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HOW TO ELIMINATE VERBAL ABUSE

� Identify the first sign of meltdown.
To begin to cope with your behavior, you have to identify the first sign that 
indicates you’re beginning to spin out of control. It may be dry mouth, red 
ears, flushed face, butterflies in your stomach or heart palpitations. What 
signals the start of your meltdown? It is imperative to identify this sign, 
because it is part of a chain of behavior to which you’ve become accustomed.
Your first sign can lead to the second link in the chain, which is where you 
can make an important decision.

� Consciously choose to cope.
You can use your first sign of meltdown as a cue to cope, rather than as a 
cue for meltdown. When you feel the sign you’ve identified in step one 
coming on, you can make a conscious decision to use it to begin your 
coping sequence.

� Make an incompatible response.
You need to get past your impulse moment. In order to do so, you must make 
it impossible to abuse your child. What should you do? Leave the room. Go 
outside. Do whatever it takes to guarantee you will not abuse your child.

� Tell your accountability person.
You are abusive because you can be—you have no accountability. In order to 
stop, you have to take responsibility. Choose a friend, a family member or 
someone else to be your “accountability person.” You will be morally ac
countable to this person. Every time you write down a destructive thought or
avoid an abusive situation, call this person. Read him or her what you wrote 
in your coping journal, and talk about how you feel.

� Engage in positive interaction.
When you’re through the impulse stage, go back into the room with your 
child. Give your child a hug, pat him/her on the back, do something positive.

� Long-term: Get counseling.
You need to see somebody on a regular basis to deal with what’s happening 
inside of you. You can go to a counselor, a pastor or a social worker, some
body who will listen and continue to guide you in the right direction. Make 
sure that you are taking care of you.
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FAMILY LEGACY PROFILE

This exercise will require you to perform an “autopsy” on your childhood
relationship with your parents. If your parents are still living, you’ll have
to lay aside the present relationship to thoroughly recall your impressions
and emotions, as a child or as a teenager literally in their grip. In other
words, your relationship with your mom or dad may have now matured
into a healthy one that may have had a different character altogether
from when you were younger. Be honest about the way it was. You must
ignore any present good feelings for the moment. Using a confidential,
for-your-eyes-only journal, answer the following questions about your
mother and father as thoroughly as you can. As you work through this 
exercise, you’ll see that some questions call for a few words, while still
others need a short paragraph in order to be answered properly. In decid-
ing how much detail to give a particular answer, please keep the follow-
ing in mind: The more thorough you are in rooting out your past family
life experiences, the more effective you are going to be at changing the
way you interact with your present-day family. Consider having one of
your siblings answer these questions too. Doing so will give you account-
ability in being honest about your past. You can then “compare notes” to
use in later planning.

1. The best qualities of my mother were:
2. The best qualities of my father were:
3. The worst qualities of my mother were:
4. The worst qualities of my father were:
5. What I loved most about my mother:
6. What I loved most about my father:
7. My mother showed her love for me by:
8. My father showed his love for me by:
9. When I was afraid, my mother/father would:

10. When my family celebrated an event (Christmas, an
achievement, etc.), we would:

11. I often felt most secure when my mother/father would:
12. My favorite memories of me and my family were:
13. The times I would like to forget about my family were:
14. The affection displayed by my mother/father toward 

me was:
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15. The most destructive times in my family were:
16. When my parents got into conflict, they would:
17. What I got from my mother I did not want was:
18. What I got from my father I did not want was:
19. What I resented most from my mother was:
20. What I resented most from my father was:
21. My relationship with my mother has contaminated my

present relationship with my family by:
22. My relationship with my father has contaminated my

present relationship with my family by:
23. If I had only one last minute left to tell my mother

something, I would tell her:
24. If I had only one last minute left to tell my father

something, I would tell him:
25. I would describe my mother’s style of parenting as (strict,

moderate, democratic, lenient, permissive, uninvolved,
etc.):

26. I would describe my father’s style of parenting as (strict,
moderate, democratic, lenient, permissive, uninvolved,
etc.):

27. Other people who were significant in my childhood and
adolescence as parental figures were:

28. These other significant parental figures shaped my
development by:

29. The characteristics I saw in my mother’s parenting
behaviors that I see in my own are:

30. The characteristics I saw in my father’s parenting
behaviors that I see in my own are:

31. The kinds of parenting behaviors of my mother that I want
to avoid in my own are:

32. The kinds of parenting behaviors of my father that I want
to avoid in my own are:

As I have said, a real key is knowing what questions will lead you to the
important answers. You have just answered some very focused questions
about your parents, their behaviors and the way they raised you. Let’s ex-
pand on this. I’m now going to ask you to create a miniprofile, or sketch,
of your parents. To do that, it will be helpful for you to summon up a
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mental picture of them and of your family life as you were growing up,
using the following series of penetrating questions to flesh out that picture
and make it as detailed as possible. Answer these questions in a free-flow-
ing essay form. Be careful to address each subpart of each item. The more
you write, the more you will learn. If one or both of your parents or step-
parents are now deceased, it may be difficult to visualize their earlier lives,
but do your best.

1. Was your relationship with your parents characterized by lots of
warmth and affection, or was it more standoffish? Did you ever feel 
emotionally deprived or neglected? How did they express their affection
toward you? Did they withhold affection? Did they use particular physical
gestures such as hugs to communicate affection for you? Did they reserve
for you favorite expressions or pet phrases?

2. When you misbehaved, were disobedient or got into trouble, how were
you disciplined? Did your parents use physical punishment such as spank-
ing, or restrictions such as grounding or going to your room? Did they try
to make you feel guilty about what you did, or withdraw their love? Or
were your parents lenient, often letting you off the hook? Try to recall
and record specific instances that speak to these questions.

3. Now I want you to dig up some buried emotional issues, positive and
negative, from your past that may have seeped into your present family
interactions. Require of yourself the most detailed and thorough memory
you can muster. Think of childhood and adolescent experiences that 
involved your parents when you felt very loved, fearful, lonely, joyful,
peaceful, sad, victorious, safe, secure or any other powerful emotion you
can recall. You’ve learned from and been changed by these experiences.
Describe these emotions and the circumstances tied to them as clearly as
possible so you’ll come away with the depth of information you need.
Things that emotionally affected you in the fourth grade can still affect
you at age forty-two. What are you telling yourself about these events or
circumstances today?

4. Your parents may have labeled you in some way. Labels are self-
descriptions that reflect certain conclusions you’ve reached about your-
self. Many of these labels came from your parents, from a cruel peer

FamilyFirst Dr.Phil McGraw6



group, from teachers and coaches, or they came from within you when
you observed yourself messing up in life. But whatever their source, you
tend to internalize these labels, believe your labels and live to your labels.
They can become the definition of you if you let them. List the labels
that were given to you by your parents (dummy, smart one, lazy, good boy,
pretty and so forth). Put a check mark beside the ones you can sense are a
part of you today. Circle those you may have given to your own children.

5. Everyone has tapes that play in their heads. Tapes are a type of internal
dialogue based on past experiences, generated from particular moments
or self-observations in your past history. They’ve become encoded in your
memory and are a part of your internal dialogue, the inner conversation
we have with ourselves all day long. They predict and therefore control
your thinking and your behavior and thus the outcome you have. For 
example, if your internal dialogue goes like this: “My father was a loser; I
will be a loser, regardless of what happens,” then that tape is likely to 
program you for failure in life. In this exercise, I’d like you to start thinking
about the negative tapes your family legacy may have recorded in your
mind. Write them down in your journal. To get you thinking, here are
some additional examples.

I will never have a good experience; my family was so dysfunctional
that we never learned how to have fun.

My future will be like my past; unlucky and unproductive. I should
never expect to be successful, because it is not my destiny.

I was abused as a child. People will use me for what they want and be
insensitive to how I feel.

My family was low-class. I will be low-class. There is nothing I can do
to change that.

6. Now try to remember when conflict erupted in your home. Did 
disagreements escalate into an all-out war, waged in front of you and your 
siblings? Alternatively, did your parents treat any kind of conflict as 
embarrassing and unacceptable, such that even minor disagreements
were quickly suppressed? What did your parents fight about—finances,
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responsibilities, parenting habits or family activities? How would you
characterize your parents’ style of conflict? What strategies did they use
for resolving a dispute? Did they make compromises? Offer apologies?
Take a stand and freely communicate their positions? Retreat behind a
slammed-shut door, refusing to negotiate? Never resolve the conflict, but
let it fester?

7. What kind of family environment did your parents create? Was there
tension in the air? Were you and your siblings allowed to express your
opinions, or were they suppressed? Were problems brought out into the
open and discussed, or swept under the rug? Did your parents participate,
and stay involved, in your school activities? How interested were they in
your schoolwork, academic performance, your friends, your activities and
your life in general?

8. What behavioral shortcomings, psychological problems or maladaptive
behaviors did you grow up with that your parents also displayed? These
might be: depression; alcoholism, drug abuse or other addiction; absence
from the home; favoritism toward certain siblings; divorce or separation;
conflicts with stepparents; verbal or physical abuse; open conflict; or a
passionless relationship with a spouse. Are any of these dysfunctional
patterns or circumstances wreaking havoc or devastation in your life or
your partner’s life today? Think about these situations from your past and
how they might be infecting your own family today.

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

Before you go on, look back over everything you’ve written about your
family legacy—the questions you’ve answered, the paragraphs you’ve
recorded in your journal. If you’ve done an honest and thorough job with
these exercises, you’ve turned the floodlights on some very important
items of focus. You have identified legacies, good or bad, helpful or 
harmful, that are playing out in your own family today. Now it’s time to
bring these legacies into even sharper focus. Using the work you’ve just
detailed, complete the following statements. Let these statements pro-
vide a structured approach to getting a stronger handle on your family
legacy and what must take precedence for change.
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1. My relationship behaviors with my spouse or partner differ from
my parents’ in the following ways:

2. My relationship behaviors with my spouse or partner are very
similar to my parents in the following ways:

3. The results of behaving and reacting in these ways have been:
4. My parenting behaviors with my children differ from my parenting

in the following ways:
5. My parenting behaviors with my children are similar to my

parents’ in the following ways:
6. The results of behaving and reacting in these ways have been:
7. Based on the responses I’ve given above, my existing relationship

with my spouse in the future will be:
8. Based on the responses I’ve given above, the results in my

children’s futures will be:
9. This exercise suggests that the behaviors I need to eliminate are:

10. This exercise underscores the importance of continuing to
emphasize change and improvement in the following behaviors:

CHANGES AND ACTIONS

In your journal, make two columns. At the top of the first column, write
“changes”; at the top of the second column write “actions.” Then list the
changes and the actions you need to take to repair these hand-me-down behav-
iors. Let your actions be goals for change. To jump-start your thinking, I’ve pro-
vided some examples.

Changes Actions

1. More emotional support 1. Speak out to my child’s needs 
in my child’s crisis. instead of catastrophizing and 

worrying about material things.
2. More affection. 2. More touching and less criticism.
3. Less loud talk and yelling. 3. More listening and checking 

my voice.
4. More humor. 4. More laughing at myself.
5. More consistent care. 5. A daily plan to tell my family, 

“I love you.”
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Step 1: Identifing Your Parenting Style

Below you will find thirty direct statements describing various aspects of parent-
ing behavior. Read them carefully and rate how well they describe how you par-
ent. Some of these statements may sound negative or disapproving, but let me
assure you, items may not be as they appear. No matter how negative a statement
might sound, don’t avoid the truth if you think a particular statement applies to
you. In other words, don’t mark the answer you consider to be the most socially
desirable. You are the only person who will see your results, so it is to your advan-
tage to be as honest as possible. The goal of this assessment is to identify your
dominant parenting style, not to look for any downside or negative labeling re-
garding how you parent your children. In fact, you’ll be able to draw nothing but
positive conclusions with the insight you’ll gain from this assessment. For each
statement, choose: Agree (A), Mostly Agree (MA), Mostly Disagree (MD) or
Disagree (D), by circling the number underneath the letter.
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Section A

1. I believe that I have clear expectations
for how my children should behave, and
I make sure they are rewarded or pun-
ished, according to that expectation.

2. I feel that it is my responsibility to set
goals for my family and serve as their
guide.

3. I believe that my values should be taught
to my family and if my children have dif-
ferent values, they can choose those for
themselves when they are old enough to
make those choices.

4. I feel that one of my roles in the family is
to determine the social image that our
family displays to the public.

5. I think that I need to serve as a control-
ling force until my children can make
their own decisions.

6. I may not be smarter or stronger than
anyone else in the family, but I have the
role of setting and enforcing values.

7. As long as my children live in my house
or under my supervision, they will follow
the rules.

8. This family is not run by democratic
vote. I take full responsibility.

9. Most times I have to make decisions
about the family behavior and discipline
by myself.

10. I think that the most important attitude
my family can have toward me is respect.

A MA MD D

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1
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Section E

11. I believe that it is more important for my
family to learn how to accomplish goals
than to actually accomplish goals.

12. My philosophy is to develop a team
spirit with my family in dealing with our
problems.

13. Accomplishing a common goal is more
important than the personal achievement
of any one member of the family.

14. I feel that one of a parent’s most impor-
tant tasks is to teach a child how to set 
realistic goals for himself.

15. Learning how to trust one another in 
difficult times and relying on one another’s
abilities are very important skills for all
family members.

16. It is important for the parent to listen to
the child and respect what the child
wants and needs.

17. Although the parent has the responsibil-
ity for the child, it is important to share
the decision making.

18. Children’s behavior should always have
consequences, good or bad.

19. A parent’s rewards are in seeing the child
achieve his goals.

20. The parent-child relationship is the most
important lasting legacy in a family.

A MA MD D

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1
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Section P

21. I feel responsibile for my family’s success
or failures and would probably do some of
their work for them rather than let them
fail.

22. I am too lenient with my child and allow
him or her to get by when I should be
more consistent.

23. It is probably partly my fault if my child
gets into trouble, because I did not do my
job as a parent as well as I should have.

24. My parents were too hard on me, so I try
to give my child what I didn’t have in
terms of freedom to be their true selves.

25. My child sometimes blames me for a
problem and part of me agrees because I
feel guilty.

26. I try to motivate my family by making
them feel guilty if they don’t do the 
right thing.

27. I want my child to behave and be a good
person because he wants me to be proud
of him.

28. My child often expresses the thought
that I owe him a good life because I am
the parent.

29. I would like my family to remember how
much I sacrificed for them.

30. I try not to put too much pressure on my
child because it is not fair to him.

A MA MD D

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1
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Scoring the Parenting Styles

Add up your totals for each section separately and write them here:
A: _____
E: _____
P: _____

Circle the meaning of your score in each of the three categories below:

Section A: Authoritarian

33–40 High identification with the Authoritarian style
25–32 Dominant behaviors for the Authoritarian style
18–24 Average or moderate behaviors for the Authoritarian style
10–17 Low behaviors for the Authoritarian style

Section E: Equalitarian

30–40 High identification with the Equalitarian style
23–29 Dominant behaviors for the Equalitarian style
15–22 Average or moderate behaviors for the Equalitarian style
10–14 Low behaviors for the Equalitarian style

Section P: Permissive

34–40 High identification with the Permissive style
27–33 Dominant behaviors for the Permissive style
18–26 Average or moderate behaviors for the Permissive style
10–17 Low behaviors for the Permissive style
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Step 2: Identifying Your Child’s Type

For each statement, choose: Agree (A), Mostly Agree (MA), Mostly
Disagree (MD) or Disagree (D), by circling the number underneath the
letter.

Section R

1. My child can be described as a self-starter,
who likes to work independently.

2. My child is energetic.

3. My child enjoys getting his or her own way.

4. My child likes to be different.

5. Much of the time, my child acts uncoop-
eratively.

6. When playing or interacting with other
children, my child likes to lead and be in
charge.

7. My child likes to express his or her own
opinion, is outspoken at times and likes
to argue.

A MA MD D

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1
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8. My child is a hard worker.

9. My child has a competitive streak and
likes to win.

10. My child sometimes dresses differently
and likes to be unique.

Section C

11. My child is willing to go along with others.

12. My child can be described as collaborative
and helpful.

13. My child is flexible in group decision
making.

14. My child enjoys participating, rather than
leading.

15. My child enjoys teamwork.

16. My child understands the importance 
of sharing.

17. My child is generally agreeable.

18. My child generally asks permission before
making decisions or interacting with others.

19. My child will fully give his efforts for 
his team.

20. My child will lead or follow, depending
on the needs of the situation.

A MA MD D
4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1
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Section P

21. My child needs to be instructed in what
to do before taking action.

22. My child is motivated when I give him or
her direction.

23. I would not describe my child as a 
self-starter.

24. My child follows orders and rules well.

25. My child takes pride in following 
instructions and presenting a job well done.

26. My child gets confused without rules.

27. My child responds very well to praise and
approval.

28. My child takes criticism very seriously.

29. When my child is given leadership for his
own group, he takes it very seriously.

30. My child takes on the qualities of the
person he recognizes as his authority.

A MA MD D
4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

Scoring the Child Types

Add up your totals for each section separately and write them here:
R: _____
C: _____
P: _____

Circle the meaning of your score in each of the three categories below:

Section R: Rebellious

33–40 High identification with the Rebellious style
25–32 Dominant behaviors for the Rebellious style
18–24 Average or moderate behaviors for the Rebellious style
10–17 Low behaviors for the Rebellious style
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Section C: Cooperative

30–40 High identification with the Cooperative style
23–29 Dominant behaviors for the Cooperative style
15–22 Average or moderate behaviors for the Cooperative style
10–14 Low behaviors for the Cooperative style

Section P: Passive

34–40 High identification with the Passive style
27–33 Dominant behaviors for the Passive style
18–26 Average or moderate behaviors for the Passive style
10–17 Low behaviors for the Passive style

Your children may have scored in the high-to-dominant range of one of
these styles, meaning that there is a dominant theme of Rebellious, 
Cooperative or Passive running through their behavior, or they may show
behaviors in a number of style dimensions. The key is for you to recognize
these behaviors, so that you know how to interact with your children
when different situations and circumstances arise. The next section will
help you become more adaptable in order to avoid clashes in style and
become a better problem-solver with your children.

Step 3: Managing the Clash or Confluence of Styles

By questioning your style, even if it feels second nature to you, you
are in a position to nurture or eradicate certain attitudes and behaviors.
What follows from here is a look at the interactive patterns that pre-
dictably play out in families. This information will help you identify neg-
ative dynamics that can keep you from forward motion. If you find
yourself here, pay particular attention to the strategies that are listed. Let
these strategies stimulate your own thoughts and actions for change.

Certain parenting styles link up and mesh well with certain 
children's response styles, as Figure 1 points out. I have also included two
sample dialogues that illustrate how to problem-solve when a clash of
styles exists. Applying this information, and using it as these sample scripts
suggest, will give you a tremendous head start in the solution category.
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Authoritarian/Rebellious

If your parenting style is mostly Authoritarian, and one of your children
is Rebellious, you have a power struggle on your hands. It is an absolute
fact that this dyad can be the most frustrating relationship to manage in a
family. Most of the conflict erupts over the power in the relationship;
both the Authoritarian parent and the Rebellious child crave power and
control. Both try to dominate all of the interactions by being too 
controlling or too unreasonable.

Rebellious children seek power in different ways, including
misbehavior, drama, catastrophizing (making mountains out of 
molehills) and attention getting. These children feel important when
they are in control and being noticed. They like to draw their parents
into battle; doing so makes them feel powerful and influential over them.
Rebellious children tend to be combative toward their parents and their
authority (screaming, crying, spitting out food or otherwise asserting
their will over yours). In addition, these children may be passive-
aggressive, saying that everything is okay, when inside, they may be angry
or frustrated about something. Too many rules generally frustrate these
children, and they may disregard them.

I can assure you that with an Authoritarian parent and a Rebellious
child, the struggles take on confrontational qualities. There is the poten-
tial for a lose-lose scenario because Authoritative parents and Rebellious
kids don’t problem-solve; they clash. You never get anything done 
because you are always butting heads. If you’re arguing, you’re not 
problem-solving. The more you push, the more your child will push back.

To keep you on task, moving forward and solving problems, 
you must:

• Avoid angry exchanges, raising your voice or issuing 
ultimatums.

• Take time to listen and make sure your child is heard; two-way
communication is vital.

• Deal with misbehavior as calmly as possible.
• Move toward Equalitarian-style parenting, which will provide

a team-spirit atmosphere, in which your child can be chan-
neled away from the power struggles into more productive 
activities, such as play, projects, sports, homework or reading,
among others. You will be so much more efficient at 
problem-solving.
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• Give instructions with attention to timing and place. When
my boys were younger and playing baseball, they would always
fail to gather up their baseball equipment in time for us to get
out of the house and to the ball field on time each Saturday. I
had a hard time prying them from the television set on Satur-
day mornings. Then I discovered a simple solution: If after
each game, I made it their job to put the equipment neatly
back into the bag, and if they performed that task on the field
as everyone was gathering up their things to go home, they car-
ried out the job flawlessly. I further charged them with the re-
sponsibility of returning to the bag anything they removed, so
the equipment was always ready to go on game day. I learned
that kids can take responsibility for a task or a chore as long as
they’re in a situation where they can focus. Select the right
framework of time and place, and you’ll increase the odds 
of success.
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• Learn how to compromise and move toward mutual respect,
cooperation and shared decision-making.

• Stay patient and persistent.

Authoritarian/Cooperative

If you are using an Authoritarian style with a Cooperative child, expect
some conflict, since these children like to share power and be involved in
family decision-making and problem-solving. You may insist on the last
word, for example, and this will frustrate your child. Cooperative 
children also like to be given responsibility, which Authoritarian parents
are often reluctant to give.

Some important recommendations:

• Move toward the Equalitarian style of parenting and give your
child more decision-making responsibility. For example, you
might ask your child if he would like to take his bath before or
after dinner. Giving a child a choice between two alternatives
allows them some autonomy, but lets you maintain some 
degree of control.

• Increase your involvement in this child’s life. Coopera-
tive children respond well to high parental involvement in
their lives. This can take many forms: attending their games,
going to the movies together, checking their homework, doing 
projects together and being available to talk. The point is 
to find more ways to do things together, in a collaborative 
fashion.

• Listen to your children’s opinions more often and let them
have some say in problem-solving.

• Approach this relationship with a spirit of encouragement. 
Acknowledge your child’s successes more often and give 
appropriate praise for accomplishments and interact in a way
that is supportive. You will create a much more nurturing 
atmosphere, one in which your Cooperative child will flourish.

Authoritarian/Passive

As an Authoritarian parent with a Passive child, you have a good fit.
This child needs a parent to tell him what to do; Authoritarian parents,
with their take-charge attitude, like to tell their children what to do—a
perfect mesh of styles. With a child who is Passive, you must be very 
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instructive, because these children are not self-starters and they respond
best to a direct approach. For example, you may have to sit down with
the child, and go over a checklist of what to do. Or you might say, “Son,
you need to make a plan, and stick with it. Here’s a plan of how to go
about this . . .” Then outline for your child, point by point, what he
needs to accomplish. When solving problems with a Passive child or giv-
ing instructions, the dots must be very close together.

Equalitarian/Rebellious

If you are using the Equalitarian style of parenting, expect to have some
trouble communicating with your Rebellious child, who just does not
seem to want to listen. Nor do rebellious children want to share or give
power away, but rather want it all. This apparent selfishness on the part of
your child can frustrate you. That frustration builds and builds, and you
may become impatient with your child’s behavior.

Some important strategies:

• Never overreact. Your child may be trying to get a rise out of
you. Instead of lecturing, scolding, or getting mad, explain your
point of view and do it in a calm manner. This approach will
keep hostilities from escalating in your relationship.

• Let your child disagree with you on a topic. Disagreement can
be healthy, if it occurs within a spirit of mutual respect for dif-
fering opinions. Show your child this type of respect, and it
will alter the nature of your interactions.

• Let your Rebellious child take a leadership role in appropriate
family activities, such as organizing an Easter egg hunt, setting
up family games or selecting family entertainment for the
weekend.

• Include children in establishing clear rules about appropriate
behavior and consequences. When this happens, clashes over
rules and punishment generally end.

Equalitarian/Cooperative

Because the Equalitarian/Cooperative relationship is both based on
teamwork and democratic principles, this is usually a good fit for success,
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and interactions are generally positive. The parent treats the child in
such a way that protects and enhances his or her self-esteem, and the
child in turn is confident and motivated in this relationship. There is a
peaceful coexistence here because both parent and child relate well, and
they accept and believe in themselves and in each other.

Equalitarian/Passive

Because Equalitarian parents generally expect children to enter eagerly
into team activities—they encourage their kids to jump in and con-
tribute—they may have a tendency to get frustrated because Passive chil-
dren are often reluctant to get involved, due to shyness or timidity.

Some important recommendations:

• Encourage the Passive child to get involved in smaller-group
activities made up of two or three children. This environment
is less threatening and offers opportunities for Passive children
to expand their skills.

• Voice your appreciation and give praise whenever a Passive
child ventures into unknown territory and demonstrates
greater flexibility and adaptability, since these children tend to
withdraw if pushed into a new project or situation too quickly.

• Move toward a more Authoritarian style in order to provide
the structure and predictable schedule this child needs to feel
secure.

• Always give these children straightforward, step-by-step direc-
tions—how to do it, when to do it, and why it should be
done—so that they can succeed.

Permissive/Rebellious

The Permissive/Rebellious dyad works well because both parent and
child are sympathetic toward each other. They support each other and
take an interest in what the other is doing. Dialogue such as the follow-
ing works effectively with a Rebellious child: “Tell me what you think
would be the best way to handle this . . .”

Generally, a parent using the Permissive style of parenting is strong
on support, but may be weak on control. Because a Rebellious child does
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need some degree of control, a Permissive parent should learn how to
place firm limits on any unacceptable behavior.

Permissive/Cooperative

This relationship may run into problems, with tensions emerging. A 
parent using the Permissive style may offer too much decision-making 
authority to this child, who is used to shared decision-making. Under
these circumstances, the child may feel overwhelmed, disconnected and
unsure of what to do. There may also be poor communication in this 
relationship.

Recommendations:

• Become more Cooperative in style in order to encourage two-
way listening, participation in problem-solving and decision-
making, goal-setting and overall better communication skills.
Encourage children and allow children to speak for themselves
and express their feelings.

• Work together on mutual projects, such as camping out, doing
school projects or taking classes together.

Permissive/Passive

This combination plays into, and amplifies, the negative side of both
people’s characteristics. If you are a Permissive parent with a Passive
child, you’re vegetating; you’re sitting around watching the drapes fade.
You’re not problem-solving. You’re waiting for the child to initiate a 
project, while your child is awaiting instruction. A Passive child needs
stimulation, initiated by you.

Recommendations:

• Encourage any interests or talents this child wants to pursue,
such as art or music lessons, sports or dance instruction.

• Move to a more Authoritarian style of parenting for this 
child, who needs clear structure and boundaries in order to feel
motivated.

• Require more of yourself in terms of providing challenges and
stimulation in your child’s environment. Learn how to give
hands-on instruction for activities, play and assignments.
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• Require more of yourself in terms of providing challenges and
stimulation in your child’s environment. Learn how to give
hands-on instruction for activities, play and assignments.

SAMPLE DIALOGUE FOR IMPROVING GRADES

Using the following scenario, I coached a mother in how to make her Re-
bellious daughter improve her report card by having the daughter create
her own strategy for improvement. When your child thinks something is
her idea, she will “own” the idea, taking accountability for it, and see it
through successfully. If you are facing a similar problem, let your child
have ownership in decision-making, then embrace that decision.

Mom: I see your grades are not what you hoped for. I hate that for you.
Won’t that create real problems for you in terms of being eligible to try
out for cheerleading?

Daughter: I know, I know . . .

Mom: What do you think you need to do about that? Can I help in some
way? I want you to do well too; how can I help?

Daughter: Well, I don’t know, I am just not doing it.

Mom: Well, what would help you do it? To do better?

Daughter: I know what to do . . . I need to spend more time doing it.

Mom: Would it help if we had dinner at a different time? Would it help if
your friends weren’t bugging you?

Daughter: I know I spend too much time on the phone.

Mom: Well, I don’t know; maybe you do, maybe you don’t. You probably
spent ten hours last week talking to your friends on the phone; I wonder
what would have happened if you had been studying instead.

Daughter: Well, I am sure I would have done better.

Mom: How would you feel if we just told your friends not to call during
that time or we just turned the phone off during that time? What if we did
something to make it easier to focus? You tell me; I want to help you here.
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Daughter: Well, maybe I will unplug the phone from 8:00 to 10:00 so I
can study.

Mom: Well, look, I’ll help you do that. I’ll answer the phone during that
time and hold them off, and after that you’re on your own. But I will help
you between 8:00 and 10:00 P.M.

SAMPLE DIALOGUE FOR SETTING A CURFEW

Try presenting facts when you problem-solve. This helps you stay on
point and solve the problem.

Son: Dad, I want a later curfew—like 1:00 A.M. That’s what my friends
have, and they make fun of me because I have to come home before mid-
night.

Dad: Let’s talk about this. The bars let out at 1:00 A.M. Most car acci-
dents occur between the hours of 1:00 A.M. and 3:00 A.M. and as many as
one in four drivers may be drunk. You’re driving your car that you enjoy;
we can’t afford to replace it. I don’t want you coming home at 9:00 P.M.
feeling like some nerd. I don’t really have the answer; let’s come up with
one together.

Son: But Dad, all my friends are out having fun when I have to go home.

Dad: I’m willing to extend your curfew as long as I know you’re not out
on the road during those hours. What about if you bring your friends over
here at midnight and they stay all night?

Son: Or stay all night at someone else’s house.

Dad: That would work, as long as you call us at midnight and let us know
you’re safe.
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FIFTEEN WAYS TO CREATE A MENTALLY STIMULATING

ENVIRONMENT FOR YOUR CHILDREN

1. Hold your baby frequently. In a recent research study, the findings showed
that the more a baby was touched by the parent, the less likely that infant would
develop attention deficit problems later in childhood.

2. Use expressive facial gestures. Infants respond to parents whose facial expres-
sions are more animated. In one experiment, babies turned away from mothers
with dull facial expressions, but turned toward those whose faces were more 
expressive.

3. Do wordplay games in the form of rhymes or songs that you make up with
your child. This activity encourages the development of language skills.

4. Cut the captions off cartoons; create new captions with your child in order to
boost thinking skills and creativity.

5. Have your child read age-appropriate stories out loud from newspapers or 
magazines.

6. At least once a week, take your children to the library, where they can read
on their own or attend storytelling groups. Have your children get their own 
library cards so they can learn responsibility for taking care of books and 
returning them on time.

7. Take your children to appropriate cultural events throughout the year, such
as plays and concerts.

8. Limit your children’s computer time, unless they are doing schoolwork that
requires the use of the computer.

9. Travel to new places, including local museums. While on vacation, take
them on tours of interesting sights even if they don’t expect to like going.

10. Use dinnertime for mental stimulation. Encourage your children to talk
about their day and express their viewpoints.

11. Sing lullabies to your infant; these stimulate the development of brain con-
nections, particularly during the first three years of life.

12. Use complex, multiclause sentences when talking to your children, such as
“I’m going to the grocery store because we need cereal for breakfast,” as opposed
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to simple, single-clause sentences such as “Drink your milk.” Children who are
exposed to more complex grammatical structure show a higher degree of lan-
guage development.

13. Enroll your children in dance classes (if they show an interest), since danc-
ing requires the memorization of specific movements—a mental activity that
helps build brain connections.

14. Provide stimulating age-appropriate toys that invite interaction and thought.
For infants, look for toys that engage as many of the five senses as possible. 
Toddlers benefit from balls, blocks, cars, pull toys, simple puzzles, musical 
instruments and stuffed animals and dolls. From ages three to five, children
begin to use their imaginations, so encourage them with construction sets, wash-
able crayons or markers and modeling clay. From ages six to nine, building self-
esteem is important. Hobby sets, sports toys, computer software, construction
toys and books with uplifting messages all make good playthings. So do educa-
tional toys that promote problem-solving skills, such as counting, math games
and more challenging board games. From ages ten to twelve, children need to
develop independence, responsibility and self-expression. Your best bets are
complex construction sets, age-appropriate board games, science kits and 
artwork kits.

15. Limit television viewing time to ninety minutes a day for preschoolers and
two hours a day for older children, since kids who watch a lot of TV suffer aca-
demically. However, make allowances for television content that is positive and
educational, such as the programming found on the Learning Channel, the 
Discovery Channel and similar networks.
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MY BEST....

The following exercise is one you can do with your children. It is de-
signed to help your children acknowledge their gifts and their impor-
tance in your family. Have each of your children fill out the following
form and display it in their rooms. That way, they can see the positive
and affirming foundations of who they have become. By taking your chil-
dren through this kind of exercise, it forces them to objectify themselves
in such a way that they consciously acknowledge their worth and value.

My best talents and skills are:

My best school subjects are:

My best physical qualities are:

My best accomplishments are:

My best relationship skill (e.g., making friends) is:

My best problem-solving occurs when:

I look the best when I wear:

My best friends like my:

My friends think I:
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My family thinks my talents are:

I excel in:

People can depend on me to:

I’ve made the following positive contributions to the family:

I’ve made a positive impression on my teachers by:

The following family members have expressed their love for me:

Other members of my community (e.g., religious group, teachers, uncles

and aunts, etc.) have told me how much they appreciate me, including:

The following people have told me they respect me:

I feel worthy of love and respect because:
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TAKING MEASURE

Most adults have a basic grasp of goal-setting, but sometimes they need
ways to measure and monitor their child’s progress. I have designed a
short audit to stimulate your thinking about the goals you want to set for
your child. Take a minute for this short questionnaire to see where you
are and where you need to be.

Circle one of the two descriptions from each row:

Your goal is trying to deal You are achieving at least one step 
with each crisis as it happens. toward a goal every day.

You feel that you are happy You feel some accomplishment if you 
if the kids don’t create a can see some steps toward a goal 
crisis today. today, even if there is a crisis, because 

there are times when crisis serves as 
a step.

You think a goal is to keep You feel that if your child doesn’t 
your child from causing a create a challenge that you are not 
disruption in your plans.  fulfilling a goal of expression and 

authenticity.

You want your child to just be You encourage your child to ask 
quiet and accept your rules with questions, even if they challenge
no question. your ideas.

Your motto is “Children Your motto is “Children grow into 
should be seen but not heard.” life by being respected and 

acknowledged.”

You had the idea that your You had the idea that your child 
child would be a source of glue should receive your attention for his 
for the family or her individual abilities and 

interests.
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You are committed to You are committed to the protection, 
controlling, directing and socialization and authentic 
maintaining an environment development of your child, regardless 
that is described as excellent of the external sources that might 
by your ideals or some other define that for you.
authority, like your own parents, 
social group or community.

You have not defined what You have definite goals for your child, 
your goals for your child are, such as learning empathy, finding 
other than to get them through resources and personal goals or 
their teens without drugs, working toward discovering skills 
pregnancy or flunking out for success.
of school.

Your usual goal for the day is to Your usual goal for the day is to see 
have the child complete his or some learning in your child about 
her assigned tasks and stay out himself or herself that promotes 
of your way. better understanding of abilities or 

insight in the world.

Scoring: If you circled ANY of the items on the left, I want you to decide
immediately to develop a plan with specific goals. For each item you cir-
cled on the left, add 10 percent to the probability that you will have
major problems with your child by the age of seventeen.

If you notice, the items on the left are descriptive of those behaviors
that do not immediately and deliberately lead to the goals of success for
your children. Those on the right confirm that you are on course toward
your goals. It might be helpful for you to retake this little exercise every
week or so to monitor your progress.

FamilyFirst Dr.Phil McGraw32



Goals Worksheet

There is no doubt that all parents want their children to be loving, caring,
motivated and honest. Every thoughtful parent wants his or her children to
grow up with integrity, a good work ethic, a caring heart and the desire to
make a difference in some way. But as I’ve tried to make clear, it is your re-
sponsibility as a parent to set much more specific goals and develop a plan
for your child. I’ve put together a worksheet to help you get started. On it,
write down a maximum of three goals that both parents understand and
agree upon. Work backward from destination to starting point by first de-
termining the ultimate result or vision you seek for your child. Then look at
what smaller, more specific goals will move your child toward that ultimate
goal. Next, break these more specific goals down to behaviors that can be
observed. The last step for this chapter will be to write down some steps you
can take today, in a week and in a month to achieve these goals.

1. Ultimate results or vision for your child: ________________________

Goals to achieve result or vision: _______________________________

Steps toward that goal: 1. _____________________________________

2. _____________________________________

3. _____________________________________

2. Ultimate results or vision for your child: ________________________

Goals to achieve result or vision: _______________________________

Steps toward that goal: 1. _____________________________________

2. _____________________________________

3. _____________________________________

3. Ultimate result or vision for your child:_________________________

Goals to achieve result or vision: _______________________________

Steps toward that goal: 1. _____________________________________

2. _____________________________________

3. _____________________________________
. 
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RULES OF ENGAGEMENT

Here are some guidelines that can be particularly helpful when
you’re trying to get through to a child. These suggestions, when followed,
have proven to be very effective in drawing children of all ages out of
their shells and into an exchange:

• Approach all communications in a way that protects or en-
hances your child’s self-esteem, even when you’re in discipline
mode. For example, it would be wrong to handle unacceptable
academic performance by saying something like “You’re lazy
and irresponsible, and I’m so sick of your not doing what you’re
supposed to do.” A better approach might be “You and I know
you’re capable of doing so much better. As your parent, I’d be
cheating you if I allowed you to not use your wonderful mind
and intelligence. Let’s find a way that you can perform at a
level that you can be proud of.”

• Narrow the focus of your task-oriented communications as
much as possible. Decide in advance what your objective is and
don’t allow yourself or your child to jump around to a number
of different topics. Hopping around will just create confusion
and make it difficult for you to reach a resolution. If you find
yourself drifting, simply say something like “That’s a discussion
for another time, but right now I want us to stay sharply fo-
cused on what we came here to discuss.”

• Use your communications to generate solutions rather than to
relive problems. No one can change what’s already happened.
Problem-solving communication should be focused on moving
beyond what’s happened toward what you want to happen in
the future. Be very specific about the behavioral changes or
outcomes you expect. An admonishment to do better is not
very helpful. Questions that can help you stay solution-
oriented include, “How can we avoid this occurring in the fu-
ture?”; “What have we learned, so that we can specifically do
something different next time?”; “What would have been a
better approach or solution to the situation?”



• Focus on the issue at hand, and avoid personal attacks and
character assassination. Stay focused on the behaviors and 
the consequences of the behaviors, rather than on the child
and character traits such as honesty and integrity. Those traits
may in fact be extremely important, but it’s better to talk about
how behaviors reflect on those traits, rather than question-
ing whether the child exhibits them. Avoid comments like,
“You’re a liar and not trustworthy.” Instead, say things like,
“That kind of behavior or choice reflects poorly on your hon-
esty and integrity. If you choose differently, then others will be
able to see your good qualities. I really want you to make some
different choices in the future. Let’s talk about what those
choices might be.”

• Stay in the here and now. Throwing old behaviors and circum-
stances in your child’s face is nonproductive and will cause him
or her to feel helpless. Focus on the current situation only. If
you solve problems in the present, the past will seem increas-
ingly remote and irrelevant.

• Keep your problem-solving communications and exchanges
private. Don’t ever take your child to task in the presence of
peers, relatives or siblings, unless they’re directly involved in
the situation. Dressing the child down in front of others will
cause humiliation, embarrassment and resentment. Even
though you may feel that’s not what you’re doing, it might be
seen very differently by the child. Take it private and keep it
private.

• Conclude on a positive note. It’s important that your child feel
there’s an opportunity for rehabilitation and that he or she has
some formula for success going forward.
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MOTHER-DAUGHTER DIALOGUE

The following is a brief but highly representative dialogue that took
place between a forty-one-year-old mother, Rebecca, and her seventeen-

year-old daughter, Sloan, about whether or not Sloan could go to an
after-prom party at a house on a nearby lake. The conversation took
place after I’d spent considerable time with Rebecca, discussing the

elements of two-way communication.

Rebecca (initial message): I’ve decided that I just cannot allow you to at-
tend the party because there’ll be no adult supervision. I don’t want you
to take this wrong, so tell me what you hear me say.

Sloan (feedback): You just don’t trust me, you think I’m going to go drink
and have sex and be completely stupid.

Rebecca (restatement and clarification): Sloan, that’s not it at all. I do
trust you, and I don’t think you’d go out there with the plan to drink or
have sex, but I’m smart enough to know that those things are very likely
to be going on. There could be problems and trouble, and I don’t want
you to get painted with that brush. If you get there, and a lot of drinking
is going on and someone gets hurt or drowns in the lake or the house gets
torn up, you’re going to wish you weren’t there. It’s my job to see around
corners, and I’m not going to put you in a situation that I don’t think is
going to have a good outcome. Now tell me what you hear me saying.

Sloan (confirmation loop): Mother, okay, I get that you think the situa-
tion is the problem and not me. But I’m smart enough to leave if things
get out of hand. I think it’s going to be okay and that you should let 
me go.

The conversation proceeded from there. Sloan was not allowed to go
to the party. But you can see that in just one pass through the two-way
communication process, a serious misperception—in which the child
wanted to play the victim—was clarified by Rebecca, who provided addi-
tional information. Had Rebecca handled this in a one-way fashion by
just saying, “You’re not going because I’m your mother, and that’s the end
of it,” she would have had no idea what Sloan was thinking or of what
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thoughts she was assigning to her. By adhering to the two-way model and
listening to each other, the two were able to agree to disagree. Sloan
didn’t get what she wanted, but neither was she left with the false impres-
sion that her mother viewed her as an irresponsible kid.

COMMUNICATION AUDIT

Let’s do an evaluation in which you create communication opportunities.
For each of the following statements, choose either Consistently (C),
Often (O), Inconsistently (I) or Never (N).

C O I N

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

1. I acknowledge when my child does
something that is positive and I give
him full credit for that event.

2. I acknowledge when my child does
something that is negative and I try to
understand her feelings.

3. When my child achieves something, I
like to review without criticism his
thinking, intentions and the behavior
that brought about the results.

4. When my child achieves something
negative, I like to review his thinking,
intentions and behavior that brought
about the negative results.

5. Can your child name five good quali-
ties of himself or herself to you? Can
you affirm them? 

6. Can you describe your child’s feelings?



Scoring: If for any item you chose 3, that behavior should go to the head of
your to-do list. And if you chose less than 3, it becomes a must-do.

NEGOTIATION REHEARSAL

Although it’s true that your child knows you better than you know your-
self, you have the advantage of experience. Most of the time you’ll know
what is coming in terms of requests and demands, allowing you to be pre-
pared. Remember that it is better in any negotiation to persuade rather
than coerce. It is better to partner in a decision than to dictate a deci-
sion. To have your responses ready, I’d suggest you practice by mentally
rehearsing what you’ll say the next time your child wants something you
don’t want him or her to have. Once they buy in to your point of view or
a compromise position, you will find that you are not having to repeat the
discussion over and over. Here’s a simple exercise to get you thinking.
Make a list of likely requests. In the next column write down the re-
sponse and clarifications you might want to have at your disposal; require
yourself to move to a higher level of interaction and resist the power play:
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C O I N

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

7. Can you and your child reach an 
understanding of your intentions 
and behaviors?

8. Do you and your child talk on a daily
basis?

9. Do you and your child recognize each
other’s feelings and purposes or some-
one he or she can envision as exam-
ples of success?

10. Do you recognize your child’s defini-
tion of success?



Probable Unreasonable Request Clarity Response

1. Can I have the car to take 
my friends out?

2. Can I watch television until 
9:00 p.m. tonight?

3. Can I go to a slumber party 
with the rest of the girls in my 
fourth-grade class?

4. Can I skip school? No one 
is going tomorrow.

5. Can I go to the midnight 
movie?

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

FIVE CRITICAL STEPS TO SUCCESSFUL NEGOTIATION

1. Narrow the area of dispute. It can be very helpful to first identify
everything the two sides agree on. Oftentimes, we make the mistake of
thinking we’re totally at cross purposes with the other side, when, in fact,
the areas of dispute are rather isolated. By identifying what you can agree
on, positive energy is injected into the situation and some bonding 
occurs. For example, let’s assume your child wants a one o’clock curfew
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instead of a twelve o’clock curfew. You can simply say, “No, because I’m
your parent, and I say no.” Or you can discuss it openly, identifying some
things you both agree on. I suspect your child would agree that safety is a
priority. Perhaps you can begin by saying, “Can we agree that the number
one priority here is for you to be safe, and not placed unreasonably in
harm’s way?” Once that’s agreed on, you have a starting point for your ne-
gotiation and it then boils down to whether one of you can persuade the
other that it’s safe to be out on the road after the bars close and drunks
are making their way home. If you’ve done your homework, I’m betting
this is a logic battle you can’t lose.

2. Find out what it is they really want. Notice I didn’t say, “Find out
what it is they want to do or not do.” This is about what the other side
wants. Your child may say “I want to stay out until one o’clock,” but there
is a need or desire behind the request. What does your child hope to ac-
complish by staying out until one o’clock? It may be that all the cool kids
are able to stay out until one o’clock and she doesn’t want to lose “cool”
status. Whatever the itch is, you need to determine whether there’s a
safer and more mutually agreeable method for satisfying it. In the exam-
ple I’ve just given, you might be able to find many different ways to help
your child feel “with it” without her driving at such a dangerous hour.
There is more than one way to skin a cat, and if you’re creative, you can
come up with an alternative way to get your child what they are really
motivated to have.

A family I worked with had just this sort of dispute in which the
mother and daughter reached a compromise. It was agreed that the
daughter could stay out until 1:00 a.m. if she was at the home of a friend
in the neighborhood and she could get home without driving on any busy
streets. Or she could have friends come over to her house from midnight
until 1:00 a.m. Mom, in an amazingly unselfish effort to bring about a res-
olution, even agreed that they could blast the stereo during that hour
with no protest from the parents. It worked for the mom, and it worked
for the daughter. Negotiation completed. Some people tend to be selfish
and overreaching in negotiations. They think that if they get everything
they want and yield nothing, then they’ve made a really good deal. As
I’ve noted many times, parenting is a marathon, it is not a sprint. As a re-
sult, it’s really important that you conduct yourself in a gracious and gen-
erous fashion. Anytime I go into a negotiation, I devote myself to this
step so much that I end up working as hard for the other side as for my
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own. But I’ve found that if the other side is getting what they want or feel
they need, they’re much more likely to give me what I want or need. You
should try to figure out as many different ways as possible to get your chil-
dren what they want without violating what you hold dear.

In dealing with my TV production team I’ve established what I think
is a really good rule, that is, we “love” every idea for fifteen minutes. If
someone comes up with an idea, even if I or others don’t think it will
work, instead of being negative, we spend fifteen minutes trying to figure
out how to make it work. My goal is to try to come up with a way that the
idea can be part of the body of work we generate during that season. That
means the producer who brainstormed the idea gets more of what he or
she wants, which is to make good television that impacts people’s lives
and to feel like he or she has made a meaningful contribution. By not just
dismissing an idea out of hand, what I get in turn is some really good
“outside the box” thinking that has generated some amazingly interesting
shows.

3. Work hard to find a middle ground in which both sides give a
little and get a little. Maybe there are some limited risks you’re willing to
take, and maybe there are some concessions your child is willing to make.
The potential problem with negotiations is that they can degenerate into
ultimatums and hardheadedness. You get nowhere, forging only resent-
ment and rebellion. So look for that middle ground, such as in the curfew
example cited previously. One a.m. socializing becomes a lot more palat-
able if it occurs at someone’s nearby home.

4. Be specific in your agreement and the outcome of the negotia-
tions. If there are behaviors you feel are important for the child to ex-
hibit, describe them in great detail so it’s easy to measure whether there’s
been compliance. Don’t simply tell your teenager, “I want you to be more
respectful to me.” State specific examples such as, “When I ask you to
take out the garbage, don’t say, ‘Later,’ or ‘After I download this song
from iTune,’ say, ‘Okay,’ and do it immediately.”

5. Make negotiated agreements, shorter-term in the beginning and
longer-term after a period of adjustment. You might negotiate a new
curfew for two weeks, and agree that it will be revisited at the end of that
period to see how things are going. After this has worked through a few
cycles, you might agree to revisit the policy in thirty days, and then six
months. That way, you and your child establish a successful pattern.
Probably the most effective approach in negotiating with your children is
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to appeal to their greed. Children typically don’t take the long view of
things. Remember, they want what they want when they want it, and
they want it right now. If you want to motivate them for change, then ap-
peal to that hedonistic impulse. Their greed doesn’t make them evil.
They’re just not yet socialized to the point of putting others’ interest
ahead of their own. So use that to your advantage in negotiations 
by catering to their short-term vision and building long-term behavior
patterns.

APPROPRIATE BEHAVIOR CHARACTERISTICS

To help you keep emotions and behaviors straight, here is a list of
characteristics. For a behavior to be an appropriate target, it must be:

1. Within the scope of the child’s abilities. Avoid overreaching 
and make sure that what you are asking the child to do fits the
specific circumstances in which it is to occur. They have to be old
enough to do it and have ample opportunity. For example, it
would be unfair to expect a ten-year-old to read quietly and 
comprehend War and Peace, especially if you stick the kid in the
kitchen, which is a zoo of activity, with TVs blaring, phones 
ringing and other kids running in and out.

2. Narrow in scope. An appropriate target behavior should address a
specific action rather than a broad array of issues. If a child is 
resistant to performing personal hygiene, you would want to 
address only one or two behaviors at a time. A sensible target 
behavior might be one of the following:

• Brushing teeth for two minutes without prompting
• Taking a shower after playing outside and before sitting

down for dinner or study
• Brushing or combing hair in the morning before starting 

the day

3. Unambiguously defined. It should be clear not only to the child
but to the whole family what the target behavior is. This might
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be helpful if a sibling can offer support when you are not there.
Make this a family affair. Do not expect the child to guess at what
you want. Use your two-way communication model to ensure
that your child knows and can articulate exactly what is desired.
“Be good!” just isn’t enough instruction. You have to break down
what you want into what we call operational definitions. That is,
you must break the desired end product down into the operations
that define it. What do you mean by “be good”? Does that mean
sitting quietly, watching TV, doing chores, playing a board game?
What exactly do you mean? Be precise.

4. Measurable. Whenever possible, the target behavior should be
quantifiable. If it is a target behavior you can count or measure in
some objective way, it is much easier to keep track of progress; it
is also easier for your child to recognize their own progress, which
can create momentum in sustaining the positive behavior.

The following are some example target behaviors that are quantifiable
and can be used as measures of improvement:

• Number of times showing a happy face (tough for teens)
• Number of words spelled correctly on tests
• Amount of time studying (be careful to define studying)
• Number of times room was cleaned per week

CURRENCIES

1 . Categories of Potential Positive Currency

� Tangible/Extrinsic Reinforcers: Materials, money, food, token 
economies. External rewards are derived from the world 
and the people in it—as opposed to self-rewards. But be 
careful not to overdo the external material rewards. To the 
extent that extrinsic rewards such as toys, privileges and 
money go up in value, internal motivation goes down. A 
parent who wants to boast about his child’s grades so he 
gives twenty dollars for each A is offering extrinsic rein
forcement that is unlikely to inspire the child to take pride 



in the grades, or to develop a healthy thirst for knowledge. A
major mistake parents make is overrewarding their kids to the
point that it becomes bribery. Too much reward may defeat the
self-motivation that most parents seek to instill in their children.
� Token Economies: Many times a parent can give token 

rewards that can later be redeemed for other values. These
economies help in maintaining a system of accounting for 
behaviors and serve as an easy way to create credit systems. 
Tokens can be anything— poker chips, tickets,wooden 
sticks, gold stars or even play money. The parent can set the 
value for each token, such as: One token equals a cookie; 
two tokens equal an ice-cream cone; five tokens equals a 
movie at home; ten tokens equals a small toy; fifteen tokens 
equals a trip to an arcade; twenty tokens equals a stayover at
a friend’s house.

� Social Reinforcers: Attention, affection, affirmations.
� Implied Reinforcers: Certificates, privileges, titles.
� Natural/Intrinsic Reinforcers: The good feelings the child gets

inside for making progress toward goals, satisfaction of 
performance, self-concept changes.

2. Identifying the Child’s Potential Currencies
In order to help you empirically determine your child’s favorite 

currencies, answer these questions. You should be able to identify
several possibilities.

• What things does your child like to use? Buy? Eat?
• What is your child’s favorite pastime?
• What are your child’s favorite television programs?
• Who do they most like to spend time with?
• What things, such as dolls or toys, do they like to collect?
• How much do they value their privacy?
• What is their favorite place to be?
• How do they like their accomplishments to be recognized?
• What are they good at?
• What time do they like to get up and what time do they like

to go to bed?
• How important are their clothes? Do they have favorite

items of clothing?
• Do they have a routine they value throughout their day?
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To stimulate your thinking further, here are some suggestions of 
activities children tend to value. These are potential currencies you
might withhold:

Attending an event, like a 
concert or party

Being alone
Being with one or both parents
Compliments or praising
Cooking
Dancing
Dating
Doing artwork
Doing volunteer work
Driving
Eating out
Eating snacks
E-mailing
Exercising
Getting dressed up
Getting a massage or back rub
Going on vacation
Going to the mall
Helping someone

Listening to the radio
Playing video games
Playing a sport
Playing music
Playing with a pet
Playing with toys
Reading
Riding a bike
Shopping
Sleeping late
Staying up late
Surfing Internet
Taking a nap
Taking a shower
Taking a walk
Talking on the telephone
Telling stories
Watching television
Watching a video
Writing letters
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SHAPING COMPLEX BEHAVIORS  A STEP AT A TIME

Parents, many times a child’s complex behavior will need to be shaped.
This means that in the beginning of the learning process, behaviors that
are close to the target behavior should be reinforced. If the target behav-
ior is to get a child to say a specific word, such as “grand-mommy,” you
might use Cheerios as the currency (if she likes Cheerios). As you repeat
the word and point to her grandmother, the child might say something
akin to the word, like “mama.” That is close enough for a Cheerio re-
ward. Once “mama” is mastered, however, you would withhold the Chee-
rio until the child comes up with something closer to the target word,
maybe “ur-mommy.” After that step, and assuming that the child can ac-
tually use the g sound, you would wait and reinforce the next closest ap-
proximation to the specific target behavior. That’s how it works. Step-by-
step you reinforce the shaping until the child masters the desired target
behavior. It’s important that you be patient here. Your child can be
coaxed into the complex behaviors you desire, so long as the child is de-
velopmentally ready to perform at that level. This procedure of rewarding
successive approximations of a target behavior even works with animals.
How do you think animal trainers get a bear to ride a bicycle or a seal to
balance the ball on their nose? It is all about well-timed rewards for be-
haviors that get closer and closer to the target.

Case Study—Potty Training

One of the most frequently asked questions by young mothers concerns
the target behavior of potty training. This stubborn and troublesome
milestone, if your child is developmentally ready can be done in less than
one day. (I have demonstrated this process on my television show, and
you can get a copy of the step-by-step protocol from my website,
drphil.com.) However, in the interest of demonstrating the process 
of behavior change as described, I’ll offer a quick review here (at no 
extra charge!).
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1. Target Behavior: Urinating and defecating in the potty.
2. Currency: Huge social rewards in the form of hugs and kisses,

a party, any snack food that’s based on results the child values
and even a phone call to the child’s favorite fantasy character
or superhero (aka, Grandma or some other willing spirit). I’ve
been doing this so long that I have been through Superman,
Batman, the Six Million Dollar Man, Wonder Woman, the
Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles and now Nemo.

3. Schedule: Continuous reinforcement to maximize the 
learning phase.

In order for the child to grasp the target behavior more quickly, I often
use a doll that “wets” as both a model and a student for the child to train.
It is true that the quickest way to learn is to teach. I allow the doll to uri-
nate in the potty and both of us praise the doll and give it play food, like
Cheerios. We make a big deal about how smart and grown-up the doll has
become and we give it a special status, such as calling it “Big Girl Sally.”

The best time for a child to regularly urinate is about thirty minutes
after he or she has taken in a drink, so we wait until there is something to
urinate. I have the child sit (or stand) according to what the doll did, and
focus on achieving the result. If there is nothing fairly immediate, rather
than frustrate everyone, relax and try five minutes later. If there is an at-
tempt but not exactly in the potty, you might shape the target with par-
tial currency.

Usually within just a few hours some urination in the potty will
occur, and then all of the rewards are showered on the child. Balloons
will fall, hugs will be given, praise and adoration will be immediate and
the doll and child will celebrate their new status and the special phone
call is made. Major attention and celebration continues every time for a
day or two, and then the schedule of reinforcement is thinned out as the
behavior becomes self-perpetuating. I have worked with so many parents
that have struggled with this for a year in a battle of wills to no avail. But
once they use the important principles of behavioral shaping, it is over in
less than a day.



MORE STRATEGIES FOR ELIMINATING NEGATIVE BEHAVIOR 

The Premack Principle

More than thirty years ago, psychology professor David Premack accu-
rately described something mothers have known for generations. He
found that high-probability (enjoyable) behaviors can serve as currency
for low-probability (unenjoyable) behaviors. Simply put, if they have to,
children will do things that they don’t particularly want to do, such as
homework, in order to get to do things they do want to do, such as watch
television or play with their toys.

This became known as the Premack principle. It is a simple but pow-
erful truth that your children will perform those need-to-do behaviors
with a high degree of consistency and efficiency if you establish and en-
force a consistent rule that they must follow before they get to do what
they want to do. If you think this sounds like nothing more than a fancy
version of “eat your vegetables or you don’t get any dessert,” you are ex-
actly right! The key value is that you can use a desired behavior as rein-
forcement rather than having to find some other tangible reward, such as
money or a toy. Of course, to be effective, you must accurately identify
which activities or behaviors your child is willing to work for. If they
don’t really care whether or not they get to do the activity that you are
holding hostage, your power is lost. It is also well demonstrated that chil-
dren value enjoyable activities even more if they have to work in order to
get to do them. Again, consistency is key here. When you set up  a con-
tingent reward you must administer it with great predictability or power
is lost. 

Response Costs

On the flip side, children will also refrain from inappropriate behavior if
and when they know that that unacceptable conduct will cost them ac-
cess to something they really enjoy doing. For example, if the child
knows that getting a demerit or detention at school for talking in class
will cost them the privilege of watching a favorite television program
that night, the child will be much less likely to commit the transgression
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at school. Again, the key is that your kid must be able to predict the con-
sequences of his actions with 100 percent accuracy. That means 
you have to be totally consistent in enforcing the contingent rule. Chil-
dren have to know that when they choose the behavior, they choose 
the consequences—not some of the time, but all of the time. If they can
sometimes get away with bad behavior—even when they sometimes
don’t get away with it—you have lost your power. That means that 
you have to pay attention. You can’t get busy and fail to monitor the situ-
ation. I know that I keep repeating this consistency point. I’m doing so
because it is critically important. 

I recently worked with a mother who was frustrated by her ten-year-
old daughter’s chronic lying. She told me, “I don’t know why she contin-
ues to lie, because she gets in trouble every time she does.” I immediately
had two theories. My first theory was that the little girl didn’t get into
trouble every time she lied. She got into trouble every time she got caught
lying. My dad used to say, “For every rat you see, there are fifty you don’t
see.” I suspected that the little girl was probably getting away with lying
the vast majority of the time. From her point of view, lying was probably
a pretty efficient behavior, because it allowed her to escape accountabil-
ity for poor performance or misconduct, 80 percent of the time. My sec-
ond theory was that what the mother called “trouble” was anything but.
Mom was not empirically defining what was trouble and the punishment
was not a real punishment for the little girl. As it turns out, on the rare
occasions that Mom caught her lying, she was sending her daughter to
her room and grounding her from the telephone. You guessed it, her room
was like Disneyland, and she simply talked to her friends online instead
of on the phone.

Can you catch your child every time she or he misbehaves? Of course
not, but neither do you have to be naïve. And when you do catch them
misbehaving, there has to be a consequence that they genuinely find dis-
tasteful. It must be there with great consistency. If you have to take ex-
treme measures to make sure that they are not getting “bootleg”
reinforcement by simply focusing on something else—like getting  online
instead of being on the telephone—that’s when one thing has to be
taken away. You may have to take drastic measures. I have recommended
to many parents of out-of-control children that they literally strip the
child’s room of everything except the barest essentials. I tell them to
move everything into storage as a sort of bank. I mean everything, 
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including all but essential clothes, the TV, the games, the toys, wall deco-
rations and anything else the child finds entertaining. This becomes the
cost of bad behavior, and the child has to earn back the luxuries.

Trust me; your local child protection agency will not come after you
for neglect. It sounds harsh, but your child will get over it and come to
appreciate those things all the more. Children need to learn that they
must earn things rather than feel entitled to them. Sometimes it will be
appropriate and necessary to remove a child’s stimulation and entertain-
ment for as much as a week or even a month, yet it can be just as effective
to remove the child from the stimulating environment for even a few
minutes. That is the concept of time-out. And, no matter what you
think, or what your experience may have been thus far, if properly ap-
plied, the procedure can be powerful.

Time-outs

I probably recommend time-outs more often than any other single be-
havioral management technique because when properly done, they are
highly effective. This procedure is readily available to parents in most sit-
uations, yet I have had many parents tell me that the time-out procedure
is flawed. They say it just doesn’t work for their children. Upon closer 
examination, I generally find that when they use this procedure designed
to remove children from positive stimulation, they’re doing just the 
opposite. Sending a child to the bedroom in this day and time is not a
time-out from stimulation. It’s like going to Disneyland. If my boyhood
bedroom had as much outrageous stuff as the rooms of most kids these
days, I would probably have never left it. I’d have begged to be sent
there!

Also, parents, remember that you must empirically define the value
of that which you are taking away, as well as that which is taking its
place. My room, when I was growing up, was stark. The only furniture I
had was a twin bed and a large cardboard box to keep my things in. Even
though that might logically look like a negative and a perfect place to be
sent for a time-out, that barren room was my safe haven. I loved to re-
treat to it. So, parents, make your choices about currency based on re-
sults. If the child is willing to work hard to have access to a particular
activity or thing, then by definition it is positive currency. If they are not



willing to work to have access to that particular activity or thing, then,
by definition, it is not a reward and you must look for something else.

If the following basic steps are followed, I can assure you that this ap-
proach works consistently and effectively.

1. The child should be aware of the reason for the time-out and
the duration.

2. The duration should be appropriate for the child’s
development. A small child would not understand the
meaningfulness of being grounded for even a day. For young
children, 5 minutes can seem like a lifetime.

3. No positive reinforcements should be present or introduced
during the time-out. The child will not have any stimulation,
not even a window to observe, if possible.

4. Time-out should be terminated at the contracted time.
5. Time-out should only be terminated when the child is

behaving appropriately.
6. Time-out should not allow the child to escape or avoid the

situation, in which time-out might be perceived as preferable
to doing the dishes or doing homework.

Contingency Contracts

It’s always a good idea for two parties to get an agreement in writing, and
that holds true with parents and children too. I’ve found it to be very ef-
fective to put down on paper just what you expect of your child and what
the consequences will be if the child does or does not go with the pro-
gram. These are called contingency contracts or behavioral contracts. You
can call them whatever you like, but I call them a darn good idea. In ad-
dition to providing a good record of what has been agreed to, these tend
to have a crystallizing or memorializing effect on the child. Once they’ve
seen it in writing, it’s hard for them to deny that they understood it.
These contracts provide children with early lessons in contractual agree-
ments and the whole concept of what it means to sign a document and
agree to its stipulations.
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Creating a contract is also good because it is a positive problem-
solving communication. It is an active two-party negotiation in which
both sides are interested. And it is something that is jointly owned by the
two parties involved. This can be used with any child old enough to read
and understand what is included in the contract. (If your daughter shows
up with a team of New York City attorneys, you might want to recon-
sider!)

For younger children, it is sometimes helpful to substitute a wall
chart that includes a list of duties, chores and responsibilities for the
child. I like to break down the day into early-morning chores and respon-
sibilities that the child should do when he first wakes up, such as brushing
teeth, combing hair, getting dressed, putting away pajamas and making
bed, getting school materials together and being ready at the door to
leave at a designated time.

Similar chores and responsibilities can be listed for other parts of the
day. Once the child completes a duty or group of duties, Mom or Dad
then puts a gold star in the column for those duties for that day. For
younger children, it’s good to give a gold star for each thing, because they
like a lot of reinforcement. For children who are a little bit older, one star
for each group of things can be helpful. If the child therefore earns 100
percent of the possible stars, or if you are shaping behavior for 80 percent
of the possible stars, for each of the five days of the week, the kid is owed
some special privilege on Saturday.

Creating this chart can actually be fun, providing great interaction
between parent and child. It doesn’t have to look like a Supreme Court
document. Have your child design something colorful. Use paint, glitter,
markers and cutout images. For younger children, it should be a really fun
project for both them and their parents to do together. Make the chart
using lots of color and stickers, add rainbows—really cartoon it up so it is
something the kids enjoy looking at and working on.

It works fine to do a thirty-day chart, which means you get to repeat
the fun of creating a new chart frequently. Again, there are many benefits
of parent and child working together, including use of a token economy
that teaches the child that when you choose the behavior, you choose
the consequences. There is also the opportunity for the child to see real
proof that he is making progress throughout the day, week or month.

FamilyFirst Dr.Phil McGraw52



Here is an example of a behavioral contract. You may also download
it at www.drphil.com.

Behavioral Contract

Kid Section

I _______________, (the kid) and we _______________, (the parents) enter into the
following behavioral contract in order to create order and harmony in our home. This
contract will be reviewed thirty days from the date of signing, at which time it is 
subject to either being continued or renegotiated.

By our agreeing to the terms and conditions of this behavioral contract, all parties 
understand and accept that they are bound by the contract and are not free to vary
from the terms and conditions.

I _______________, (the kid) agree that I will perform the behaviors listed below in
the manner they are set forth and described.

(Insert operationally defined behaviors, such as: completing homework in a timely
manner, being home on time, addressing my mother and father in a respectful tone,
not getting online or on the phone during the homework hours of eight to ten, etc.)

I _______________, (the kid) agree that should I violate the contract by failing to 
perform the behaviors set out above that I will be choosing to suffer the following 
consequences.

(Insert penalties or loss of privileges associated with poor performance about the
specified target behaviors.)

Parent Section

We, _______________ (the parents), agree that if _______________ (the kid) 
performs the behaviors as outlined above, that in addition to escaping any of the 
negative consequences outlined above, he/she will have earned the right to the 
following privileges.

(Insert privilege to be earned, such as: free time to watch television, use of the family
car, sleepover, movie, toy, etc.)

Both parties acknowledge that this contract is entered into voluntarily and that the
terms and conditions will be respected. If performance is accomplished, parents
agree that the child shall not be denied privileges and other consequences.

Kid agrees that if he/she fails to perform that it is him/her and not his/her parents who
have chosen to forfeit the consequences, and he/she will not whine, complain or rebel.

______________________________
______________________________ ______________________________
The Parents The Child
______________________________
Date
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Behavioral contracts should provide very clear and understandable lan-
guage about such issues as behavior, health, safety, social conduct and ac-
ademics. They should address expectancies in each of these areas and
positive and negative consequences for performance or failure of perfor-
mance. The contracts should involve language that is age-appropriate
and can be clearly understood by the child.

Contracts are good because they take the personality conflicts out of
the situation. If something is agreed to in a contract and the child vio-
lates the agreement, the child has only to look at the agreement to un-
derstand that he failed to comply. It’s important that children own up to
the consequences of their own choices rather than being frustrated and
angry with their parents. There should even be language in the contract
that says it is acknowledged that if negative consequences are forthcom-
ing, the child acknowledges that it will be because of his or her choices.
That way, the child will have no reason to be upset with or frustrated
with the parents. In this way, the child has to live up to the fact that “this
is my deal, and it’s my responsibility and I fully accept it so I cannot com-
plain about it later.”

Without written agreements, discussions often become forgotten, es-
pecially when it is to someone’s benefit to do so. Other benefits of such
agreements:

• It gives the child a sense of justice and control, making him or
her more compliant to the agreement and it gives the parent
the clear understanding of the plan.

• The essential components of a contingency contract are clear,
unambiguous statements of (1) the target or problem behav-
iors, (2) the consequences and currencies for performing (or
failing to perform) them, (3) the contingency between the be-
havior and consequences and (4) the time frame in which the
contract will be enforced.

• By writing the agreements down with specific currencies and
behaviors, the contract can be the final authority, which un-
derscores the importance of stating the terms of the plan so
there is no confusion or slipping between the cracks. Signing
the contract increases the commitment of the parent and child
to fulfill their roles as stated.



DISEQUILIBRIUM STRATEGIES

Change Agents

Change can be very painful, but it’s worth the effort. Although children
may resist, the shake-up is in their best interest in the long term. The key
is to get these techniques consistently in play. Another technique for 
creating disequilibrium is forming new alliances within the family. For
example, if there’s a child who’s the underdog among the siblings or if the
children perceive one to be the parent’s favorite, disequilibrium can be
achieved by making a conscious effort to focus on the underdog child.
Raising awareness of how individual family members are seen by others is
also a powerful disequilibrium technique. Role-playing on a repetitive
basis and giving honest feedback to various family members without the
drama of yelling and screaming can be extremely powerful.

I often have parents play different roles and then observe how the
children react to them. The kids may fully understand that the parent is
just role-playing but children will react to the roles as if they were real. In
other cases, I will have the child act out what he or she perceives the
parent’s role to be. Sometimes the parent is amazed at the response: “Do I
act like that?” The parent acts out the child’s part with equally aston-
ished reaction: “Boy, you look silly being me.”

When you and another member of the family exchange roles, this is
called “role-reversals.” It can be enlightening for everyone to see how
they are perceived by other family members. Children can be very adept
in portraying their parents, and vice versa. Try exchanging roles and act-
ing out a typical family scenario such as a teen asking for use of the family
car or a grade school child wanting to have a sleepover. But have the par-
ent make the request as if they were the children, and have the children
play the role of the parent who denies the request. The role-playing will
demonstrate not only how each side perceives the other, but it will also
make new approaches and compromises more obvious. It can be fun, and
it is always helpful.

Remember, if you have a dysfunctional family you’re likely going to
be facing often have very strong negative structures with deep founda-
tions that have to be torn apart and reassembled in a healthier manner.
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That’s what creating disequilibrium is all about. I know that has been
achieved when I hear a child say “What’s going on around here? Why
aren’t you letting me do what I’ve always been able to do?” Once that
happens, you can begin rebuilding because you’ve reopened the dialogue
with that child. Now you can talk and be heard. Now the child will en-
gage because they have a dog in this fight—they want something. You’ve
shaken things up and created disequilibrium to overcome the dysfunc-
tional system that has defined your family.

What’s It Worth?

To create disequilibrium in a dysfunctional family where the children
have seized control or are behaving in immature and unproductive ways,
there are techniques that can be very effective. Parents must first declare
the house a guilt-free zone for all adults with the title Mother and Father.
You must free yourselves to set boundaries, redefine rules, renew mother
and father alliances and generally rock the house. Give yourself permis-
sion because it’s your job to raise your children responsibly. It’s not your
job to win some popularity contest with your children. They may like you
for it and they may not; either way it’s your job. They didn’t give you that
responsibility and they cannot excuse you from it. Chaos may ensue for a
time and there may be a great gnashing of teeth in frustration, but out of
that chaos, your children will start to communicate with you once again
to get what they want. Remember, children can be selfish when they are
not socialized properly because they are working with the base survival
instinct. They reach for what they think they need, but they will come
around. It won’t be a warm and loving dialogue at first, but I promise you,
things will get better. And again, remember, your job is not for your chil-
dren to like you, your job is for them to respect you and be guided by you.

If you have a manipulative child who’s succeeded in dividing and
conquering Mom and Dad, a united parental front will necessitate a
change in the child’s approach. Children are smart; they may be the
smartest people in the family. They know how to divide and conquer and
they know how to raise their game to the next level if it’s required, but
only if it is required. It is this reality of getting from your children only
what you require that causes me to be so critical of parents who baby talk
to their children. I know it’s cute when the child says “waa waa” instead
of water, but when that mispronunciation is modeled back to the child, it
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retards development of an age-appropriate vocabulary. When the child is
required to begin to say the word more correctly, he will rise to the chal-
lenge because of thirst. Same deal here, when the child is made aware
that he has to earn certain rights and privileges, rather than finagle them
with insidious and underhanded behaviors, he will improve his behavior.
What I want children to see is that all of a sudden, Mom and Dad, who
used to argue, fight, oppose and blame each other are now strangely al-
lied. I want them to be scratching their heads, saying, “What happened
here? I used to be able to turn them against each other. I used to be able
to get them to tell me what I wanted to hear, so they could get a leg up on
the other one. Now all of a sudden they’re shoulder to shoulder, they’re
even comparing notes, and they seem to have agreed on standards and
rules. I think I’ve got a problem here, a big problem!” This is a child who
has become accustomed to ruling the roost and will not give up the
throne easily, so be prepared for some major and creative manipulation.
It’s going to get very stormy. Are you prepared and committed to deal
with it? Before you answer that, be aware that I’ve heard all the excuses
from parents who don’t have the strength to do their jobs. Some are com-
pelling, but none are convincing.

Read these excuses carefully because you need to be honest about
whether or not you hide behind them. I want you to drop all of these ex-
cuses. Your children need to know that you’re fully committed to win-
ning this battle for the family’s future and that they cannot wear you
down in this battle of wills because you’re overworked or just plain emo-
tionally tired. If you say to yourself any of the following things at least
once a week, it’s likely you’ve surrendered to the children at your house:

Top Ten Most Common Excuses for Not Shaking Things Up

1. I can’t do it alone and my spouse either won’t help or will
undercut me.

2. There is no point, my child just doesn’t respond to parenting
like other kids.

3. It is just a phase; kids will be kids and I don’t want them to
just hate me.

4. I just can’t deal with this right now; I have too much going
on in my own life.

5. I’m so tired of hearing complaints. I just want some peace.
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6. They have shut me out and couldn’t care less what I say.
7. They don’t love or respect me so I just don’t care anymore. 
8. I have my own problems and I have to fix me first.
9. I tried and I failed. It’s too late now.

10. I know me and I’m just not tough enough to pull it off.

If any or all of these excuses have been repeatedly spoken even just
in your mind, it’s time to declare that a new day has come. You have to
get a second wind and stand up for the long-term health of your family.
You will pay a price for shaking things up, but to continue down this path
is just not an option. Let’s get real about your children and what makes
them tick.

The True Nature of Children

We like to think of our own children as angels filled with love and good
intentions. In many respects, I think you can explain the unsocialized na-
ture of children very succinctly: Children can be selfish and power-seek-
ing. Like many adults, they seek pleasure and avoid pain. That may sound
pessimistic, but it is not. Your children aren’t evil or bad if they behave
this way, they’re just waiting for you to do your job and socialize them
properly. If you don’t, your children can become tyrannical and demand-
ing because they’re not mature enough to handle the power surrendered
to them inside a complex family. You also need to realize that your child
is capable of lying, cheating, bullying, and stealing. That doesn’t mean
they do or even will do those things, but they’re capable of them. If you
don’t establish a clear connection between their behavior and the conse-
quences that are generated from that behavior they’ll be crippled in a
world that, unlike an indulgent parent, will not reward them for bad be-
havior.

Parents, you have to teach and model love, empathy, selflessness,
fairness and many other positive qualities so your children will learn
those traits. Your behaviors speak so very much louder than your words.
And trust me, your children are watching you like a hawk. The old saying
“Do as I say, not as I do” is a dog that won’t hunt in this day and time. If
you haven’t been holding your children accountable for their behaviors
and modeling what you want them to do, you’ve contributed mightily to
the formation of the little monsters now running the family funhouse.

The quickest way for a child to learn socialization skills is through
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experience, consequences, modeling and taking the time to explain the
logic behind the directions. But you need to keep in mind that your chil-
dren have been studying you all of their lives and they won’t give up their
perceptions of you overnight. They know you better than you know your-
self. They can tell in a split second if you’re tired, angry or happy. And
they’re experts at figuring out what they can get by with. They know you
better than you know them. Somebody is definitely going to run the
show. If you don’t take control, I guarantee you they will. If they think
they can wear you down, shout you down or break you down, they’ll do it.

Disequilibrium Action Steps

Before we start the action steps, understand that my basic rule is that you
have to be accountable. I devised this brief questionnaire to assess your
present state of control. In the following scenarios, mark the response
that you would most likely have. BE HONEST!

1. You have planned a one-week vacation and your adolescent breaks a
rule of curfew, which has a consequence of grounding for a week.

A. You would suspend the discipline until you get home from
the vacation.

B. You would try to show how upset you were and make the
adolescent see the problems caused by the behavior. Once
you could see that the child felt guilt, you would forgive
and you would go on our vacation.

C. You would cancel the vacation, and monitor the child until
the consequential result was completed.

2. You hired a babysitter for your two children so you could join friends
for dinner. However, just as you are about to leave, one of your chil-
dren starts throwing a tantrum to get a cookie.

A.You would give the child a cookie and leave.
B. You would offer a hug and explain that you could not deal

with this now, but you would when you returned.
C. You would deal with the situation at that time, even if it

meant canceling the evening.



3. You’re in a department store, shopping for something, and your child
throws a tantrum because she wants an ice-cream cone.

A. You go find an ice-cream cone.
B. You’re too embarrassed to be a mean parent, so you hold her

in your arms and keep shopping.
C. You immediately stop shopping and enforce a time-out

consequence.

4. You are with your in-laws and your child breaks a rule deliberately 
because he knows that Grandmother will let him get by.

A. You let it pass because this situation with Grandma is 
different, and it has become a typical thing, especially if
Grandma thinks it is cute.

B. You threaten your child with consequences when you get
away from Grandma.

C. You immediately handle the consequences as you would
whether Grandma was there or not.

5. You are very tired from an exhausting day, and your child breaks a rule
with known consequences.

A. It will take effort to reinforce the consequence, so you let it
go because the child knows that next time there will be
consequences.

B. You yell at your child and threaten consequences. Because
the child appears to understand the violation, you drop the
issue.

C. Although it takes every ounce of your strength, you enforce
the consequence and level the discipline.

Scoring: If you checked off any responses other than the Cs, you’re guilty
of forfeiting control of your family and failing to live up to your responsibilities
as a parent. It’s tool time for you!
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Ways to Create Constructive Disequilibrium

Simply deciding to change destructive behavior doesn’t get the job done.
You’ve got to have a battle plan. Here are some of my basic suggestions
for doing that successfully:

1. Gather the Army: Your army is the parent team. Your mission is to
recognize that you’ve lost control of your kids and then to take steps to
reclaim it. Make a commitment to each other that you’ll be mutually sup-
portive throughout this campaign and beyond it. You may not agree on
some of the tactics or specific target behaviors, but you must agree that
your first obligation is to present a united front. If you’re divided, both of
you are doomed.

� Create a timetable to implement the steps. It takes some planning.
Rehearse your approaches so that both of you are clear on the plan. 
Create a game plan with a plan B. For example, you might use the 
following tactics:

• Hold a family meeting.
• Explain some of the concerns and potential future conse-

quences of the future if you continue as before. You might
mention a recent newspaper article or a meeting with someone
you respect.

• Explain that many of the plans will create a change in the nor-
mal routine and that not everyone is going to be happy, but
this is a position you’re taking for the benefit of all concerned.

• Present the changes on a drawing board so that everyone can
follow the plan. Discuss the consequences in the present form.

• Consider questions and answers.
• Set the date for implementation, such as immediately or 

tomorrow.
• To begin your plan, on the first day, put all television sets in     

storage; take out all telephone lines except one. On the second
day, put the stereo in storage and play the first family game. On
the third day, begin behavior change program toward goals.



• Write an expression of commitment. Much like the Declaration
of Independence, only in this case you can write a letter of dec-lara
tion so you can refer to the higher ideas you began with. Too
often, children break our resolve by inventing distractions. 
There are good reasons why all religions have a bible of 
princi-ples so that everyone can understand the overriding 
values and the implications. This may seem daunting at first,
but if you work together, and don’t try to cover every possible 
incident, it will become a source for further amendments. 
Remember, you don’t have to be perfect. Just make a beginning
and you can always change it later.

2. Anticipated animated resistance. Once you begin a committed 
commando restructuring, your children will often revert to primitive 
behaviors, such as stomping around, wetting the bed, crying, throwing
tantrums and other disruptive behaviors. Think ahead and make a list of
your child’s most probable power plays and plan a reaction to each. If
your spouse is in the home or if your child can reach out to them over the
phone, it is critically important that your are both up to speed and fully
and completely support each other.

3. Develop a Communication System: It will be important to develop a
communication system between the parents so that the children will
quickly understand that they cannot divide you. There may be unex-
pected issues not anticipated in the rehearsal and some immediate discus-
sion is needed. For example, suppose your child comes in angry because a
bully picked on him and he is throwing things around his room. A tug on
one’s right ear might signal to the other parent that it’s time for joint ac-
tion. Or a wink would signify that the parent would rather be alone to
handle the situation. A hand signal might signify that an immediate con-
ference needs to be held. You will want to have discrete signals for at
least the following:

“I need help”:

“I want to be alone with the child now”:

“I am disagreeing with you”:

“I want to say something now”:
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“I need your support now”:

“Let’s have a quick conference before this gets out of hand”:

“Let’s not give in”:

4. Hold a consultative and support Session: It is highly recommended
that parents schedule a consultative session every night if possible, at
least during the first month of the change. The sessions should have a
consistent agenda, such as the one recommended below:

• Share with each other the feelings you have about the ordeals
of the day, without blame or insinuations of responsibilities 
of the other parent. This should be limited to ten minutes in
order to not make it a griping session.

• Tell each other what positive behavior each observed of the
other. Give each a positive feedback and explain why you
thought the other’s behavior was so good. This should take
about ten minutes.

• Assess how effective the change of responsibility is going. Are
there adjustments that need to be made?

• Discuss new developments and possible approaches that could
be addressed.

• Agree to commit to the change and support each other, 
especially when asked.

TIME ALLOCATION

Make a list of the distractions that disrupt parent-child and family com-
munication at your house. I’ve provided some examples but feel free to
add your own. Include even those that may have some redeeming value.
The intent isn’t to be critical of these distractions, but rather to show the
magnitude of their disruptive influences on family development. For 
example, from the ninth grade to the time he’s a senior in high school,
the average kid spends a total of 3600 hours on school work. During the
same period, he’s watched approximately 6000 hours of television. Six
thousand hours! That is absurdly out of control.
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Time Distractions from Family Connections

Check off those activities that have cut into family time, even if there are
some positive aspects to them.

1. Watching television
2. “Talking” on Internet chat rooms
3. Surfing the Web
4. Downloading music
5. Video games
6. Instant messaging
7. Cell phone calls
8. Watching DVDs
9. Lessons

10. Touring teams
11. Competitive clubs
12. Tournaments
13. Tutoring
14. Going to movies
15. Shopping
16. Field trips
17. Parties
18. Staying in the bedroom with the door closed
19. Church or spiritual meeting
20. Going to the mall
21. Cruising around in a car
22. _____
23. _____
24. _____

When you write down your entries, note the number of hours or minutes
dedicated to the family’s simply relating to one another or just hanging
out—as opposed to watching TV or doing something else. When I say
dedicated, I mean nothing else is a priority at that time. The family is ex-
pected to be there with the expectation of connecting, even at a modest
level. How does the time stack up?
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LIFESTYLE FAMILY AUDIT 

Your Family’s Priorities vs. Your Family’s Time Commitments

Families who find themselves struggling to find or recapture their
rhythm never planned on allowing their relationships and environments
to erode and become dysfunctional. It just seems to slip away a little at a
time. Parents may start with the firm conviction to have a daily family
dinner or maybe even regular family meetings yet without realizing it
they begin to schedule conflicts and competing priorities. No one ever
makes a conscious decision to stop the rituals, they just slowly get
crowded out. You may not have consciously decided to eliminate impor-
tant family functions but you can certainly consciously decide to reinsti-
tute them. 

Lets begin by taking a look at your top ten family priorities. Being
comletely candid and honest, use the space below to list, in descending
order of importance, the top family priorities or values you would pursue
in a perfect world. For example, if being a God-centered family is your
top priority, list that as number one, and then list your second most 
important priority and so on. Please note, I’m not saying that you 
necessarily live consistently with these priorities—just that they are at
least philosophically important to you. The first few will be easy but you
may have to think a bit to come up with the rest.

Top Ten Priorities

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

10.
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Now, shift gears and think carefully about how you as a family spend
your time. In the space below, list the top ten activities which absorb the
most time for family members. For example, if work or school is your fam-
ily’s number one time absorption, list it in the first position. If sleep is
number two, then put it there and so on through number ten.

Top Ten Time Expenditures

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

10.

You should now compare the two lists to determine whether or not
the way your family is living and investing their time in the real day-to-
day world is congruent or incongruent with what you listed in the first list
and know in your heart to be important. I fully understand that in the
real world it is not possible to ever live 100 percent consistently with ide-
alistic priorities. However, life is about striving for excellence consis-
tently—if not perfection. If you find the priorities and values at the top of
your list reside at the bottom of your time allocation list, you must con-
sciously commit to re-ordering your time and energy commitments in
such a way as to put what you know to be important back on center stage. 

DAILY BIORHYTHMS AND SCHEDULE

On the form below, write in the activities that best fit. Include those
family activities that create the best outcome yet are consistent with the
energy flow. I have some suggestions in the parentheses.
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DAILY BIORHYTHMS AND SCHEDULING

Morning (cognitive activities, such as problem-solving)

____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

Early afternoon (cognitive and physical activities, such as work duties):

____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

Late afternoon (physical activities, such as games):

____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

Evening (meditative activities, such as contemplation and quiet talk, stories):

____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

MODELING AUDIT

Based on what we’ve discussed so far, what kind of marks do you give
yourself as a role model for your family? What are you modeling to your
children through your own behavior? The following list of questions may
help you consider your standard of conducts as a role model. Be really
honest here, even if it is scary to admit certain things about yourself.

1. Do you model a life of passion and purpose, where you feel vi-
brant and alive, or does your life include things, like your job,
that you constantly complain about and profess to hate?

2. Do you model taking good care of yourself physically, or do
you eat junk food, continue to be overweight, smoke ciga-
rettes or not exercise?

3. Do you effectively resolve conflicts with other people, or do
you withdraw, stomp your feet, slam doors, get mad or do
everything you can to avoid confrontations?
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4. Does your family see you handling life’s disappointments with
a rational, positive strategy, or do you medicate the problems
with food, alcohol, drugs, gambling or other addictive 
behavior?

5. Do you model financial responsibility with regard to your bills
and dealings or do you overindulge and live beyond your
means?

6. Do you model high morals by avoiding such behaviors 
as gossiping, lying to employers, cursing and taking unfair 
advantage?

7. Do you model social responsibility by volunteering at your
church, school or local shelters and hospitals?

8. Do you model properly defined self-worth and -esteem based 
on character traits or do you pursue worth and value through
material things such as designer clothes, fancy cars and other
status symbols?

9. Does your family see you reaching for something more, or
have you gotten too comfortable in the nonthreatening
sameness of your life?

10. Do you model mastery and competency in situations, or does
fear slip into your interactions and keep you from doing many
things?

11. Do you approach problems and setbacks as opportunities, or
do you label every problem a crisis?

12. Do you model relationships with other people that are 
loving, affirming and supportive, or do you criticize other
people, tear them down or talk behind their backs?

13. Do you go through the day with energy, feeling totally alive,
or are you constantly tired, stressed, emotionally flat or even
depressed, worried and unhappy?

14. Do you spend genuine time with your family, including being
involved in, and supporting, their activities, or do you beg off
because you’ve “got too much on your plate”?
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If you haven’t been doing a very good job, it is not too late to get on the
ball. Being a worthy role model may mean you’ve got to ramp up. You’ve
simply got to require more of yourself in every category, even the mun-
dane things like grooming, health, self-control, emotional management,
relationships, social interaction, work performance, dealing with fears
and every other category of daily life. If you begin to do things with more
energy and thoughtfulness and love, believe me, your new level of perfor-
mance will inspire your entire family to live with more passion and exu-
berance.

I am not advocating a contrived going-through-the-motions existence.
I’m challenging you to take responsibility. Clean up your own act first so
that you really are the adult that you want your children to become. It
begins with you. You cannot expect your children to be better than you
teach them to be. If you are solid here, great. If not, you need to clean up
your own messy life before you demand that they clean up their room, let
alone their life. Shed any negative attitudes. Dump any self-destructive
behavior patterns. Turn up the positive attitude and get out there and
shine the light so they can follow you.

Maybe you aren’t motivated enough to get your act together for your
own welfare, but what about theirs? Do it for them so that they have 
a positive role model to follow into adulthood. Sure, it’s going to take
work and commitment to get your life on a positive track. You’re going 
to have to take a deep look, maybe for the first time, into the influences
on your life and why you’ve become who you’ve become. Don’t just think
about what it might mean for you; think of what it will mean for those
adults in progress who look to you for leadership and inspiration. This is
something you can and must do. Children need thir parents to blaze the
trail. You’ve got what it takes to be a great role model for your family. You
don’t need anything that you don’t already have within you. 

VALUES FOR YOUR FAMILY TO LIVE BY

Your child will be forced to learn values by trial and error unless you
make it your goal to teach them through your example. So prepare your-
self to be the value master. Get down on paper what values are important
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in your family—values you need to model for your children—so that they
will be equipped to make good decisions and choices. Not all families
value the same qualities and attributes; so this is a good opportunity for
you to define your family’s values with distinct and unmistakable clarity.

As you prepare to do this exercise, ask yourself the following 
questions, then write your answers in your journal:

• What do you believe in?
• What principles have guided your life?
• What do you stand for?
• What makes life meaningful for you?
• What do you need in your life to make it complete?

1. From the list below, circle the top ten words or phrases that best
describe how you want your family to be:

supportive talkative affectionate respectful disciplined
meaningful caring accepting controlled well-behaved free
humorous creative soft-spoken energetic easy going
engaging productive loving gentle religious spiritual
charitable fun playful successful winning flourishing
lucrative unbeaten prosperous conquering cooperative
helpful obliging collaborative sharing just fair adequate
passable average reasonable polite decent civilized
honest well-mannered proper correct moral wholesome
venturesome healthy natural significant strong reverent
polite civil gracious autonomous independent self-sufficient
self-reliant respectful responsible compassionate loving
devoted warm likable tolerant patient uncomplaining
accommodating long-suffering indistinguishable unnoticeable
disregarded empathetic generous kind liberal conservative
thrifty courageous trustworthy
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2. Now choose three of those ten words that are the most important
to you. Take those three words and use them to write three sentences that
describe the underlying value in the form of a statement. For example, 
if one of the words you selected was respectful, then you might write: 
Our family will treat themselves, one another and other people with dignity and
respect.

Value 1: __________________________________________________

Value 2: __________________________________________________

Value 3: __________________________________________________

3. For each of the three values you described above, write three ways
you will behave to model these values. By acknowledging and articulating
how you will live these values, you will help incorporate them into the
heart of your family’s value system.

Behaviors Required to Model that Value

Value 1: ___________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

Value 2: ___________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

Value 3: ___________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________
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