parenting education and therapeutic interventions.


Now we can understand why, at a time when parental involvement in the lives of children is at an all-time high, children seem more unhappy, more out of control, and needier than ever. Too many adults place the responsibility for this breakdown at the feet of their children and their temperaments. I believe that children are not the initial source of the trouble most of the time. While children certainly get pulled in and become part of a debilitating cycle of dysfunction, it is the parents who set the cycle in motion. Children get caught up in it and become the symptom-bearers of parental missteps; they’re the unwitting accomplices rather than the architects. This is serious business, because the impact of this cycle on our children is significant. When discord and upset dominate the parent-child relationship, there is much more at stake than frustration, exhaustion, and headache: A child’s development becomes compromised in serious and lasting ways.


I want children to be happy, but I am interested in the kind of happiness that grows from the inside out, not the outside in. It is not achieved through indulgence and moment-to-moment gratification. I want children to feel good in their relationships with their mother and father, not feel entitled to feel good because their happiness is their parents’ ambition for them. If this book gives short shrift to the pillar of loving, it is only because it has been given too much attention already, and the pillar of leading needs so much shoring up. Parents don't need help with the loving; they need help with the leading.


Staying Open to the Message


When I present these ideas in lectures or in the course of professional treatment in my office, it is not uncommon for parents to initially bristle and balk. When I start to talk about how IFP is ruining our children and how parents have been inadvertently contributing to their ruin by transferring so much power to them, I see wrinkled brows and hear a lot of restless throat-clearing. Some parents protest, “Hey! Wait a minute! We’ve completely devoted ourselves to the well-being of our kids; we’ve given them our time, energy, and attention, and we have spared no expense. And now you’re going to try to lay the blame at our feet? I don’t think so.” These are parents who have clearly been busy loving their kids, but who don’t yet appreciate that if their authority and leadership are compromised, so is the loving. You too may experience some doubts about the ideas in this book, and that’s why I am addressing the issues head-on, so as not to lose you. Stick with me: What I have to say will go a long way to counter the flow of ineffectual information that is so abundant in most parenting books. I want to put an end to the lament I continually hear that nothing seems to help. Once you have turned the corner, you will never look back, and the changes in you as well as in your child will be quick and dramatic.


This book departs from other parenting books because it asks you to honestly look at yourself and identify your own contributions to your children’s troubles. Just as they have wanted to protect children from feeling bad, most books have similarly protected parents. To make it easier on you, experts blame bad culture, bad family values, bad work schedules, bad temperaments within children, and a whole array of other external causes for children’s misbehavior. It may be hard to face up to the truth about your parenting style and adopt a new framework of understanding, but change is not possible unless you do. I will take you carefully through the process, all the way through repair, to success and the peace and joy that come with it.















Chapter Two


The ABCs of Power between Parents and Children


 


Five Core Aspects of Power in Parent-Child Relationships


From my clinical vantage point, closely observing the way families relate, I have come to appreciate five core aspects of power in the parent-child relationship:


 


1. Parents are naturally powerful


2. Children naturally want power


3. Children resist what they need most


4. A family is a hierarchy


5. Children with too much power never use it well.


Parents Are Naturally Powerful


When you become a parent, you take on not only an unprecedented responsibility, but you are immediately imbued with an unparalleled dimension of power in relationship to another human being. Whether you philosophically agree with it, want it, or feel prepared or equipped to exercise it, when you are a parent, you’ve got it. In fact, you are the most powerful person in the world to your child, because she depends on you for everything. What’s more, children know parents hold the power, even when parents themselves may not know it or may prefer to prop up an illusion of friendly equality.


Parents exercise their power in a variety of ways, for better or for worse. Some people firmly believe that parents need to put their foot down with their children, but they don’t know how to actually do this without becoming harsh or bullying. Others, seeing the conflict and endless frustration engendered by parent-child power struggles, say the best solution is for parents to simply share their power with their children; this will give the children (so the reasoning goes) room to learn from their mistakes naturally and free reign to experiment with their judgment and choices.


Advocates of democratic, feeling-based parenting who place a high priority on a child’s need to feel accepted unconditionally will invariably talk about power as domination. They dismiss the assertion that parents need to lead with authority as being a power trip and warn that such parenting practices take away the voice and choice of children. These experts claim that parental discipline can readily damage a child’s sense of security in the parent-child relationship and undermine her self-esteem.


Ironically, even making the decision to establish a democratic family style is, in fact, an example of parents’ exercising their judgment and power. Such a choice represents a parent’s decision about the way things should be. You just can’t get around it: Being a parent naturally gives you power, including the power to determine what you will do with your power.


Children Naturally Want Power


Why is power so important in the parent-child relationship? Because it is so important to the child. Put simply, children are hard-wired to want their way and to want it right now. All children seek power in service of their immediate pleasure and gratification. Every child engages in a process of finding out how she can best influence her environment, particularly the people in it. Children naturally experiment to find out what gives them power—in other words, what helps them get their way.


This process begins at approximately five months of age, when infants first become developmentally capable of crying to bring you to them—not because they need you, but because they want you. They test and learn the degree to which they can influence what you do. Again, I am not attributing devious, deliberately manipulative machinations to our young ones, and I hope you won’t either. They can’t help it yet—it is a reflex. That is why your solid parenting guidance is essential. You will help them learn where their sphere of influence appropriately begins and ends. All children are wired to experiment with their power, and they do so in service of their immediate gratification, some more so than others. Some children have a very strong power drive, others have a more easygoing temperament, but all are instinctively motivated to assert their influence. This instinct is never more strongly expressed than in the relationship with their parents. Grandparents, babysitters, relatives, friends, and teachers may get tested a bit, but never to the degree that a parent will be tested. Moreover, if you are in a two-parent family, what you undoubtedly know from your own experience is that moms are the primary target. Understanding that children have a natural power drive can help relieve parents of the anger and resentment they feel when pushed and pulled by their children day in and day out. Children can’t help themselves; they don’t challenge you with their power and influence because they are bad or want to give you a hard time but because it is part of their nature.


The Central Paradox: Children Resist
What They Need Most


The power drive in children sets up an inevitable tension in the parent-child relationship, and herein lies the paradox. While your power and authority are exactly what your children need, more often than not they will resist your efforts because of their inherent power drive. To provide children with the parental leadership they need, you must grapple effectively with this paradox every day. When parents really understand this central paradox and keep it in the forefront of their minds, it will be easier for them to hold the line when their child is unhappy and distressed by the limits placed upon her.


Parents and children engage in a continual dance for influence and power. Whose agenda will prevail? Can Johnny watch one more television show even when Mom has said to turn it off? Can Sarah convince her mother to lie down with her every night until she falls asleep? Can David wear his school clothes to bed because he does not like to get dressed in the morning? These are the small potatoes of power and influence, the likes of which are vied for on a daily basis between parent and child. Even when parents have the balance of the power, some degree of struggle is inevitable between parents and children. You will have disagreements, you will have conflicts, and you will cause temporary disappointments when you say no. I know all too well how parents rationalize that giving in to these day-to-day struggles is basically harmless and serves to keep a bigger outburst from erupting. Before long, however, with this practice you’ll be mired in all the troubles associated with IFP. What your children will learn is that their protests and resistance influence what you do and usually result in getting what they want. Unfortunately, the judgment of our little power brokers is immature; their experience of what is best for them is limited. Nor do they have any sense of moderation. So if you accommodate them, your children usually lose the benefit of your better judgment. When you allow them to set the agenda, it is often not what is best for them.


The primary point is that, regardless of his level of maturity, intelligence, or judgment, in order to function optimally, be secure, and develop a healthy capacity for emotional regulation, a child must grow up in a family structure where parents are in the lead. This is ultimately why parents need to prevail in the majority of the daily struggles set up by the central paradox. The constant drip of parental accommodation, which in the short run can look insignificant, can in the long run seriously compromise the context of relational leadership that is so central to a child’s well-being.




 


Do Kids Learn from Their Mistakes?


 


We’d like to think that children apply the lessons learned from their mistakes in a constructive and consistent way when making future choices. Parents sometimes think letting children make bad choices and then suffer the consequences is an effective way to teach them important lessons. While this can be true, I see it as tricky ground that needs to be navigated with care and selectivity. Learning from one’s mistakes requires logic and maturity that isn’t yet in place in the young child. Childhood is a terrain fraught with immature and magical thinking. You have to be savvy about child development and power dynamics for this kind of parenting strategy to work in your favor. Otherwise it can end up being mean-spirited and unnecessarily punishing. What sense does it make for a parent to set her child up for failure? In my experience, the practice of letting kids learn from their mistakes is often a ploy to avoid power struggles. Rather than fight about it, just let Jack stay up as late as he wants, and ultimately exhaustion will teach him the importance of a good night’s sleep. Rather than fight about it, just let the rain ruin Grace’s bicycle, and the rust on her once-shiny silver rims will teach her to put her bike away. Making a parental choice to let kids learn from their mistakes can lead to setting children up unnecessarily for failure and suffering. I prefer effective leading that cuts through power struggles, gets the job done up front, and leaves no harmful consequence.


The philosophy of letting children learn from their own mistakes doesn’t really work anyway. Just because a child ends up exhausted does not mean she will learn to go to bed and get a good night’s sleep next time. Her power drive gets in her own way because of the in-the-moment nature of being a child. Your children have to rely on you to provide limits and boundaries to counter their childishness and their relentless instinct to test you: “I don’t want to wash my hair!” “I want to sleep with my light on!” “No, don’t flush the toilet; I don’t like the noise!”


Since you know better, since you are the mature one, you must lead your child, not accommodate her.


Not allowing your family life to become organized around childish refusals and insistences is, in large measure, what being a powerful parent is all about.


If children are not protected from themselves by competent parents who understand this, they will all pay a much greater price than a tantrum—and will end up with significant behavioral and emotional difficulties that compromise the well-being of the entire family. The irony is that the more power a child has, the more it derails her capacity for self-control, respect, and cooperation. Parents need to hold firm on a daily basis.





A Family Is a Hierarchy


There is always a hierarchy of power within families, whether it is one or more than one family member who assumes the power. Parents may proceed with the best intentions for equitable, democratic relations to prevail, but despite their due diligence, a power hierarchy cannot be avoided and will inevitably form. The only question is: Who is going to be at the top? The outcome of day-to-day challenges between children and their parents determines who will be in charge of the family. And if children sit atop the hierarchy, then a family’s health and integrity will be in serious jeopardy. Because of the very nature of their childishness, young children are wholly unprepared and ill-suited to have power over much of anything. When kids rule a family, they will ruin a family.


Children with Too Much Power Never Use It Well


No child who is given the balance of power in the family will ever use it well or wisely. For starters, children with too much power become unruly, impulsive, disorganized, anxious, fearful, angry, and insecure. The more a child’s power dominates the relationship with his parent, the more outrageous, and even destructive, his behaviors can be. Inflated power also produces anxiety and fears, as children find themselves in way over their heads as they try to direct how life goes. The burden of adults kowtowing to them, and the mess they make when they are permitted to run family life, really wear kids down. Parents have long known that children can be compromised if they do not form a loving attachment, but what has not been appreciated is that children will be equally compromised if there are not enough effective parental limits to their bids for power and influence.


Of course, there isn’t a parent alive who has not succumbed to the pressure of a power-driving child. You can get worn down or just can’t bear to start in on another go-round that seems futile. A parent beleaguered by ineffectiveness will say, “Forget it, I already have so many battles with this child, I am not even going to go there.” It is from this place of depletion that parental accommodations are inevitably made. You accommodate the pleading and tearful child by lying down with him until he falls asleep, accommodate the angry child by letting him see a movie that has too much violence and sex, accommodate an anxious child by letting her sleep on the floor in your bedroom. You let an insistent child wear his Batman costume to the grocery store and restaurants even though it is now a month after Halloween, or you make a special meal for a whining child who refuses to eat what you have already prepared and served.


Once parents make these accommodations, they then have to rationalize their responses, because they know they are not exercising their best judgment. The most common reassurances are: “What is the big deal?” “What does it matter in the long run?” “It sure beats the fuss and fight and crying that would otherwise be inevitable.” This is really a rationalization, which can lead you to miss the real issue: The problem with this kind of path-of-least-resistance parenting is that it creates a vacuum of parental authority and standards, putting both parent and his unwitting child on the slippery slope to IFP.



How to Tell if You Have IFP


How do you know if there is an imbalance of family power in your home? How can you tell if your child is starting to flounder under the burden of having too much power? For starters, the degree to which your child resists your authority is indicative of how much power you have given her. When you assert your power, a child with inflated power will automatically try to trump you. If you find that not accommodating your child’s requests predictably sets off a show of crying, pleading, emotional histrionics, or even more wild and out-of-control behaviors, then you can be pretty certain she is higher than you in the hierarchy of family power.


Another general indicator of the existence of IFP in your family dynamics is that you find that upset, struggle, and discord are occurring in your parent-child relationship more than 30% of the time. When there is an appropriate balance of power—one tipped in the direction of the parents—family life should be peaceful at least 70% of the time. Parenting can be expected to proceed smoothly most of the time when parents establish and exercise respectful and effective power and authority.


The Root Behaviors of IFP


It has been my observation that children’s opposition and anxiety are the primary paths that lead parents down the ever-slippery slope to IFP. This is because the behaviors happen all the time, across all situations, and most parents are very sensitive to the provocations of both opposition and anxiety. Children who whine, cry, and talk back really push our buttons; similarly when our children are frightened or worried and beg us not to make them face something they are afraid of, a parent’s natural instinct is to save them from their distress. Here is where the slope gets slippery. When parents are too passive in the face of their children’s oppositions or too reassuring and solicitous of their anxiety, children perceive a means of influence and power for themselves. Given their innate power drive, they glom onto whatever behaviors “work” and keep on using them, honing their skill so as to get the most reaction out of their parent as possible. By accidentally reinforcing them over time, parents can create powerful opposition or powerful anxiety in their children.


In fact, as I listened to parents describe the problematic behaviors of their children over the years, it became clear to me that, almost without exception, the behaviors were either an expression of a child’s opposition or of his anxiety. For example, when there are sleeping problems, or toilet troubles, or eating issues, I can inevitably trace them to an oppositional struggle or an anxiety struggle. This is true for almost any childhood behavioral problem. The behaviors of opposition and anxiety are the two primary ways for children to refuse their parent’s agenda and assert their own.


IFP Is Not Just a Stage


The more power a child has been given, and the longer she has it, the more detrimental the effect will be. The longer the power has been wielded, and the more power the child has, the more muscle and determination will be required of parents to return that child to the appropriate place. No one gives up the throne without a fight.


The notion that a child goes through behavioral stages is well established in our culture—and so is the tendency of adults to excuse their children’s poor behavior as stage-related when they really don’t know what else to say or do. We comfort ourselves with a strong reliance on the belief in our children’s resiliency, and with the sense that children, when left alone, will simply grow up and out of their troubles. “It’s a stage, don’t worry; she will grow out of it.” . . . “Oh, that is common for children at that age; there’s no need for concern. Just give it time.” Parents routinely hear these reassurances from relatives, friends, even pediatricians. Unfortunately, the advice is often not true.


Kids do grow out of many behaviors, of course. How many kids have you ever known to jump on the coffee table when they are fifteen or sleep in their parents’ bed when they are sixteen? What they do not grow out of is the IFP that motivated them in the first place. There are plenty of kids who, as they grow older, continue to demand life on their terms, rather than comply with their parents’ better judgment.


Whenever I take an initial history from parents who are seeking help for their teenager, I almost invariably find that some form of behavioral trouble has been ongoing from the time the child was young. The behaviors may look different at fifteen and sixteen, but generally they have their roots way back in a child’s life. What’s more, the problems associated with IFP tend to get more serious and entrenched as children get older, and they become significantly harder to remedy. These are often the young adults floundering on college campuses, unable to grab hold of maturity and independent lives.


In general, children in families with IFP often put so much of their psychic energy into their struggles that they don’t have the energy they need for more positive, prosocial experiences. From the time they are young, children with IFP can get so mired in conflict and relational difficulty with their parents that even basic developmental tasks such as learning to use the toilet, sleep independently, and develop healthy, appropriate eating habits can get seriously distorted and derailed. Children cannot afford to be compromised or distracted as they are growing up by an overinvestment in the maladaptive behaviors that are the result of too much power too soon.


Are You Talking Instead of Acting?


While many variables contribute to the IFP epidemic, I have found that a tendency to talk rather than act is one of the most damaging culprits. Parents are under the assumption that talking is the key vehicle for influencing their children and producing change. Whether they give a reasonable explanation, make an appeal to the child’s sense of guilt, plead, make harsh commands or threats, or give lengthy instructions, parents rarely shift from talking to acting until they get very provoked. Then their action is usually better described as blowing up and is often too scary and mean for it to have a constructive effect on their children.


Talking alone does not effectively counter a child’s power drive; rather, it is best contained and directed through action. What far too few parents grasp is that the essential lessons of self-control, respect, and cooperation are not talking-based lessons; they are action-based lessons. The art of successful parenting and establishing a healthy balance of family power is more about what you do than what you say. It is not that words aren’t extremely important, but in the end, the most perfectly constructed, reasonable, and fair-minded statement will not impel a child to cooperate unless it has been paired with effective action. You have to walk the walk, not just talk the talk. The intrinsic power drive in children is modified more by parental action than by parental conversation.


The families I have worked with over the years have taught me that, for the most part, parents have good judgment; they just don’t know how to apply it effectively to influence their children. What is most needed is for parents to stop talking and get moving. Remember the raging teen in the woods? The key question all children ask, and must have answered, is “What are you going to do about it?” not “What are you going to say about it?”


When I talk to you about exercising your natural and essential power and authority, I don’t mean that you should say a lot of heavy-handed things to your child, such as “I am the boss” or “I am the mommy and you are the child, so you have to do what I say.” Talking about your power will not make you powerful. It just makes you sound bossy and tells your child you are hoping to convince him you have power. People who are actually leaders and authority figures do not have to tell people they have power; it stems from their conduct and their effectiveness.


One of the worst byproducts of talking too much is the mounting frustration that ensues when it yields little to no result. No one is exempt from the feeling of craziness that comes over us when we repeat the same thing over and over again, without having any impact. Being impotent makes every parent angry, especially when the power tycoon is only five years old! It is at this point that damage can occur: Parents can explode into shouting or cruel name-calling, and threats of punishment, bad things happening, and even of abandonment can occur. It is not easy to face up to our worst moments, but even the most dedicated parent can ruefully acknowledge having said things like: “You are the most spoiled, ungrateful brat. I don’t even want to see your face right now.” “That’s it! You’ve just lost Halloween, and I’m going to throw away your Ninja costume.” “I can’t put up with you one more minute.” “You never listen. I am going to take you to the home for bad children.” “If you don’t stop, I am going to put you in the attic where there are bats and spiders, and then we’ll see if you learn your lesson.” All too often, parents tell me with deep remorse about this sort of loss of control and their cruel responses. The good news is that when parents are effective with their children, they eliminate the provocations that lead to these damaging exchanges.


No Voice? No Choice?


I am not suggesting children should be totally controlled. There are times when it makes sense for children to be the decision-makers. For example, children can choose and decide in matters and circumstances where it is developmentally appropriate for them to have influence: what kind of birthday cake they want, what color raincoat they prefer, if they want to watch Sesame Street or Dora the Explorer before they take a bath. In this way parents extend respect for a child’s choices and individual tastes. Parents are still guiding and leading these choices and remaining parental while being considerate and flexible.


In contrast, determining bedtime, establishing where they sleep, picking the family vacation destination, and assessing what constitute suitable movies and television shows are not matters for young children to decide. Distinguishing between decisions that require the judgment and experience of an adult from those that are child-friendly is a key job of parents who are in the lead.


If a child is given an appropriate choice but makes a mess of it by being indecisive, too demanding, or impossible to please, step in and put an end to the struggle. This is the parent leading and shaping by making it clear to the child that just because he has the ability to make a choice does not give him the right to make it. It is an important lesson for children: having influence requires exhibiting the appropriate manner and self-control. When a whiny child is more interested in a power struggle than in making a real choice, an effective parent stays in the lead by saying, “Oh my goodness, I can see you are having trouble deciding. You can wear the red shorts today and the blue ones tomorrow.” Then the effective parent leaves the scene promptly, short-circuiting the tug of war.


What’s Normal, What’s Not


Many parents are too willing to tolerate and endure high levels of upset and distress in their child and in their family. While it is true that children express themselves behaviorally, and it is common for them to evidence tantrums, refusals, rejections, anxieties, and dependencies, there are times when such behaviors cross the line. Since all these behaviors are, to some degree, within the range of what is normal for children, it makes it confusing for parents to tease apart what to ignore and what to view as a problem. To help you assess what’s normal and what’s not, use the these three measures:


 


[image: Image] Frequency. If the trouble is occurring often, this should be an obvious red flag.


[image: Image] Intensity. If the behavior is intense in its expression and is not easily redirected, this is an indication that a form of correction is needed.


[image: Image] Duration. If the behavior has persisted beyond a few weeks, then something is wrong; your child is telling you he needs your help. Acting out is a primary way for a child to tell you something is wrong.




PARENTING TRAP


 


“That’s Just the Way Kids Are”


 


Just because a problem may be normal or common in children does not mean that the best response is to shake your head, roll your eyes, and let it run its course. A problem may be “normal,” but it does not mean that the correct parental response is to do nothing. Parental passivity is a form of neglect and rarely is a good strategy.


When faced with their child’s anger, anxieties, and fears, too many parents have been conditioned to immediately regard them as expressions of temperament and therefore as something to be accepted and accommodated. While children do certainly have different temperaments and makeups, many of their oppositions and anxieties are in service of power strivings, not personality, and require parental shaping and directing. Furthermore, if a child’s temperament is characterized by a strong will, anxiety, or shyness, he needs his parents’ help in ensuring that these tendencies become assets rather than hindrances. Temperament is there, to be sure, but parents can’t hide behind it or shrug off any resulting inappropriateness as if it were a fixed piece of their child’s character. The truth is, when parents fail to provide their children with the necessary shaping and directing, over time such behavioral expressions do become part of a child’s character, usually to the detriment of the child.





 


Don’t let your own excuse-making derail you from the actions you should be taking. If only I had a quarter for every time I heard a parent tell me that her child’s aberrant behavior was due to his being hungry, tired, off-schedule, upset because his father was traveling, or having had too much sugar! I know these can be valid disruptors for children, but parents rely on them way too much. Children follow suit and soon learn how to exploit these excuses themselves so they can avoid being accountable for their own behavior.


When children are freed from the burden of too much power, they have the energy to focus on learning things, rather than becoming stuck in a perpetual struggle with their parents. In my practice, it is very common for children to report, soon after their parents have resumed the lead, that they’ve learned to tie their shoes, ride a bike, or even read. The peace and goodwill that replace bickering and upset lead to children feeling calmer, being more focused, and sleeping better at night. Freed from the dominating drive to keep ruling the family, and with new access to their self-control and a wish to cooperate and be respectful, kids burst into being more productive, happier, and affectionate people.
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