
 

 

Defiance and Power Struggles 

Summary 

Why Defiance and Power Struggles? 

Three-to-four-year-olds are aware that they are their own individual person. They are more 

capable of doing everyday tasks and activities without the assistance of an adult. This 

realization of separateness and independence can lead to power struggles. Whether your child 

is angrily telling you “no” when you need to get them dressed or crying hysterically while 

refusing to leave the house for a commitment, learning how to deal with defiance and your 

child’s attempts to gain power can become a regular challenge if you don’t create plans and 

strategies for managing those moments.  

Tip These steps are best done when you and your child are not tired or in a rush.  

 

Tip Intentional communication and a healthy parenting relationship support these steps. 

Step 1. Get Your Child Thinking by Getting Their Input 

● Ask, “How do you feel? How do you think I feel?”  

○ For example, if your child is making a disagreeable facial expression, say, 

“Freeze,” like a game. Pull out the mirror, ask them to repeat the face, and ask 

about what that facial expression represents. For example, “Your eyebrows are 

squished down, and your mouth is frowning. Are you feeling mad?” 

● Ask about how they feel when they can do something on their own. Then, ask them 

about times when they need to ask for help. Let them know that every person has 

occasions when they need to ask for help, even parents! 

● When reading books, look at the images of children or animals and guess the feelings by 

asking, “What do you think this character is thinking? What do you think that character is 

feeling?” 

● Practicing naming feelings will enable your child to identify their own feelings as well as 

others and seek support when they need it. This can help reduce power struggles as 

your child gains competence.  



 

● Use your best listening skills! Remember, what makes a parent angry or frustrated can 

differ greatly from what angers or frustrates a child.  

Step 2. Teach New Skills by Interactive Modeling 

● Teach your child positive behaviors. Each time your child acts defiantly, ask yourself 

what positive behavior you need to teach and practice that can replace the defiant 

behavior. 

● Raising your voice and your level of upset in response to your child’s defiant behavior or 

power struggle will only increase the intensity and duration of your child’s upset. Yelling 

only communicates that you are raising the level of emotional intensity, not diminishing 

it.  

● Play together using power positively. Pinpoint a challenging time of day such as 

bedtime. Enlist a stuffed friend or doll for your child to teach. Ask, “How can we teach 

your bear about our bedtime routine?” And be sure to ask, “What does the bear find 

tough about going to bed? How could we make him more comfortable with it?”  

● Brainstorm coping strategies. Some ideas include imagining your favorite place, taking a 

walk, getting a drink of water, taking deep breaths, counting, drawing, or building 

something. 

● Reflect on your child’s defiant words and actions or times when they attempt to engage 

you in a power struggle so you can be prepared to help. Ask yourself, 

○ “How can my child gain power or control in healthy, acceptable ways?” Don’t 

forget that seeking power is a human need but how we seek power is key in 

building competence. 

○ Think about your most challenging moments. Does it occur at a time when it 

makes sense to proactively offer your child two limited authentic choices - no 

matter how small - to offer them a sense of control? “We need to pick up the toys 

before dinnertime. Do you want to start in the living room or your bedroom?” 

○ Is a challenging moment an opportunity to build leadership skills? Can you ask 

for help when your child is seeking power? For example, if your child says, “No! I 

don’t want to leave the park,” you might say, “Our next activity is getting ready for 

lunch. I need your help to pick out the cups and plates we should use. Will you 

help me decide which ones are best for today?” 

○ Find small opportunities to help your child mend relationships if there’s been 

harm caused between children. Siblings offer a regular chance to practice this! If 

there’s fighting, then talk to your child about how they feel first. When you’ve 

identified that they had a role in causing harm, brainstorm together how they 

might make their sibling feel better. You might ask, “What could you do?”  

○ Allow your child to supply answers and you may be surprised at how many 

options they come up with. Support and guide them to follow through on 

selecting one and doing it.  



 

Step 3. Practice to Grow Skills and Develop Habits 

● Allow your child the chance to take steps to meet their big challenges, whether they are 

working on tasting new foods for the first time, exploring the objects in their environment, 

or attempting to communicate with new words or phrases. 

● Use “Show me…” When a power struggle typically ensues and you’ve taught them new 

ways to use their power, you can prompt by saying, “Show me how you can get ready to 

leave on time. I will set a timer.”  

● Recognize effort: “I noticed how you started to get frustrated when you were buttoning 

your coat, but you took some deep breaths and kept trying. That’s excellent!”  

● Accept feelings (even ones you don’t like!): “I hear you’re upset. What can you do to help 

yourself feel better?” 

● Practice deep breathing.  

● Practice everyday skills. Allow your child the opportunity, with your loving support, to go 

slowly as they attempt to button a coat. 

● Do a dry run if you sense your child might worry about or fear a new person or 

experience. Your child might act defiantly, refusing to try something new because they 

fear the situation. For example, if you have a trip planned, go to the airport together, buy 

a snack and sit and watch the travelers pass by you before your own trip occurs to help 

your child become comfortable in that new environment. 

Step 4. Support Your Child’s Development and Success 

● Ask key questions to support their skills: “We are headed to the playground. I know it’s 

tough to leave when you’re having fun. Remember I’ll give a reminder to do your last fun 

activity before we go. If you feel upset, we can take some deep breaths together.” 

● Learn about your child’s development.  

● Stay engaged. Try out new and different coping strategies to see what works best. 

● Follow through on logical consequences to repair harm when needed. 

Step 5. Recognize Effort and Quality to Foster Motivation 

● Recognize and call out when it is going well: “I noticed when you got upset, you came 

and asked for help. That’s a great idea.” 

● Recognize small steps along the way.  

● Build celebrations into your routine. For example, after getting through your bedtime 

routine, snuggle together and read before bed.  
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