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A clinically proven, five-week program for improving your child's behaviorRex Forehand, Ph.D.
and Nicholas Long Ph.D. have helped thousands of parents achieve discipline using positive
reinforcement, without yelling or harming the child's self-esteem. Their clinically proven, five-
week program gives you the tools you need to successfully manage your child’s behavior, giving
specific factors that cause or contribute to disruptive behavior; ways to develop a more positive
atmosphere in your family and home; and strategies for managing specific behavior
problems.The completely revised and updated edition includes: new information, based on
research, about child temperament; new chapter on the hot topic of play as a means of
strengthening parent-child relationship; new section on collaborative disciplining with preschool
teachers; expanded section about depression and stress linked to parenting; new research
findings about ADHD and its treatment.Uncover the specific factors that contribute to your
child's disruptive behavior.Identify with real-life parent testimonials and discover strategies for
managing specific behavior problems.Authors Rex Forehand, Ph.D., and Nicholas Long, Ph.D.,
are experts in the field of child psychology.New research highlights the scientific foundation
behind the program.Topics include:Understanding Your Strong-Willed Child's Behavior; Strong-
Willed Behavior and How It All Begins; Why Is My Child Becoming Even More Strong-Willed?; It
Takes More than Just Good Parenting; Does My Child Have ADHD?; Addressing Strong-Willed
Behavior: A Five-Week Program; Does My Child’s Behavior Really Need to Change?; Week 1:
Attending; Week 2: Rewarding; Week 3: Ignoring; Week 4: Giving Directions; Week 5: Using
Time-Outs; Integrating Your Parenting Skills; Creating a Positive Climate for Behavior Change;
Creating a More Positive Home; Improving Your Communication Skills; Developing More
Patience; Building Positive Self-Esteem; Helping Your Child Solve Problems with Peers; Solving
Some Common Behavior Problems: Additional Recommendations; Specific Problem Behaviors

Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.Parenting the Strong-Willed ChildThe
Clinically Proven Five-Week Program for Parents of Two-to Six-Year-OldsBy REX FOREHAND
NICHOLAS LONGMcGraw-HillCopyright © 2010Rex Forehand and Nicholas LongAll right
reserved.ContentsChapter OneStrong-Willed Behavior and How It All Begins"He was born with
a strong will!" That was what Tommy's parents told us when he was two years old. Several hours
after Tommy was born, they said, the hospital nurses told them how fussy he was. Tommy cried
and cried and cried. His parents thought it was colic and that his crying would decrease as he
grew older. Unfortunately, as the months passed, the crying and fussing continued. By eighteen
months, he was always fussing and crying to get his way or to show he did not like something.
He would fuss and cry when he had to take a bath or get dressed. Going to bed and getting up
led to more fussing. It was not pleasant!Four-year-old Johnny was very outgoing and



independent. Unfortunately, he was also very demanding. His parents and his preschool teacher
stated that he was "as stubborn as they come." If he did not get his way, Johnny would become
upset and have temper tantrums. These tantrums included yelling, crying, and stomping his feet.
Johnny was also very active and intense. He always was on the go and filled with boundless
energy. As a result of his activity level, he often fell down. Although he rarely hurt himself, he
would scream and act as if he had been mortally wounded.Mary was a six-year-old
kindergartner. Testing at school indicated that she had above-average intelligence and
academic skills. She was also very confident and would persevere in challenging activities long
after most other children gave up. Mary had never minded her parents very well but did follow
her teacher's instructions at preschool. Unfortunately, when she went to first grade, Mary began
not minding at school. At first Mary would just ignore instructions her teacher gave her. Then she
became openly defiant, saying, "No, I will not do it!" in response to instructions from her teacher.
Mary's parents were concerned that her behavior would affect her future education.What Is
Strong-Willed Behavior?The parents of Tommy, Johnny, and Mary all considered their child to be
strong-willed. But what does being strong-willed really mean? From our experience, these
children usually have a very strong sense of independence. In many ways this is very positive
because individuals who are independent are typically also assertive, confident, determined,
and persistent. Unfortunately, a strong sense of independence also frequently leads these
young children to become stubborn, argumentative, and defiant. To see whether parents agreed
with our view of the characteristics associated with being a "strong-willed child," we conducted a
survey. We asked a group of parents of two-to six-year-old children, who were enrolled in a
parenting class, to tell us whether or not their child was strong-willed and what they believed
were the characteristics of being strong-willed. An amazing 48 percent of the parents reported
that their young child was "strong-willed." To read how they described those children, see the
box titled "Is Your Child Strong-Willed?" later in this chapter.A strong-willed child can be very
frustrating and challenging to a parent (as you probably well know!). However, both positive and
negative qualities are associated with being strong-willed. The key is to nurture your strong-
willed child's positive qualities while minimizing the impact of the negative qualities on him—and
on others.If you are like most parents of strong-willed children, your child's strong will may
continually conflict with what you, as his parent, believe is best for him and your family. If this is
the case, you will need to work with him to direct his strong will in more positive ways. The
purpose of this book is to help you do this. You will decrease the negative aspects of your child's
strong will while encouraging him to use it in positive ways. We hope that your child will learn to
use his strong will to excel in life.In the Beginning There Was TemperamentHow does a child
become strong-willed? Many of the characteristics of being strong-willed have their roots in a
child's temperament. As you will read in Chapters 2 and 3, a child's temperament lays the
groundwork for his behavior and then interacts with a number of factors, particularly parenting,
to lead to behavior that can be labeled strong-willed. This chapter will focus on helping you
understand temperament and its relationship to the behavior of children and their



parents.Temperament generally refers to a child's inborn behavioral style or innate tendencies to
act a certain way. Temperament is reflected in how a child typically approaches, interacts in, and
experiences social relationships. Imagine two fifteen-month-old children who fall down while
running across a lawn. Neither child is injured, but one child screams and cries following the fall.
The other child laughs after he falls, gets up, and starts to run again. The different ways these
children handle the fall reflect, in part, their temperaments.Temperament is generally considered
to be something with which you are born. Many professionals believe that a child's basic
temperament can be seen in early infancy, well before a particular parenting style has had time
to have a major impact on his behavior. However, as we will show you later, your child's actual
behavior (for example, what he does when told "no") is a function of both his temperament and
your parenting.Is Your Child Strong-Willed?If your child is strong-willed, you probably have
known it since he was a baby! These are the children who feel their wants and needs strongly,
and they let you know just how they feel. A group of parents in a parenting class described their
own strong-willed children in the following terms:• "If she doesn't want to do something, there is
no way you can make her do it"• "Always wanting to do everything for herself"• "Demands
constant attention"• "Always wanting to make the decisions/choices"• "Not recognizing authority
of adults/parents"• "Persistent"• "Unpredictable"• "Stubborn"• "Independent"• "Determined"•
"Temperamental"• "Bad temper"• "Talks back a lot"• "Overly sensitive"• "Frequent temper
tantrums"• "Negative reactions— everything is a fight or a struggle"• "Won't mind"• "Resists
direction"• "Doesn't respond to discipline"• "Knows no limits"• "Tells us what to do"• "Very
outgoing"• "Resists anything done to him—diaper changes, bath, dressing, etc."• "Headstrong"•
"Argumentative"• "Aggressive"• "Often upset"• "Dominant"• "Confident"• "Questioning"•
"Assertive"• "Completes a task in her own way even if you show an easier way the task can be
completed"• "Cries to get her way constantly"• "Her way or no way—no matter what"• "Argues
every point"• "Pushes things to the extreme"• "Works on a frustrating task (one that may be over
his age level) until completed"• "Will focus on one thing and be persistent until she gets what
she wants"• "Has own ideas"• "Resistant to change"Do any of these descriptions sound like your
child? If so, you have a lot of company!Researchers have identified numerous temperament
traits. A child's overall temperament is the combination of these individual traits. While there is
not a pure "strong-willed temperament," there are several traits that are seen in many strong-
willed children. These temperament traits include reactivity (how intensely a child reacts, either
positively or negatively, to different situations or events), adaptability (how well a child adapts to
changes in situations and events), persistence (how long a child stays with an activity), and
emotionality (the stability and the positive/negative aspects of a child's mood or emotions).
Strong-willed children are more likely than other children to react intensely, to have a difficult
time adapting to transitions, to be persistent when they want to have their own way, and to have
inconsistent moods.In summary, there are several specific temperament traits that we frequently
observe in strong-willed children. This observation leads to the next question: are these early
temperament traits associated with later behavior problems?According to a number of research



studies, a child's early temperament is significantly related to his later behavior. For example,
infants and toddlers who are more irritable, restless, and have trouble adapting to new situations
tend to have more behavior problems as they get older. Studies have found that difficult
temperament in toddlers is strongly related to aggression and behavior problems from at least
ages three through twelve. A child's early temperament has been linked not only to later
behavior problems but also to later issues in other areas, including peer relationships, preschool
adjustment, and even academic achievement. (However, as we will discuss next, most of these
same studies indicate that temperament cannot explain the whole story about a child's
behavior.)Temperament, Parenting, and BehaviorMany parents ask us whether it is their child's
temperament or their parenting that has "caused" their child's strong-willed behavior. Such a
question is like the often-debated question of whether nature or nurture is most important in
determining our personality. Since temperament and parenting continually interact, we seldom
can know which is more important in determining a child's strong-willed behavior. It is interesting
to note that several recent research studies have found that children with difficult temperaments
are more affected by parenting practices than children with average or easy temperaments. So,
you can make a difference in your child's strong-willed behavior.What is clear is that
temperament and parenting are both important and clearly linked. Research suggests that many
of the temperament traits we have been discussing can change as a child develops. That is,
many of these temperament traits are not biologically fixed but rather are tendencies that can be
modified by parenting style and other environmental factors. As we will discuss in Chapter 2, we
believe that strong-willed children typically have certain temperamental traits that lead to certain
parenting practices. These practices, in turn, often strengthen the very strong-willed behaviors
that parents want to decrease. This is good news because it means your strong-willed child's
behavior is not biologically "fixed" by his temperament! You can influence your child's behavior
through your parenting practices. Our five-week program for parents (Part II of this book) lays out
parenting practices that will decrease the likelihood of later behavior problems in children with
difficult temperaments.In summary, strong-willed behavior is common among young children
and often has its roots in a child's early temperament. However, you can change the negative
aspects of your child's strong-willed behavior through your parenting. In fact, that is probably
why you bought this book!Chapter TwoWhy Is My Child Becoming Even More Strong-Willed?
The evidence suggests that many children are born with a strong-willed disposition, and this is
not necessarily good or bad. However, a young strong-willed child is more likely to engage in
more of the negative behaviors we associate with a strong will—such as stubbornness,
impatience, and tantrums. When that happens, strong-willed behavior becomes a problem. And
a key factor that determines whether the child's behavior becomes more problematic is the way
the parents manage the behavior.If your child's behavior is becoming worse, don't simply blame
yourself. The way you have been responding to your child's behavior has been, in part, a
function of his behavior. Unfortunately, strong-willed children often bring out the worst in parents.
Responding in a positive way to a child who has an easy temperament is relatively easy. In



contrast, when faced with the frustrations of dealing with a strong-willed child, parents are much
more likely to use less-than-ideal parenting strategies.The focus of this chapter is how your
child's behavior affects the way you respond to it and how your response, in turn, affects his
behavior. We will start by discussing ways children learn to behave through their interactions with
others. Our goal is to give you a basic understanding of how a child's behavior develops as a
result of the environment in which he lives. This will help you analyze and solve the problem
behaviors of your strong-willed child.Learning Through Social InteractionsMuch of how a child
behaves is learned from interactions with others, which has been termed social learning.
Temperament and other factors lay the groundwork, but it is through social learning that children
establish most specific behaviors, both appropriate and inappropriate. Social learning occurs in
three major ways: through modeling, reinforcement, and punishment.ModelingThis aspect of
social learning is basically learning by example. Modeling occurs when a child learns how to
behave a certain way by observing others behaving that way. Your child may see another child
having a tantrum because the child wants a cookie. If the other child receives the cookie after
the tantrum, your child learns, by observation, that a tantrum may be an effective way to get
something. The next time your child wants something, he is more likely to have a
tantrum.Observing someone behave in a certain way does not mean your child will automatically
behave that way, but it does increase the chances that he might. Whether your child will imitate
someone depends on many things, including whether he wants to be like that other person, how
many times he observes the behavior, and whether the behavior observed had a positive
outcome (like the child receiving the cookie to stop the tantrum).Modeling is a very important
and powerful way of learning. You need to make sure that the behavior you model for your child
is appropriate. Since young children look up to their parents, they are especially likely to behave
like their parents do. For example, losing your temper in front of your child when you become
frustrated increases the chance that your child will handle frustration in a similar way. Children
often look to their parents for examples of how to behave in difficult situations. The philosophy
"Do as I say, not as I do" does not work. Modeling is more powerful than words in teaching
children how to behave. Set a good example for your child! If you are strong-willed yourself, try to
model the positive behaviors associated with being strong-willed, not the negative ones. For
example, when you are upset with someone, try to model appropriate assertiveness, not
aggressiveness. Model persistence when you face challenging tasks. Let your child see you
keep doing something difficult until you are successful.ReinforcementWhen most people think of
reinforcement, they tend to think of giving children things like candy or money for good behavior.
Such an understanding is immensely oversimplified and does not do the principle justice.
Although many people resist the notion, reinforcement guides much of our behavior. In fact, it is
a major key to the development of our child's behavior. The principle of reinforcement is simply
that if a behavior is followed by something positive, the behavior is more likely to occur in the
future.We are not saying a child's social behavior is primarily guided by someone's giving him
material things whenever he behaves in certain ways. Most reinforcers are social in nature.



These social reinforcers—attention, smiles, laughter, and so on—have the greatest impact on
your behavior and on your child's behavior. Much of your child's behavior is gradually
established through social reinforcers that occur over and over again each day. No single
reinforcer will have a dramatic impact on behavior. Reinforcers work slowly and have to occur
repeatedly in order to really change a person's behavior.Think about situations in your life in
which social reinforcers guide your behavior. For example, you are more likely to talk to someone
who smiles at you as you approach her than to someone who looks away. This is usually
because your past experiences have been positive when you talked to individuals who smiled at
you. Similarly, you probably spend more time talking to someone who gives you attention and
makes you laugh. Your talking is being reinforced by the attention and laughing. In the same way,
your child is reinforced more by little (but frequently occurring) responses to him, such as a
touch, a smile, a compliment, a positive glance, or a word of encouragement, than by material
rewards such as toys, candy, or money. A parent who gives a lot of social reinforcement to her
child tends to receive a lot of social reinforcement from her child in return. One mother who went
through our clinical program told us, "When I started smiling more at my child, he started to
smile more at me. It made me feel so good."(Continues...)Excerpted from Parenting the Strong-
Willed Childby REX FOREHAND NICHOLAS LONG Copyright © 2010 by Rex Forehand and
Nicholas Long. Excerpted by permission of McGraw-Hill. All rights reserved. No part of this
excerpt may be reproduced or reprinted without permission in writing from the
publisher.Excerpts are provided by Dial-A-Book Inc. solely for the personal use of visitors to this
web site.--This text refers to the paperback edition.Review"This hands-on self help guide
provides you with a step-by-step five-week program toward improving your child's behavior as
well as the entire family's relationship." ---The Guide to Self Help Books --This text refers to an
out of print or unavailable edition of this title.About the AuthorRex Forehand, PhD, is both the
Ansbacher and University Distinguished Professor of Psychology and Director of Clinical
Training at the University of Vermont.Nicholas Long, PhD, is a Professor of Pediatrics and
Director of Pediatric Psychology at the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences & Arkansas
Children's Hospital.Barry Abrams has narrated and produced audiobooks for a variety of
publishers. Since 2012, he has also hosted and produced ESPN's In the Gate podcast. Based in
Danbury, Connecticut, Barry engineers and calls live webcasts of his son's ice hockey games. --
This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Read more
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Praise for the Third Edition ofParenting the Strong-Willed Child“This latest revision of Parenting
the Strong-Willed Child is the best yet! Writing in a beautifully accessible style, Forehand and
Long translate scientific findings on effective child-rearing into straightforward, practical
guidance for parents. The masterful blend of troubleshooting (Are you accidentally rewarding
unwanted behavior?) and positive planning to avoid problems (Building a positive home
environment, collaborating with preschool teachers) makes this book an invaluable resource for
all parents of young children.”—John R. Weisz, Ph.D., ABPP, President and CEO, Judge
BakerChildren’s Center, and Professor of Psychology, Harvard University“This is a truly
impressive book that will serve as a significant resource to parents of strong-willed children as
well as to the professionals who work with these youngsters. Rex Forehand and Nick Long are
skilled at presenting research data and strategies in an easy-to-read, practical, realistic manner.
Very importantly, their understanding of and compassion and empathy for challenging children
and their families are qualities that are apparent throughout this book.”—Robert Brooks, Ph.D.,
Harvard Medical School, and Co-author ofRaising Resilient Children and Raising a Self-
Disciplined Child“Forehand and Long score big on this third edition of their now seminal work on
parenting the strong-willed child. Each edition of this work gets better and better as their
approach has become more and more seasoned over the years. Based on proven, positive, and
practical parenting strategies, a delicate dance between parent and child is brought to life in this
edition. This is a ‘must’ book for parents, grandparents, and practicing clinicians working with
young children who display such problematic behaviors. This approach has stood the test of
time, and it will enrich the lives of many parents and children both now and into the future.”—
Thomas H. Ollendick, University Distinguished Professor, and Director, Child Study Center,
Virginia TechParenting the Strong-Willed Child provides an invaluable resource to parents—
practical guidance toward better parenting offered by two of the world’s leading experts based
on the best available research evidence. It is a great resource for any parent who wants to help
build stronger relationships with their child and a stronger family.”—Bruce E. Compas, Ph.D.,
Patricia and Rodes Hart Professor, Psychology and Pediatrics, Vanderbilt University“The third
edition of Parenting the Strong-Willed Child describes in an easy-to-read format a well-
established parenting program and summarizes the latest evidence of research support for the
program. Suggestions for optimizing child development and family harmony, including
emphasizing the importance of family meals, limiting screen (TV, computer, and electronic
game) time, and reading together, are also given. This is a MUST read for all parents, especially
those of us with strong-willed children!”—Amanda M. Thomas, Ph.D., Associate Vice President
for Graduate Studies, and Professor of Psychology, Loyola University Maryland“The new edition
of Parenting the Strong-Willed Child is quite simply superb. Relying on knowledge and wisdom
gleaned from years of clinical and research experience, the authors provide parents with a
wealth of indispensible information that is readily understandable and practical.”—Howard
Abikoff, Ph.D., Director, Institute for Attention Deficit Hyperactivity and Behavior Disorders, NYU
Child Study Center, Pevaroff Cohn Professor of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, NYU School of



Medicine“I highly recommend the third edition of this book to parents and to professionals who
work with the stressed-out parents of difficult preschoolers. Rex Forehand and Nick Long are
nationally recognized authorities who bring their extensive clinical and research experience
together in this outstanding book.”—Robert Emery, Ph.D., Director, Center for Children, Families,
and the Law, and Professor of Psychology, University of Virginia“I highly recommend the third
edition of this book to parents and to professionals who work with the stressed-out parents of
difficult preschoolers. Rex Forehand and Nick Long are nationally recognized authorities who
bring their extensive clinical and research experience together in this outstanding book.”—
Robert Emery, Ph.D., Director, Center for Children, Families, and the Law, and Professor of
Psychology, University of Virginia“A superb, scientifically proven program. Parents will find here a
wealth of practical advice for managing difficult children.”—Russell A. Barkley, Ph.D., Clinical
Professor of Psychiatry, Medical University of South Carolina, Research Professor of Psychiatry,
State University of New York, Upstate Medical University“The third edition of Parenting the
Strong-Willed Child is a superbly written book offering an exceptionally clear set of
recommendations for parents to use in improving their children’s behavior and family life.”—
Michael C. Roberts, Ph.D., Director and Professor, Clinical Child Psychology Program,
University of Kansas“An immensely important addition to any collection of books about
parenting.”—Charlotte Johnston, Ph.D.. Professor of Psychology, University of British
Columbia“The authors have successfully translated complex research theories and findings into
a straightforward guide for parents. [It’s] written in such a conversational tone that the book is
easy to read and to absorb.”—Kenneth A. Dodge, Ph.D., Director, Center for Child and Family
Policy, and Professor of Psychology, Duke University“This book will be of enormous benefit to
the many parents who find themselves doing daily battle with a willful child.... The book reflects
the state of art in clinical psychology.”—Mark R. Dadds, Ph.D., Professor of Psychology,
University of New South Wales, AustraliaPraise for Prior Editions ofParenting the Strong-Willed
Child“This is an excellent book written by two renowned researchers who have a wealth of
clinical experience as well as firsthand knowledge of what it is to be parents.”—E. Gail Tripp,
Ph.D., Director of Clinical Training, University of Otago, Dunedin, New Zealand“As a
psychologist and parent of a strong-willed child, I have taught the principles and techniques
described in this book to over two hundred families and utilized them in my own family with
considerable success. What has most impressed me has been the follow-up with families fifteen
years after they have completed this parenting program. Parents reported satisfaction with the
program, an improved relationship with their child, and fewer occurrences of negative child
behavior.”—Cynthia G. Baum, Ph.D., President, Argosy University, Washington, D.C.“The
material covered in this book is the only approach that I know that rests on a solid empirical
base.”—Gerald Patterson, Ph.D., Senior Research Scientist, Oregon Social Learning
Center“This book successfully integrates clinic-based strategies in [a] real-world setting, and it is
heartily recommended.”—Child Psychology and Psychiatry Review“A unique, empirically tested
program for helping parents and their young children ... offers optimism to parents who are



frustrated by their strong-willed children.”—Journal of the American Academy of Child and
Adolescent Psychiatry (review of 1st edition)“This wonderful book is a straightforward and
practical guide for parents to help them better understand and manage strong-willed children.”—
Journal of Child and Family Studies“Parenting the Strong-Willed Child is a staple for the
bookshelves of all parents and mental health providers working with families.”—Journal of the
American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (review of 2nd edition)“... this is much
more than a cookbook of parenting strategies. The authors skillfully weave their practical advice
into a broader picture of the factors that promote positive family interactions.”—Behaviour
Research and Therapy“Although the text is directed to the behavior of strong-willed children, the
suggestions provided would work with children of various temperaments.”—Journal of Pediatric
Nursing“The book is extremely readable and disseminates important research theory in a
straightforward manner to parents.”—Journal of Developmental and Behavioral
PediatricsSelected as Book of the Year.—Practical Parenting Newsletter (United
Kingdom)Winner of the Self-Help Seal of Merit Book Award (2009).—Association for Behavioral
and Cognitive TherapiesParenting the Strong-Willed ChildThe Clinically Proven Five-Week
Program for Parents of Two-to Six-Year-OldsREX FOREHAND, PH.D.NICHOLAS LONG,
PH.D.THIRD EDITIONCopyright © 2010 by Rex Forehand and Nicholas Long. All rights
reserved. Except as permitted under the United States Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this
publication may be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means, or stored in a
database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.MHID:
0-07-171310-7All trademarks are trademarks of their respective owners. Rather than put a
trademark symbol after every occurrence of a trademarked name, we use names in an editorial
fashion only, and to the benefit of the trademark owner, with no intention of infringement of the
trademark. Where such designations appear in this book, they have been printed with initial
caps.McGraw-Hill eBooks are available at special quantity discounts to use as premiums and
sales promotions, or for use in corporate training programs. To contact a representative please e-
mail us at bulksales@mcgraw-hill.com.TERMS OF USEThis is a copyrighted work and The
McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc. (“McGraw-Hill”) and its licensors reserve all rights in and to the
work. Use of this work is subject to these terms. Except as permitted under the Copyright Act of
1976 and the right to store and retrieve one copy of the work, you may not decompile,
disassemble, reverse engineer, reproduce, modify, create derivative works based upon,
transmit, distribute, disseminate, sell, publish or sublicense the work or any part of it without
McGraw-Hill’s prior consent. You may use the work for your own noncommercial and personal
use; any other use of the work is strictly prohibited. Your right to use the work may be terminated
if you fail to comply with these terms.THE WORK IS PROVIDED “AS IS.” McGRAW-HILL AND
ITS LICENSORS MAKE NO GUARANTEES OR WARRANTIES AS TO THE ACCURACY,
ADEQUACY OR COMPLETENESS OF OR RESULTS TO BE OBTAINED FROM USING THE
WORK, INCLUDING ANY INFORMATION THAT CAN BE ACCESSED THROUGH THE WORK
VIA HYPERLINK OR OTHERWISE, AND EXPRESSLY DISCLAIM ANY WARRANTY,



EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO IMPLIED WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY OR FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE. McGraw-Hill and its
licensors do not warrant or guarantee that the functions contained in the work will meet your
requirements or that its operation will be uninterrupted or error free. Neither McGraw-Hill nor its
licensors shall be liable to you or anyone else for any inaccuracy, error or omission, regardless of
cause, in the work or for any damages resulting there from. McGraw-Hill has no responsibility for
the content of any information accessed through the work. Under no circumstances shall
McGraw-Hill and/or its licensors be liable for any indirect, incidental, special, punitive,
consequential or similar damages that result from the use of or inability to use the work, even if
any of them has been advised of the possibility of such damages. This limitation of liability shall
apply to any claim or cause whatsoever whether such claim or cause arises in contract, tort or
otherwise.This book is dedicated to the many parents of strong-willed children.“The challenges
of parenthood are daunting, but its rewards go to the core of what it means to be human—
intimacy, growth, learning, and love.”—Carnegie CorporationContentsPrefaceIntroductionPART I
Understanding Your Strong-Willed Child’s Behavior1. Strong-Willed Behavior and How It All
Begins2. Why Is My Child Becoming Even More Strong-Willed?3. It Takes More than Just Good
Parenting4. Does My Child Have ADHD?PART II Addressing Strong-Willed Behavior: A Five-
Week Program5. Does My Child’s Behavior Really Need to Change?6. Week 1: Attending7.
Week 2: Rewarding8. Week 3: Ignoring9. Week 4: Giving Instructions10. Week 5: Using Time-
Outs11. Integrating Your Parenting SkillsPART III Creating a Strong Foundation for Behavior
Change12. Changing the Nature of Your Family Life13. Improving Your Communication Skills14.
Developing More Patience15. Building Positive Self-Esteem16. Teaching Your Child Basic Social
SkillsPART IV Solving Some Common Behavior Problems: Additional Recommendations17.
Specific Problem BehaviorsTemper tantrumsAggressive behaviorMealtime behavior
problemsDressing problemsBehavior problems in the carBedtime and sleep
problemsLyingSibling rivalryBehavior problems at preschool/schoolAppendix: Resources for
Parents and ProfessionalsIndexPrefaceParenting is one of the most difficult tasks that we, as
adults, face. While most of us receive training for our occupations, we enter the world of
parenting with little instruction or guidance. As a result, we use mainly trial and error in our
attempts to be effective parents. Unfortunately, with a strong-willed child, there is little time for
trial and error. You need effective parenting skills, and you need them now! The first two editions
of this book were well received by parents with strong-willed children and by professionals who
work with these parents and their children. Based on the feedback from parents and advances in
research, we decided an updated and expanded version of Parenting the Strong-Willed Child
was due.In this edition, we make a number of additions, including the following:• Information
about recent research that demonstrates the effectiveness of this book• Expanded information
on how to implement the five-week program for changing strong-willed behavior• Information on
topics such as the importance of play and family meals for a child’s adjustment• Updated
information on topics such as ADHD and the influence of electronic media• Information on



teaching your child the skills necessary to become a good reader• Information on a method to
teach your child basic social skills• Information on addressing behavior problems at preschool/
school• Updated information on Internet sites and books for parents• References/resources for
professionals regarding our programWe have also streamlined several chapters so they are
more user-friendly.Perhaps almost as difficult as parenting a strong-willed child is writing a book
about how to parent such a child. You have to believe that you know something that can help
these parents through the difficult times. Fortunately, we have spent collectively more than sixty-
five (yes, 65!) years developing and evaluating programs for parents of strong-willed children.
From the research data we have systematically collected and the reports of the many parents
with whom we have worked, we know that the skills we have taught parents have helped them
improve their relationships with their children. These skills also have helped these parents
decrease their children’s problem behaviors associated with being strong-willed and enabled
the children to capitalize on the positive aspects of their strong wills.Beyond our research and
clinical work with parents and their strong-willed children, both of us bring to this book the
experience of being a parent. This personal experience is no small part of what informs this
book. We know that parenting is not easy under the best of conditions. We know the difficulties
of applying the parenting skills taught in this book. We know the highs and lows of parenting. We
have experienced it all on a personal level, and this has helped us be realistic in our advice
about parenting.Since the first edition of this book, there has been controversy about the extent
of a parent’s influence on her children. In particular, Judith R. Harris, in her book The Nurture
Assumption: Why Children Turn Out the Way They Do (Free Press), questions the importance of
the role parenting plays on a child’s mental and emotional development. In contrast, we noted in
the second edition of this book that our view, as well as that of many other behavioral scientists,
is that parents do make a difference. Since the second edition, many research studies have
continued to support our view. As we discuss in Chapters 1 and 3, there are many other
influences on children’s behaviors; nevertheless, parents, particularly for young children, have a
major influence.This edition of the book could not have been written without the diligent work of
many people. Several people in particular stand out. Robert J. McMahon has served as a
guiding light and a wonderful colleague in much of our efforts to understand, implement, and
disseminate our parenting programs. He is the senior author of the clinical program, Helping the
Noncompliant Child: Family-Based Treatment of Oppositional Behavior (Guilford Press), on
which this book is based. With patience and constant encouragement, Irene Knight typed and
retyped numerous versions of the manuscript. Without her, there would not be a revised and
updated edition!We also want to express our appreciation to Fiona Sarne at McGraw-Hill for the
support, encouragement, and feedback she provided. Her skills go far beyond those typically
associated with being an editor. We also want to thank Nancy Hall, Judith McCarthy, and the
other staff members at McGraw-Hill for their valuable contributions.As you will read throughout
this book, the support, love, and learning that come from a family should never be
underestimated. This is certainly the case for both authors. Since the first and second editions of



this book, our children have grown up, and one is a parent herself! We have learned more from
our children, as well as from our spouses and parents, about parenting since the first two
editions; however, we believe our comments of thanks from the first edition still apply. Thus, we
are pleased to repeat them here.The first author (RF) has been fortunate to have received
support, love, and numerous invaluable learning experiences from his parents, Rex and Sara
Forehand, and his children, Laura Forehand Wright and Greg Forehand. Thank you! There may
be only one person who fell in love in the first grade, never loved anyone else, had the fortune to
marry that person, and has been happily married for forty-four years. I am that person. Lell, thank
you for your support, excitement about life, strength to fight difficulties, ability to laugh at the
darkest moment, and through your need for change, the introduction of new and higher
experiences into our lives. But most important, thank you for your love and for being!The second
author (NL) also has been blessed with a loving and supportive family. I would like to thank my
parents, John and Jean Long, for providing wonderful examples of what it means to be loving
and caring parents. My brother, Adam Long, who was born when I was fifteen years old, helped
me realize how wonderful children are and greatly influenced my decision to pursue a career
working with children. I want to thank my own children, Justin and Alex Long, for their continued
love and support. I am extremely fortunate to have two such wonderful sons. Finally, I want to
thank my wife, Sharon, for being whom I consider the best mother in the world. You have taught
me so much through your absolute love of being a parent!The two authors have a friendship that
has spanned thirty years. The writing of each edition of this book, as well as many other
professional and personal interactions we have, has deepened this friendship. We have
provided each other inspiration, support, and positive reinforcement. Indeed, we are fortunate to
have each other as friends and to have had the opportunity to share this writing
experience.IntroductionParents of young strong-willed children are frustrated! They are
frustrated by their children’s behavior as well as the lack of support and resources to help them
deal with their strong-willed children. If you are one of these parents, you are not alone. Most
important, there is a strategy for dealing with the negative aspects of your child’s strong-willed
behavior.We have spent years developing, evaluating, and using a clinical treatment program
that addresses the behavior problems often seen in young children who are very strong-willed,
especially problems of not obeying their parents. We developed this program to help parents of
these children, focusing on teaching parents techniques that they can use to improve their
children’s behavior.Over the past forty years, we and many other researchers around the country
have studied this clinical program, and the research has shown the program to be highly
effective. Typical results for families who complete the program include improved parent-child
relationships (more positive interactions between parent and child), children who mind their
parents more, and fewer child behavior problems at home and, sometimes, in other settings
such as preschool. Researchers who have done follow-up studies of children up to fifteen years
after completion of the clinical program have found the positive results to be lasting.Because this
program is so effective, we have written about it in many professional journals and books. We



also have taught the program’s parenting techniques to psychologists and other professionals
around the country so that they can use it with the parents with whom they work.We are
committed to helping as many families as possible. That is why we decided to initially write and
again revise this book for parents. Parenting the Strong-Willed Child covers most of the
parenting techniques included in our clinical program. We believe that many parents can learn
these clinically proven techniques by reading this book and following its recommendations and
exercises. If you use these parenting techniques correctly, they will improve your relationship
with your child and reduce many of the problems associated with your child’s strong-willed
behavior.Two published studies provide support for our conclusion that reading this book can
change your child’s strong-willed behaviors. In an independent research study, Dr. Nicola
Conners at the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences and her collaborators found that
participation in a parenting group that used Parenting the Strong-Willed Child as the curriculum
was associated with less parenting stress, use of more effective parenting behaviors, and fewer
child behavior problems. And, more directly related to you reading this book, the two authors
and two of our colleagues, Mary Jane Merchant and Emily Garai, found that parents who read
Parenting the Strong-Willed Child reported significant decreases in their child’s behavior
problems. For specific strong-willed behaviors, these parents reported significantly greater
decreases than did parents who read a more general parenting book on understanding three-to
six-year-old children and their development. However, Parenting the Strong-Willed Child was
more effective only if parents reported reading most or all of the chapters on implementing the
five-week program (Chapters 5 through 11). Not surprisingly, this means you must actually read
this book if you expect to change your strong-willed child’s behavior. (The complete citation for
each of the two studies is in the Appendix under the “References/Resources for Professionals”
section.)We also should note that Parenting the Strong-Willed Child has received the
Association for Behavioral and Cognitive Therapies Book of Merit Award. The award is given for
educating the general public about the benefits of psychological treatments that have been
proven to work. The five-week program described in this book can improve your child’s behavior!
While this book is based on our clinical program, it is not a substitute for individual professional
help if your child has severe behavior problems or if he might have a disorder such as
hyperactivity (officially known as attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder). (See Chapter 4, “Does
My Child Have ADHD?”) If your child is exhibiting severe problems, we recommend that you
consult your child’s physician or a mental health professional for evaluation and assistance. The
Association for Behavioral and Cognitive Therapies (abct.org) can help you find a therapist.
However, even for many of the families that need professional guidance, we believe that the
techniques presented in this book can be helpful as a supplement.Overview of the BookOur
strategy for addressing strong-willed behavior has three dimensions. The first dimension
involves helping you understand your child’s strong-willed behavior and how various factors
influence such behavior. The second utilizes specific parenting techniques for addressing the
behavior problems most commonly exhibited by strong-willed children who are two to six years



old. The third seeks to help you foster a strong foundation within your family and home that will
make these parenting techniques most effective. When combined, these three dimensions form
a holistic strategy you can use to understand your child’s behavior and to learn how to change
it.The book is divided into four parts. Each of the first three parts describes a different dimension
of our strategy for parenting. The fourth part describes how to combine what you have learned
from the previous three parts, along with other practical suggestions, to manage specific
behavior problems. Part I explains the factors that cause or contribute to your child’s strong-
willed behavior. We start by examining the role of temperament in setting the stage for strong-
willed behavior. We then address how your reactions to your child’s behavior can affect and
sometimes actually increase this behavior. We then go on to consider how factors such as
conflict with your spouse (or ex-spouse), divorce, your mood, alcohol abuse, and electronic
media affect a child’s behavior. Finally, as parents often have difficulty differentiating strong-
willed behavior from attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder, we end this part with a chapter
addressing this issue.The parenting techniques in Part II take the form of a five-week program
for dealing with the behavior problems associated with a child being strong-willed. You will learn
and practice a new skill every week. By the end of the five weeks, you should notice a significant
improvement in your relationship with your child and in your child’s behavior.In Part III, we focus
on ways to develop a more positive atmosphere in your family and home. The purpose of this
part is to enhance and maintain the positive behavior changes that occurred as a result of the
five-week program. The chapters in this part explain how you can improve your family life,
improve your communication skills, develop greater patience in dealing with your child, boost
your child’s self-esteem, and teach your child basic social skills.Part IV offers strategies for
managing specific behavior problems commonly reported by parents of young strong-willed
children. Each problem is addressed separately, and the recommendations supplement the
parenting skills discussed in Parts II and III.In this edition, we include an appendix listing a
number of websites where you can obtain further information on parenting. We also include a list
of books parents may find beneficial and a brief list of references to research on our program
that professionals may find helpful.Since Parenting the Strong-Willed Child was first published,
the role of ethnicity or race in parenting has been more thoroughly studied. The studies that have
appeared suggest that a parent’s cultural background does affect her beliefs about parenting
and child behavior, as well as parenting itself. However, strong-willed child behavior and
parenting difficulties appear to exist in families of most ethnic groups. Furthermore, the same
parenting techniques—those presented in this book—are effective for parents of most ethnic
groups. You may need to adapt them slightly based on your cultural background, but the basic
principles of the program are effective in parenting most strong-willed children.In a similar way,
research on the father’s role in the family has increased in recent years. In some families, fathers
may use parenting skills at different levels or intensities than mothers; however, what is most
important is for fathers to be actively involved in parenting and, to the extent possible, for
mothers’ and fathers’ parenting to be consistent. When possible, both parents should read this



book and work together to change their strong-willed child’s behavior. If this is not possible, this
approach can still be effective when used by a single parent.We hope that this book will help you
understand your strong-willed child’s behavior, learn effective parenting skills, and learn how to
enhance and maintain these parenting skills. We hope that learning how to use these skills,
along with other recommendations that we offer to effectively address your major concerns
regarding your child’s behavior, will, in turn, increase your sense of competence as a
parent.Authors’ Note: In referring to children, we decided to use masculine pronouns for ease
and clarity, not to imply that girls cannot be as strong-willed as boys. For the same reasons of
convenience, we use primarily feminine pronouns when referring to parents.PART
IUnderstanding Your Strong-Willed Child’s BehaviorAs parents, we can do a better job of
addressing strong-willed behavior if we understand what it is and where it comes from. If you
understand what factors contribute to your child’s behavior, you will be better able to make the
changes needed to address undesirable behavior. In Part I, we give our views on the role of
temperament in determining your child’s behavior (Chapter 1), how your responses to your
child’s behavior can actually increase his strong-willed behavior (Chapter 2), how various factors
within and outside the family affect your child’s behavior (Chapter 3), and how you can tell the
difference between strong-willed behavior and attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (Chapter
4).1Strong-Willed Behavior and How It All Begins“He was born with a strong will!” That was what
Tommy’s parents told us when he was two years old. Several hours after Tommy was born, they
said, the hospital nurses told them how fussy he was. Tommy cried and cried and cried. His
parents thought it was colic and that his crying would decrease as he grew older. Unfortunately,
as the months passed, the crying and fussing continued. By eighteen months, he was always
fussing and crying to get his way or to show he did not like something. He would fuss and cry
when he had to take a bath or get dressed. Going to bed and getting up led to more fussing. It
was not pleasant!Four-year-old Johnny was very outgoing and independent. Unfortunately, he
was also very demanding. His parents and his preschool teacher stated that he was “as
stubborn as they come.” If he did not get his way, Johnny would become upset and have temper
tantrums. These tantrums included yelling, crying, and stomping his feet. Johnny was also very
active and intense. He always was on the go and filled with boundless energy. As a result of his
activity level, he often fell down. Although he rarely hurt himself, he would scream and act as if
he had been mortally wounded.Mary was a six-year-old kindergartner. Testing at school
indicated that she had above-average intelligence and academic skills. She was also very
confident and would persevere in challenging activities long after most other children gave up.
Mary had never minded her parents very well but did follow her teacher’s instructions at
preschool. Unfortunately, when she went to first grade, Mary began not minding at school. At first
Mary would just ignore instructions her teacher gave her. Then she became openly defiant,
saying, “No, I will not do it!” in response to instructions from her teacher. Mary’s parents were
concerned that her behavior would affect her future education.What Is Strong-Willed Behavior?
The parents of Tommy, Johnny, and Mary all considered their child to be strong-willed. But what



does being strong-willed really mean? From our experience, these children usually have a very
strong sense of independence. In many ways this is very positive because individuals who are
independent are typically also assertive, confident, determined, and persistent. Unfortunately, a
strong sense of independence also frequently leads these young children to become stubborn,
argumentative, and defiant. To see whether parents agreed with our view of the characteristics
associated with being a “strong-willed child,” we conducted a survey. We asked a group of
parents of two-to six-year-old children, who were enrolled in a parenting class, to tell us whether
or not their child was strong-willed and what they believed were the characteristics of being
strong-willed. An amazing 48 percent of the parents reported that their young child was “strong-
willed.” To read how they described those children, see the box titled “Is Your Child Strong-
Willed?” later in this chapter.A strong-willed child can be very frustrating and challenging to a
parent (as you probably well know!). However, both positive and negative qualities are
associated with being strong-willed. The key is to nurture your strong-willed child’s positive
qualities while minimizing the impact of the negative qualities on him—and on others.If you are
like most parents of strong-willed children, your child’s strong will may continually conflict with
what you, as his parent, believe is best for him and your family. If this is the case, you will need to
work with him to direct his strong will in more positive ways. The purpose of this book is to help
you do this. You will decrease the negative aspects of your child’s strong will while encouraging
him to use it in positive ways. We hope that your child will learn to use his strong will to excel in
life.In the Beginning There Was TemperamentHow does a child become strong-willed? Many of
the characteristics of being strong-willed have their roots in a child’s temperament. As you will
read in Chapters 2 and 3, a child’s temperament lays the groundwork for his behavior and then
interacts with a number of factors, particularly parenting, to lead to behavior that can be labeled
strong-willed. This chapter will focus on helping you understand temperament and its
relationship to the behavior of children and their parents.Temperament generally refers to a
child’s inborn behavioral style or innate tendencies to act a certain way. Temperament is
reflected in how a child typically approaches, interacts in, and experiences social relationships.
Imagine two fifteen-month-old children who fall down while running across a lawn. Neither child
is injured, but one child screams and cries following the fall. The other child laughs after he falls,
gets up, and starts to run again. The different ways these children handle the fall reflect, in part,
their temperaments.Temperament is generally considered to be something with which you are
born. Many professionals believe that a child’s basic temperament can be seen in early infancy,
well before a particular parenting style has had time to have a major impact on his behavior.
However, as we will show you later, your child’s actual behavior (for example, what he does
when told “no”) is a function of both his temperament and your parenting.Is Your Child Strong-
Willed?If your child is strong-willed, you probably have known it since he was a baby! These are
the children who feel their wants and needs strongly, and they let you know just how they feel. A
group of parents in a parenting class described their own strong-willed children in the following
terms:• “If she doesn’t want to do something, there is no way you can make her do it”• “Always



wanting to do everything for herself”• “Demands constant attention”• “Always wanting to make
the decisions/choices”• “Not recognizing authority of adults/parents”• “Persistent”•
“Unpredictable”• “Stubborn”• “Independent”• “Determined”• “Temperamental”• “Bad temper”•
“Talks back a lot”• “Overly sensitive”• “Frequent temper tantrums”• “Negative reactions—
everything is a fight or a struggle”• “Won’t mind”• “Resists direction”• “Doesn’t respond to
discipline”• “Knows no limits”• “Tells us what to do”• “Very outgoing”• “Resists anything done to
him—diaper changes, bath, dressing, etc.”• “Headstrong”• “Argumentative”• “Aggressive”•
“Often upset”• “Dominant”• “Confident”• “Questioning”• “Assertive”• “Completes a task in her
own way even if you show an easier way the task can be completed”• “Cries to get her way
constantly”• “Her way or no way—no matter what”• “Argues every point”• “Pushes things to the
extreme”• “Works on a frustrating task (one that may be over his age level) until completed”•
“Will focus on one thing and be persistent until she gets what she wants”• “Has own ideas”•
“Resistant to change”Do any of these descriptions sound like your child? If so, you have a lot of
company!Researchers have identified numerous temperament traits. A child’s overall
temperament is the combination of these individual traits. While there is not a pure “strong-willed
temperament,” there are several traits that are seen in many strong-willed children. These
temperament traits include reactivity (how intensely a child reacts, either positively or negatively,
to different situations or events), adaptability (how well a child adapts to changes in situations
and events), persistence (how long a child stays with an activity), and emotionality (the stability
and the positive/negative aspects of a child’s mood or emotions). Strong-willed children are
more likely than other children to react intensely, to have a difficult time adapting to transitions, to
be persistent when they want to have their own way, and to have inconsistent moods.In
summary, there are several specific temperament traits that we frequently observe in strong-
willed children. This observation leads to the next question: are these early temperament traits
associated with later behavior problems?According to a number of research studies, a child’s
early temperament is significantly related to his later behavior. For example, infants and toddlers
who are more irritable, restless, and have trouble adapting to new situations tend to have more
behavior problems as they get older. Studies have found that difficult temperament in toddlers is
strongly related to aggression and behavior problems from at least ages three through twelve. A
child’s early temperament has been linked not only to later behavior problems but also to later
issues in other areas, including peer relationships, preschool adjustment, and even academic
achievement. (However, as we will discuss next, most of these same studies indicate that
temperament cannot explain the whole story about a child’s behavior.)Temperament, Parenting,
and BehaviorMany parents ask us whether it is their child’s temperament or their parenting that
has “caused” their child’s strong-willed behavior. Such a question is like the often-debated
question of whether nature or nurture is most important in determining our personality. Since
temperament and parenting continually interact, we seldom can know which is more important in
determining a child’s strong-willed behavior. It is interesting to note that several recent research
studies have found that children with difficult temperaments are more affected by parenting



practices than children with average or easy temperaments. So, you can make a difference in
your child’s strong-willed behavior.What is clear is that temperament and parenting are both
important and clearly linked. Research suggests that many of the temperament traits we have
been discussing can change as a child develops. That is, many of these temperament traits are
not biologically fixed but rather are tendencies that can be modified by parenting style and other
environmental factors. As we will discuss in Chapter 2, we believe that strong-willed children
typically have certain temperamental traits that lead to certain parenting practices. These
practices, in turn, often strengthen the very strong-willed behaviors that parents want to
decrease. This is good news because it means your strong-willed child’s behavior is not
biologically “fixed” by his temperament! You can influence your child’s behavior through your
parenting practices. Our five-week program for parents (Part II of this book) lays out parenting
practices that will decrease the likelihood of later behavior problems in children with difficult
temperaments.In summary, strong-willed behavior is common among young children and often
has its roots in a child’s early temperament. However, you can change the negative aspects of
your child’s strong-willed behavior through your parenting. In fact, that is probably why you
bought this book!2Why Is My Child Becoming Even More Strong-Willed?The evidence suggests
that many children are born with a strong-willed disposition, and this is not necessarily good or
bad. However, a young strong-willed child is more likely to engage in more of the negative
behaviors we associate with a strong will—such as stubbornness, impatience, and tantrums.
When that happens, strong-willed behavior becomes a problem. And a key factor that
determines whether the child’s behavior becomes more problematic is the way the parents
manage the behavior.If your child’s behavior is becoming worse, don’t simply blame yourself.
The way you have been responding to your child’s behavior has been, in part, a function of his
behavior. Unfortunately, strong-willed children often bring out the worst in parents. Responding
in a positive way to a child who has an easy temperament is relatively easy. In contrast, when
faced with the frustrations of dealing with a strong-willed child, parents are much more likely to
use less-than-ideal parenting strategies.The focus of this chapter is how your child’s behavior
affects the way you respond to it and how your response, in turn, affects his behavior. We will
start by discussing ways children learn to behave through their interactions with others. Our goal
is to give you a basic understanding of how a child’s behavior develops as a result of the
environment in which he lives. This will help you analyze and solve the problem behaviors of
your strong-willed child.Learning Through Social InteractionsMuch of how a child behaves is
learned from interactions with others, which has been termed social learning. Temperament and
other factors lay the groundwork, but it is through social learning that children establish most
specific behaviors, both appropriate and inappropriate. Social learning occurs in three major
ways: through modeling, reinforcement, and punishment.ModelingThis aspect of social learning
is basically learning by example. Modeling occurs when a child learns how to behave a certain
way by observing others behaving that way. Your child may see another child having a tantrum
because the child wants a cookie. If the other child receives the cookie after the tantrum, your



child learns, by observation, that a tantrum may be an effective way to get something. The next
time your child wants something, he is more likely to have a tantrum.Observing someone
behave in a certain way does not mean your child will automatically behave that way, but it does
increase the chances that he might. Whether your child will imitate someone depends on many
things, including whether he wants to be like that other person, how many times he observes the
behavior, and whether the behavior observed had a positive outcome (like the child receiving the
cookie to stop the tantrum).Modeling is a very important and powerful way of learning. You need
to make sure that the behavior you model for your child is appropriate. Since young children look
up to their parents, they are especially likely to behave like their parents do. For example, losing
your temper in front of your child when you become frustrated increases the chance that your
child will handle frustration in a similar way. Children often look to their parents for examples of
how to behave in difficult situations. The philosophy “Do as I say, not as I do” does not work.
Modeling is more powerful than words in teaching children how to behave. Set a good example
for your child! If you are strong-willed yourself, try to model the positive behaviors associated
with being strong-willed, not the negative ones. For example, when you are upset with someone,
try to model appropriate assertiveness, not aggressiveness. Model persistence when you face
challenging tasks. Let your child see you keep doing something difficult until you are
successful.ReinforcementWhen most people think of reinforcement, they tend to think of giving
children things like candy or money for good behavior. Such an understanding is immensely
oversimplified and does not do the principle justice. Although many people resist the notion,
reinforcement guides much of our behavior. In fact, it is a major key to the development of our
child’s behavior. The principle of reinforcement is simply that if a behavior is followed by
something positive, the behavior is more likely to occur in the future.We are not saying a child’s
social behavior is primarily guided by someone’s giving him material things whenever he
behaves in certain ways. Most reinforcers are social in nature. These social reinforcers—
attention, smiles, laughter, and so on—have the greatest impact on your behavior and on your
child’s behavior. Much of your child’s behavior is gradually established through social reinforcers
that occur over and over again each day. No single reinforcer will have a dramatic impact on
behavior. Reinforcers work slowly and have to occur repeatedly in order to really change a
person’s behavior.Think about situations in your life in which social reinforcers guide your
behavior. For example, you are more likely to talk to someone who smiles at you as you
approach her than to someone who looks away. This is usually because your past experiences
have been positive when you talked to individuals who smiled at you. Similarly, you probably
spend more time talking to someone who gives you attention and makes you laugh. Your talking
is being reinforced by the attention and laughing. In the same way, your child is reinforced more
by little (but frequently occurring) responses to him, such as a touch, a smile, a compliment, a
positive glance, or a word of encouragement, than by material rewards such as toys, candy, or
money. A parent who gives a lot of social reinforcement to her child tends to receive a lot of
social reinforcement from her child in return. One mother who went through our clinical program



told us, “When I started smiling more at my child, he started to smile more at me. It made me feel
so good.”Another kind of reinforcement is negative reinforcement. Many people confuse
negative reinforcement with punishment, but they are not the same. Negative reinforcement, like
positive reinforcement, strengthens behavior. However, in negative reinforcement, a behavior is
reinforced not because it results in something positive but because it results in the removal or
end of something negative. Suppose your child is playing in a sandbox. Another child begins
throwing sand, which blows into your child’s face. Your child goes over to the other child and
assertively says, “Stop throwing the sand.” If the other child stops throwing the sand, your child’s
assertiveness will have been negatively reinforced. That is, your child’s assertiveness was
followed by the end of something negative (blowing sand). Your child’s assertiveness is
strengthened, and he is more likely to be assertive in the future. Negative reinforcement can be
difficult to fully understand, but it is important. It can play a major role in the development of
disruptive behavior, as we will discuss later in this chapter.PunishmentWhereas reinforcement
strengthens behavior, punishment weakens behavior. In the minds of many parents, punishment
means spanking. However, spanking is only one type of punishment and, as research shows,
not a particularly good type when long-term outcomes are considered. Punishment includes
time-outs, reprimands, and removal of privileges. Anything that follows a behavior and weakens
it is punishment.Although a single punishment rarely leads to any longterm changes in behavior,
punishment can be effective if used correctively and consistently. However, relying too much on
punishment has the following drawbacks:• Punishment gives a child the message of what not to
do without necessarily teaching what to do.• To maintain the effectiveness of punishment,
parents often have to use increasingly harsher punishment. If punishment becomes significantly
more frequent and intense over time, it can lead to problems such as child abuse.• With frequent
punishment, a child may resent his parent and become aggressive toward her.• Individuals who
give a lot of punishment tend to receive a lot of punishment in return.As with reinforcement, you
tend to receive what you give. For example, parents who use excessive punishment frequently
find themselves on the receiving end of their child’s anger.In summary, using some types of
punishment, such as time-out, sparingly and along with a lot of reinforcement for positive
behavior can be effective. However, excessive use of punishment may create more problems
than it solves.Accidentally Reinforcing Your Child’s Inappropriate BehaviorAlthough much of
your child’s social learning takes place through reinforcement, you may often provide the
reinforcement without being aware of it. This unintended reinforcement occurs naturally within
everyday interactions. Unfortunately, you often end up reinforcing the exact behaviors you are
trying to eliminate.Sometimes a parent inadvertently rewards her child’s inappropriate behavior.
For example, when you are shopping with your child, he sees a toy he wants. He starts to cry
and whine. You try to comfort and calm him. Still whining and crying, he asks you again for the
toy. You hate to see him upset or you are embarrassed by his behavior, so you agree to buy the
toy for him. What has happened in this interaction? You rewarded your child for crying and
fussing by providing attention and comfort, as well as by purchasing the toy. What has your child



learned? He has learned that he can sometimes get your attention and what he wants by crying
and fussing. The next time he wants something, what is he more likely to do? Cry and whine in
an effort to get what he wants. We call this the positive reinforcement trap—we as parents
reinforce and increase the likelihood of the very behavior we want to decrease. To better
understand this concept, see additional examples in “Are You Rewarding the Behaviors You
Don’t Like?” on the next page.A single incident like the preceding example will not permanently
affect your child’s behavior. However, when this type of interaction occurs repeatedly, it can lead
to an escalation of crying, fussing, or other inappropriate behaviors. Since you surely don’t want
to reward your child’s inappropriate behavior, analyze your own behavior. Are you unintentionally
rewarding your child’s inappropriate behavior? If so, try to stop. If you find it extremely difficult to
stop, do not be surprised. Old habits are hard to change. The parenting program presented in
Part II will help you escape the positive reinforcement trap.Children also learn to misbehave in
order to avoid something they do not like. For example, you tell your child to pick up the toys that
he has left on the floor. He does not pick them up, so you start reminding him over and over. Out
of frustration, you resort to nagging. As you are nagging him, he turns to you, starts to cry, and
calls you “mean” as he runs to his room. You decide that it’s just not worth the frustration to make
him pick up the toys. You pick up the toys and put them away. What happened in this situation?
Well, your child learned that by crying, calling you a name, and running away from you, he made
you stop the nagging and he did not have to pick up the toys. This is an example of the negative
reinforcement trap. As with the positive reinforcement trap, this trap reinforces and increases the
likelihood of the behavior a parent wants to decrease. More examples are given in the box “Are
You Rewarding the Behaviors You Don’t Like?” to help you understand the negative
reinforcement trap.Are You Rewarding the Behaviors You Don’t Like?In spite of our best
intentions as parents, we often reinforce the very behaviors we most want to end. Have you ever
responded to your child’s behavior in any of the following ways?• Repeatedly responding to your
child’s calls after he has gone to bed• Comforting your child when he has a tantrum• Giving
attention to your child each time he interrupts your conversation with another adult• Laughing at
your child’s inappropriate behavior• Giving your child candy in the grocery store when he starts
crying• Letting your child sleep with you every night just because he begs to do soIf you have
done these things, you have fallen into the positive reinforcement trap. You are encouraging the
inappropriate behavior by rewarding it with attention, comfort, laughter, and so on.Many parents
also fall prey to the negative reinforcement trap. Do any of these actions sound familiar?• Letting
your child skip his bath because he cries when you say “bath time”• Telling your child to get out
of the bathtub but, because he cries, letting him stay in longer• Letting your child leave an event
because he begs not to stay and has a tantrum• Canceling the babysitter because your child
cries when you tell him you are going out• Telling your child to sit quietly at the dinner table but,
because he has a tantrum, letting him leave the table• Taking your child out of his car seat
because he cries to get outThese responses to negative behavior reinforce the behavior by
ending something your child perceived as unpleasant, such as taking a bath or having a



babysitter.Fortunately, there is an escape from both of these traps. The details are in Part II.Just
as with the positive reinforcement trap, a single incident involving negative reinforcement will not
permanently affect your child’s behavior. However, when this type of interaction occurs
repeatedly, it can lead to a significant escalation in inappropriate behaviors.The Coercive
ProcessA negative reinforcement trap rarely occurs in isolation. Complex interactions between a
parent and child often involve both individuals falling into the negative reinforcement trap. Gerald
Patterson, an internationally renowned researcher at the Oregon Social Learning Center, has
studied this phenomenon extensively and has identified what he calls the coercive process. This
process occurs in many families with a young child who is strong-willed. The coercive process
can occur repeatedly during the hundreds of interactions between a parent and child each week.
As a result, a child’s behavior and the parent’s management of the behavior gradually become
more and more negative as each person’s behavior receives frequent negative reinforcement.As
an example of the coercive process, imagine you take your child to a store and tell him to hold
your hand. He does not want to hold your hand, so he starts whining and trying to pull away to
escape your grasp. Out of frustration, you eventually give up and let go of his hand so that you
do not have to deal with his fussiness and constant tugging. In this situation, his fussing and
resistance to your direction to hold your hand were negatively reinforced by your giving in to him.
But your giving in also was negatively reinforced, because it stopped his fussing and resistance.
As a result of this interaction, your child will more likely resist you and fuss to get his way in the
future. And, you will more likely give in to his resistance and fussiness because by giving in
before, you stopped the problems in the short run.The Coercive ProcessNow let’s add a different
twist to the same example. In this case, when your child whines and physically resists holding
your hand, you raise your voice and tell him that he has to hold your hand. The resistance
continues and, in fact, becomes worse. You lose your temper and start yelling at him. He stops
resisting. In this case, your yelling was negatively reinforced because it stopped the resistance.
This will increase the chances that you will yell at him again in the future.With the coercive
processes described here, a child’s behavior gradually becomes more negative, and a parent’s
response to the negative behavior gradually becomes more severe. For example, your child’s
temper tantrums or other negative behaviors might become more intense and frequent, while at
the same time you start to yell or spank more intensely and frequently. This downward cycle will
continue as you are each reinforced for use of increasingly negative behavior. How are you
reinforced? By the termination of the other person’s negative behavior. “The Coercive Process”
figure above illustrates a common interaction between a strong-willed child and his parent.The
coercive process is difficult to grasp all at once. However, we hope you can appreciate that the
way you manage your child’s behavior can play a significant role in the development of later
problems. The way you behave influences his behavior now—and also the way you will manage
his behavior in the future. This effect occurs not as a result of isolated incidents but through an
ongoing series of complex interactions between a parent and child.Other Factors That
Contribute to Strong-Willed Behavior ProblemsBesides the positive reinforcement trap and the



negative reinforcement trap (which escalates in the coercive process), several other factors may
lead to your child’s becoming increasingly strong-willed. Parents who have children with
behavior problems tend to pay less attention to their child’s positive behaviors. These parents
become so frustrated in having to deal with their child’s negative behaviors that they have a hard
time noticing and acknowledging the behaviors that are positive. As the parent of a strong-willed
child, you need to make an extra effort to acknowledge and praise your child’s positive
behaviors. Make sure you let your child know that you notice the times he does do what you tell
him. We will discuss this issue in greater detail in Parts II and III.Parents of strong-willed children
also are often uncertain how to manage their child’s disruptive behavior. This uncertainty can
result in an inconsistent pattern of discipline. A parent who feels overwhelmed and questions her
ability to manage her child’s disruptive behavior may withdraw from the situation and not
intervene at all. At other times she may become frustrated and resort to overly aggressive ways
of managing her child’s disruptive behavior—for example, losing her temper and yelling or
spanking. Neither an overly permissive nor an aggressive parenting style is very effective. In fact,
these styles tend to escalate behavior problems, especially when used inconsistently. The five-
week parenting program presented in Part II can help you become a more positive and
consistent parent.Modeling is one of the most powerful forms of teaching both positive and
negative behaviors. If your strong-willed child is frequently around other children who often
misbehave, he may start to copy their negative behaviors. This will be especially true if your child
does not observe an adult effectively managing the other children’s misbehavior. Take charge
and create an environment that is positive for your child. Arrange play situations with friends who
do not feed your child’s negative behavior. Try to encourage him to interact with children who are
generally well behaved. Just like bad behavior, good behavior will rub off!Children also model
the behavior of their parents, as we discussed earlier in this chapter. If you frequently yell when
frustrated, your child will learn to yell when he becomes frustrated. If you hit when angry, your
child will learn to hit when he becomes angry. On the positive side, if you model appropriate
behavior, your child likely will behave more appropriately. When you become frustrated or angry,
try to stay calm and model appropriate ways of handling the situation. The important point is to
remember to set a good example for your child.The negative behaviors we associate with being
strong-willed may become more pronounced if your child does not get enough sleep. Tired
children often are fussy. The fussiness can trigger the negative interactions associated with the
coercive process. As a result, the fussiness may contribute to behavior problems as the parent
and child become increasingly negative with one another. If your child is not getting enough
sleep, there are several things that you can do. For some suggestions, see Part IV.TABLE 2-1
Reasons Children Become Increasingly Strong-Willed• Positive reinforcement trap• Negative
reinforcement trap• Coercive process (repeated negative reinforcement traps set by parent and
child)• Child receives little attention for positive behavior• Parent is inconsistent in response to
behavior problems• Child’s peers model inappropriate behavior• Parents model inappropriate
behavior• Child lacks adequate restIf your child is increasingly engaging in negative behaviors



associated with having a strong will, Table 2-1 may help. It summarizes the reasons for a child
becoming increasingly strong-willed. Might some of these apply to you and your child? If so, this
book has many ideas to improve your parenting skills and your child’s behavior.3It Takes More
than Just Good ParentingGood parenting skills alone cannot guarantee that your child will
always behave as you wish. Besides your child’s temperament and your parenting techniques,
many other things can influence your child’s behavior. Among the most important are problems
that put stress on families. In this chapter, we will briefly examine how five sources of family
stress— divorce, remarriage, conflict, depressed mood, or alcohol abuse—can affect parenting
and children’s behavior. The figure “Family Stress, Parenting, and Your Child’s Behavior”
presents a model showing that each of these factors and others can create stress that can
directly—or indirectly, through parenting—affect children’s behavior. We also will consider one
other influence on your child’s behavior: screen time (this includes television, video games, and
computer use).These five sources of family stress and screen time can have negative effects on
your child, but you have some ability to limit those effects. This chapter will explain how. We also
refer you to one of our other books, Making Divorce Easier on Your Child: 50 Effective Ways to
Help Children Adjust (McGraw-Hill), for ideas on how to address three of the family stressors:
divorce, remarriage, and conflict with your spouse or ex-spouse. As most parents experience
depressed moods and as there is a lot of recent research on how these moods and clinical
depression can affect children, we will explore this topic in more detail. Similarly, as many
parents drink alcohol, we will examine this topic and make recommendations to you. Finally,
exposure to screen time, whether through television, computer games, or the Internet, is
increasing for all of us. It is important for us to point out how screen time can impact our children
and to make some suggestions about how parents can best deal with this influence.Family
Stress, Parenting, and Your Child’s Behavior
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fabmom, “CHANGED OUR LIVES (with some amendments.). CHANGED OUR LIVES!This
changed our lives! I only gave it 4 stars, because right now, we are on the 3rd week. I don't
agree with what the third week is, but the 4th and 5th week may be OK. You know your child.
Our 3 year old was getting into trouble every day! I hated coming home, disciplining her and
having it happen all over again. She's our second child. Our first child a a saint for the most
part. She just needed different parenting styles.I also amended this. Like I said, no child is
"cookie cutter." With the first two weeks, I followed it and added "choices" with her. We spelled
out each time she made a good choice and if she was not making a good choice, we explained,
"bad things happen with bad choices and I will take your Barbie away." It was like a switch. After
making some better choices, we gave her the Barbie back.Ask me questions if you want. This
book has saved me from my breaking point.”

A. Kangas, “I haven't followed everything in this book, but I .... I haven't followed everything in this
book, but I have noticed my toddler lashes out in "bad behavior" when she hasn't received
enough positive attention in a day. Most times she just wants some alone time with me, for me to
listen to her about her day and read a book to her. This book helped me realize I need to slow
down and pay attention to her needs.”

Kim Bailey, “This book really works!. This book is a huge help! Our 3 1/2 year old strong willed
son has been acting even more strong willed since our daughter arrived 4 months ago. This
book really helped us reign in his acting out behavior. A must buy - seriously!Pros: great section
on how to properly do time out (I’ve been doing it all wrong!), easy to follow program that seems
almost too easy at times but really works, includes helpful sections on how to handle specific
issues (grocery store, bed time, etc.)Cons: lots of repetition (but I just skipped over those parts)”

M. Cristina Aguilera, “Must Read. A must read for any first time patent OR patent of particularly
tough toddler. I read an earlier version when I had my 3rd daughter who was very strong willed.
I have now given this version to her for help with her first born who takes after her mom!”

Angel, “Disciplining Structure and Parenting Approach. The book was helpful in many ways. It
really helped change my approach to time outs and disciplining. I was able to reconstruct my
way of disciplining so it was more effective for my little boy. Just keep in mind that no child is the
same and different things work for different children, so some suggestions may now work, while
others will do a world of good.”

BGS, “Five Stars. This is a very informative book, and it worked! A must read for anyone with
children...”



MPE, “Five Stars. Great book!”

The book by Rex L.  Forehand has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 653 people have provided feedback.
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