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Introduction

This book reflects my developing interest in two topics: parental limit-setting practices and individual differences in children’s temperament and learning styles over a twenty-year period. In 1993, I wrote my first book, Setting Limits: Raising Responsible, Independent Children with Clear Boundaries. The book provides parents with the basic tools they need to set clear, firm limits with children of all ages. The methods work with all kids—compliant kids, difficult kids, and those in between—but in 1993 I didn’t fully understand why.

When I shared the methods with parents and teachers at my workshops, I heard the same reports over and over again. Some kids tested a lot. Others kids tested much less. A small percentage of kids were off the charts and tested constantly. Everywhere I went, I heard the same stories. It was always the same small group of kids that caused 90 percent of the problems at home, in the schools, and in the community.

Most of the parents in my workshops enjoyed very positive outcomes with their new limit-setting tools—less testing, fewer power struggles, better cooperation, and more satisfying relationships—but some had to work a lot harder than others to get there. I suspected this had more to do with their kids and less to do with their limit setting. That’s when I became very interested in individual differences in children’s temperaments and learning styles.

My intended target audience was all parents, but that’s not the way it turned out. Few parents came to my workshops overwhelmed by the problems they faced with their compliant, easy-to-raise children. The majority came looking for answers for the problems they were having with their strong-willed, difficult-to-raise kids. They were my true target audience, and their stories inspired my interest in differences in children’s temperaments.

As fate and good fortune would have it, I had a strong-willed child of my own. My second son, Ian, is a wonderful guy, but he is very strong-willed, and he was challenging to raise. His older brother, Scott, is more compliant. My wife and I used the same limit-setting approach with both boys and got the same results, but we had to work a lot harder with Ian to get there. His temperament and learning style were very different from his compliant brother’s.

My experiences with Ian and the consistent stories parents shared in my workshops confirmed my suspicions. I had overlooked a very important factor in the guidance and discipline equation: differences in children’s temperament. Limit setting is about teaching. Temperament is about learning. Child guidance is a continual interaction between the parents’ limit-setting methods and the child’s temperament through all stages of the child’s development. These appeared to be the two big variables in the equation. It was time to get back to the drawing board and do some more research.

In 1998, I revised Setting Limits and incorporated current research on children’s temperaments and learning styles with the material I already had on limit setting. I refer to this book as my “regular-strength edition” because it focuses on the full range of children’s temperaments and learning styles. Finally, the two big pieces of the equation came together. The revision was well received, which inspired my next writing project for my real target audience.

In 2001, I wrote Setting Limits with Your Strong-Willed Child, which I affectionately refer to as my “extra-strength edition.” This book addresses the limit-setting challenges parents face during early and middle childhood with strong-willed, difficult-to-raise kids. The book was a huge success. It helps parents understand their child’s unique individual temperament and learning style and gives them the tools they need to set limits and teach their rules more effectively.

When your limit-setting methods are well matched to your child’s temperament and learning style, amazing things begin to happen. Communication improves. Limit testing and power struggles decrease. Cooperation and learning improve dramatically.

You can’t change the blueprint for your child’s temperament and learning style. These traits have already been determined, but you can get to know that blueprint and learn to work with it effectively. Now the really good news! Your child’s temperament and learning style are only half of the overall equation. The other half of the equation, your limit-setting methods, is solidly within your control. You can improve the match, and when you do, you get to enjoy the rewards that come with this special connection—better communication and cooperation, fewer power struggles, and more satisfying relationships. The goal is within your reach.

What happened during the thirteen years since I wrote Setting Limits with Your Strong-Willed Child? The kids in the book grew up, and so did their parents’ need for effective limit-setting tools during the adolescent years. I became overwhelmed with parent requests for help with their strong-willed, difficult-to-raise teens. Setting Limits with Your Strong-Willed Teen expands the themes of temperament and learning style into adolescence and addresses the limit-setting challenges parents face during this difficult period.

The focus and scope of this book are very narrow. Setting Limits with Your Strong-Willed Teen is about the basics: understanding your teen’s temperament and learning style and adjusting your limit-setting practices accordingly. The goal is to help you improve the match. When you do, good things happen. The teaching-and-learning process goes much more smoothly. It’s not magic. It’s just the power of a good match.

This book will help you improve the match. Setting Limits with Your Strong-Willed Teen provides you with the information and tools you need to understand your strong-willed teen, stop unacceptable behavior and power struggles, and teach your rules in the clearest and most understandable way. You can say goodbye to all the ineffective methods that wear you down and get you nowhere. No more repeating, reminding, reasoning, explaining, arguing, debating, lecturing, threatening, punishing, or cajoling. Your teen will understand what you mean when you learn to set clear, firm limits and support your rules with natural and logical consequences. This book will show you how to do that. The methods should be a refreshing change to the ineffective extremes of punishment and permissiveness.

This book is divided into two sections to help you answer two basic questions: What’s going on? and What do you do about it? Chapters 1–7 are designed to help you understand the dynamics that operate between you and your teen and recognize the things you’re doing that aren’t working for you. Without this awareness, it will be difficult, if not impossible, to avoid repeating your old mistakes, because most of them are made unconsciously.

Chapter 1 will help you understand your teen’s temperament, as well as your own, and learn how temperament affects behavior. In Chapter 2, you’ll discover how your teen’s temperament and the forces of adolescence collide to create a confusing picture of who your teen is trying to become. In Chapter 3, you’ll develop a better understanding of your changing role as the parent and why your teen needs you to coach from the sidelines and stay off the playing field.

In Chapter 4, you’ll understand why teens need limits and the important role limits play in guiding teens down the path toward healthy development. In Chapter 5, you’ll discover how teens learn your rules based upon individual differences in their temperaments and learning styles. You’ll see that aggressive research is a normal and natural process for many teens. In Chapters 6 and 7, you’ll identify your limit-setting approach and determine whether your limits are firm or soft.

With an understanding of what’s not working for you, you’ll be ready to add some important new tools to your parenting toolkit. Chapters 8 through 16 form the core of your skill-training program. In Chapters 8–11, you’ll learn how to give clear, firm, limit-setting messages with your words, how to stop power struggles before they begin, how to support your rules with natural and logical consequences, and how to manage the next wave of resistance you’ll likely encounter.

Determining your teen’s readiness for new freedoms and privileges is one of the most challenging issues parents face during adolescence. It’s also one of the biggest sources of conflict and power struggles. In Chapters 13 and 14, you’ll understand why teens and parents approach the topic of readiness from such different perspectives, and learn an easy procedure for determining your teen’s readiness with the least amount of conflict and acrimony.

Trust is the underpinning of all good relationships and one of the best measures of character development. In Chapter 15, you’ll learn about the Trust Bank Account that exists between all parents and teens and how to use this important tool to teach valuable lessons about relationships and character. In Chapter 16, you’ll learn how to fix an overdrawn Trust Bank Account and help your teen get pointed in the right direction.

The primary focus of this book is on improving the match between your limit-setting methods and your teen’s temperament and learning style. Effective limit setting will help all teens stay on a healthier path, accomplish their developmental tasks, and move safely into adulthood, but limit setting is not a panacea for all teen problems. Some teens need more. Chapter 17 will help you determine when professional help is needed and where to go when it is.

Learning the methods in this book will be relatively easy. Most are clear and fairly straightforward. The hardest part, for many of you, will be to overcome your compelling desire to revert to your old bad habits and do things the way you did in the past. On an intellectual level, you may recognize that the methods will lead to the type of change you desire, but the methods may not feel comfortable to you or your teen in the beginning. You’ll likely encounter resistance from many sources, including from within yourself. If this happens to you, I encourage you to refer back to Chapter 11 to help restore the broader perspective and stay focused on your goals.

Expect to make mistakes when you begin practicing your new skills. Mistakes are okay. They’re part of learning. If you’re the kind of parent who’s hard on yourself, write yourself a forgiveness slip. Your goal should be improvement, not perfection, and you will improve the more you practice. I didn’t develop a sense of confidence with my limit setting until my boys left the house. I think that’s the way it’s supposed to be when you’re raising teens.

Parents frequently tell me that the examples in the book resemble their own teen or family circumstances. That’s a good thing. Often, it’s easier to see yourself through the experiences of others. Most of the examples in this book reflect actual cases from my family counseling work. In all cases, the names have been changed to protect the privacy of those involved.

When you complete the book, refer to the suggestions for getting started in the Appendix. These tips will help you start off at a comfortable pace and provide a schedule for adding new tools to your toolkit.

Guidance for teens is a broad topic encompassing many important subtopics, such as building positive relationships, peer group influences, decision making and problem solving, family communication, puberty and physical health, sexual identity, adjusting to divorce, stepfamilies, blended families, friendships, dating and sexuality, character development, morals and values, financial responsibilities, leisure time, curfews, and school issues. Although this book overlaps with many of these subtopics, they are not the central focus of this book. In the Suggested Reading section, I’ve included references for those desiring more information on some of the important subtopics.

The guidance tools in this book have helped thousands of parents and teachers enjoy more satisfying and cooperative relationships, not only with strong-willed teens but with all teens. If you’re willing to invest the time and energy needed to learn the skills and add the new tools to your parenting toolkit, you too can share the rewards. Enjoy Setting Limits with Your Strong-Willed Teen.
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Who Is This Strong-Willed Teen?

Does your teenager challenge your rules and authority on a regular basis? Do you feel frustrated and worn down by the constant testing, arguments, and power struggles? Does your teen’s behavior seem so extreme that you question if it’s normal? If so, you’re not alone. Consider the following.

Fourteen-year-old Corey is a workout! He doesn’t hit the pillow on school nights until after 1 a.m. and gets up twenty minutes late each morning. The time would be later if his mother didn’t prod him every five minutes after his alarm goes off. Corey usually functions on five to six hours of sleep. No wonder he’s getting D’s in two classes, his father thinks to himself. He’s running on empty.

When Corey arrives at the breakfast table, he snarls at his two sisters, grumbles in his father’s direction, then turns up his nose at the meal his mother prepared and complains that there is never anything good to eat. This is not a battle I want to fight, his mother says to herself as she prepares Corey his own special meal. She tells her husband that she worries about Corey’s nutrition, but what she really worries about is all the grief Corey will dish out if he doesn’t get his own way.

“I’m out of here,” says Corey, as he gulps down his last bite and heads for the door.

“Wait a minute,” says his mother. “You forgot to clear your dishes.”

“I’ll do it when I get home!” he shouts as the door shuts. Her husband thinks she’s too soft on Corey, and so do his two sisters.

“It’s not fair!” they complain in chorus. “He never has to do his chores.”

By the time Corey leaves the house in the morning, his mother is ready for a nap, but she knows this is only the beginning. Round two begins in the afternoon, when Corey returns from school and the homework battles begin. She wonders how long she can take it.

Sixteen-year-old Kristal is sweet and cooperative one moment, angry and defiant the next. Little things set her off—unexpected changes, departures from routine, a misplaced hairbrush, a puzzled look from her parents, or simply not getting her own way. Emotional storms and meltdowns are common.

“Living with Kristal is like riding an emotional roller coaster,” says her mother. “It’s exhausting!” Kristal’s parents alternate between punishing and giving in, depending upon how volatile Kristal appears or how worn down they feel; but nothing seems to make any difference. They wonder if Kristal’s behavior is normal and question whether they did something to cause her to behave this way.

Thirteen-year-old Alex has a short fuse and often acts before he thinks. When things don’t go his way at home, school, or in the neighborhood, Alex gets loud, uses profanity, calls names, threatens, and sometimes hits others. He’s been suspended from school three times for fighting and talking disrespectfully to his teachers. It’s only October.

“When we ask him why he behaves this way, Alex says he doesn’t know,” says his mother. “How can he not know?”

“It’s too bad they don’t spank kids at school anymore,” Alex’s father laments. “When Alex acts like that at home, we give him an earful, then we whip his ass. He has to learn. We’ve threatened to take away his TV, Internet, and cell phone privileges for the rest of the year if he’s suspended again.”

Lynn, age fifteen, is destined to be a great trial lawyer. She’s bright, intense, and very persistent. Lynn will argue with anyone about anything if she thinks there’s a chance of getting things to work out her way. Sometimes she just argues for the sport of it. In fact, Lynn has been known to change her position midway through an argument and argue the opposite position even more tenaciously. She’s willing to use any tactic to win her case—anger, drama, rudeness, even dishonesty.

“I never would have imagined talking to adults the way Lynn talks to us,” her father complains. “We reason with her every way we know, but everything turns into a heated argument.”

Do any of these teens sound familiar? If your son or daughter resembles one of these, you’re not alone. I see many teens each year that parents and teachers describe as challenging, difficult, spirited, stubborn, hell-raising, defiant, or just plain impossible. Although no single term adequately describes all, or even most, of the teens I see, the one that comes closest is “strong-willed.” These are normal teens with extreme behavior. They are harder to raise, difficult to discipline, and at greater risk for behavior problems at home, at school, and in the community.

Strong-willed teens are not part of some conspiracy to make life difficult for others. They just do what strong-willed teens do. They test harder and more often, resist longer, protest louder, use more drama, take more risks, and carry things further than most of us would imagine. They are the supercharged versions of normal teens, the “movers” and “shakers” of the teen world who bring out strong reactions in others.

Teachers and principals know them as the 10 percent that cause 90 percent of school discipline problems. Parents know them as their biggest challenges. I know them affectionately as “my kids” because I spend a lot of my time with them. Yes, I’m the proud parent of a strong-willed son. My youngest son, Ian, is a delight, but during his childhood and teenage years, he also was a workout. He wasn’t the least bit impressed by the fact that I write books on this subject. At home, I got no breaks or professional immunity. Ian pushed hard against my rules and authority. At times, I wondered whether his behavior was normal, especially when he became a teen.

Do you sometimes question whether your teen’s behavior is normal? Perhaps you worry that you’ve done something to cause your teen to behave this way. If so, you’ll be relieved to know that the problem, in most cases, is not parents. Most are doing the best they can with the information and guidance tools in their toolkits. The problem is not the teen, either. Most strong-willed teens are just being themselves and doing what strong-willed teens do.

The real problem is the parents’ inadequate understanding of adolescence and a bad match between the teen’s temperament and the parents’ limit-setting style. The parents’ information and guidance tools are not well suited for the job. The predictable result: conflict, miscommunication, and power struggles.

When parents arrive at my office looking for help with their strong-willed teen, one of my first tasks is to assist them in understanding their teen’s temperament and this crazy time we call adolescence. Then we examine how the parents’ limit-setting styles match up with their teen’s temperament and discuss the predictable conflicts and friction points that develop around a bad match. That’s what we’re going to do in this chapter. A new perspective awaits you. You’re not the problem, but you’re a big part of the solution. A better understanding and improved match are well within your control.

Understanding Your Strong-Willed Teen

My youngest son, Ian, is a great force in our family and a great source of pride and joy. He’s bright, adventurous, sensitive, a risk taker, and very determined. Sometimes I think he was more determined to train his mom and me than we were to train him. He kept us on our toes. If we were unclear, inconsistent, or indecisive when we asked him to do something, he would let us know. He’d continue testing and wait for a clearer signal.

Like most strong-willed individuals, Ian didn’t wait until his teenage years to show his cards. He started out as a strong-willed infant. He was strong-willed throughout early and middle childhood, and he was a strong-willed teenager. Today he is a strong-willed adult. He’s still the bright, intrepid, determined risk taker I’ve always known and loved, except now he directs his energies into triathlons, scuba diving, skydiving, and his career. His extreme temperament traits have served him well, but Ian was not easy to raise.

From the time he was a very young child, Ian always understood the “bottom line,” and he knew how to get there. He pushed hard until he found it, and when he did, he pushed a little harder to see whether it would hold up. If it did, he stopped pushing, at least for a while, and accepted the limit or boundary. But Ian always pushed a lot before he got there. It was wearing! The pattern became even more intense during his teenage years. My older son, Scott, usually cooperated for the asking without all the pushing.

How would you react if you asked two teenage boys to cooperate in the same respectful manner and got two consistently different responses? Would you become upset? Confused? Would you question whether something was wrong?

The persistent testing that is so characteristic of strong-willed individuals, children and teens, is also what drives most parents crazy. Why would anyone do this? I’d ask myself. Is this normal? I would never push anyone as hard as Ian pushes me.

Does your teen push hard against your rules and authority? Has he or she done so from an early age? Do you react in extreme ways and question whether he or she is normal? Join the club. Now it’s time to get better acquainted with your teen. The following are some basic facts about strong-willed teens that will help you better understand his or her behavior and your reactions to it.


•  Strong-willed teens are normal. You’ve probably worried about whether your teen is normal when teachers or relatives point out that your teen’s behavior seems extreme. They’re probably right, but “extreme” does not mean “abnormal.” Most strong-willed teens are normal with extreme temperament traits that magnify and intensify during adolescence. They’re supercharged, but that doesn’t mean they are brain-damaged, emotionally disturbed, or defective. Most have no diagnosable problems at all, though some do. There is no rule that says you can only have one thing going on in your life at a time. Some strong-willed teens also have learning disabilities, hyperactivity, emotional problems, and other special needs, but a strong will does not mean they are abnormal.

•  Strong-willed teens are not all alike. Each strong-willed teen is a special individual with his or her own unique temperament. No two behave in exactly the same way. Sure, they all test parents and behave in extreme ways, but they don’t all do it to the same degree. Some are easier. Others are more difficult. Some are almost impossible.

•  Strong-willed teens are hard to understand. Our individual temperament shapes the way we think, learn, and behave. When others think and behave as we do, we can readily identify with them and better understand their experience. When others think, learn, and behave differently from us, however, it is not easy to understand them or to identify with their behavior. Why would anyone do that? we ask ourselves. From our perspective, the behavior is confusing and makes no sense.

Teens today grow up in a very different world from that of their parents. When temperament and adolescence are thrown into the mix, we can appreciate the strong potential for confusion. Strong-willed teens, and most teens for that matter, are hard to understand for exactly this reason. As you learn about your teen’s temperament and how that temperament shapes the way your teen behaves, behavior that once seemed confusing begins to make sense.

•  Strong-willed teens require a lot of guidance and discipline. Of course, this statement seems obvious. Teens who test a lot require frequent limit setting. When you accept this statement as a fact of life rather than a source of annoyance, your attitude and perspective change. Mine did. I began to see my son’s behavior more clearly and stopped taking things personally when he tested me. I realized that his job was to test, and my job was to set clear, firm limits and guide him in the right direction. My improved perspective did not change his behavior, but it sure made my life less stressful.

•  Strong-willed teens do not respond to discipline methods that seem to work with other teens. Why do some teens respond so differently to the same request? One cooperates, while the other resists. Is the problem the resistant teen? Or the request? Most parents feel confused when their best guidance efforts work with one teen and not with another. The issue is less confusing when we consider the individual temperaments involved. Teens with compliant temperaments will cooperate with most discipline approaches, even ineffective ones, because their underlying desire is to cooperate. They permit parents a wide range for ineffectiveness. Strong-willed teens do not respond cooperatively to ineffective discipline. They require clear, firm, and consistent limit setting to make an acceptable choice to cooperate. Ineffective limit setting is the fast lane to power struggles with a strong-willed teen.

•  Strong-willed teens learn differently from their peers. Strong-willed teens do much of their learning “the hard way.” That is, they need to experience the consequences of their poor choices and behavior repeatedly before they learn the lessons we’re trying to teach. It’s not enough to announce your rule that playing music loud in the house is not okay. Strong-willed teens need to repeatedly experience having their music turned off or having to use their headphones each time they decide to test the rule and blast their music. Their learning style can be frustrating and confusing because it is so unlike that of compliant teens, who will cooperate the first time for the asking. “Hard-way learning” is still good learning. It’s just harder on parents.

•  Strong-willed teens bring out strong reactions in others. How do you feel when your teen challenges or defies your rules and authority? Angry? Frustrated? Confused? Threatened? Intimidated? Embarrassed? Guilty? Inadequate? Discouraged? Resentful? Exhausted? All of the above? These are all normal reactions to extreme behavior. Strong-willed teens often place strain on marriages, cause sibling conflicts, and create other problems within the family. Learning to temper your responses will be one of your greatest challenges in getting through the storm of adolescence. There is plenty of truth in the old adage that teenagers were put into our lives to teach us patience.

•  Adolescence is temporary, even for strong-willed teens. Now, here’s a piece of good news! Adolescence doesn’t last forever. Yes, your teen will have to go through the physical and emotional maturation process like all other teens, and he or she will have to complete some important developmental tasks along the way. But the most intense part of the process is temporary. This fact is hard to appreciate when you’re immersed in the turbulence, but it does subside and get easier. Teens are movies, not snapshots. They grow and change, and most often for the better. You’ll see that the temperament your teen brings into adolescence is the same temperament that will reemerge when he or she completes adolescence.

•  With proper guidance, strong-willed teens can develop into responsible, cooperative, dynamic, and very successful adults. Once you discover that your teen has a strong will, the next question is: How are you going to deal with it? Your options are clear. You can fight it and try to control it. You can give in to it and let it control you. You can try some of both. Or you can accept your teen’s temperament as a fact of life, make peace with it, and learn better ways to guide it in the right direction. The choice is yours. The traits that drive so many of us crazy can actually become strengths when we give our teens the understanding and guidance they need to head down the right path. As you will see throughout this book, you have a powerful influence on your teen’s development.



Discovering Your Teen’s Temperament

Based upon what you’ve read so far, do you still think your teen has a strong-willed temperament, or is he or she just a teen behaving in a strong-willed manner? The answer may surprise you because it was already there before your son or daughter became a teen. The most difficult part for parents is trying to answer this question when you’re mired in the turbulence of your teen’s adolescence. Adolescence is probably the worst time to try to sort out your teen’s temperament. It’s too confusing. There’s too much going on.

Most teens behave in a strong-willed manner at some point during their adolescence. This is normal. But acting strong-willed and having a strong-willed temperament are different things. How do parents distinguish between normal strong-willed behavior and a teen with a strong-willed temperament? We need to rewind the tape of our child’s life to find the answer.

Temperament reveals itself early in a child’s life, and the research shows that the traits remain fairly stable throughout an individual’s life span. I’ve met pediatricians and obstetricians who claim they can accurately identify a child’s temperament in early infancy. I’ve also met moms who claim they knew during pregnancy. You’ve probably had your suspicions.

When my son Ian was born, there was no tag attached to him that said, “Caution! Strong-willed child. Handle with care.” There were no warnings at all. I discovered his temperament the way most parents do. I watched it emerge as he grew up.

I had clues about his temperament from the beginning. He was colicky and screamed a lot during the first few months. He was picky and finicky when we introduced solid foods. Mornings were hardest. He was slow to get going and cranky. For some reason, his schedule never seemed to match up with the rest of ours.

But Ian didn’t put his cards on the table until he was eight and a half months old. One Saturday morning while I was sitting on the couch reading the newspaper, I saw Ian pull himself up to a standing position. Watch out! I thought to myself. We’re entering the furniture-walking phase. His older brother went through this phase, and I thought I knew what was ahead. But to my amazement, Ian let go of the furniture and walked all the way across the living room! When he got to the other end, he plunked down, then pulled himself up and did it again. Wow!

I called my wife in the other room to come see Ian walk. When she arrived, I tried my best to get Ian to do it again. I pleaded, begged, coaxed, and cajoled, but Ian wouldn’t budge. He just sat there with this look on his face that said, Watch out. I’m Ian. Nearly two weeks passed before he walked again; but when he did, he did it the way he prefers to do most things—on his terms. Looking back, I realize this was one of those defining moments.

Ian revealed an important part of his temperament well before I had the opportunity to influence him with my limit-setting or guidance efforts. He has been this way ever since. This is part of his unique style of behaving. I didn’t cause it. It was already there. I just discovered it.

Reflect back on your teen’s earlier development. Did he or she show some traits or unique styles of behavior that stick out in your mind? Have these traits remained stable and consistent throughout your child’s life and into the teenage years? Do you recall some defining moments?

All children and teens have their own unique temperaments or inborn style of behaving. This preferred style of behavior is innate. The parents’ actions, lifestyle, values, or beliefs did not cause their child to behave this way. Temperament is not caused by environmental factors, but it does interact and interplay with these factors.

Does this mean your teen’s behavior is set and unchangeable? No. Temperament is not rigid in the sense that it’s fixed in cement. It can be shaped and molded with your guidance and limit setting, but the underlying tendency to behave in certain ways remains the same. For example, consider the teen who persistently resists doing his chores or homework. By the time he becomes an adult, he will likely have learned not to resist carrying out his responsibilities, but he’s more likely to take a strong stand on issues that affect him, both at work and at home. He will always be temperamentally persistent, but he will learn to express his persistence in more appropriate ways.

Much of what we know about temperament is credited to the pioneering research by Drs. Alexander Thomas, Stella Chess, and Herbert Birch of New York University. Their research, which began in 1956 and continues to the present, followed 133 individuals from infancy to adulthood and examined individual differences in the way they responded to the world around them. These differences, or characteristic ways of responding, revealed the unique temperament of each child. Thomas, Chess, and Birch identified nine important temperament traits that are present, in varying degrees, in all children. These traits proved to be stable predictors of how an individual will respond at different times and in different situations. Let’s briefly examine each of these nine traits that make up our unique individual temperament.


1.  Persistence. Children show individual differences in how long they persist with tasks or resist the limits they confront. The positive side of persistence is reflected in the strong determination to stay with a task even when the task is challenging or difficult. The negative side of persistence is reflected in stubborn resistance to rules, limits, or authority. How long does your child stay with a task? A long time? A short time? How stubborn is your child when he or she wants something? How resistant is your child when he or she confronts limits? Nearly all strong-willed children are high in the trait of negative persistence.

2.  Intensity. Some children react in mild and quiet ways when they are happy or upset, while others react intensely. How does your child react when happy or frustrated? Does he or she smile and cry softly? Laugh and cry with animation? Or squeal and shout with glee and wail in frustration? Children with a flair for drama are often high in the trait of intensity.

3.  Regularity. Some children settle into routines quickly and maintain regular patterns. Others show more variability and irregularity. How regular is your child in his or her eating, sleeping, toileting, and other daily habits? Does your child adjust well to schedules and routines?

4.  Distractibility. Some children can sustain the focus of their attention for long periods of time. Others have very brief attention spans and are easily distracted. How long can your child stay focused on a task such as performing a chore or completing homework? Is his or her attention easily diverted? Does your child shift from one uncompleted task to another?

5.  Energy and Activity Level. General energy and activity levels vary from child to child. Some are energetic and highly active. Others are passive and subdued. Most children fall somewhere between the two extremes. How active is your child? How energetic? Does the motor always seem to be in high gear? Can your child downshift into lower gears when the task requires it?

6.  Sensitivity. Children show differences in the way they respond to sensory stimulation. Some are highly sensitive and reactive. Others are less affected by the sensory stimuli around them. How does your child respond to sensory stimulation? Is he or she overly sensitive to bright lights, sudden movements, loud sounds, odors, tastes of certain foods, changes in temperature, or the texture of clothing?

7.  Adaptability. Some children adapt easily to changes and new situations, while others find change stressful and upsetting. Transitions in the day, such as leaving home for school or entering the classroom after recess, or ending a play session, are difficult for some children. Others seem unaffected. How does your child handle change? Are transitions in the day easy or stressful?

8.  Reactivity. Some children move into new situations without hesitation or reluctance, while others stand on the sidelines, take time to get their bearings, and join in gradually. How does your child respond to new situations or people? Does he or she join in willingly or show hesitation and reluctance? Does your child withdraw and avoid new or unfamiliar situations?

9.  Mood. Mood or emotional disposition also varies from child to child. Some tend to be positive and cheerful. Others tend to be serious and analytical. Still others tend to be cranky, negative, and stormy. How would you describe your child’s basic emotional disposition?



All children and teens show these traits in varying degrees. Some show only a few traits to an extreme degree and are easier to manage. Others show many traits to an extreme degree and are quite difficult to manage. Some show no extreme traits at all. These nine traits are the puzzle pieces that make up your teen’s unique temperament.

Let’s rewind the movie of your teen’s life back to early or middle childhood and rate your son or daughter’s behavior on the scale shown in Table 1, which is a modified version of the rating scale designed by Stanley Turecki in his book The Difficult Child. Circle the rating that best describes your son’s or daughter’s characteristic ways of behaving prior to adolescence.
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Your Teen’s Unique Temperament Profile

Any surprises? Does your teen show a high rating in the area of negative persistence? If so, there is a high probability that you have a strong-willed teen. You probably guessed this when you picked up this book, but now you can state it with confidence. Negative persistence is the defining characteristic of children and teens with strong-willed temperaments. Only 10 percent show this trait to this degree.

Now let’s see what else is going on. How many other traits does your strong-willed teen have under the “Difficult to Manage” column? One? Several? Many? The more he or she has, the harder your job becomes. Are you beginning to understand why you feel so worn down? It’s a roller-coaster ride!

If your teen does not fit the strong-willed temperament profile, then let’s see what other temperament profile fits best. Approximately 65 percent of all children fit one of three basic temperament types or profiles: easy or flexible, difficult or feisty, and cautious or slow to warm up. Forty percent make up the category of easy or flexible. Fifteen percent make up the category of cautious or slow to warm up, and 10 percent make up the category of difficult or feisty. The remaining 35 percent show a combination of the three basic temperament types.

Temperament types or profiles are most apparent in classroom settings, where we group students by age and grade level. Most teachers and school administrators report that 10 percent of students cause 90 percent of school discipline problems. These students fit the “difficult or feisty” profile. In this book, we’ll refer to them as “strong-willed.” These are the same students who are rated as “highly persistent” and “difficult to manage” by parents.

The remaining 90 percent fall into two distinct groups that generally correspond to the temperament research. The 40 percent of easy students and the 15 percent of cautious students make up the 55 percent majority we refer to as “compliant.” They don’t do a lot of testing. Their underlying desire is to please and cooperate. If your teen falls under the “Easy to Manage” column for Negative Persistence, there is a high probability your teen has a compliant temperament. They may have other difficult-to-manage traits, but his or her underlying desire is to cooperate.

The 35 percent of individuals that show a combination of temperament traits I call “fence sitters.” As the name implies, fence sitters can go either way depending upon what the market will bear. If your teen has a moderate rating in Negative Persistence, he or she likely fits the “fence sitter” temperament profile. Fence sitters are sometimes hard to distinguish from strong-willed teens.

How is this information useful? The first benefit is your new perspective. Once you understand your teen’s temperament, you can see how your son or daughter compares to other teens on the “difficult-to-manage scale.” Many of you will realize that your teen is not as strong-willed as you thought and that adolescence, not temperament, accounts for much of the extreme behavior. Remember, the temperament your teen brings into adolescence is the same temperament that will reemerge when your teen completes adolescence. The chaos is temporary. Your challenge is to weather the storm of adolescence.

The second benefit is the insight you get into your teen’s learning style.

Whether your teen is strong-willed, compliant, or a fence sitter, nearly all teens show some extreme or difficult-to-manage behavior during their adolescence. You’re still going to have to deal with it, and you’ll need the right limit-setting tools in your toolkit to do so. A better understanding of your teen’s temperament will help you adjust your limit-setting methods to your teen’s learning style and teach your rules more effectively.
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How Temperament Affects Behavior

Temperament is a blueprint for behavior. Nature provides the blueprint when your child is born, but the plan is not fixed. It’s waiting for the architect to shape it and guide it and help it take form. Parents are the architects. It’s our job to work with the plan nature gives us.

Once you identify your teen’s temperament, you can begin to understand the blueprint and predict your teen’s behavior. Behavior that once seemed confusing begins to make sense. The question no longer is: Why does he do that? The new question becomes: What will I do to guide him when he does what he does? Based upon what you know about your teen’s temperament, you can predict his or her behavior and develop more effective strategies for dealing with it.

For example, if I were to ask my son Ian, at age fourteen, to clean up his mess at the counter after finishing his snack, I can predict, from experience, that he will test and resist my request. He’ll probably say, “I will,” but make no effort toward getting started. What he really means is, I will if I have to, but Ian is not convinced he has to, so he holds out for a clearer signal. He’ll dawdle and try to wait me out.

If I take the bait and ask him when he plans to pick up his mess, once again, I can predict his response. He’ll likely say, “Soon,” and continue to dawdle. To Ian, soon can mean hours or possibly never if he thinks there’s a chance he can avoid the job. So I have to stay in the area long enough for him to be convinced he can’t avoid the job. When he’s convinced, he cleans up his mess.

Does this seem like a lot to go through just to get a kid to pick up his mess on the counter? It does to me, so I get to the bottom line quickly. I know what he’s likely to do, and so does he. The first time I notice the mess on the counter, I say, in a clear, firm, and respectful tone, “Ian, please clean up your mess at the counter before you do anything else.” Then I might have to temporarily collect his cell phone or turn off the TV to make sure he doesn’t have any distractions, and I usually have to stay in the immediate area so he doesn’t sneak off. He usually cleans up his mess.

Most parents can predict, with good accuracy, how their teen will respond in specific situations, but many parents feel confused and frustrated by the predictable response. They choose to fight with it or give in to it, rather than shape and guide it. When we accept our teen’s temperament or strong-willed behavior as a fact of life, the behavior is much easier to understand and manage.

How Your Teen’s Behavior Affects You

Aaron, age fifteen, is like many of the strong-willed teens I see in my counseling work. He’s bright and capable, but also intense, distractible, and very persistent. He can be loud, and he’s not afraid to argue with adults if he thinks he can get what he wants. Yes, Aaron shows a number of those difficult-to-manage temperament traits. He arrived at my office with his parents following his third school suspension during the fall semester.

“Every year, it’s the same story,” complains Aaron’s father. “It was like this in elementary school and middle school, and now it’s happening again in high school. It begins with the phone calls from his teachers, the notes home, and finally the conferences and suspensions. By the middle of the year, Aaron wears out his teachers. They send him to the office, and the office sends him home. His teachers don’t realize we’re just as worn out as they are.” By the look on his face, I could see Aaron’s father meant what he said.

At home, family life revolves around Aaron’s difficult behavior. He constantly argues and fights with his younger sister, who resents all the attention he receives. He argues and resists his parents whenever they ask him to do something he doesn’t want to do. Chores and homework are daily battles. Aaron’s mother is so exhausted at the end of the day that she has little energy left for her daughter or husband, who feel resentful and left out. Aaron’s parents are doing the best they can with the guidance tools in their toolkits, but their tools are not working.

Like most strong-willed teens, Aaron brings out strong feelings and reactions from the people in his life. His teachers feel angry, burned-out, and resentful. “I’ve had all I can take,” says Aaron
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