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Introduction 
by Vincent Iannelli

Although parents often seek help when they have a picky eater or poor sleeper, they often try to go it alone when their child has discipline and behavior problems. 

They may stick to their own previously tried and true discipline techniques or go from one “breakthrough” program to another, without any success.

Unfortunately, while many kids are easy to discipline, eager to please, and sometimes do well even as you make parenting mistakes, with the strong-willed child you have to be more flexible and adapt your method of parenting to your child.

This can be quite surprising to the new parents who read about all of the traditional parenting techniques and thought they were prepared to their raise their child. Parents who already have one or more easygoing children and then have a strong-willed child come along can be in for an even bigger surprise as they continue to try the discipline methods that worked with their first children but no longer seem to be working anymore.

Their initial surprise quickly leads to frustration, as their strong-willed child almost seems to take over the family. His tantrums and demands may get so bad that it makes eating out at a restaurant, going to a store, or even visiting family or friends a big chore.

It is at this point, but hopefully before, that parents seek help. When Your Child Has a . . . Strong-Willed Personality is a great resource for parents who need help parenting their strong-willed child.

In addition to helping you understand why your child may be so strong-willed, Dr. Pickhardt shows you how to get back in charge of your household. His book teaches you how to handle discipline, conflict, and how to avoid overreacting when your strong-willed child doesn’t listen.

From the basics of what to say during a tantrum and how to help your child work in a group of children to teaching your child to be more patient, When Your Child Has a . . . Strong-Willed Personality will give you all of the tools you need to parent your strong-willed child.

While it is the perfect book for strong-willed children and other hard-to-discipline children, including kids with ADHD, it is also a great resource for any parent who wants to learn more about basic discipline techniques and avoid overparenting.


Chapter 1 
 
Is Your Child Strong-Willed?

Ten Things You Will Learn in This Chapter 
 
 


• How to tell if your infant may be a willful child.

• When children start to act out, purposefully, and why.

• What happens when a stubborn child and stubborn parent clash.

• How following through on your word is extremely important.

• About the four propositions of independence.

• How distraction can be a valuable tool.

• About the hidden meaning behind the question “why?”

• How a willful child often only gets worse with age.

• How to deal with your child who demands immediate gratification.

• About first-born children and their interesting perspectives of family 

The Issue of Want 

To begin to appreciate how willful children can be a handful for parents, it may be helpful to consider the six Ws of willfulness—want, won’t, why, win, when, and whose. Around each of these issues, parents of a willful child frequently find themselves hard-pressed.

Although most parents know the basics of what their baby requires—food, rest, diaper changes, comforting, playtime, sleep, soothing words, affectionate touch, for example—only the baby knows exactly when he wants those needs met. Some babies are flexible, easily scheduled, and soon satisfied, quickly coming to adjust to the timing, kind, and amount of parental care being given. Living on parental terms seems to work okay for the child because, by and large, the child goes with the parental program without complaining.

Other babies, however, are less content with this standard schedule. Operating on their own schedule, they loudly let it be known when a want is unsatisfied, and they signal intense and protracted distress until it is met. They also signal to parents that a strong-willed child has arrived into their care. “She just keeps fussing and crying until we give her what she wants. She won’t give up!” In willful children, where there’s a will, there’s a want.

Now parents wonder, “Maybe we shouldn’t respond to every cry if the more often she complains, the more often we give her what she wants. After all, we don’t want to spoil her. Besides, she’s supposed to live on our terms. We’re not supposed to live on hers.” So the parents decide to let the infant cry herself down after they have already settled her in bed three times, and after half an hour of wailing, the exhausted child finally does give in to sleep. “Now she’s learned who’s in charge,” conclude the parents, “although it sure is hard hearing her be that unhappy for that long.”

DOES THIS SOUND LIKE YOUR CHILD?

Because willful children are so strongly wed to what they want, they will often be impulsively shortsighted, focusing on immediate desire instead of long-term interest. It is the parent’s job to extend the willful child’s vision, to think ahead about possible costs and risks, to delay what is wanted and consider what is right and wise.  
 


But this is usually a mistake. For the baby to feel firmly bonded to parents, to feel empowered to express a want and know that it will be met, and to predict that parental care is there when needed, parents need to meet the baby’s needs any time the infant has the will to express an identifiable want. During the first year of life, rewarding a willful want with the desired response is not spoiling the infant; it is helping that hungry, lonely, hurting, or frightened little child to feel attached, secure, trustful, confident, and effective.

The Issue of Won’t 

By age two, most children normally begin opposing parental rules and requests by delaying or refusing to do what they are told to do or not to do. This obstinacy is an act of courage—the child’s daring to resist the most powerful people in her world. Appearing to test adult authority, the child is really testing her growing power of personal choice.

In most cases, if parents continue to be firm and insistent in their request and don’t overreact and fuel the child’s refusal by getting upset, the boy or girl learns to go along with what parents want most of the time. The willful child, however, is more intense and more dedicated to refusal, often surprising parents at the way he digs in his heels and makes a scene when he decides not to do what they ask and they continue to insist. In willful children, where there’s a will, there’s a won’t.

Beware similarity conflicts between stubborn parent and stubborn child, each refusing to give in to the other or back down. The harder the parent refuses, the harder the child learns to refuse in return. Better for the parent to disengage and think of another, less confrontational approach to take—like talking out and working out the conflict instead of stubbornly going toe to toe.

“Won’t” Can Wear a Parent Down 

It is the intensity and persistence of the willful child’s “won’t” that wears parents down, sometimes causing them to relent. And when they relent, the child feels more empowered. Parents may get too tired to keep after the request they made after the child delays or refuses, or they may feel uncomfortable in conflict, and so they back off. And when they do, the child learns that delay and refusal work. For parents, the lesson is simple: Don’t request what you are not prepared to pur- sue to fulfillment. Mean what you say. Carry through with what you say you want.

A willful “won’t” can also take other common forms. The willful child often won’t admit making a mistake, won’t admit having done something wrong, won’t apologize for doing wrong, and won’t accept constructive criticism for mistakes or correction for misbehavior. “Leave me alone! I don’t want to listen to you! I don’t want to talk about it!” But parents must be steadfast: “You can put off the discussion, but you cannot make it go away. Before you get to do anything else you want to do, we will need to have our talk.”

Four Propositions for Independence 

At a very young age, a willful child can come to four very significant understandings about parental influence: the four propositions for independence. These propositions are:  
 


• “My parents won’t always stick to what they say.” 

• “My parents can’t make me.”

• “My parents can’t stop me.”

• “My choices are up to me.”  
 


Each successful “won’t” only encourages the child to feel more confident in his or her power of resistance. Of course, understanding these four propositions for independence is empowering at any age, but the willful child tends to learn them very young. Then, when parents punish refusal, the willful child loses the skirmish, but wins the battle. Punishment just certifies the child’s power to disobey. It is better for parents to let the child know that disobedience is a choice the child is free to make, but not a choice parents are willing to live with. “You can choose to delay what we want, but you can’t get out of doing what we want, because we will keep after you and after you until it gets done. And before you get anything else you want from us, we will get what we want from you.”

A BETTER PARENTING PRACTICE 

When a child under the age of three refuses what you ask with a “won’t,” use distraction and then return to pursue what you are after. Distract the child from the negative situation into doing something positive with you (thus breaking the child’s negative mindset) and then, after a few minutes of pleasure or play, return to your original request.

Repeat this procedure as often as necessary to gain the child’s consent.

Try This Method—Distract-and-Return 

So how are parents to deal with a willful “won’t” at the tender ages of one to three? Distract-and-return is best. Instead of arguing with your child or insisting that he do what you want when he refuses, distract the child to something positive. “Come look at this.” “Come play with me for a minute.” Then, having restored a positive context to the relationship, return to your original request in a few minutes and see if your child is not more inclined to cooperate. If so, reward his compliance with approval, appreciation, affection, or praise. If he is not yet in a mood to comply, distract the child again and draw his attention to something else positive and then return to your request again. In general, parents have more power to be consistent with what they want than the child has power to consistently maintain a stubborn “won’t,” particularly when the parent keeps disrupting the child’s stubborn refusal with positive distract-and-return methods.

But suppose your willful child has caught you in a time crunch. He refuses to put on his shoes so you can leave to pick his brother up on time when the school bus arrives. Now you have to weigh which is more important—a timely pick up of your older child or an obediently shod younger child before you leave. In order not to penalize the older for the younger, you take the younger barefoot. You win some, and you lose some. However, what you lose on today you resolve to start working on earlier tomorrow. And you’re even prepared to bargain his “want” for your “will.” “If you want to have your usual snack with your brother when he gets home from school tomorrow, you will need to have your shoes on when we leave to pick him up.”

The Issue of Why 

Now consider the preadolescent eight-year-old, feeling grown up enough in childhood to question parental rules and restraints to want an explanation. “Why should I? I want to know why,” the child asks. So parents take the child seriously and take the time to explain, and the curious child, feeling satisfied, complies.

With a willful child, however, “Why?” is not simply a request for information, it is a challenge to parental authority. Roughly translated, it complains, “I shouldn’t have to!” At issue is what right parents have to tell the willful child what to do or not to do. It’s not information the child is after; it’s justification. In willful children, where there’s a will, there’s a why.

DID YOU KNOW?

Parenting is not a popularity contest. A strong-willed child may often see your rules as simply there to frustrate his wants. You must explain that it is not for pleasure or power that you take these stands but for a purpose—to protect and promote his best interests.

The Meaning of Why 

The problem is, when parents give an explanation for their demand or limit, the willful child protests, “That’s not a good reason!” And with such a child, there never is a reason good enough to justify being asked to do something she doesn’t want to do or being denied something she wants.

Willful children also frequently ask “why?” because they feel entitled to know more than parents may want to tell. “Why we won’t buy what you want is because we’re trying to spend less right now as a family,” explain the parents, not wanting to go into details about one partner’s possibility of being laid off at work. But with willful children, one “why?” just seems to beget another. “Why do we need to spend less now?”

The Parent Rules 

To the “Why?” requesting an explanation that parents either cannot or do not want to give, it is best to stop the endless questioning by simply saying (and repeating if necessary), “This is what we can tell you; we cannot tell you any more.”

To the “Why?” that challenges their right to authority, parents can repeatedly explain something else: how they are obliged to follow “the parent rules” (of responsible parenting), even when that obedience is hard to do. “The reason why we have the right to tell you what you can and cannot do is because your welfare is our responsibility. So long as you depend on us, the parent rules say that we must set rules and limits for you. The hardest part of our job is doing what we feel is right when you feel we are wrong. But because we love you, we will do the best job for you we can, even when you don’t agree with what we are doing. Just remember: we are never against you when we oppose what you want. We are on your side, out to help you, not hurt you. And it gives us no pleasure to act for you in ways you do not like.”

The Issue of Win 

Come early adolescence, between ages nine and thirteen, the child typically begins the separation from childhood and no longer wants to be defined and treated as “just a child” anymore.

Now there is more opposition to parents from a young person who increasingly doesn’t like being told what she can and cannot do. Pushing against and away from parental authority for more independence, the early adolescent wants to create more room to grow (social freedom) and to assert more individuality (selfexpression). On both counts she is more willful to live with and more determined to get her way, even when she makes wrong choices. In willful children, where there’s a will, there’s a win.

Figuring Out the Stakes 

During adolescence, parents, for the sake of safety and responsibility, take more unpopular stands for the young person’s best interests against new freedoms he may want. This means there is more frequent disagreement between them. And after some complaining and argument, the adolescent usually consents to live within the limits that parents firmly set.

With a willful early adolescent, however, there are two issues at stake, not one. First is the specific disagreement, about freedom to go bike riding after dark, for example. But second, and equally important, is the principle of winning for its own sake. Losing an argument with parents feels like giving in to their terms and losing face. That’s why having the last word feels so important to a strong-willed boy or girl.

When Your Child Constantly Argues to Win 

Willful children, particularly in adolescence, are often determined to debate until they win the argument or gain the freedom they want. Arguing to win is the order of the day. So what are parents supposed to do? Should they be equally willful back and refuse to declare defeat?

DID YOU KNOW?

What is the most common willpower that willful children lack? Patience with delayed gratification. Strong-willed children often lack the ability to wait for what they want without complaining or somehow hurrying time along. Willful children believe they “can’t wait” for what they want. A parent’s job is to teach them that they can.

No. Arguing to win at all costs only encourages the child to do the same. Better to declare “no contest” and take the issue of winning off the table by declaring something like this to your willful adolescent: “After explaining why I want something, I am not going to argue with you about it. After all, whether or not to cooperate with me is always up to you. There’s no point in fighting to win your freedom of choice with me because you already have it. Of course, if you choose not to cooperate with me, then I have choices about what I want to do in response.” To which declaration the willful child may ask, “Well, what will you do if I go bike riding after dark anyway?” This is when you clarify with your child that the issue is not who wins, but how his or her choices can influence your own. “That’s for me to decide, if you choose to go against my will,” you explain.

The Issue of When 

“When can I have it? Why can’t I have it now?” Willful children are often ruled by a desire for immediate gratification. They are inclined to go fast through life, to hurry up rather than to slow down when one of their wants is concerned. Urgently the six-year-old pleads, “I know my birthday is tomorrow, but can’t I open one present now? I hate having to wait!” Any delay can seem like torture because every want feels so intense. Where there’s a will, there’s a when.

DOES THIS SOUND LIKE YOUR CHILD?

Desire for immediate satisfaction (“I can’t wait”) and attraction to temptation (“I can’t resist”) often rule the decisions willful children make, sometimes resulting in feelings of regret later. “I wish I had taken the time to think first.” “I wish I hadn’t let myself be persuaded.” These children actually need more willpower—the willpower to be patient and the discipline of self-denial.

How to Endure Impatience 

For the willful child, anything worth waiting for is worth having now. When should a want be satisfied? Immediately, if possible. Many willful children lack an important kind of willpower that they will need in life— patience, the capacity to endure delay for what they want or even do without. Willful children who are ruled by impatience are easily frustrated and soon end up angry, using anger when they can to get what they desire.

Parents can teach patience by teaching planning. “Let’s think out the steps that need to be taken for you to get that to happen.” Parents can teach patience by teaching earning. “When you have completed all your chores, then you get to do what you want.”

An Interesting Question—Savers and Spenders 

Here’s a telling question to consider. When it comes to managing money, is your willful child a spender or a saver? At issue is the management of “when”—when will money be spent, now or later?

Spenders are ruled by pleasure in the moment. If money burns a hole in your child’s pocket, then you may have some patience to teach. To help the child delay spending now, see if you can get him to begin saving for something later. Saving requires patience with slow accumulation, regular deposits, and interest growing over time. Saving has material value, but more importantly, it has psychological value. Willpower is used to restrain immediate want in favor of pursuing a long-term objective. Savers demonstrate impulse control and the ability to delay gratification.

The Issue of Whose 

Strong-willed children can be proprietary over what they have—be it position, privileges, or possessions. What they want, they want to own. The question “Whose is it?” asks to whom something of value belongs. If it belongs to someone, then that person controls who gets to use it. And willful children usually like to be in control not just of what they do, but also of what they have. Where there’s a will, there’s a whose.

The Firstborn Child 

Consider the oldest child, first born and firmly established in the center of the family, used to having a monopoly on what parents have to give, now having to adjust to another child in the home. At first the oldest was excited by the fantasy of having company, a playmate, someone to take care of. But fantasy soon degenerates into reality when it becomes clear that this younger sibling is a rival for parental attention, approval, time, and family resources. If the youngest is particularly cute and winning, the oldest can become more willful in response. “Whose is the place on the bed between my parents? Mine!” So the oldest starts acting very territorial and possessive and tries to push the young intruder out.

A BETTER PARENTING PRACTICE 

A willful child can be very possessive of whose way is “the right way” to get things done. Intolerant of opposing beliefs, the child will insist on “doing it my way!” Parents need to help the willful child accept the legitimacy of other people’s lifestyles, value sets, and points of view.

Does Your Firstborn Have Trouble Sharing?

Sharing can be hard to learn for an oldest child who is used to having uncontested access to all parents have to provide. But to get along in the world, everyone must learn to share. To that end, parents teach the child to take turns, to let the other person go first, to compromise, to sacrifice for others, and to sometimes do without. Most important, the willful child needs to be taught that contentment does not depend on having it “all,” but on understanding that when it comes to satisfying wants, “some” has to be enough.

In willful children, where there’s a will, there’s a want, so they can act very intense. Where there’s a will, there’s a won’t, so they can act very stubborn. Where there’s a will, there’s a why, so they can act very challenging. Where there’s a will, there’s a win, so they can act very combative. Where there’s a will, there’s a when, so they can act very impatient. And where there’s a will, there’s a whose, so they can act very possessive. Willfulness takes a variety of common forms, and parents must be ready to contend with them all.


Chapter 2 
 
Problems Your Child Will Face

Ten Things You Will Learn in This Chapter 
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