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| INTRODUCTION |

FOR JUST a few minutes, allow me to skip the technical and scientific descriptions of oppositional defiant disorder (we’ll get to those in chapter one). Chances are you already know what oppositional defiant disorder is like if you (1) were ever a child or teenager yourself, or (2) if you have a child or teenager living in your house. Oppositional defiant disorder is an exaggerated attempt on the part of a child or teenager to prove to you that you don’t have any power over them. Most of us have acted this way before to one extent or another.

When mental health professionals talk about the term oppositional defiant disorder, the word of most concern to parents is typically disorder. It is a word fraught with negative connotations implying that the child has some sort of disease that parents are somehow responsible for. If I had the power to change the diagnostic labels we use in the field of psychology, I would change the term to oppositional defiant spectrum.

Why spectrum? The reason, simply enough, is that every child and teenager displays oppositional, defiant behavior at some point. Some display it to a degree that is more reasonably termed an occasional irritation than a disorder. Others, however, display it with such frequency and intensity that it keeps them in constant trouble with parents, teachers, and legal authorities.

There is good news implied in this notion of a spectrum. The best news is that oppositional behavior should rarely be viewed as a mental illness in the same way that schizophrenia, manic depression, or multiple personality disorder can be seen as mental illnesses. To put it another way, most of the people you meet who are schizophrenic are mentally ill and, barring medical miracles, are likely to stay that way. Few of the children and teenagers you meet who display oppositional behavior are mentally ill in the traditional sense of the word. In fact, under the right conditions and circumstances, they quickly change their behavior.

This book is my attempt to explain how parents can set up the right conditions and circumstances to help oppositional children and teenagers change their behavior. Be prepared for them to resist change and to ignore your attempts to use reason and logic to convince them. They believe that if they ignore you, they can just keep doing what they do. This book is about how you can talk to your oppositional child and what you can do once talk has failed.

I’m optimistic about the outcome for oppositional children and teenagers once parents begin to use the methods I’ve described in this book. Over the years I’ve seen many of them change from surly and combative to cooperative and productive. Part of my reason for optimism is that oppositional children and teenagers are often quite bright, creative, and vigorous. These are characteristics that bode well for long-term success, and with the right kind of help, that’s what your oppositional child can achieve.


| CHAPTER ONE |

Understanding the
Defiant Child

WHENEVER I think about the defiant child, I think about Tom. When I first met Tom, he was sixteen years old and had skipped most of the first semester of his sophomore year in high school. His father, a research scientist, informed me on the phone that Tom had driven most of his teachers close to assault with his mouth and his attitude. Although he was bright, he was headed down a path that would leave him lucky to graduate. He had just been arrested at a friend’s home, along with several other boys his age.

Soon after the friend’s parents left for dinner and a movie, a party had broken out. Tom and his friends got drunk and cranked up the stereo. A neighbor phoned in a complaint. When the police came, Tom grabbed one of them by the arm. He was charged with assault and resisting arrest and, from my viewpoint, was lucky to have run into a police officer not quick to respond with force.

When I walked out into my waiting room to meet Tom, I saw a tall, rangy, pimply faced young man sitting in a chair, reading one of the magazines on my coffee table. I introduced myself to him and asked him to come back to my office. He responded by refusing to look at me or speak and continued to read.

Having learned long ago not to get into confrontations such as these, I told Tom that he could come back to my office when he pleased. I also added that his father might find it interesting to learn that he was paying good money to have Tom just sit in my waiting room and look at magazines.

Tom found his way back to my office after about ten minutes. His first words to me were that he didn’t intend to listen to anything I had to say. He explained that psychology was not a real science, like physics or chemistry, so there was nothing I could tell him that was of any value. Then he sat down and began to read my magazine again.

The diagnostic term that psychologists use for young people like Tom is oppositional defiant disorder. They come in all ages, sizes, races, all social backgrounds, and from both sexes. The American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition, uses the following criteria to describe their behavior:

A pattern of negativistic, hostile, and defiant behavior lasting at least six months, during which four (or more) of the following are present:

[image: image] often loses temper

[image: image] often argues with adults

[image: image] often actively defies or refuses to comply with adults’ requests or rules

[image: image] often deliberately annoys people

[image: image] often blames others for his or her mistakes or misbehaviors

[image: image] is often touchy or easily annoyed by others

[image: image] is often angry and resentful

[image: image] is often spiteful or vindictive

It is important to note that normal childhood attempts to defeat authority do not constitute full-blown oppositional states. The behaviors noted above should occur at a rate and intensity far beyond that seen in the subject’s peers and should be of such magnitude that they create noticeable difficulties in social, academic, and occupational functioning.

Children pass through several stages as they mature, stages in which they challenge your authority, in which they question your most cherished beliefs. It is appropriate for a child to push the limits set down by the parents; if they don’t push against them, they will not know where they are. It should come as no surprise that sometimes the preacher’s kid goes through a period of being profane, the police officer’s through a period of vandalism, the teacher’s through a period of academic failure. Such episodes should not be seen as parenting failures. They are just the results of young people testing the limits of their worlds.

It becomes important to understand what represents a “normal” amount of oppositional behavior and where the boundary of “normal” ends. In general, oppositional children have a drive to defeat adults that assumes absurd proportions. They are as relentless as gravity in their pursuit of proving adults to be wrong, stupid, or both.

To fully understand the behavior of oppositional children, we first have to understand how they think and how they see the world. Below I outline several “rules” for comprehending the behavior and thought patterns of oppositional children. These should help you realize that, as with any system of irrational or disturbed thinking, the person acting is not aware that he is coming to irrational conclusions or behaving in an irrational manner. Also, you will see one additional theme threaded through each of these guidelines: The dominant thoughts of the oppositional child revolve around defeating anyone’s attempt to exercise authority over him. If you were to ask an oppositional child if this is how he thinks, he would probably deny it. If you were to ask his parents if this is how their child behaves, most would say, “That’s my kid.” This insight will be key to understanding and dealing with the oppositional child.

RULE 1: OPPOSITIONAL CHILDREN LIVE IN A FANTASY LAND IN WHICH THEY ARE ABLE TO DEFEAT ALL AUTHORITY FIGURES.

For some children and teenagers, a fantasy land in which they always defeat adults is a much more interesting place than reality. One description I’ve heard from parents goes like this: “It doesn’t matter what I do. I can spank her, ground her, yell at her, or take things away. I could take away everything she owns, but nothing seems to get to her. I can talk till I’m blue in the face.”

When a child or teenager is living in oppositional fantasy land, he may as well be living in another dimension. It seems like your messages, requests, and demands take light years to register. I worked with one young woman, for example, whose personal style revolved around black fingernail polish, jet black dyed hair, multiple crucifixes, miniskirts, and workboots. I could say to her, “It looks like a nice day outside,” and she would say, “Only if you’re stupid enough to think the sun is good for you.” I would say, “I hope you have a good weekend,” and she returned with, “Fun is for people who can’t think.” I found little to say that she did not disagree with in order to show me that I could not influence her in any way. I suspect that in her mind each of her put-downs constituted a mark in the victory column.

I couldn’t take it personally because she treated everyone this way. In the words of a comedian I once heard on television, she was an equal opportunity offender. She would engage in such adversarial conversation with anyone-whether it was me, her parents, or her teachers. This is not to say that I condoned her behavior. As this book unfolds you will find that I am a firm believer in setting limits and imposing consequences for rude behavior. But I also believe that oppositional behavior must first be understood before it can attempt be controlled.

RULE 2: OPPOSITIONAL CHILDREN ARE OPTIMISTIC.

Russel believed that, since he didn’t want to see me, the best thing to do was to beat me up. He was nine and weighed in at almost seventy-five pounds. I’m somewhat older than nine and weigh in at just a tad more. Russel tried to twist my wrist and tried to grab my tie and tie it in a knot. “OK,” he said, “just you and me, outside!” Russel, by anyone’s standards, was being optimistic.

Rule two grows out of rule one, in that oppositional children and teenagers see every interaction with adults as a win-lose proposition, are vigorously intent on winning, and would not be willing to continually take on adults, particularly those willing to punish them, unless they had at least some hope for success. It is the optimistic fantasy of victory that sets them free to engage so many adults in battle. This is warped optimism, but optimism nonetheless.

Oppositional optimism is often directed toward a particular goal. Michelle had it as her goal to get kicked out of school in her freshman year so that she would be sent to alternative education, a program that she mistakenly believed would make no demands on her. In order to get what she wanted, she skipped classes, beat up other girls in the hallways, and had nothing but a surly attitude toward anyone who attempted to engage her.

Michelle loved to give me a list of the people she had done battle with each week. Her blue eyes would crackle, and she would put her chubby fingers over her mouth when she giggled, displaying her notably large collection of cheap rings. Her straw-colored hair frizzed outward, giving her the appearance of being electrified. The only time I saw her animated like this was when she was recounting the week’s victories, and she made me realize that happy must be the warrior who, in her own mind, never fails.

It is not just the unfriendly and aggressive child or teenager who is oppositional. I recently had a conversation with a merry little nine-year-old who initially saw me after deciding that he didn’t have to do chores any longer because if he couldn’t give his parents chores, neither could they give them to him. We were at a stage of therapy in which I help children begin to examine their decision-making process. We were talking about how he had to learn to stay calm when his parents told him “No.” His tendency had been to either flip out or pitch a crying jag, and we were talking about how big guys like himself had to learn to just accept his parent’s answer. I used the example, “What if you wanted some jelly beans and your parents told you ‘No,’ what would you do?”

“I’d wait until they were upstairs or in the shower, and then I’d take them.”

“That might get you into big trouble.”

“I’d get away with it because they wouldn’t see me.”

“What if your brother or sister saw you.”

“Then I’d only take one while they were watching, because they wouldn’t care if I only took one. Then when they weren’t watching I’d take the bag and hide it under my bed.”

“What if your mom or dad found it under your bed?”

“I’d tell them someone else put it there”

And so on.

For every possible consequence I could come up with, he had a ready answer. The defining character of all of his answers was that he would defeat the adults by use of strategy, guile, cunning, or lying. Every oppositional child and teenager I know has this oppositional optimism, this belief that they will defeat authority’s attempt to control them or limit their behavior.

What follows is my memory of a conversation about running away from home that I’ve had with what seems like hundreds of teenagers over the years. The faces change, but the conversation remains the same. It’s as if there is some universal faulty-logic gene that gets inserted into oppositional kids’ DNA at conception.

“I’m going to run away from home.”

“You’ll create more problems for yourself than you’ll solve. After you run away, your parents will call the police, and they’ll put out a warrant for you.”

“They can’t catch me.”

“I’ve known fifty people your age who told me they wouldn’t get caught, and they all ended up in the juvenile home. They got caught.”

“But I won’t.”

“Why not?”

“I’m too fast [or substitute ‘smart’] to get caught.”

“That’s what the other ones thought.”

“I’m faster [or ‘smarter’] than they are.”

RULE 3: OPPOSITIONAL CHILDREN FAIL TO LEARN FROM EXPERIENCE.

Michelle failed to learn from experience because she viewed the world through the distortions of oppositional victory. She displayed little if any insight into why her parents were constantly angry with her, why her teachers cut her little slack, and why she was always the first to be blamed when trouble arose. She continued to run with a group of peers who stole several hundred dollars worth of her mother’s jewelry one night when her parents were trusting enough to leave her at home while they were out. Her parents, in an act of sheer frustration, invited their own friends over one evening when she was gone and asked them to please go into her room and take anything they would like to have. Even in the face of such parental interventions, Michelle continued to break every rule imaginable. Like most oppositional children, when pressed to explain why she was always in so much trouble with the adults around her, she relied on the conspiracy theory. “Everyone has it in for me,” she would say. “I don’t know why.”

Our girl in black has also failed to learn from experience. She is bright, a talented artist, and quick witted. But she describes everything around her as dumb and every adult around her as stupid. She adamantly insists that all the things everyone else seems to enjoy are boring to her, and she has gone everywhere and seen everything there is to see. She finds that no friends call, and she is rarely asked out for a date. She is depressed, but her medications have thus far offered her little relief. She is unwilling to believe that the way she thinks has a negative effect on her or on others.

RULE 4: YOU MUST BE FAIR TO ME, REGARDLESS OF HOW I TREAT YOU.

John was fifteen, looked eighteen, and behaved like a thirty-year-old criminal. He had a surly disposition and was devoid of the urge to return any nicety you might extend to him. He would just stare at you and smirk if you asked him how he was doing.

John was not reciprocal, meaning that he felt no more need to interact with human beings than the proverbial junkyard dog. John saw people as object or as function, meaning that he was concerned only with what you could provide him or do for him. He took it as a given that he had to do nothing for you. When I met John he was failing school miserably, had alienated all of his teachers, had learned to manipulate his mother by threatening to hit her, and was skipping school on a regular basis.

He had shoved his English teacher in the classroom one day and was sent to the office. Because he had been in the office most of the day, he failed to hand in an English assignment and his teacher refused to accept it the next day. John was outraged that his teacher, the same woman he had shoved, refused to accept his assignment and could simply not understand when I indicated to him that not accepting the paper was probably the teacher’s way of getting revenge. He sputtered for a second, the only time I saw him lose his composure. “Teachers,” he said, “are supposed to be fair.”

You can’t take John’s behavior personally, because if you did you would want to clobber him. The desire on the part of adults to whack kids like John (at fifteen he could hardly be considered anything other than a child, regardless of his size and thugish attitude) exposes the underbelly of many adults’ responses to oppositional children.

Although thoughtful adults are rightfully troubled by the urge to clobber a kid, they can at least see the strength of the urge as a barometer of just how oppositional the child is. When oppositional behavior and lack of concern about reciprocity and fairness collide with an adult’s attempt to be nice or fair, the typical adult response is to feel taken advantage of.

Take the case of Ryan, a classically handsome high school senior who was athletically gifted, remarkably popular, and at least smart enough to get by in high school. He had come to the conclusion that, at eighteen, he no longer needed to pay attention to what his parents had to say. He maintained this attitude despite the fact that they purchased a car for him, purchased most of his clothing, gave him most of his spending money, and took care of him in every other way.

On his eighteenth birthday, Ryan’s parents threw a surprise party for him. During the course of the party, he and his friends decided to have fun by stomping on the popcorn and potato chips. Afterward, they decided to leave early to go elsewhere and have some real fun.

His response to his parents’ request that he help clean up the chips was that he hadn’t asked for the party to begin with so he wasn’t responsible for its aftermath. To say that his parents wanted to clobber him is an understatement, but to say that Ryan was a bit lacking in empathy and fairness toward them would also be an understatement.

It is well known in the folklore of child psychology that many of the victims of childhood physical abuse are oppositional children who are unfortunate enough to live with adults who cannot contain their own fantasies of revenge. This in itself may be the root cause of the next rule.

RULE 5: OPPOSITIONAL CHILDREN SEEK REVENGE WHEN ANGERED.

I saw a boy a number of years ago who could be described as a redheaded dynamo. When sitting (something he rarely did), he looked cute. There was nothing cute about his attitude, however. At age five he was ruling his parents through his demanding, negativistic manner, and any attempt on their part to punish or control him resulted in intense tantrums, name calling, hitting, spitting, biting, and kicking. His parents, both haggard twenty-five-year-olds, told me that they had no control over him.

I got a chance to witness their lack of control first hand during our initial meeting. When it came time to go back to my office, he hid under one of the chairs in my waiting room and refused to come out. Over the next few minutes, no amount of coaxing, reasoning, or bribing could move him. He simply sat there. The parents looked at me, defeated, and indicated that there was nothing they could do. I told them that, were he my child, I would pick him up and carry him back to the office. Then I would do whatever was necessary to keep him there. The child seemed momentarily stunned when his father pulled him out from under the chair, then unleashed a torrent of yelling and threats on the way down the hallway in his father’s arms. As might be expected, once they put him down in my office, he headed straight for the door. Both parents looked at me, as if seeking my permission, and then hauled him back in the room. His mood at that point seemed something akin to a wet tomcat. They asked me what they should do, because it was apparent that once they let him go he would simply head back to the door.

My response was that if they knew he would go back to the door, it would be foolish to let him go until he made a firm promise to stay away from the door. Both parents wanted to know if doing something like that wasn’t abusive, and I assured them that it was not. I explained that all they were doing was re-establishing themselves as the ones in charge. We talked about the idea that a home commanded by a five-year-old is the emotional equivalent of allowing that same child to drive the family home at the end of the session. The outcome of each situation is equally predictable.

During the next twenty minutes, each parent took turns holding the child, with him yelling and making threats all the while. At the end of twenty minutes he was slick with sweat, and he finally promised that he would sit and talk about his behavior at home.

We were amazed. He showed a clear awareness of how his behavior was different from that of other kids his age, and he was aware that it needed to change. We ended the session on what I believed to be friendly terms, and I walked with the redhead and his parents back out into the waiting area. He asked to use the bathroom, which was adjacent to the waiting area, and I spoke with his parents until he returned.

This was one of those situations where intuition took over, and I asked his parents to wait for a second while I checked my bathroom. It was wrecked. He had poured water on the floor, then had thrown toilet paper into the puddle of water. The tissue box atop the toilet was emptied into the sink. He had tipped over the trash can. He had, quite clearly, taken revenge on me for my role in having his parents control him during the visit.

RULE 6: OPPOSITIONAL CHILDRENNEEDTO FEEL TOUGH.

This rule is reserved primarily for extremely oppositional teenagers—the ones who truly seem to warrant the label sociopath. Jim provides a good example. He came from a family that valued being tough above all other qualities. His description of a normal week included several fights, riding his motorcycle more than one hundred thirty miles per hour, and seeing how many people he could knock out at football practice.

In the summer I first met him, there had been an outbreak of young males from different high schools beating each other up. This may sound like typical school rivalry, but it had taken a nasty turn. The pattern was for several boys to jump a boy they found alone, the several often armed with baseball bats. Jim had himself been attacked one night while sitting in his car at a fast food restaurant. Someone had come up to his open window, said “Hey!” and hit him square in the face when he turned his head. His response was to grab his car jack handle and go after the assailant and his friends. They tried to get in their own car and leave, but not before Jim had put some good dents in it.

In Jim’s mind, this level of response was absolutely necessary. For him to respond in any other way would have been an act of cowardice. Although the merits of this philosophy may be debated, it becomes a problem when such an attitude colors a child or teenager’s interactions with everyone. Jim always had to respond with force, whether it was hitting his younger brother for not giving him the TV remote control or hitting his little sister for talking back to him. The few times he exposed his deeper thoughts and emotions, they revolved around the idea that it was necessary to prove that no one could make him do anything. He could not articulate why this was important and seemed mystified that not everyone followed his line of logic. To him, everything seemed so clear.

RULE 7: OPPOSITIONAL CHILDREN BELIEVE THAT IF THEY IGNORE YOU LONG ENOUGH, YOU’LL RUN OUT OF MOVES.

Every parent of an oppositional child is aware of this rule, whether or not they have heard it stated this clearly. Oppositional children believe that if they ignore their parents’ attempts to use reason and logic, then the parents have nothing left to do. No moves left, so to speak. For example, if you tell your oppositional child not to turn on the TV, he likely believes at some level that, if he just ignores you, he has a fair chance of getting away with watching it anyway. The cycle goes something like this: You talk, he ignores. You talk more, he ignores. And so on. Pretty soon you, too, may come to believe that you have no moves left.

Sandy, an oppositional fifteen-year-old I first saw because she had been caught shoplifting, had a habit of sneaking downstairs late at night, taking the keys to the family car, and joy riding with her friends. Sandy’s parents had caught her stealing the car before and gave her a stern warning not to do it ever again. They used reason and logic, such as “You’re an uninsured driver and if you killed someone we’d be sued for everything we owned.” Sandy ignored such reasoning, as oppositional children do. Apparently, she felt her parents would eventually run out of moves.

At some point, Sandy’s parents bought a new car. As you might guess, they gave her stern warnings about stealing the new car, and they probably used lots of reason and logic. Sandy swore she would not touch the new car, a promise that lasted for about four nights. She took the car, picked up her friends, and somehow managed to blow out a rear tire. Because the car was a front wheel drive model, they were able to drive it home and park it in the driveway. It listed badly to the right, since by now the right rear tire had come all of the way off and the wheel cover was gone. All that remained was the rim.

The next morning, Sandy’s mother accused her of having something to do with the damaged car, but Sandy was an expert at covering her own tracks when the pressure was on. She explained to her mother that the blowout must have occurred the day before when her mother was driving home from work. Since the new car had front wheel drive and excellent suspension, she probably hadn’t even noticed the loss. Her mother, fair-minded soul that she was, accepted this explanation.

They had an appointment with me a few days after all of this. In the course of our conversation the story about the blown tire came up. My response was to laugh. If I recall, I didn’t just laugh, I laughed until I had tears in my eyes. Sandy was gesturing to me frantically to shut up. Her mother’s eyes became wide, round, and focused.

That evening, Sandy’s parents confronted her, at which time she tearfully and dramatically claimed to have finally learned her lesson. She assured her parents that she would never take the car again, but her parents had finally learned that their trust was misplaced. They made a deal with each other to keep watch during the next few nights, and soon enough they heard her sneak out of the house and take the car. She was gone for about two hours, drove back in the driveway, re-entered the house, and went back into her bedroom. After she was asleep, her parents went into her bedroom and cut off her bangs. (A bit of history: This all occurred at a time when girls in her area wore rather extravagant bangs, modeled after the actress Farrah Fawcett from the television show Charlie’s Angels. For Sandy and her friends, their bangs were their pride and joy.)

Her parents told me that they heard a scream after Sandy



RULE 8: OPPOSITIONAL CHILDREN BELIEVE THEMSELVES TO BE EQUAL TO THEIR PARENTS.





















RULE 9: OPPOSITIONAL CHILDREN FROM MIDDLE-CLASS HOMES EMULATE THE BEHAVIOR OF THEIR LEAST-SUCCESSFUL PEERS.















RULE 10: OPPOSITIONAL CHILDREN AND TEENAGERS ATTEMPT TO ANSWER MOST QUESTIONS WITH “I DON’T KNOW.”






RULE 11: OPPOSITIONAL LOGIC REVOLVES AROUND DENIAL OF RESPONSIBILITY.
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