How to Tame Power Hungry Kids

I heard a story about a give year old boy who’s parents got frustrated with him because he wouldn’t cooperate, so they made him sit in a time out chair.  As the parent’s walked away, he turned towards them and said angrily, “I might be sitting on the outside, but I’m standing up on the inside!”


Ahh, the challenges in raising a spirited child.  I’m talking about kids who tend to be bright, strong minded, single minded, intense, persistent and stubborn.  They like to argue and have the last word; don’t like to make mistakes, be wrong or be called out for being wrong; are very sensitive to “losing face”, and they love to engage authority figures in power struggles.


And….they are remarkable children.  Most parents will say their power-hungry child is at their best when they are being helpful or valuable.  They are the kids who create projects that make a difference in their schools and communities.  They tend to be strong leaders, sometimes too strong in their formative years.  They are our future CEO’s and entrepreneurs.  


And they need their parents and teachers to understand them and their needs and to deal with them accordingly.  Let me explain.


On the preventative side, these kids need lots of appropriate places to be powerful, to have more control and say-so in their lives.  See the insert for ways to give kids more power.  If you focus in every moment of their day on providing ways for them to have more control in every situation, you will prevent most potential power struggles.


Allowing them to unbuckle their seat belt, close the car door and unlock the front door prevents meltdowns in getting them into the house.  Involving them in menu planning, shopping and preparing meals prevents a lot of dinner table battles.  Talking through homework agreements at family meetings ensures much better subsequent cooperation.  You get the idea.


Kids who feel empowered, heard, respected and who have a lot of places where they have choice and say-so and opportunities to be valuable and to be the leader don’t need to engage you in power struggles to feel powerful.  You’ve provided that proactively.

It is also vital to establish a discipline model where kids know their parents aren’t willing to be sucked into circular arguments and power struggles.  Being willing and able 

to quickly detach from any potential power struggle let’s kids know that there is no pay off for being  argumentative, disrespectful or throwing a fit.


Parents also need to follow through on any agreements quickly and firmly to let kids know they will be held accountable.  Following through without all the reminding, yelling, arguing, bribing, threatening and drama teaches kids that you mean what you say.


But remember that your best tool to redirect power struggles is to prevent them by giving them power in appropriate ways.  When we see a power hungry kid at our summer camps, we know to shift our focus to making a good connection with that kid and finding ways to give them more choices and ways to be helpful.  Those are the kids you’ll see in the kitchen after meals helping the cooks clean dishes.  They feel so empowered and valuable, and thus we don’t have any power struggles with them all week.  


Look for ways to use and appreciate their intensity and strengths and you will see and get the best of them.
