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Dealing with Opposition
& Defiance
“I don’t want to crush his spirit, but I
need him to listen to me.” “I feel like
she goes against me just to make me
mad.”
Parents often ask how to
maintain boundaries and structure
with kids who seem intent on
undermining every plan that is not
their own. In this presentation we will
discuss how to protect order and
maintain your authority in ways that
support your child mentally and
emotionally. We’ll talk about discipline
tactics, how to decide when to be firm
and
when
to
let
go,
and
developmentally
appropriate
expectations and techniques for
children of various ages.

Two Dates:
Wednesday 07 October
7:00 pm
@ Peekadoodle Kidsclub
Ghirardelli Square
900 North Point St, F100
San Francisco CA
RSVP: info@thepkc.com
Peekadoodle members:
$40/person or $60/couple
non-members:
$45/person or $65/couple

Tuesday 13 October
7:00 pm
@ College Avenue
Presbyterian Church
5951 College Avenue
Oakland CA
RSVP:
www.twinsbythebay.org
TBTB members: free
non-members:
$45/person or $65/couple

q&a
My wife and I are the parents of two wonderful and very different children and
we’ve become worried about the way their different personalities may be affecting
them. Our 4-year-old son is constantly bullied by his 2.5-year-old sister.
Interestingly, our daughter’s bossy habits don’t seem to be much of an issue in
their relationship. They play well together, seek each other out and rarely fight.
However, this is only because our son gives in on everything. Our daughter
regularly orders her brother to bring her things, to surrender food or toys that he is
holding, or to allow her to have the first turn. Nine times out of ten, our son will
willingly comply with her request. On the rare occasions when he is initially
resistant, she will blatantly threaten physical violence and, despite our intervention
and the fact that he is about almost twice her size, our son will usually concede
and then they seem to return to having a good time together. Although she
definitely likes to get her way, our daughter is not a defiant child in general – she
listens as well as most 2-year-olds and, we are told, is practically the model child
at daycare. It’s only with her brother that she seems bent on total domination.
While we are happy that our daughter has a strong personality and good selfconfidence, we’re beginning to be seriously concerned about the impact of this
on her brother - we don’t want him to always have to come second, literally.
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We also don’t want our daughter to learn that it’s okay to deal with people by
ordering and threatening. The picture is complicated by the fact that our daughter
came into our family through adoption when she 5 months old and our son was 2
years. We are mixed race couple - African-American and Caucasian - and our
daughter is Latina, so we all look different from each other in our family. We had
hoped that this would help our daughter not to feel like the odd one out of a mixed
set. I mention this because we had some early concerns about being sure she
attached to us all and felt equally a part of the family. These concerns are not
really an issue anymore but we wonder if we may have done something to send
our son the message that we all needed to put our daughter’s needs first. We’ve
tried talking to them about how everyone has equal rights and we have to be fair
but they both would rather ignore us. Lately, we’ve begun to step in and insist that
our son not give in all the time, but this doesn’t seem to be working. Several times
last week one of us stepped in to prevent our son from complying with an
unreasonable order, telling our daughter that her brother will be disappointed if he
always has to give up his toys and that it’s important to learn how to take turns.
Each time we could hear our son give in as soon as we left the room. We are
really wishing he’d put up a fight sometimes. Is there such a thing as too little
sibling rivalry and what’s the best way to get encourage both of them of them into
an equal, healthy relationship?
To some parents, the idea of too little sibling rivalry may seem as odd as worrying
about getting too much sleep. But relationships between very accommodating and
very dominant siblings will often produce just the sorts of concerns you are
expressing. A good rule of thumb in dealing with these sorts of dynamics is to try
to separate your concerns over specific behaviors from your concerns regarding
your children’s self-images. This will be your guide in deciding when to intervene
in an interaction between them. When your concerns are about behavior that is
severe enough to break family rules, intervene and enforce the rules. When your
concerns are more about the underlying emotional dynamics, your best option is
accept your children’s choices in a way that reminds them both that they are, in
fact, making choices, rather than obeying a the dictates of a pattern. So for
example, if your daughter orders your son to hand over the toy he is playing with
and he complies, your first step is to determine whether your daughter has
behaved in a way that violates family rules or if your concern is primarily that your
son is so quick to bend to his sister’s will. If it’s the former, then you will do best to
address your daughter’s behavior directly rather than instructing her on how she
is impacting her brother’s feelings. At her age, she likely to have little concept of
her brother’s emotional experience, and less interest in it (which is
developmentally appropriate). What she’s interested in is how people respond to
her. Her brother responds well to her demands, and so she makes them. She will
see no reason to share with him or speak differently to him unless her strategies
produce consistently poor results and alternate strategies produce good result.
You can create this dynamic when you enforce a behavioral boundary around her
actions. It’s appropriate to do this to a certain extent – things like hitting or
pushing must lead to a “negative outcome” whether your son objects or not. You
may also extend your prerogative regarding acceptable behaviors to things like
name-calling or using “please” and “thank you.” But as long as you are
addressing their interactions from the position of what is acceptable according to
family rules, you’ll do best to address your daughter’s behaviors on the basis of
those rules and not make the interaction about your son. Of course, any rules that
apply to your daughter have to apply to everyone in the house: if she has to say
“please” so does her brother and mom and dad. The universal application of
these rules is one important way that you demonstrate that your daughter is on
the same footing as her brother. When you enforce a boundary based on her
behavior rather than her impact on her brother, you have shifted an interaction
from being between your daughter and son to being between your daughter and
“the rules” (personified by mom and dad). These interactions will help to protect
your daughter from developing the sense that she is “above the law” or from
taking up the project of getting her brother to accept treatment that she knows is

wrong (which would eventually leave her feeling bad too). However, you can’t
manage the interactions between your children on the basis of rules alone. That
would require too many rules, be too difficult to consistently enforce, and most
importantly, it would prevent your children from experiencing and internalizing
the finer relational points of interaction.
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This brings us back to the times when your concern is mostly about your son’s
compliance rather than any particularly objectionable behavior on your
daughter’s part. From the sounds of it, your son is genuinely unperturbed by
giving into his sister most of the time. Just as your daughter, your son is
responding to his own temperamental preferences in their interactions. It would
be a different story if he was distraught and didn’t know how to hold his ground.
In this situation however, in pressing your son to be more resistant you risk
inadvertently delivering the message that his preferred way of interacting is
insufficient in your eyes. At this point, healthy equality between your children is
probably much better gauged by considering how empowered and supported
they each feel to respond to their own needs and wants within the structure of
the family rules. In practical terms, this means that rather than focusing on being
sure your son ends up with equal toy time or turns at being first, focus on
helping him build awareness around the choices he’s making. When you notice
him acquiesce, comment on it: “Your sister really likes to go first, and you
usually let her. But once in a while, you like to go first.” Tell them both that you
need to have a family plan for what to do when your son wants a turn at going
first (i.e.: we’ll take turns going first, even if it’s hard for the person not getting to
go first). Those will be the only times you will need to step in. In this way, you
reinforce the message that you are not all being ruled by your daughter’s
impressive will – rather you are enjoying a fortunate symbiosis of preference. As
long as you have communicated that exceptions to this arrangement are to be
expected, your son will be supported when he occasionally wants to hold onto
his preferences. In those times you roles as parents will be to uphold the
standards around taking turns, and behaving properly. No doubt, your daughter
will not quit her thrown quietly, which is fine. If you get sucked into trying to
convince her to accept the experience gracefully, you send the message that it’s
important to prevent your daughter from becoming upset. By being willing to
tolerate her protest and proceed lovingly but firmly with a boundary, you are
communicating to both of them that your daughter’s protests are not special or
scary; and you are modeling to your son that it’s reasonable to proceed despite
his sister’s displeasure in the moment. As long as you are consistent in
representing this position in the rare times when your son does choose to
advance his own interests or resist his sisters demands, you can feel free to
appreciate the current harmony without concern that you are establishing a
pattern that will effect the self-esteem of either of your children.

