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Dear Reader,

Raising a strong-willed child can seem like corralling a team of wild horses or trying to herd cats, both seemingly impossible tasks. If you are blessed with a strong-willed child, you may find yourself taxed to the max, wondering what you have done to deserve such a difficult job.

You may find that conventional child development and parenting books do not help you, as your child has a tenacity that seems unusual, and, at times, alarming, and the usual, sweet, gentle parenting techniques don’t seem to apply. I want to invite you to think of your child and all those inborn qualities as positive, even if they are challenging. Together, we want to dive into the depths of creative parenting so that you are able to genuinely view the kernels of greatness and uniqueness within your child. He or she may not be typical, but your child is truly wonderful. Don’t forget it!

We can work out some ways for you to develop a cooperative relationship with your son or daughter, preserving your dignity and energy along the way. The techniques you learn may not be fodder for conversation with other parents of more docile children, but you can forge an unforgettable, rewarding relationship that will launch your child into a happy, fulfilling adult life.
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Everything® Parent’s Guides are a part of the bestselling Everything® series and cover common parenting issues like childhood illnesses and tantrums, as well as medical conditions like asthma and juvenile diabetes. These family-friendly books are designed to be a one-stop guide for parents. If you want authoritative information on specific topics not fully covered in other books, Everything® Parent’s Guides are your perfect solution.
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Dedication

To you, the reader, who has embarked upon the rewarding
and challenging journey of raising a strong-willed child.
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will·ful·ness (wĭl´-fәl-nәs)
[image: ] n. A person’s power of
self-determination to direct,
to persist, to resist, and to
prevail.




Introduction

What is a strong-willed child? How did he or she come to be that way? How can parents nurture the positive aspects of their child’s strong will, moderate the negative aspects, and not act and react in ways that make a challenging situation worse? These are some of the questions this book answers.

Strong-willed children can be perplexing creatures. The child may feel injured, scared, or otherwise upset by something that has happened and go on strike against parental instruction. “I can’t! I won’t! Leave me alone!” screams the child, who becomes lost in the emotion of the moment. Because the child’s feelings have overwhelmed his thinking, parents have to help him calm down and get past the emotions before they can expect him to follow directions.

Although all children can be strong-willed on some occasions, some children are much more intensely so than others. Strong-willed children are not different in kind from other children; they differ only in the degree to which need for self-determination rules their lives. But that degree makes an enormous difference in what is required of you as a parent.

It helps to think of the concept of volition—human choice. Parents have volition and so do children. The big surprise is that willful children are quite aware of how much choice they have in their behavior. It’s the parents’ task to temper that a bit.

For most parents, occasional willfulness is tolerable, but continual willfulness can create a negative tone in the family as it quickly gathers shaping power of its own. The more often a willful act achieves its objective, the more powerful willfulness becomes.

If a child repeatedly acts strong-willed now and gets what he wants, then through habit he learns to be even more strong-willed later on. What this child must be taught is how to manage a strong will growing up so that it works for—and not against—him in adult life.


CHAPTER 1

Strong Will Means
Willfulness


What does it mean to say your child is strong-willed? The strongest indicator of the willful child is anger when she doesn’t get what she wants. Her intense desire then turns her aspiration into an imperative, and an imperative into a condition. “I want to have” turns into “I must have” turns into “I am entitled to have,” and the result is anger when the willful child is denied what she now feels entitled to. How does this happen?

What Is Willfulness?

For the purposes of this book, a strong-willed child is defined as one who often expresses a high degree of willfulness—the power of self-determination to direct, to persist, to resist, and to prevail. At certain moments or most of the time, this child can be determined to:


	Direct his actions or the actions of others

	Persist in the face of discouragement or of refusal to be given what is desired

	Resist conforming to social rules or giving in to social pressure

	Prevail in a challenge, confrontation, conflict, or competition



On occasion or what may seem like all the time to you, such children are determined to get their way. Parents often describe how their strong-willed child demands, insists, complains, corrects, takes charge, pursues, refuses, controls, dominates, has the last word, won’t give up, won’t quit, won’t let go, won’t give in, won’t back down, won’t shut up, won’t settle for less, won’t let the matter drop, and won’t admit defeat.

The Will in Willfulness


For any person of any age, having power of will is important. Will is a strong motivator. It drives people to take control of personal choice and act effectively on their own behalf, rise to challenges, achieve goals, recover from setbacks, and cope with adversity.

Helping children harness their power of will in order to accomplish, to achieve, to try again, to persevere is one important responsibility of being parents. It is part of the parental coaching role to encourage and inspire flagging effort in a tired or discouraged child. Athletic coaches often say that the mental side of coaching—figuring out how to assess their team’s level of collective will and how to mobilize that will in order to maximize performance on the playing field—is the hardest part of their job. Try to keep a positive mental image in your mind as you go along. Envision your child cooperating and yourself as calmly leading the way.
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With a willful child, parents will win some, lose some, and compromise a lot. In the immortal words of the defiant adolescent, “Get used to it!” That’s how parenting is.



When Will Is Lost

To appreciate the importance of will, consider what happens to people when that power is lost. Consider unfortunate individuals in mental institutions or confined to nursing homes. Boredom, helplessness, and depression sometimes result from the lack of willpower: “There is nothing to do, there is nothing to be done, there is nothing I can do.” The danger of these dark emotional states is that self-defeating thoughts can lead a child in a self-destructive direction. This is the opposite of what you want.

Boredom, Helplessness, and Depression

The bored child, lacking the will to direct himself, engages in foolish risk taking with friends because, he figures, at least he has something to do, and inactivity feels intolerable. The helpless child takes cruel mistreatment from teasing at school without objection. Lacking the will to defend or assert himself, the boy feels he has no other choice but to accept the torment, learning to be the victim. And the depressed twelve-year-old, mourning how childhood comfort must be given up to enter the scary world of early adolescence, copes with loss by scratching and cutting himself, creating pain to manage pain instead of seeking help to talk it out.
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Loss of willpower to engage in healthy growth—to keep active, to keep trying, to keep caring—is a significant event in the life of a child, and parents should pay attention if it persists. Significant loss of willpower can result in serious harm.



“Can Do” and “Can’t Do” Children

As parents, you should always monitor your child’s strength of will. Children with a “can’t do” attitude are expressing a lack of will. In that state of mind, they are at risk of giving up, giving in, going along with outside influences, often prone to dependency on peer pressure for deciding what to do. Lack of effort, lack of resourcefulness, lack of confidence, lack of effectiveness are all some of the consequences that result when willpower is lost.

Four common statements that reflect “can’t do” thinking are:


	“I can’t do that,” and so they don’t make the effort.

	“I couldn’t do that,” and so they rule it out as a possibility.

	“I can’t do anything about that,” and so they submit to helplessness.

	“I couldn’t say no to that,” and so they surrender.



As parents, you want your child to have a “can do” attitude. You want your child to have enough willpower to try to solve life’s problems. You want your child to be resourceful in the face of obstacles, to believe that there is always something she can try—if not to change an undesirable situation, at least to adjust to it in a positive way. One characteristic of strong-willed children is the “can do” way they take charge of their lives. This is a trait to be grateful for, if you possibly can remember that during the difficult times.
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Whatever reservations you may sometimes have about your strong-willed child, recognize the good side—that he is a “can do” child most of the time, motivated to make choices to act on his own behalf. If there is one motto a willful child seems to live by, it is this: “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”



The Conditional Shift

What separates willful children from those who are not is how they manage not getting what they want. When children who are not generally willful don’t get what they want, they may feel sad, shrug off the disappointment, and then go on to something else. Willful children, however, tend to have a different response.

Telltale Anger

When a strong-willed child doesn’t get what she wants, she gets angry and won’t relinquish going after whatever she has been denied, or if she does let go, she will carry hard feelings or resentment away from the situation. Why does the willful child feel angry? The answer is because willful children often make a conditional shift by turning what they want into what they believe they should have.


	“If I want it, then I should get it.”

	“If I’m refused it, I should be given a good reason why.”

	“If I don’t want to do it, I shouldn’t have to.”

	“If I argue, then I should win.”



Then, when any of these beliefs are violated, that seems unjust, and so they get angry. A condition of assumed entitlement has not been met.

A Conditional Shift in Action

Imagine this scene. At the park, a willful four-year-old wants to swing so much that she feels entitled to swing as long as she wants, despite the fact that other children are waiting for a turn. Told at last to get off the swing by a parent so other children can get on, the willful child gets angrily upset. “That’s not fair! I’m not done swinging!”

In this situation, it is the parent’s job to help the willful child learn to disconnect “should” from “want,” to let go of the conditional view through which she sees the situation. So the parent says something like this: “I know when you want something very much it feels like you should be allowed to get it, but life isn’t like that. Wanting something very much doesn’t mean we should get it. Wanting just means there’s something we’d like to have or do, and maybe we’ll get some of it, and maybe we won’t. And if we don’t, we’ll still be okay.”

One-Step Thinking

To be an effective parent, it is important to understand how willfulness can be grounded in a child’s tendency to resort to one-step thinking when he becomes impatient or frustrated. Children are born one-step thinkers. That is, at birth, they are ruled by want, impulse, and instant gratification. This is how they are equipped to identify what they need and to let you know what they desire. So when an infant fusses or cries or calls or grabs, these are all one-step attempts to cope with whatever the child would like to start or stop happening.

As parents learn to read these nonverbal signals, figure out and respond to what the child wants, the child develops a sense of effectiveness. When crying repeatedly results in being held, then the child learns that one possible outcome of crying is getting picked up. So one-step thinking works. For the time being, the child’s actions are rewarded.

However, parents can’t just let a child grow up managing his likes and dislikes with one-step thinking. Eventually everyone, children included, has to learn delayed gratification. It is simply a requirement to get along in civilized society. Without the skill of delayed gratification the child painfully learns that other people will often resist the child’s demands for accommodation.
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Teach your strong-willed child some delayed gratification—delaying action long enough to consult judgment, reason, and values before acting on impulse, on feelings, and for immediate gratification. It is the capacity for this more mature type of thinking that allows the child to discipline his willful nature so that it serves him well and not badly.



Two-Step Thinking

As the child grows up, parents begin to encourage two-step thinking. They do this by teaching the child to delay action until he has taken the time to think about past and possible future consequences of an action before making a decision. “Before you spend all your money on a treat right now, you might want to think about what saving this money could allow you to buy later.” Following this advice, the child takes the time to think twice, asking himself if what he wants is really worth having right now. The second step of two-step thinking is assessing past and possible consequences and consulting judgment, reason, and values before deciding how to act. Your child will need help with this process.

One-Step Thinking Affects Willfulness

Full of themselves and insisting on what they want, strong-willed children’s tendency to be impulsive works to their detriment.

“I don’t care if it’s yours, I want it!” (The child will get into trouble at school for taking what doesn’t belong to him.) “Nobody can tell me what to do!” (The child defies adult authority only to get hurt by ignoring a safety rule.) “It’s my way or no way!” (The child’s friend is discouraged from coming over to play again, since all play has to be on the host’s terms.) These types of statements reflect strong will and shortsightedness, and they lead to unhappy outcomes. Your child will be unable to have and keep friends.

Teach your willful child to think twice. Having already claimed the power of personal choice at a young age, every child must be taught to delay, think, consider past and possible consequences, and use some judgment to moderate a tendency to indulge impulsive choice. “I know what you want to do, but stop and think and ask yourself what is wise and right to do.”

Parents and One-Step Thinking

A large part of what any child learns about how to behave is through imitation. The parents are the most powerful role models in a child’s life. Thus, if parents act on impulse, emotion, and make demands, children learn this is the way to get their needs met. Yelling at a child to stop yelling only encourages him to yell some more. Hitting a child to stop him from hitting a younger sibling only teaches him that, if you’re bigger, hitting is okay.

Although growing up is hard for children, acting maturely can be equally challenging for adults. An immature outburst, such as, “I’ll show you who’s boss!” isn’t helpful as an example. The most powerful way to teach a child to become a calm, modulated person is to be one yourself. Constantly envision yourself in that way, and it’s easier to realize.
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One measure of adult maturity is a parent’s capacity to maintain two-step thinking in the face of a child’s one-step provocation. There has to be a grownup present in the family dynamic, even if the child is horribly acting out.



How Children Learn Willfulness

Some willfulness seems naturally endowed. After all, children do not enter this world as a blank slate. They are endowed with genes they inherit from their parents, which determine certain physical characteristics, personality, temperament, and aptitudes. Although some infants emerge complacent and compliant from the outset, others seem to be born strong-willed. These children are born unusually committed to satisfaction of their needs and desires, with a tenacious personality and intolerance for frustration that is easily aroused when what they want is not immediately forthcoming. Even children who are by nature willful usually increase that willfulness as a function of the parental nurturing they receive. This is where the parent’s place as role model is of paramount importance. You must realize that your example is very important.
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Parents who grow up intimidated by their own critical, angry, or even violent parents are often fearful of offending their own children. Their children may then become extremely dominant as a result of their submissiveness; these children may also become extremely willful because healthy social, emotional, and economic boundaries have not been clearly defined.



When Parents Are Their Own Worst Enemies

There are many direct parental behaviors that encourage strong will in children. Consider just a few. There are the adoring parents who indulge their child so much she comes to feel entitled to be indulged. There are the permissive parents who give so much freedom the child becomes accustomed to making all of her own choices. There are the insecure parents who can’t say “no,” who don’t want to displease their child. There are the guilty parents who allow their child to exploit their feelings of remorse. There are the neglectful parents who are too preoccupied with their own lives to adequately supervise their child. There are the argumentative parents who by example and interaction teach their child to stubbornly argue back. This creates a negative role model. There are the enabling parents who continually rescue their child from the consequences of ill-advised decisions. There are ambitious parents who by insistence and example instill a will to win and excel at all costs because anything less is deemed not good enough. There are the inconsistent parents who don’t stand by or follow through with what they say. There are demanding parents who give grown-up responsibility to a child, expecting her to contribute to the family and take charge of her own life while very young. In all these ways, and in many others, parents can be their own worst enemies, actually creating willfulness in their child.

There are also overindulgent parents who can spoil a child by giving emotionally and materially in such abundance that no want seems to go unmet. This is an unrealistic way to live. Parental overindulgence is one major contributor to the willfulness of a strong-willed child. Let’s hope that none of these types of parenting describe you. If you see yourself, the awareness is a good beginning to the process of change.

It’s at the parenting extremes that willfulness is most powerfully nurtured—by strong-willed parents and by weak-willed parents, by overindulgent parents and by neglectful parents, by oppressive parents and by permissive parents.

Assessing Parental Responsibility

Therefore, if parents have a continually willful child or have a child who is going through a willful phase, it is important that they do not get so preoccupied with their child’s determined behavior that they ignore their own. The critical question for parents of willful children to ask is, “Are we, through our actions or inaction, inadvertently encouraging more inappropriate willfulness in our child?” Parents must continually assess their own behaviors so they are not acting to make a child’s willfulness worse. Go through a simple exercise. List ten things you could do or not do to make the child’s willful behavior worse. Then ask yourselves, “To what degree are we doing any of these things now?” This will help you see areas where you can start making changes immediately. Grab hold of the focus on your child and shift it back to yourself. Mentally think of a mirror and adjust what you see.


CHAPTER 2

Hallmarks of a
Strong-Willed Child


To begin to appreciate how willful children can be a handful for parents, 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.

Where There’s a Will, There’s a Want


Although most parents know the basics of what their baby requires—food, rest, cleanliness, comfort, play, exercise, soothing words, affectionate touch, for example—only the infant knows exactly when he wants those needs met. Some infants are easily scheduled and soon satisfied, quickly coming to adjust to the timing, kind, and amount of attention they receive. Living on parental terms seems to work okay for the child because, by and large, the child goes with the parent’s ways without complaining.

Other infants, however, are less content with this compliant arrangement. Operating on their own schedules, they loudly let it be known when wants are unsatisfied, and they signal intense and protracted distress until they are met. This is a signal to parents that a strong-willed child has arrived into their care. “He just keeps fussing and crying until we give her what she wants. He 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 he complains, the more often we give him what he wants. After all, we don’t want to spoil him. Besides, he’s supposed to live on our terms. We’re not supposed to live on his.” So the parents decide to let the infant cry himself to sleep after they have already settled him in bed several times, and after half an hour of wailing, the exhausted child finally does give in to sleep. “Now he’s learned who’s in charge,” conclude the parents, “although it sure is hard to hear him cry that long.”

But this is 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 need any time the infant has the will to express it. 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. This isn’t spoiling.

Where There’s a Will, There’s a Won’t


By age two, most children 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 in their request, don’t overreact and fuel the child’s refusal by getting upset, the child 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 with the way she digs in his heels and makes a scene when she decides not to do what they ask. 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. In a power play there’s rarely a winner. This is a time to be creative. Realize you’re the more experienced person and come up with a way around the battleground.

“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, it is important to remember that your influence is much greater than you imagine. You may not be able to control the child, but you can greatly influence the child.

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.” Concentrate on being calm and firm.

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.


	“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 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 until it gets done. And before you get anything else you want from us, we will get what we want from you.” Don’t forget for a moment that you are in charge. You may have a lot to deal with, but you’re still in charge.

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 she do what you want when she 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 her compliance with approval, appreciation, affection, or praise. If she is not yet in a mood to comply, distract the child again and draw her 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 resist. Remember that the child’s attention span is shorter than yours. She may be bright, persistent, and clever, but you are more mature and experienced.

But suppose your willful child has caught you in a time crunch. She refuses to put on her shoes so you can leave to pick her 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 child out 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 her “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.”
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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.



Where There’s a Will, There’s a 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. Sometimes you can simply say, “because I said so,” or “because I’m your parent and that’s that.” You can even add, “When you’re a grownup, you can make all your own decisions, but not yet.”

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 he doesn’t want to do or being denied something he wants. Resist the temptation to engage in fruitless debates.

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 anymore.”
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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 parent has to have a loving, authoritative stance.



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. As 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.” Sometimes the less said, the more power you have. If you deeply believe in what you’re doing, the child will comply.

Where There’s a Will, There’s a Win


During 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 social freedom and to assert more individuality.

On both counts she is more willful to live with and more determined to get her way. In willful children, where there’s a will, there’s a win.

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 freedom she 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 child.

Arguing to Win

Willful children, particularly in adolescence, are often determined to debate until they win the argument or gain the freedom they want. They may exert tremendous effort to wear you down. 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? Again, resist the impulse to participate in a power play.
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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. Speak and act calmly, reassuring the child that waiting is possible.



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. 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 her choices can influence your own. “That’s for me to decide,” you explain.

Where There’s a Will, There’s a 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.

Enduring 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 consequences. “When you have completed all your chores, then you get to do what you want.” A child who understands consequence is a happier child. You, as the parent, can help the child predict logical consequences. Lead him along in a confident way.

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?
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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.



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.

Where There’s a Will, There’s a 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, 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.

Sharing

Sharing can be hard to learn for an oldest child who is used to having uncontested access to everything the parents 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.
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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. This will require time and thoughtful conversation.



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 alert in order to contend with them all.

Mentally keep your compass clear. In spite of all the loud objections, you don’t have to go every way the wind blows. Take a deep breath and remember that you signed up for parenthood for the long haul. You’re the leader in the situation.
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