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Parenting Tips, Advice, & Help

Masters of Manipulation: How Kids Control You With
Behavior
by James Lehman, MSW
“My son can be the sweetest, most awesome kid in the world,” says Tracy ofPrint
10year-old Jarrett. “But he has ADHD, and he totally uses it to his advantage with
us.
Google+
He would have huge meltdowns when we asked him to go to bed and shut Facebook
off the
light.” The Phoenix-area mom recalls the night Jarrett’s meltdowns went over the top.Twitter
“One
night he had the biggest fit ever. He wound up throwing everything out of his room, Email
including his mattress. He punched a hole in the wall and broke the door. We had just
Gmail
started The Total Transformation Program. We got out the workbook and were frantically
More... (293)
looking through it when we saw what was wrong. We were his audience, and he was Settings...
using
this outburst to control us.”
AddThis

Privacy

Kids manipulate their parents. It’s part of their normal routine. They learn to use their
charms and strengths to get their way and negotiate more power in the family.

“You can be sure your child knows what it takes to make you back
down.”
Some forms of manipulation by kids are harmless. For example, if your daughter wants to
go to a dance on a Saturday night, and she’s extra charming to you that week, but she’s
getting good grades, she’s trustworthy and she’s doing her chores, there’s no reason for her
not to go. The display of charm is sweet, harmless and appropriate.
On the other hand, that charm can be used inappropriately, such as when a child plays one
parent against another to get what he wants. Or when a child has demonstrated previously
untrustworthy behavior and tries to manipulate his parents by being overly sweet and
compliant in order to get the chance to go out on Friday night.
The real problem with manipulation is when kids use behavioral threats to manipulate you,
as in the case of Tracy and her son. In this type of manipulation, the child is telling you,
“Give me my way or face my crap.” In other words, “If I don’t get my way, I’m going to make
trouble for you.” In this situation, the manipulation becomes a power and control game for
the child, and that’s where it gets dangerous for parents. When kids are wrestling with their
parents for power and control over things, the child does things that are inappropriate, and
the parents do things that are ineffective. The child talks abusively or pitches a fit, which is
an inappropriate way to get what he wants, and the parent backs down or gives in, which is
an ineffective response.
A good example of how this power struggle plays out in the home is when a child starts
talking about going out in the evening and you tell him, “No, your homework’s not done, so
you can’t go out until it’s done,” and the child’s voice gets louder as he resists, and his tone
gets harsher. You may look at it as anger, frustration or an inability to handle stress on the
part of the child. But it’s really a sign that the child is trying to manipulate the situation—and
you—through power. In his mind, being harsher and louder will tip the balance in his
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direction. The child is making a power thrust—an attempt to use some form of behavior or
verbally abusive power to get his way. It’s like an emotional sword in his hand and he
thrusts it at you.
Whenever a child uses a power thrust to get his way, you need to be very careful about how
you respond. First of all, you cannot give in and you cannot negotiate while the kid is in that
state of mind. If your child raises his voice at you when he hears the word no or yells at you,
say this: “We’re not even going to talk about this if you’re raising your voice. We’re not even
going to talk about this if you’re starting to threaten me.” If a kid grumbles and gets a little
mouthy on the way to his room or on the way to do a chore, that’s not a power thrust. I’m
talking about intimidating, threatening behavior. This is manipulation that is designed to
make you back down. Usually when kids use this type of behavior, they’ve acted out in the
past. So they’ve already loaded the gun. Most parents know what’s coming. So when you
see it coming, remember: the discussion about the dance is over. Now the discussion is,
“You have to manage your voice and your behavior.” That’s when the parent should walk
away and say, “We’ll talk about this when you calm down.”
Another appropriate response in this situation is to ask the child, (if you can do it without
hostility) “Are you trying to intimidate me?” Basically, you’re asking the child, “Are you trying
to bully me right now?” But remember, if your tone is hostile, it’s going to sound like a
challenge to the child, and we don’t want to do that. We simply want to question it. “Are you
trying to bully me” is a good question to defuse the situation. Number one, it gives the kid
direct feedback that he’s bullying you and being inappropriate. It reveals to him what you’re
experiencing. Number two, it takes some of the power out of the power thrust. It brings it
down to its right size. Identifying it tends to neutralize it to some degree. Hopefully, the
child will realize that now we’re talking about power, not about going to a dance. If he says
that, yes, he’s trying to bully you, your response needs to be, “Well, that’s not going to help
you solve your problem.” If he says that’s not what he’s doing, then tell him to please lower
his voice. What you’re doing here is giving the child a decision tree that focuses the
conversation on the new problem, the real problem. The fact that he is manipulating you to
gain power and control. The new issue is not whether or not you go to the dance. The new
issue is you’re trying to intimidate me, and it won’t help you to get what you want.
Another form of manipulation kids use is to split their parents. They’ll go to the parent
whom they think is the weakest link or the one who has wavered in the past in order to gain
power. That’s why parents have to be very coordinated in what they value and what their
decisions are. If both parents agree that homework has to be done for the entire week
before the kid’s weekend starts, and if the teacher says that the child’s assignments aren’t
done from Tuesday, on Friday night the child can’t start watching TV or play video games or
go out until that homework’s done. As parents, you both have to decide what the plan is
and follow it through. There can be no excuses, whether the child is being overly sweet to
get out of doing homework or whether he throws a tantrum to get out of it. Both tactics are
manipulative and they should be dealt with the same way. If you have a manipulative child
and you decide on certain strategies to manage that manipulative behavior, both parents
have to be on the same page with their values as well as their plan. "If you don’t bring your
books home, unless you borrow a book from a friend and get the work done, you don’t get
to go out till next weekend." Don’t set up a situation where dad or mom gives in and lets the
child off the hook if they cry, whine, plead, resist, act out, or simply lay on the charm. Stick to
the plan.
Kids watch their parents for a living. It’s their job. It’s what they do. And they know their
parents have more power than they do. So they learn quickly which parent can be
manipulated and how much it will take to get that parent to give in. Some parents will give in
when the child applies a little more charm and warmth. Other parents give in when the child
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lashes out, screams and gets abusive. You can be sure your child knows what it takes to
make you back down. So you need to be sure to talk about your plan for managing this
behavior as parents and stay on the same page. Never say, “I’ll talk to Dad about it,” if you
don’t agree with something Dad has decided. Don’t ever do that. It’s the child’s responsibility
to work it out with the parents in an appropriate way. When parents disagree, they have to
handle it privately. If the consequences change, they should be changed by the parent who
delegated them, so that the parents remain empowered.

Tracy’s Postscript:
“So we read what to do in the workbook and I told him, “We’re not going any further until
you put your room back. I’m going out front for twenty minutes. I expect your bed to be put
back, everything to be put in order, and you to be in your bed with your light off before we
come in.” He was still yelling at us. I said I’d come in and check on him in twenty minutes. So
we all went out to the front porch. He started acting out even louder while we were out
there. Any other time, I would have freaked out at that moment. He screamed and
slammed things in his room. Normally, that’s when I would typically be like, ‘Okay, just calm
down,’ and kind of give him his way. But this time, because of the way everything was
explained in the program, I had a lot of confidence in what I was doing. I totally ignored his
behavior. We sat out there, reading the workbook and just discussing how we wanted to
handle it. Gradually, I heard less and less out of him. After about twenty minutes, I came
back inside, and I just about fell over because his room was totally put back. He was in his
bed with his blanket over him and his light off. He was quiet except to say, “Mom, you’ve
could’ve at least acknowledged me.” And I didn’t say anything about what he did. I just said
goodnight. He was perfectly fine. This time, he had given in and gone to bed. It was a total
revelation of how badly he can manipulate us when we give in to him. We have not had one
more outburst like that since.”
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