
Tips for Parents by Susie Kohl 

Choices the Key to Managing Power Struggles  

T TAKES CLEVERNESS AND CREATIVITY to respond to power struggles in positive ways with 

children of every age. Recently a mom asked me to write about a young child who refuses to 

get in his car seat. Which of us hasn’t gone through an argument getting a child properly 

installed in the car? It’s important to understand what’s at play in situations that involve control.  

Starting about the age of eighteen months, children begin to feel an important need—an internal 

push to develop some independence and autonomy, a necessary stage on the road to becoming a 

whole person. The key to handling children is to give them some power but not give in to unrea-

sonable demands. One way to do that is to create some viable choices: “Can you put on your 

own seat belt, or should I do it?” “Do you want to hear a story when you get in the seat or listen 

to a CD?” One mother “deputized” her son to be in charge of everyone putting their seatbelts on 

when they get in the car. 

Choices shouldn’t be offered in a punitive way, nor is it helpful if they aren’t real—if they don’t 

contain any real autonomy for the child: “Are you going to get in that seat or am I going to put 

you in right now?” We may end up placing the child in the seat, but it will help everyone’s mood 

if we sing a song or find some other distraction while we are doing it. The main objective is to 

walk around the push-and-pull of power struggles. Practicing when children are young will help 

us handle those natural tendencies when they are teenagers. 
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