
It is a very healthy stage in development to see young children begin to assert
their independence. For example, you may see your child wanting more control
over their bodies - “no, me do it!” There is no doubt about it - this stage in
development can certainly be very challenging for parents.

Did you know that engaging in power struggles (negotiating, debating, yelling,
or nagging) with your child actually makes it even more difficult to get them to
follow through with your requests? Instead, try empowering your child and
getting your needs met by providing them age-appropriate choices in the
moment.

AVOIDING POWER STRUGGLES

This handout includes therapist-approved strategies for avoiding power struggles. 
Feel free to use this space below to note which approaches work with your child.

What difference did the strategy make? 

What lesson did this teach my child? 

Was this worth the effort? 

What would be the long term effect of this approach/strategy?

STRATEGIES:

Which stratgies worked well?



STRATEGIES EXAMPLES

Note from Robin, Clay Therapist: "It’s important to point out that these power struggles are 
really hard for parents. So is trying to stay grounded in the midst of them. All of the 
suggestions below take a lot of patience, preparation, self-regulation, and 
experimentation – embrace mistakes along the way, and get creative!"    

AVOIDING POWER STRUGGLES

“You can do it”
“Wow, what a good helper!”
"Can you use your soft hands and quiet voice?"

Activities like bubble bath, bike ride, living room campout 
Earn an extra 15 minutes of TV time
Choose dinner for the family one night 

“Great job cleaning up! You’re a great helper"
"I love how you used soft hands and a kind voice with your sister"
"I love how you listened the first time" 

“Let’s see how long it takes you to ...”
“Who can do it faster?”
“There’s no way you can put your toys away yourself!”

"Come help me wash the vegetables" 
"Come help me unload the dishwasher" 
Tip: Don't use words like "Can you" or "Let's" which invite power struggles!

“You can pick up the Legos or the blocks”
“You can put your coat on by yourself or I can do it for you”
"You can have waffles or cereal for breakfast"

“Whatever you do don’t smile...” 
"Let's pretend we're frogs while we clean up and hop"
Use a funny voice every time they do what you ask 

"When you pick up your toys, THEN you can have your snack”
"When you brush your teeth, THEN we get to read books and sing songs" 
TIP: Don't say "if" statements - that can invite power struggles! 

Adding a night light to your child’s room if bedtime is a problem
Is my child hungry? Tired?
Does this problem happen every day, and how can we avoid it
tomorrow?

Instead of “it’s bath time” say “come pick the toys for your bath”
"Hey, can you help me with this? I really need your help.”
"Woah look there's a squirrel outside, let's count how many we see" 

PRAISE
CATCH THEM BEING GOOD

REWARDS

USE HUMOR

MAKE IT A GAME

WHEN-THEN STATEMENTS

DISTRACTION
CHANGE THE SUBJECT

COACH OR ENCOURAGE

GIVE HIM / HER CHOICES

MAKE YOUR CHILD A HELPER

PROBLEM SOLVE



An important developmental task for children is to try to be more 
independent and learn to make decisions. This means that they naturally 
begin to want some control and power, which leads to power struggles. 

During this period, getting your child to listen is VERY challenging!
Negotiating, debating, yelling, or nagging rarely works – for some children, they
become even more determined to exercise this power dynamic. Children normally don’t
have a lot of power, so they will test every opportunity they can! 

How can we think about these power struggles differently?
Parents can often get our children to listen by

allowing some age appropriate control or decision making.

What’s important to remember is that it’s not about winning. It’s about helping your child 
still feel empowered while getting your needs met. Instead of trying to diminish their 
sense of power in order to be obedient, take a moment to ask: “Is this defiance? Or is 

this independence?”

For the strategies that do work with your child, feel free to reflect: What difference did 
the strategy make? What lesson did this teach my child? Was this worth the effort? 

What would be the long term effect of this approach/strategy?

I think it’s important to point out that these power struggles are really hard for parents. 
So is trying to stay grounded in the midst of them. All of the suggestions below take a lot 

of patience, preparation, self-regulation, and experimentation – embrace 
mistakes along the way, and get creative!

Robin, Clay Care Team

AVOIDING POWER STRUGGLES
- helping your child feel bigger -



“You can do it”
“wow what a good helper”

Use of a special toy
Stickers
Time on computer / video game

“Great job cleaning up!” You’re a great helper

“Let’s see how long it takes you to ...”
“Who can do it faster?”
“There’s no way you can put them all away yourself!”

“Since you are a Big Boy you can help me make dinner”

“You can pick up the Legos or blocks”
“You can put your coat on by yourself or I can do it for you”

“Whatever you do don’t smile...” 
make a silly face or something that might make them laugh

“Once you pick up your toys THEN you can have your snack”

Adding a night light to your child’s room if bedtime is a problem

Instead of “it’s bath time” say “come pick out what toys you want for
your bath”
When they’re upset about something or starting to dig their heels in,
“Hey, can you help me with this? I really need your help.”

PRAISE

REWARDS

USE HUMOR

MAKE IT A GAME

IF-THEN STATEMENTS

DISTRACTION
CHANGE THE SUBJECT

COACH OR ENCOURAGE

GIVE HIM / HER CHOICES

MAKE YOUR CHILD A HELPER

STATEGIES EXAMPLES

When you find yourself in a power struggle with your child, take a moment and 
considerthese alternative approaches. Mark down which strategies work with your 

child for future use!

AVOIDING POWER STRUGGLES

PROBLEM SOLVE


