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Since children pass through many developmental stages as 
they mature, it is important to understand the differences 
between normal childhood attempts to defy authority and 
symptoms of full-blown oppositional defiant disorder. Nine 
year-old Molly appears driven to defeat adults, is relentless 
in her pursuit of proving adults to be wrong, stupid, or 
both, and her thoughts revolve around defeating anyone’s 
attempt to exercise authority over her.  
 
She typically turns every interaction with adults into win/lose situations and is vigorously intent on 
winning. 
 
Defiant children share many of the following characteristics: 
 
• They possess a strong need for control, and will do just about anything to gain power.  
• They typically deny responsibility for their misbehavior and have little insight into how they 

impact others. 
• The defiant child is socially exploitive and very quick to notice how others respond. He then uses 

these responses to his advantage in family or social environments, or both. 
• These children tolerate a great deal of negativity – in fact they seem to thrive on large amounts of 

conflict, anger and negativity from others, and are frequently the winners in escalating battles of 
negativity. 
 

Why preschoolers defy their parents 
 

Your preschooler refuses to leave his friend's house, ignores your request to put away his toys, and 
pushes his trucks down the stairs despite your repeated instructions not to. Why is he being so 
defiant? 
 
Less dependent on you than he was as a toddler, your preschooler now has a stronger and more 
secure identity. He may even be developing a bit of a rebellious streak. 
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What you can do about defiance 

Be understanding. When you ask your preschooler to 
come in for lunch and he yells, "Not now!" and then 
cries when you make him come in anyway, try to put 
yourself in his shoes. Give him a hug and tell him you 
know it's tough to leave his friends, but lunch is ready. 

The idea is to show him that instead of being part of the 
problem, you're actually on his side. Try not to get angry 
(even if the neighbors are checking out the show your 
child's putting on). Be kind but firm about making him 
come in when he must. 

Set limits. Preschoolers need – and even want – limits, so set them and make sure your child knows 
what they are. Spell it out for him: "We don't hit. If you're angry, use your words to tell Adam you 
want the toy back" or "Remember, you always have to hold my hand in the parking lot." 

If your youngster has problems abiding by the rules (as every preschooler does), work on solutions. If 
he hits his little sister because he's feeling left out, for instance, let him help you feed or bathe the 
baby, then find a way for him to have his own special time with you. If he gets out of bed because he's 
afraid of the dark, give him a flashlight to keep on his nightstand. 

Reinforce good behavior. Rather than paying attention to your preschooler only when he's 
misbehaving, try to catch him acting appropriately. A simple "Thanks for hanging up your coat!" or "It's 
so helpful when you share with your baby sister!" will go a long way toward encouraging your 
preschooler to do more of the same. 

And although you may be sorely tempted to give your child a verbal lashing when he engages in less-
than-desirable antics, hold your tongue. 

"When a child behaves badly, he already feels terrible," says Jane Nelsen, author of the Positive 
Discipline series of books. "Where did we ever get the idea that in order to make children do better, 
we first have to make them feel worse?" In fact, doing so may only produce more negative behavior. 

Remember, too, that disciplining your preschooler doesn't mean controlling him – it means teaching 
him to control himself. Punishment might get him to behave, but only because he's afraid not to. It's 
best for your child to do the right thing because he wants to – because it makes the day more fun for 
him or makes him feel good. 

Use time-outs — positively. When your preschooler's ready to bust a gasket because he isn't getting 
his way, help him cool off. Rather than a punitive time-out ("Go to your room!"), take him to a comfy 
sofa in the den or to a favorite corner of his bedroom. 

Maybe your child would even like to design a "calm-down place" himself – with a big pillow, a soft 
blanket, and a few favorite books. If he refuses to go, offer to go along with him and read a story. 

http://www.babycenter.com/0_time-outs-how-to-make-them-work-ages-3-to-4_65535.bc


If he still refuses, go yourself – just to chill out. You'll not only set a good example, you might get a 
much-needed break. Once you both feel better, that's the time to talk about appropriate behavior. 

Empower your preschooler. Providing opportunities for your youngster to make his own choices 
allows him to strut some of his newfound autonomy in a controlled environment. 

Instead of demanding that he put on the jeans you've selected, for instance, let him choose between 
two pairs you've laid out. Ask if he'd like peas or green beans with dinner, and which of two stories at 
bedtime. 

Another way to help your youngster feel more in control is to tell him what he can do instead of what 
he can't. Rather than saying, "No! Don't swing the bat in the house!" say, "Let's go outside and practice 
batting." If he wants an ice-cream cone before dinner, tell him he can choose between a slice of 
cheese or an apple. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Choose your battles. If your fashion-savvy preschooler wants to wear his green camouflage sweatshirt 
with his orange striped shorts, what do you care? If he wants waffles for lunch and peanut butter and 
jelly for breakfast, what's the harm? Sometimes it's easier to look the other way – when he splashes in 
a mud puddle on the way home, for example, or stuffs his puppet under his bed instead of putting it 
on the proper shelf. 

Distract and divert. Avoid situations that might spark your preschooler's defiant streak. 

Why risk taking him to a fancy restaurant when you could just meet your sister for a picnic in the park? 
How realistic is it to expect him to behave in a clothing store or sit quietly during an hour-long 
community meeting? 

If you find yourself in a tricky situation, use distraction to avoid a head-on collision with your child. If 
you're walking through the mall and spy a toy store that tends to send your kid into a frenzy, quickly 
steer him in a different direction or divert his attention ("Wow, Jason, look at that fountain! Want to 
throw in a penny and make a wish?"). 



Respect his age and stage. When you ask your preschooler to make his bed or sweep the porch, make 
sure he knows how. 

Take the time to teach him new tasks, and do them together until he really gets the hang of it. 
Sometimes what looks like defiance is simply the inability to follow through on a responsibility that's 
too difficult. 

Finally, respect the unique world your preschooler lives in, especially the way he perceives time (or 
doesn't). Rather than expecting him to jump up from a game at preschool to get in the car, give him a 
few minutes' notice to help him switch gears. ("Aaron, we're leaving in five minutes, so please finish 
up.") 

There's no guarantee that he'll break away from his fun without complaint – in fact, he'll probably 
grouse all the way home. But as long as you're patient and consistent, your youngster will eventually 
learn that defiance isn't the way to get what he wants 

Encouraging Self-Awareness 
 
As your child gets older, help him to become aware of 
his own sensitivities and tolerance level. Help him to 
see what he does and what he doesn't do when he 
gets overloaded. Urge him to verbalize his feelings and 
develop a reflective attitude toward his sensitivities. 
 
That way, he eventually learns to prepare himself for 
challenging situations. Because this child is so sensitive 
to feelings of embarrassment and humiliation, his 
needs must be respected. But, at the same time, see if 
you can build in some humor, as well. Shared jokes 
about his perfectionism and critical attitude, if done in 
a warm and accepting manner, allow him to become 
aware of his sensitivities. Help him acknowledge some 
of his tyrant-like and greedy tendencies. "I guess more 
is always better," you may tease gently. Or you could 
jokingly ask him how he thinks you should be tortured 
for being so imperfect! 
 
 
While empathizing with such a child is difficult, it can be made even harder by his aversion to being 
patronized. You may find, for example, that comments like "I know it must be hard" when said in an 
exhausted tone of voice will not have the desired effect. On the other hand, using both empathy and 
humor to help your child verbalize his anger and outrage may prove especially helpful.  
 
For example, if he is glaring at you and muttering under his breath, complaining that the soup is still 
too cold or too hot, a remark like, "Gee, I guess you're ready to fire me" or "I guess you think I'd better 



practice my cooking a little bit more" will respect your child as an intelligent, though outraged, 
individual and is more effective than a patronizing "I know how sensitive your little tongue is." 
 
Parents benefit from self-awareness as well. Sometimes parents feel some embarrassment and guilt 
toward defiant or stubborn aspects of themselves. Without being aware of it, they may see pieces of 
themselves in their child and, if they hate that part of themselves, they will often take that hatred out 
on the child, rather than be aware of its origins. All of us have negative characteristics that we aren't 
proud of. These hidden "truths" often resonate with characteristics in our children that we don't like. 
It's as if all the "bad elements" in the collective family psyche hang out together. Being aware of these 
patterns allows us to take a more supportive and empathetic posture with our children, rather than an 
overly critical one. 
 
A defiant child can also learn to choose certain physical activities to decrease his oversensitivity and 
overload. Many of the same physical exercises I describe for the highly sensitive child are also helpful 
for the defiant child: jumping with joint compression, large muscle movements, and rhythmic actions 
in space (such as swings or spinning games). Be sensitive to the particular patterns of sensations that 
comfort your child. Again, the most important thing to remember as you develop a program of 
physical activity is that the defiant child needs to be the boss. Let him direct how fast mommy is 
swinging the "airplane," or how many times in a row he wants to jump on daddy's tummy. 
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