


“Neil Brown’s Ending the Parent- Teen Control Battle is an exhilarating read for 
anyone who lives or works with teens. You’ll find a breakthrough insight on every 
page, from targeting the control battle and not the teens themselves, to simple 
fixes for reducing reactivity and negativity to stop control battles. No book on 
parenting teens has felt so fresh and filled with so much hard- won wisdom from 
decades in the consulting room as Ending the Parent- Teen Control Battle. Brown’s 
book is a gift to every parent of a teen.”

— Lara Honos- Webb, PhD, author of The ADHD Workbook for Teens 
(www.addisagift.com)

“If you have faith in yourself, your teen, and the irrepressible power of family, 
you’ve struck gold with this book. Brown will guide you step by step through 
‘taming the Beast’ that often arises when raising adolescents while guiding them 
to their highest potential.”

— Edward Farrar, LMFT, child, adolescent, and family 
specialist in McMinnville, OR

“As a primary care physician trusted with the intricacies of family dynamics 
within the office setting, this book has become an instrumental tool in helping 
guide my communication between parents and adolescents. It has helped me 
begin and execute a plan to help families find help for destroying ‘the Beast’ that 
manifests not only as emotional complaints, but also physical symptoms in both 
parents and teens. But more importantly, it has given me guidance as I navigate 
my own family dynamic. I am blessed to be the mom of my own teen! Thank you, 
Neil Brown, for showing me how to refocus our relationship and to stay positive. 
I highly recommend this book to all families entering into the teen years!”

— Patricia Golden, DO, medical director of Wheaton Franciscan 
Medical Group- Ascension Health Care Central Market Wisconsin, 
and member of the American Academy of Family Practice

“Neil Brown’s book cuts through the cultural myths that have left parents of 
adolescents shackled and confused. In clear, easy- to- understand steps, he creates 
road maps toward solutions and results. This book is a great resource for parents 
of 12-  to 18- year- olds.”

— Joe Newman, MA, author of Raising Lions



“As a marriage and family therapist for over thirty- six years, I have worked with 
adolescents and their families, and have encountered the control battles so 
insightfully described in Neil Brown’s Ending the Parent- Teen Control Battle. I 
thoroughly enjoyed reading the book for its clear language, warm tone, and prag-
matic content. The metaphor of ‘the Beast’ gives therapists and parents a 
common language to describe the problem (‘feeding the Beast’) and implement 
solutions (‘starving the Beast’). The section about the adolescent brain is also 
particularly helpful in describing and understanding adolescent behavior. I 
believe that this book can become an essential tool for therapists as well as 
parents in promoting effective ways to support and guide adolescents.”

— Carmen Arriaga, LMFT, RN, marriage and family therapist and 
registered nurse in private practice, and adjunct faculty at Santa Clara 
University’s graduate program in counseling psychology

“With diligence, creativity, and an unwavering desire to help families, Neil 
Brown has gifted both therapists and parents with this expert book. Engagingly 
written, it offers a fresh look at the ‘parent- teen control battle,’ and clearly out-
lines a method for resolving it. Featuring a number of clinical vignettes, the book 
is not only practical, but illuminating and inspiring as well. From a psychiatrist’s 
standpoint, I particularly appreciate how the book addresses certain physiologi-
cal considerations in teens. Recent neuropsychological findings shed light on the 
development of the teenage brain, further reframing and ‘normalizing’ some of 
the challenges families face. Along with the methods set forth, this knowledge 
helps to ease the despair of both parents and teens caught in seemingly endless 
struggles. As a compassionate, widely respected therapist, Neil Brown provides 
both hope and direction to families seeking affirmative change.”

— Andrew Kumasaka, MD, psychiatrist in private practice

“Identifying ‘the Beast’ in your home will turn your family around. It was insight-
ful to see how parents often inadvertently contribute to the control battle. It is 
invaluable to understand that the parent’s role is to guide by providing structure 
with a positive tone while allowing teens to own their behavior and earn their 
privileges. Parenting can be enjoyable and rewarding again. A strong recommen-
dation to my patients. A must- read for all families.”

— Martha Sandoval, MD, family medicine, Palo Alto Medical 
Foundation



“As a pediatrician and father, I found this book to be of the utmost importance 
for understanding the health and well- being of families. When addressing any 
family problem, from seemingly minor health issues to a devastating disease, we, 
as physicians, must acknowledge the unique dynamics of the family system. 
Everything I do as a pediatrician and parent involves these dynamics. The ideas 
from this book will enable the reader to clearly understand challenging dynamics 
with easy- to- understand advice to create healthy parent- teen relationships. I 
highly recommend this book for parents, therapists, educators, and healthcare 
practitioners working with adolescents.”

— Garry Crummer, MD, integrative pediatrics practitioner in Santa 
Cruz, CA, and former clinical professor of pediatrics at the 
University of California, San Diego School of Medicine’s Division of 
Community Pediatrics

“Ending the Parent- Teen Control Battle defines a purposeful and mindful path 
through the often volatile minefield of life with a defiant teen. Neil Brown’s 
strong, experienced, and always- to- the- point voice has helped our family clarify 
our problematic journey with our teen grandson. His book brings organization 
and rational thought to an often messy, disorderly family dynamic. It reminds 
parents to envision our child as his best self, and helps us to become our best 
parenting selves. Simply put, this book has provided us the knowledge, hope, and 
courage to greet each new teen- parenting day.”

— Margaret Wilson, custodial grandparent

“Written with a profound respect for both teens and parents, Neil Brown tra-
verses the rocky road of adolescence with wisdom and practicality. As a family 
therapist, I have experienced parent- teen control battles as one of the most chal-
lenging issues that many families face. This guide book is filled with realistic and 
relatable scenarios, extremely effective tools, and relationship- enhancing strate-
gies. Parents, as well as therapists, will come away with a deep understanding of 
the stages and brain changes of adolescence, the potential pitfalls of parenting, 
and concrete steps to successfully navigate the challenges of raising a teen.”

— Andrea Wachter, LMFT, psychotherapist, coauthor of Mirror, 
Mirror on the Wall and The Don’t Diet; and author of Getting Over 
Overeating for Teens



“Neil Brown has written a wonderful book for parents of teens. In conversational 
language, Neil highlights the importance of parental emotional awareness and 
control, attention to their teen’s temperament, and an unafraid approach to 
being straight with kids about their behavior and their need to earn privileges 
through behavioral control and honesty. By focusing on the battle for control, 
Brown helps parents avoid giving up and avoid excessively labeling and blaming 
their teen… . It is certainly a book I could recommend to parents of teens in my 
practice and in my community.”

— John Sargent, MD, professor of psychiatry and pediatrics, and 
director of the Division of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry at Tufts 
University School of Medicine

“Reflecting decades of experience as a therapist, this easy- to- read book by Neil 
Brown will be a valuable resource for parents. Ending the Parent- Teen Control 
Battle provides both smart analysis of a troublesome dynamic that often creeps 
into relations between parents and teens, and very clear advice on how to either 
avoid it or get on top if it when it develops.”

— Bonnie Fox, PhD, professor of sociology at the University of Toronto, 
Canada

“As a former middle school principal, parent, and concerned educational leader, 
I have experienced the parent- teen control battle from all fronts: professionally, 
personally, and academically. When Neil Brown came to present for our middle 
school, his strategies for setting caring, supportive boundaries and communicat-
ing non- confrontationally with teens were instantly accessible and understand-
able for our parent community. This book contains practical case studies and 
concrete examples of behavior and language that are clear and immediately 
useful. Brown gives constructive advice regarding the ‘developmental bridge’ 
that we all help our teens cross as parents, educators, and support providers. 
Anyone supporting healthy relationships and communication with teenagers can 
benefit from the strategies and information this book contains.”

— Valerie Royaltey- Quandt, EdD, director of student services at 
Campbell Union High School District
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Foreword

T he late 1960s and early 1970s changed the professional para-
digm for some of us therapists as to how we view psychopathol-

ogy, moving from conceptualizing the “problem” of a symptomatic 
individual as being inside the person to seeing the problem as exist-
ing within relationships (i.e., between two or more people). The 
seminal work of family therapists Virginia Satir, Jay Haley, Salvador 
Minuchin, and others brought a veritable renaissance of family 
systems thinking into the world of psychotherapy.

Neil Brown has combined his experience as a seasoned thera-
pist for adolescents with his early training in Minuchin’s approach 
as a structural family therapist to create a model for understanding 
and treating struggling adolescents through a family systems per-
spective. In this book, he details how parents (and therapists) can 
see the adolescent’s problem as essentially a family problem, and 
resolve the problem through a reconstruction of the family interac-
tions. He uses the techniques of positive reframing (shifting from a 
negative to a positive view of the people and their intentions) and 
of shifting the hierarchy of power from the teen being in charge of 
the family to the parents being in charge, but only of themselves. 
This results in the paradoxical outcome of the adolescent taking 
charge of him-  or herself in a more responsible way, guided implic-
itly by the parents asserting their power through powerlessness 
(nonstruggling).
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There is a calm, caring, but firm, assertive, and respectful 
feeling to Neil’s approach. If the family makes the shift, all members 
wind up showing deep respect for each other, which creates greater 
harmony among the family members. In attempts to lead the ado-
lescent toward accepting responsibility, Neil encourages the 
parents to accept their own responsibility in maintaining the 
Control Battle (“feeding the Beast”). Not only does this shift the 
tone from blaming others to assuming one’s own responsibility, it 
also models for the teen how to do this, while allowing the parents 
to keep a positive image of their teen, as they are no longer encum-
bered by their anger and disappointment about their teen’s behav-
ior. This, then, allows the teens the psychological breathing space 
to rethink who they are and what they really want as goals for 
themselves. It also, paradoxically, lets them appreciate their 
parents, who they previously saw as oppressors of their freedom.

The late family therapist Jay Haley described the essential 
developmental task for teens as “being prepared to leave home.” 
Neil’s approach gives teens that very preparatory opportunity: the 
chance to shift from being a surly, procrastinating, goal- less, passive, 
disengaged individual with a negative attitude toward life to being 
a more energized, productive, goal- focused, active, and engaged 
individual with a positive and hopeful attitude toward life, and with 
a more tolerant and loving attitude toward his or her parents.

In recent years, psychotherapy has relentlessly been forced back 
into the “problem is within the individual” model, driven largely by 
political power of the health insurance industry and by Big Pharma’s 
enormous influence over how practitioners practice; the “standard 
of care” has become the promoting of a limited number of, indi-
vidual, psychotherapeutic interventions, and the use of medications 
whenever possible. The primary model for insurance reimburse-
ment requires diagnosing a single “patient” and seeing that patient 
in sessions alone. As such, family therapy (for which insurance 
companies pay therapists less than they do for individual therapy, or 
nothing at all) is rapidly becoming a lost art.
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Kudos to Neil for continuing to respect the power of the family 
system for creating and for resolving the struggles of adolescents. In 
fact, I remember Neil telling me some 30 years ago that he found it 
peculiar that the DSM (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders) has an individual diagnosis of oppositional defiant disor-
der, when, by definition, the “disorder” (which presumably would 
be inside the individual) would require that the adolescent oppose 
someone else (essentially making it a relationship disorder!).

Unlike other parenting books, which simply rely on crafting 
more punitive, top- down approaches for “fixing” the behavior of 
teens, Ending the Parent- Teen Control Battle embraces the essence 
of family theory and family therapy as the most effective, compre-
hensive approach— an approach that builds in maintenance of the 
family’s positive changes. Without such a systems approach, rela-
tional changes are typically short- lived.

Neil’s book will be well- received by its readership. It is written 
in a clear, friendly, and informative style, with good examples of 
typical family control battles, and with sample scripted language 
that parents can immediately use to begin reshaping their negative 
family interactions into positive resolutions of conflict. Reading 
and fully implementing the guidelines in this book will certainly 
help you stop “feeding the Beast.” My best wishes to the readers.

—Donald T. Saposnek, PhD
Clinical Child Psychologist and Family Therapist
Department of Psychology,  

University of California, Santa Cruz





INTRODUCTION

why I wrote This Book

L ong before I went to graduate school, I knew I wanted to be a 
family therapist. I had been working as a teacher in a school for 

children with developmental delays in southern Colorado and I 
discovered something amazing. When we drove out to the stu-
dents’ distant rural homes, met with their parents, and told them 
how much we enjoyed their kids, it created a profound difference 
in how the children performed. They went from defeated, 
depressed, unmotivated students to happy, engaged kids. I knew 
then and there that a magical transformative power existed within 
families, and I wanted to learn how to tap into it.

To this day I am an active student in the field of family therapy, 
and although I’ve studied the work of many of the greats in our 
field, I have focused mostly on structural family therapy and the 
work of renowned psychiatrist, Salvador Minuchin and his col-
leagues. In his book Families and Family Therapy, Minuchin (1974) 
described the repetitive patterns of behavior within families that 
underscore either healthy functioning or potential problems. He 
documented the importance of a well- functioning hierarchy in 
families in order for children to grow up with appropriate struc-
ture. He used a variety of techniques to break the problematic 
family patterns and replace them with new and healthier patterns. 
I received training in this model at the Philadelphia Child 
Guidance Clinic (PCGC) under Minuchin’s directorship. Later, 
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when I was the program manager for an outpatient adolescent 
counseling center, one of the PCGC trainers, child psychiatrist 
John Sargent, trained our therapists in this approach.

Whether I studied structural family therapy or any other family 
therapy approach, one thing was clear: patterns of behavior within 
families are powerful and enduring. The art and practice of family 
therapy is based on helping families transform ongoing negative 
patterns into positive ones. There are volumes written on the 
subject, but there is simply no easy answer about how to accom-
plish this. With 38 years of experience, I now have much more 
success transforming these patterns than I used to, but it’s taken a 
lot of practice, trial and error, training, and commitment. And it 
still isn’t easy.

You may have noticed the recent proliferation of books on the 
subject of parenting in general, and more specifically on parenting 
teenagers. The modern era of the subject of parenting goes back 
perhaps to notable pediatrician Benjamin Spock, who in 1946 pub-
lished The Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care, one of the 
top selling books of all time. Prior to Spock, behaviorists advised 
that responding to infants’ requests would spoil them and leave 
them ill- prepared for the real world. I wonder to this day if my 
mother would have picked me up when I cried as an infant had she 
not read that book! Since that time, the growth and development 
of this field has given parents valuable information to better under-
stand their children and teens and learn strategies to help them 
grow in healthy ways. It has also created a forum for discussion 
about our values related to raising kids.

But too often this parenting advice does not actually address the 
serious struggles that many families have. The reason for this has 
everything to do with the power of persistence in relationships and 
relationship patterns. In struggling families, even if the primary 
struggle is between one parent and only one of several kids, everyone 
in the family will become involved in, and affected by, the struggle. 
That’s how powerful and pervasive relationship patterns can be.
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So I decided to write a book to help parents understand the 
power of negative relationship patterns in families and learn how 
to change them. Because childhood and adolescence offer such 
different challenges, and because these negative relationship pat-
terns so often emerge during the teen years, I have focused this 
book on families raising teenagers.

Since I’ve spent my career studying and working with these 
relationship patterns, I’ve become quite adept at seeing them. 
When I first meet a family, I gather information about each family 
member and discover their unique strengths; then I ask about the 
problem the family has come to talk with me about. After a while, 
the family members begin to interact with each other in their 
natural way, and the relationship patterns emerge. That’s where we 
find the opportunity to create real and lasting change, transform-
ing the negative relationship pattern into a positive one. I’ve come 
to call this negative relationship pattern the Control Battle. And 
the Control Battle is what this book is all about.

You’ll discover that I have created a personification of the 
control battle that I refer to as the Beast. I’ve chosen to do this at 
the risk of sounding corny or gimmicky, because the enduring neg-
ative pattern in families is the real culprit. It’s the real cause of the 
pain and suffering that goes on. It’s not the kid, it’s not the parent— 
it’s the pattern; and it’s so real for me that it seems to come alive, 
almost as an entity in itself. When we personify the control battle, 
it helps us understand how real and powerful it is, and it also helps 
us see that it’s this Beast who is the enemy— not any one member 
of our family.

Early in my career, in my efforts to help the adults take charge 
in families where teens were acting out and being unaccountable, 
I often emphasized the need for a strong parental voice accompa-
nied by strong action. My goal to support parental authority was 
worthy, but my tactics tended to strengthen the hidden control 
battle that lived between parents and kids. Later I became a father 
myself, and this brought out my softer, gentler side. Little by little, 
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as I gained experience both as a therapist and as a father, I learned 
that a nurturing hierarchy could be established and maintained far 
more effectively with love and support than with a heavy handed, 
authoritarian tone.

Over the course of my career, I’ve gained valuable insights into 
the specific elements that create and support control battles, as 
well as some effective ways to end them. In fact, this has been my 
life’s work. I use this knowledge and experience to help the families 
I see, and I’ve shared this information with countless middle and 
high school parents, speaking in school auditoriums for many 
years. And now I’m sharing it with you.

This book is not a substitute for counseling or therapy, but it can 
help you decide if counseling is needed, guide you toward the right 
kind of help for your situation, and augment and reinforce any pro-
fessional help you’re receiving. To help you determine whether coun-
seling is needed, please visit http://www.newharbinger.com/34244 
and read the online chapter “Should I Consider Counseling?”

As we’ll talk about in chapter 2, “Adolescence, an Invitation 
to the Control Battle,” the teen years are the bridge between child-
hood and young adulthood. Parenting a teenager must be 
approached in a way that facilitates this transition. While this 
book is designed to help parents and teens already locked in a 
control battle, it will also give you the knowledge and skills you 
need to help your teen do the growing he or she needs to do and 
avoid the pitfalls of future control battles.

What will you find in these pages? Part 1 of Ending the Parent- 
Teen Control Battle provides an in- depth understanding of what 
the Control Battle is and how it develops. Part 2 gives you the 
specific skills to end the Control Battle, and Part 3 addresses 
advanced applications for specific common issues. Although there 
are many psychological conditions that can invite control battles, 
I’ve focused on just a few that I most commonly see in my practice. 
Two chapters in Part 3 were heavily influenced by two important 
professional relationships I’ve developed, which deserve mention.
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I met John Fleming, the owner and director of Developmental 
Learning Solutions of Santa Cruz and San Jose, California, in the 
early 1990s. John is an educational therapist whose clinic assesses, 
diagnoses, and provides a host of resources for kids with learning 
disabilities. Prior to meeting and working with John, I had been 
struggling to help certain kids and families who were locked in a 
control battle around schoolwork. When John and I began working 
together, I came to see that when these kids’ learning needs were 
assessed, understood, and addressed— in a way that utilized the 
ending the control battle model— struggling kids and families were 
able to get back onto the road to health and success. I realized I 
had a powerful new response to the control battle that would help 
dismantle it. You can learn more about this in chapter 9, “Learning 
Disabilities and ADHD.”

Another important professional relationship I developed was 
with Mark Burdick, an educational and clinical psychologist who 
specializes in therapeutic placements for at- risk adolescents and 
young adults. Prior to meeting and working with Mark, I had a bias 
against placing teens with seriously destructive behaviors in pro-
grams away from their homes. After all, from my perspective as a 
family theorist and therapist, how does sending a kid with behav-
ior problems to a program do anything to change the negative rela-
tionship patterns in the family?

Through many conversations, I learned that Mark strongly 
agrees with me that to be effective, the manner in which teenagers 
are placed, along with the programs themselves, needs to help 
families change negative relationship patterns into positive ones. 
This way, the teens can be safe while both they and their families 
receive the help and support they need to be successful when the 
teenagers return home. I also learned that different programs are 
best suited for certain kids, and finding the right program makes 
all the difference in the success of the outcome. There is more on 
this subject in chapter 11, “When Your Teen Is Seriously Out of 
Control.”
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As an adjunct to this book, I have also written a chapter for 
your teen to read called “For Teens Only,” which you will find online 
at http://www.newharbinger.com/34244. This chapter will provide 
your teen with an understanding of what a healthy path forward for 
a teenager really is. It includes much of the information you’ll find 
in this book, but in terms that are geared toward teenagers.

For you to benefit most from this book, it will be important to 
start at the beginning and read consecutively through chapter 7, 
“Self- Esteem and Happiness.” That way you’ll have a strong under-
standing of the ending the parent- teen control battle model. Then, 
if you want to go ahead to a chapter that focuses on an application 
of the model to a specific circumstance, you will be well prepared 
to absorb that material. Once you have read the first seven chap-
ters and your teen has read “For Teens Only,” you’ll be ready to sit 
down together, discuss what you’ve read and how it applies to your 
family, and commit to making healthy changes. You might ask 
each other these questions:

Are there ways in which we have a Control Battle? Do we have 
a Beast in our relationship?

If we do have one, what are the one or two things we could 
each do that would “starve the Beast”?

If we don’t have one, what are the one or two things we need 
to keep doing, or do more of, to keep the Beast away?

So if you’re at your wits’ end and tired of the constant struggle 
with your teen, be assured that the powerful insights, interven-
tions, and tools you will need to move forward are all right here. 
This book will help take the pressure off you to get your teen to 
perform and will put that responsibility squarely in the hands of 
your teen— which is where it belongs. With this important shift, 
you will be able to build a relationship of trust and respect and 
thoroughly enjoy these teen years before launching your son or 
daughter into the world of young adulthood.



Understanding 
the Control 

Battle

PART
ONE





CHAPTER 1

what Is the Control Battle? 
(Meet the Beast)

J ust think of it— here we are with all of our good intentions, 
wanting nothing more than to help our kids be happy and suc-

cessful. And our kids want only to be happy and successful as well. 
And yet, everything we do, and everything they do, gets distorted 
and turned into something ugly and counterproductive. How can 
this be?

Simple things, like getting your teenager to do homework, do 
a chore, be nice to his or her sibling, or simply be home on time, 
can seem overwhelming. Just getting your kid out of bed and off to 
school in the morning can be an ordeal that saps the pleasure out 
of the day. Sometimes the problems are far more severe, such as 
those involving crime, drug abuse, and other dangerous behaviors. 
You’ve read some excellent parenting books and applied the 
methods, but to no avail. You may have sought counseling for 
yourself and your teenager with little lasting improvement.

At some point you may question whether things will ever get 
better. “Is it hopeless? Is this how life is going to be now? Is my 
teenager impossible? Am I a bad parent?” And the answer is— no! 
Your situation is not hopeless, your teenager is not impossible, and 
you are not a bad parent.
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What I am going to share with you is how to recognize a 
pattern of interaction that may be happening in your family, the 
pattern I have named the parent- teen control battle. I’ll show you 
what the control battle is all about and how developmental shifts 
in adolescence contribute to its creation. You’ll develop an under-
standing of the difference between typical power struggles and a 
control battle, and how you can be truly reempowered as a parent. 
And as you reclaim your role as an effective parent, you will learn 
how to empower your adolescent to grow and invest all that 
amazing adolescent energy in a healthy direction.

While control battles can exist for parents of children from 
toddlerhood through— and including— adulthood, this book is 
designed specifically for parents of middle-  and high- school- age 
teenagers. The developmental tasks and challenges are unique for 
this age group, so the approaches to parenting without control 
battles, and to ending control battles when they do develop, must 
be unique and specific as well.

Parenting Styles
There are many styles of parenting within a wide range of cultural 
and personal norms, most of which can work quite well. You prob-
ably know parents who are very strict, and parents who are quite 
lenient. You know families in which religion is very important, and 
families in which sports, music, or the arts are encouraged. I’m sure 
you’re aware of teens from these different styles of families who are 
just fine, and others who are struggling. Strict parents can have 
problems with their teens, as can parents with a more relaxed style. 
Religious and nonreligious families alike may have well- behaved 
and successful teenagers, yet they may experience challenging and 
difficult situations with their teens as well.

Additionally, many parents feel the pressure to be “a perfect 
parent.” Let me reassure you that nobody parents perfectly. When 
it comes to raising kids, we’ve all done things that mental health 
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professionals would advise against doing. We all get angry, and 
most of us raise our voices sometimes. We may lecture ineffec-
tively, punish our kids for doing something they didn’t know was 
wrong, overindulge, oversupport, underindulge, and undersupport. 
We give our teenagers guidance and set limits when they would 
probably be better off making decisions and learning about conse-
quences on their own. Or we fail to step in to offer guidance or set 
limits when they truly need us to.

This is ordinary family life! Despite their parents’ human 
imperfections, kids can and do thrive, growing up to lead happy 
and successful lives.

I am not trying to convince you that nothing we do makes any 
difference, nor am I trying to encourage you to be thoughtless as a 
parent. I am saying that there is a wide range of values and 
approaches that can be equally effective, and being a perfect parent 
is impossible.

So let’s be clear: there is no “right kind of family,” there is no 
such thing as a perfect family, and all families have problems. So if 
you are struggling with your teenager, please don’t decide that you 
are a bad parent or that you have a bad kid. Let’s just decide that you 
are a parent looking for a better way to understand and deal with 
problems you’re having with your teenager. And that’s a good thing.

Now let’s look at this phenomenon that I call the Control 
Battle.

Some Parent- Teen Struggles Are Healthy
It’s important to acknowledge and accept that to a certain extent 
the parent- teen power struggle is natural. It’s part of how kids grow 
up and how change happens in families to accommodate teen 
development. Kids are often testing limits, and parents respond 
either by reaffirming those limits or by accepting that perhaps it’s 
time to change a limit. For instance, you agree that your fourteen- 
year- old son can go to a party, but you want him home at the usual 
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curfew of 11:00 p.m. Your son gets upset and pleads with you to 
extend the curfew to 1:00 a.m. because that’s how late the other 
kids are allowed to stay, and he “feels like a baby” having to leave 
the party early when everyone else is still having fun. You relin-
quish previously- set expectations and agree to a compromise of 
midnight, but you are somewhat concerned. You know your son 
needs his sleep to do well the next day, and you realize that you’re 
setting a new precedent. But you figure that you’ll see how it goes 
because you don’t want your son to feel embarrassed about being 
treated as less mature than his friends.

The way this agreement was made involved a certain amount 
of emotional upset, arguing, and negotiating. There is a natural 
push/pull that goes on between kids and parents that is common, 
normal, and important. Of course we want these parent- teen 
struggles to be as respectful and reasonable as possible, but they do 
tend to become emotional. The good news is, even with some 
amount of kid- parent emotion and conflict, our teens can still do 
well and the parent- teen relationship can still be healthy.

Some Parent- Teen Struggles Are 
Control Battles
Yet sometimes it seems as if nothing we do is working. It seems we 
have only two options: fight with our teen or let things go. If we try 
to discuss things, it turns into an argument. If we put our foot 
down, it provokes a crisis. If we do nothing, our son or daughter 
will simply fail. And it’s been going on way too long, sapping the 
fun and energy out of the whole family. If this sounds familiar, you 
are experiencing the phenomenon of the Control Battle.

A parent- teen control battle is the chronic struggle between a 
parent and adolescent who are each engaged in a constant attempt 
to get what they want. The parent is attempting to get the teen to 
behave in a certain way— to do chores or homework, to stop fight-
ing with siblings, stop using drugs, stop staying out all night, or 
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whatever it may be. The teen is attempting to resist parental 
control, struggling to get or do what he wants.

Caught in the Clutches of the Beast
The Control Battle is a self- perpetuating and destructive pattern of 
interaction. It has a momentum all its own. Elements of the control 
battle are going on even when the parent and teen are not directly 
engaged. Before the parent even begins to interact with the teen, 
both will anticipate a negative response. The parent will likely 
expect push- back and anger from the teen. The teen will likely 
expect the parent to be critical, disapproving, or controlling.

In control battle– based relationships, these negative expecta-
tions drive the relationship. Even when parents— or teenagers— 
intentionally offer their best communication, hoping to positively 
influence the relationship, any happy result is likely to be short- 
lived as the negative relationship pattern quickly returns. This is 
because control battle– based relationships go beyond any cause- 
and- effect explanation. The control battle phenomenon is interac-
tive and complex, with each person affected by the other, and 
ultimately the momentum of the control battle itself affects them 
both. It is this quality of the control battle, the negative and 
destructive momentum it builds, that makes it so difficult to tran-
scend and heal.

A control battle can be so powerful that it often overwhelms 
our best intentions and renders us completely ineffective and help-
less. We can think of the control battle as a diabolical, cynical 
creature who loves to distort reality, create havoc, turn the simple 
into the complex, turn the easy into the difficult, and take the 
pleasure out of our lives. I see this creature as ugly and menacing, 
like Jabba the Hutt from Star Wars. This creature lives off of our 
negativity, our doubt, our fears, our frustration, and our anger. 
When we parent within the control battle paradigm, we feed the 
Beast. The more we feed it, the bigger it bloats up, and this fiend 
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just gets more and more powerful. When we operate outside the 
control battle paradigm, the Beast starves, loses power, weakens, 
and dies a natural death.

The powerful advantage of this perspective is that it changes 
the target of our efforts from our teen to the control battle itself. 
And since we can’t fight what we can’t see, by visualizing the phe-
nomenon as an entity, we can see what we’re up against. We then 
gain the opportunity to wage an effective fight against it, render it 
powerless, and get it out of our lives. Our job is to starve the Beast 
and end the control battle.

As a therapist, I have learned that no problem or issue can be 
addressed successfully if the attempt to solve it takes place within 
the context of the control battle. It matters little whether the issue 
revolves around chores, schoolwork, curfew, or your teen’s disre-
spectful communications. And it’s just as pertinent with issues of 
depression, substance abuse, and aggressive behavior. In order to 
create lasting change, families must learn and understand the 
secrets of the control battle and take the critical steps to end it.

Let’s look at one example of a mother- son control battle.

Cameron
Cameron is an eighth grade boy who lives with his mother 
and younger brother and visits his father on weekends. 
Cameron has never loved doing schoolwork, but now it’s 
become an almost constant battle for his mother to get 
him to complete his assignments. What he really wants to 
do is skateboard and play video games. His teachers have 
tried to work with him, but he seems to want no part of 
their help. Recently Cameron has started hanging out 
with other kids who do poorly in school and are known to 
smoke cigarettes and marijuana.

Cameron’s pattern is to put off schoolwork and do it 
only when it can’t be delayed any longer, usually with a lot 
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of prompting and support from his mother. Typically Mom 
will start off nicely, asking Cameron what work he has to 
do, and Cameron will be evasive, until Mom pushes 
through his hedging, pins him down, and gets him going.

Mom is understandably concerned that Cameron isn’t 
growing up to manage his responsibilities and now is start-
ing to “go downhill.” And after working all day, making 
dinner, supporting her younger son, and then having to 
struggle with Cameron, Mom is feeling more than frus-
trated; she is feeling hopeless and burned out.

Mom decides to bring Cameron to a counselor, who 
says Cameron is depressed and sad that his father isn’t 
more involved in his life. This confirms Mom’s thinking. 
But what is she supposed to do?

The counselor recommends a behavior plan in which 
Cameron can earn or lose certain privileges based on how 
he completes his work. This sounds reasonable to Mom, 
and Cameron doesn’t object, but when it comes down to it, 
it is still Mom doing the work to get Cameron to do his 
work and earn his privileges. When she revokes a privi-
lege, Cameron fights with her and promises to do his work, 
and Mom, who is thin on energy to begin with, often 
accepts his promises and moves on, only to have Cameron 
continue to put his work off. When Mom does take away 
his privileges, this seems to have no effect. Cameron just 
broods, is rude to his mother, and acts mean to his younger 
brother.

Cameron’s mother is concerned that there is more 
going on here than the act of taking away privileges can 
address. Does Cameron simply have the same genes as his 
irresponsible father? Perhaps Cameron has accepted his 
father’s view that the divorce was Mom’s fault. In fact, 
Mom has worried about Cameron ever since the divorce. 
She worries that taking his privileges away will cause him 
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to feel he’s been abandoned by both parents and make the 
situation even worse. So things continue much this same 
way, within the pattern of their control battle— Mom 
coaxing, pushing, and finally punishing in an attempt to 
help Cameron succeed, and Cameron avoiding and resist-
ing. Nothing has changed and they remain firmly in the 
grasp of the Beast.

As frustrating and perhaps even hopeless as the situation with 
Cameron and his mother seems to be, if we were to zero in on the 
control battle, help Mom and Cameron understand the elements 
supporting it, and help them take the critical steps to end it, 
Cameron would find himself back on the path to success, and 
Mom would feel empowered, effective, and able to enjoy parenting 
her son again.

Control battles can take many forms. They can be loud, soft, 
obvious, or subtle. But when parents are engaged in a control battle 
with their kids, they feel frustrated, helpless, and sometimes hope-
less. Everything, it seems, turns into a fight, a constant struggle. 
Imagine the feeling of having your car stuck in the mud on the side 
of the road. If you step on the gas, you go nowhere— you only sink 
deeper. If you don’t step on the gas, you just sit there feeling help-
less, resisting the temptation to step on the gas. It’s that feeling of 
futility that is so painful. Parents want so much to help, yet they 
feel as if their teenager has rendered them completely helpless!

The Destructive Impact of the 
Control Battle
Control battles don’t only feel bad in the moment; they can have a 
long- lasting negative impact on individuals and families. They 
undermine healthy social and emotional development in teens. 
Instead of putting energy into developing their strengths and 
improving their weaknesses, teens throw their efforts into resisting 
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control, thereby impeding their own personal growth. Instead of 
learning how to manage their responsibilities, their feelings, and 
their attitudes, they work at avoiding responsibilities, indulging 
their negative feelings, and cultivating a bad attitude.

Destructive behaviors can include underachievement or failure 
at school, substance abuse, self- cutting, extreme diets or overeat-
ing, perfectionism, becoming either a chronic victim or a bully, 
and more. The more intense and long- lasting the control battle is, 
the more serious the impact will be on a teen’s development.

Not only do control battles negatively impact kids, they often 
lead to parental burnout, too. After all, when we put a majority of 
our effort into something that continually fails, that’s a formula for 
burnout. And burnout must be taken seriously. It can result in 
fatigue, insomnia, impaired concentration and attention, illness, 
anxiety, and depression.

The family is a social ecological system, so any stress that 
impacts one part of the family affects all the other parts as well. 
When the family’s emotional resources are being consumed in a 
control battle, there will be fewer resources available for other 
people and activities. Control battles can negatively impact a 
parental couple’s relationship and can take quality time and atten-
tion away from brothers and sisters, who come to resent their 
sibling or their parents who are devoting so much energy to that 
sibling. The other kids in the family may feel less important since 
their “troubled” sibling is getting the lion’s share of the attention. 
They may start acting out or developing negative symptoms them-
selves; or, conversely, they may feel undue pressure to be “good” in 
order to reduce the stress in the family.

Think of a teen’s development as a line plotted on a graph. 
There will be times when the growth is obvious and the line is 
steep, as well as times when growth is less obvious and the line is 
flatter. But to be healthy, the overall direction must be upward. 
When a teen is in chronic conflict, the line starts heading down, 
rather than moving up the way it should. The longer this 
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continues, and the farther the teen falls behind in development, 
the more difficult it becomes to catch up.

Personal development, for better or worse, has a momentum 
that tends to perpetuate itself. If the direction is up, that is, toward 
positive improvement, the momentum will be upward. If the direc-
tion is down, the momentum continues downward in a negative 
expression. It is this momentum that makes change so difficult. 
Think of the momentum of a train going down the track. Once 
that train gets going, it’s not easy to stop, let alone reverse. Even 
after the conductor puts on the brakes, the train will still be a long 
way down the tracks before it stops. In order to change direction, 
it must first slow down, make the shift, and gradually accelerate 
until it has a good head of steam going in the other direction.

The same thing is true when it comes to reversing the momen-
tum of a control battle. In addition to using the right strategy, 
reversing a control battle will require sustained effort. Fortunately, 
there is an essential aspect of the control battle in which the train 
analogy breaks down: The train doesn’t care which direction it’s 
going. With people, there is a natural striving for growth. In a 
healthy situation we tend to want to improve ourselves, to love and 
be loved, to achieve, to feel esteemed, and to contribute. Even your 
teenager, who may seem bent upon sabotaging these efforts, has 
the natural inclination toward improvement. When you take steps 
to end the control battle and set a clear path forward, you have 
every reason to have faith that your son or daughter will be eventu-
ally heading back on the right track.

So are you in a control battle with your teen? To help you 
answer that question, please go to http://www.newharbinger.com 
/34244 and take the simple survey called “Is It a Control Battle?”



CHAPTER 2

adolescence, an Invitation 
to the Control Battle

I f you are a pretty talented parent and have managed to avoid 
building a control battle– based relationship with your younger 

children, nice going! Like the rest of us, you probably get into it 
with your kids from time to time, but if you haven’t engaged in a 
chronic control battle, you’re doing great. Yet even if you’ve done 
well up until the teen years, adolescence can be, and often is, a 
game changer. Let’s take a look at what’s behind it.

Essentially, adolescence is that transitional period of develop-
ment that bridges childhood to young adulthood. As adolescents, 
our kids are no longer children, and, as you surely have noticed, 
they’re not exactly adults either! They are learning to become their 
own persons, increasingly able to function socially, emotionally, 
and economically independent from their parents. This is truly an 
amazing time of metamorphosis, when our children are opening 
their wings and learning to fly. The ultimate goal is that you and 
your child, now a teenager, stay lovingly connected forever. What’s 
important now, as our sons and daughters travel through adoles-
cence, is to gradually shift our relationship with them from one of 
strict parental accountability toward one of more relaxed friend-
ship and mentoring. Yet there are many factors that keep the 
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crossing of this developmental bridge from progressing smoothly. 
Some huge physiological changes take place during adolescence to 
support the behavioral changes required for the transition from 
childhood to adulthood, and for many of us, it’s not a very smooth 
time.

Physiologically, and in many ways socially, adolescence begins 
at age twelve and extends into the early twenties. Full maturation 
doesn’t occur for women until around age twenty- three, and age 
twenty- four or twenty- five for men. But for the purposes of this 
book, we’ll refer to the period from after high school to age 
twenty- four as young adulthood, and divide adolescence into 
three stages.

The Three Stages of Adolescence
Early adolescence includes twelve-  to fourteen- year- olds; middle 
adolescence, fifteen- year- olds; and late adolescence, sixteen-  to 
eighteen- year- olds. To visualize this developmental journey, think 
of your child as taking a trip over an arched footbridge. As young 
people leave the land of childhood, they step onto the footbridge. 
In this early stage, they can’t yet see over the curved top of the 
bridge to the land of adulthood, but they can look to the crest of 
the bridge and see the teen years ahead, and they know that’s 
where they’re going, up the footbridge to become teenagers them-
selves. These young adolescents look back with mixed emotions, 
grieving as they leave their childhoods behind, and steeling them-
selves for the journey ahead.

The middle adolescents have reached the top of the bridge. 
They have come to a place from where they can now see both 
sides— where they came from and where they’re going— but both 
of these places seem far away. They’re right in the middle, where 
they know they’re no longer in the land of childhood, but they 
aren’t ready to enter the land of young adulthood, either.
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Late adolescents are on the farther side of the bridge and are 
not looking back at their childhoods as much. They can see the 
land of young adulthood ahead, and that is now their point of focus.

Each of these adolescent stages presents unique and important 
challenges and opportunities. Let’s take a look at what’s involved.

Early Adolescence
The drive to move away from one’s family and toward one’s 

peer group characterizes kids in early adolescence. When they 
were younger, their friends tended to be simply their classmates or 
neighbors. Now, as middle schoolers, our kids align with, and seek 
social acceptance from, other kids and peer groups, and create 
identities separate from their families. You might find that there 
are times when they behave as they always did as children, and 
that they still value many of the things they loved as children. And 
then there will be times that they hate being reminded of their 
childhood likes and routines. “That’s stupid, I hate that,” they 
might say in response to something they once enjoyed, including 
playing with their brothers and sisters. Now their younger siblings 
are “too babyish,” and they can’t tolerate being around them. They 
reject what we have to say about how to dress and what does or 
doesn’t look good on them. You’ll notice kids in this age group 
wearing clothes that you think look ridiculous on them, but as long 
as it’s what the other kids are wearing, they’re happy.

Kids are pulling away from parents at the same time that they 
remain highly dependent on them both emotionally and function-
ally. Don’t believe it when they act like they don’t need your love 
and emotional support any longer; they do! There’s a good book by 
Anthony E. Wolf (2002) called Get Out of My Life, but First Could 
You Drive Me and Cheryl to the Mall? This title perfectly character-
izes the tension between young teens’ desire for independence and 
the reality of their dependence, humorously and beautifully. It’s 
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easy to see how control battles can develop quite easily during this 
phase of development.

For our younger teens, pushing back against their parents and 
their parents’ expectations is part of how they begin to separate, 
and parents might naturally react to this as disrespect. Many 
parents will be confused by what feels like a sudden change in their 
child’s behavior. They will have heard all the stories about how 
kids change during adolescence, but might have thought it would 
be magically different for them because they’ve always had such a 
close relationship with their kid. So naturally they are shocked 
when their previously delightful child pulls away with all the 
typical disagreeable behaviors.

Early adolescence is a time when kids need to manage their 
educational responsibilities more independently. Beginning in the 
sixth grade, young teens have different teachers for different sub-
jects and must learn to adjust to their varied expectations. It can 
be very difficult for parents to gain insight into how their young 
teens are doing and whether there are problems brewing. Teachers 
have different approaches for communicating with parents, and 
there can be a delay between what’s going on with the teen and 
when the parents find out about it. Kids who have underdeveloped 
organizational skills, have learning issues, or are not very moti-
vated or responsible in general will need parental support at a time 
when they are more reluctant than ever to accept that support. So 
when kids hit this developmental stage without being fully pre-
pared for the responsibilities that go along with it, you’ll find the 
perfect setup for the Control Battle to thrive.

Middle Adolescence
Most high school sophomores fall into the category of middle 

adolescence. By now they have formed their teen identities; they 
know their own style, their dress, their music, and their friends, 
and they’ve usually developed some confidence in their ability to 
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be teenagers. They may have moved beyond that stage of con-
stantly pulling away for the sake of pulling away. Fifteen- year- olds 
simply like what they like and want what they want. Many know 
the expectations and the routines and follow them quite well.

Others, having developed some mastery with independence 
but not yet having a strong sense of the future in front of them, 
seem less interested in school and parental expectations. They may 
have been the most delightful kids and even managed early adoles-
cence reasonably well. But as middle teens, they begin to reject 
everything adult and embrace everything that goes with the word 
“teen.” Their sense of autonomy increases. They may have older 
friends who are driving, so they can get rides— and they have 
skateboards, bikes, feet, and public transportation to take them 
where they want to go, independent of their parents.

It is this comfort with teen life, coupled with a lack of urgency 
regarding their future, that can lead many middle adolescent kids 
to be so challenging. Parents will work hard to keep their kids on 
track, while their kids resist with righteous effort. So middle ado-
lescence is a high- risk time when it comes to entering the Control 
Battle. And if your fifteen- year- old is proving to be difficult, you’re 
not alone. Hang in there and use all the skills I’ll be offering you 
for starving the Beast, and have faith that things will get better.

Late Adolescence
In late adolescence, beginning around age sixteen, or junior 

year in high school, teenagers’ perspective begins to change. In 
their quest for independence, instead of moving away from the 
family, the focus turns toward the future. Where am I going? And 
how am I going to get there? These are the questions looming in 
their minds. It might not appear as if they’re thinking about that at 
all, given the lack of focus many late teens continue to exhibit, but 
believe me, they are!
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It seems that for most kids, age sixteen is a magical point at 
which the looming reality suddenly hits home— I’m just twenty- four 
short months to legal adulthood and the end of mandatory parental 
support! Up until this age, it might have seemed as if life would go 
on, year after year, very much the same as it did the year before. 
Now kids can begin to see the horizon where life as they have 
known it will come to an end, and they will need a plan. That 
horizon can look very much like a cliff, and it can be quite 
frightening.

When teens in this stage are doing well, parent- teen relation-
ships can go relatively smoothly. Many kids understand the basic 
rules and standards required of them, have in large part internal-
ized those expectations, and function well with only a few prompts 
to help them stay on track. Some will need a bit more structure, 
and most will require guidance and support for planning their next 
stage in life. If they are bound for college, the process of selecting 
and applying to colleges is enormous. Many families benefit from 
using an independent college consultant to help with all this, and 
young people often respond better to adults other than their 
parents when tasks and deadlines have to be achieved. Many teens 
will be thinking of options other than college, or looking for some 
“real world” experience before they attend college. Parental support 
to help them think through their goals and plans and take some 
initial action will help them feel more grounded and confident and 
increase their likelihood of success.

Though you might see some important positive changes as 
your teen moves into later adolescence, there will be plenty of 
opportunities for parent- teen control battles, too. If a control battle 
has been going on prior to now, it can intensify when the next 
steps in your teen’s life are not clear. And even when control battles 
have been avoided, older teens may be thinking they now can 
roam the world at will, and they can become a bit “too big for their 
britches.” They will need their parents to reel them back in.
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And then there is the phenomenon of “senioritis,” that well- 
known disease that causes high school seniors to act as if high 
school is already over. They want to party and connect with each 
other 24/7— while they still can!

At this point, there are often many important and potentially 
stressful things for teens and parents to deal with— preparing for 
graduation, writing papers and passing tests, ordering caps and 
gowns, and tying up lots of other loose ends. The extra stress is 
enough to put parents, as well as teens, on edge.

Parent: Sweetheart, did you ever pay that fine for the lost 
library book? You can’t graduate unless you do. They 
won’t let you walk in the ceremony, and you know 
your grandparents are flying across the country to see 
you graduate.

Teen: That fine they expect me to pay is bogus! Nobody 
pays those fines. It was a stupid book and isn’t worth 
the cost of the fine they’re charging me. Don’t worry 
about it.

Sound familiar?
So you see that there are many opportunities to enter the 

parent- teen control battle at this stage as well. I’ve often said that 
God makes eighteen- year- olds so obnoxious so their parents won’t 
feel so sad when they move away!

Puberty and the Physiological Changes 
of Adolescence
Along with and contributing to this social- emotional transition 
are tremendous musculoskeletal, hormonal, and neurological 
changes as kids’ bodies are morphing before their own and their 
parents’ very eyes. Size and weight changes, in addition to primary 
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and secondary sexual characteristics and functions, are develop-
ing. All of this can be quite tough on teens as well as on their 
parents. Hormonal changes have an enormous effect on mood and 
attitude, making for ups and downs that can be hard to under-
stand or keep up with. Kids can be happy one minute, despondent 
or hostile the next.

The Adolescent Brain
Adolescent brains are going through a monumental transfor-

mational process, which actually accounts for more behavioral 
changes than any other factor. Research over the last twenty years 
has given us a much more sophisticated understanding of adoles-
cent brain develoment. Like other organs, the human brain goes 
through an amazing period of growth until around age twenty- five, 
with maturity coming sooner for young women and later for young 
men. But the brain is not simply growing in size. It changes in ways 
that are unique to the stage of adolescence as it develops the char-
acteristics that prepare teenagers for adulthood.

From the womb through pre- puberty and on into adulthood, 
our brains are growing and developing, creating neural connec-
tions of all kinds. A major remodeling process of these connections 
happens during adolescence, enabling a higher level of sophistica-
tion. This remodeling process involves a “pruning back” activity, 
trimming out underutilized connections and then laying down 
extra amounts of myelin, the substance that increases the speed of 
often- used connections. The net effect of this transition is that a 
person goes from having a brain filled with a lot of varied informa-
tion in childhood to one of streamlined specialization and integra-
tion. Integration allows the many parts and functions of the brain 
to know what the others are doing.

Much of this integration process takes place in the prefrontal 
cortex, where the most significant growth in the brain occurs 
during adolescence. This is the most distinctly human part of the 
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brain. It’s the area that plans and organizes, modulates mood, con-
trols impulses, and takes into account the long- term consequences 
of different choices— all those functions that we consider to be 
aspects of maturity. It is the part of the brain where abstract think-
ing takes place, enabling teens for the first time to see a number of 
options for solving problems and become aware of the many and 
varied ways to think about issues.

It is during this period of development that teens begin to 
ponder the meaning of life and understand that their parents are 
just people with their own ideas and ways of doing things. They 
begin to see that perhaps there are other reasonable ways to do 
things as well. It is the maturation of the prefrontal cortex that 
allows teens to self- reflect and to understand their own personali-
ties, their feelings, and their emotional needs as well as the emo-
tional needs of others.

The Dopamine Effects
Unique to adolescent neurodevelopment is a heightened 

release of dopamine, a neurotransmitter that drives reward- seeking 
behavior. In other words, teenagers may have an increased desire 
to seek out and do things that will make them, in the short term, 
feel good. Daniel Siegel (2014), in his book Brainstorm, explains 
the effects of this increased dopamine release on teen behavior. 
The first effect is impulsivity— adolescents simply react to the 
drive for pleasure before giving any real thought or evaluation to 
their actions.

A second effect of increased dopamine release is the tendency 
of teenagers to minimize the potential downsides of a behavior in 
favor of the upsides, or perceived gains. Say you are going out of 
town for a few days and you decide to trust your generally respon-
sible sixteen- year- old daughter to stay at a friend’s house. With 
access to your empty house, your lovely daughter decides to have a 
“small” party with fifteen or so kids. Once the party is discovered, 
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and her friends text their friends, dozens more teens and young 
adults show up, who turn the house into what looks like a frater-
nity party, with spilled beer and wine, broken heirlooms, disgrun-
tled neighbors, and ultimately a visit from the police to break it up.

For the life of you, you can’t understand how your daughter 
could have done such an irresponsible and careless thing! After 
all, she’s generally so reliable. In this case, what she did actually 
required planning and even deception— so she had to have known 
at least some of the potential consequences of her actions. It was 
her dopamine- induced tendency to minimize negative conse-
quences in favor of the possibility of fun, stimulation, and status 
with her peers that prompted this very poor decision.

A third effect of the increased dopamine release is an increased 
risk of addiction. The drive for pleasure will lead many teens 
toward drugs and alcohol or other addicting substances and behav-
iors, such as sugary foods, risky sexual behavior, and pornography. 
The dopamine- based highs and lows that the addictive substance 
or behavior creates can seduce teens into the trap of chronic use to 
find the highs, only to be met shortly after by the lows, driving the 
desire to achieve the highs again and again.

How Does This Information Help?
So what is the purpose of heightened dopamine activity in 

teenagers? After all, isn’t it a major cause of problems and acci-
dents? Well, yes it is. But it is also the driving force to innovate, 
search, create, and take the necessary risks and opportunities to 
discover themselves and the world. This is the essential work of 
adolescence, and we need to embrace it. As parents we want to 
support opportunities for our teenagers to explore, challenge, and 
grow their abilities. This can happen in classrooms, in after- school 
activities, as well as during home and community activities. We 
can engage our teenagers in finding their own solutions to the 
problems they encounter. We can support our teens in finding safe 
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ways for them to express their passions. When we create opportu-
nities for our teenagers to challenge themselves and engage in life, 
we are helping them to develop their brains so that their under-
standing of themselves and others grows, and their ability to make 
coherent, high- quality decisions improves.

The pruning back of neurons has critical implications for our 
teenagers. When they involve themselves in deep learning and 
developing specific areas of interest and skill, they will maintain 
and grow the parts of the brain that facilitate those areas. When 
they learn a musical instrument, develop foreign language or math 
skills, play a sport, or rebuild a car engine, our teens are building 
neurological connections— and abilities— that will last a lifetime. 
And even if they put these skills away for a while, they’ll be there 
when they go back to them later in life— just like riding a bike.

Remember that the prefrontal cortex in teens is in this impor-
tant developmental stage, so full neurological integration— the 
ability to understand their own and others’ feelings, make high- 
quality decisions, and use intuition— is still in process. One way 
this incomplete development is commonly demonstrated is in 
teenagers’ difficulty when it comes to reading others. They might 
believe that other kids don’t like them when that is not the case at 
all. They think that a parent is angry with them when the parent 
is only emphasizing a point. “Why do you always have to yell at 
me?” they’ll say. It’s not uncommon to hear a teenager say, “My 
teacher hates me!”— only to find out from the teacher that she is 
actually quite fond of the kid and is simply trying to motivate him 
to try harder.

So what’s a parent to do? All this information helps us under-
stand that our teens need both structure and opportunity to grow 
and develop, but in a safe context. It helps us know that in spite of 
how our kids are behaving, they aren’t necessarily being opposi-
tional or simply choosing to be “bad.” Rather, they are adjusting 
and responding to the many changes they are undergoing, and 
they need our understanding, support, and structure. So if we can 
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manage to not take all this too personally, and refrain from feeding 
the Control Battle Beast, we’ll be the resource our kids need us to 
be now, supporting their growth into happy, empowered, and suc-
cessful young adults.

But the challenges on this journey sometimes get the better of 
us. Even with the best of intentions, parents and teens can find 
themselves locked in a control battle, and this can seriously limit 
all the growing and developing our teens need to do. The next 
chapter will help you understand more precisely what feeds the 
Beast, and Part 2 will give you the tools to end it.



CHAPTER 3

what Feeds the Beast?

W e’ve established there is this Beast living in our space. Now 
it’s time to talk about what feeds the Beast. When we figure 

out what the Beast feeds on, we’ll be able to starve it. To do that, 
we need to examine the elements that provide nourishment to this 
pattern we’re calling the Control Battle.

In a typical control battle, three key nutrients provide the 
perfect food to sustain the Beast and enable the control battle to 
thrive: reactivity, overfocusing on the other, and a negative emo-
tional tone.

Reactivity
Reactivity is when we respond to another person automatically 
without thinking about what we’re saying or doing, with a reaction 
that is more instinctual or impulsive than well thought out. Being 
reactive is, in many ways, quite natural. We can’t always stop and 
configure a well- reasoned response to the infinite number of things 
going on around us. If it starts to get dark, we turn on a light— and 
may not even notice that we did it. We simply do it.

Sometimes our instinctual reactions are perfectly appropriate 
to a situation. Grabbing a child’s arm to pull her from the path of 
an oncoming car can be a lifesaving reaction. We have so many 
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interactions with our family members from day to day, there is no 
way we can possibly consider everything we say and every response 
we make to what someone else says.

How Reactivity Feeds the Beast
Overuse of reactivity, however, can build or maintain a control 

battle. When we react to what is being said or done without taking 
charge of our thoughts and actions, we are letting the situation 
control us. In other words, we are giving away our self- control and 
instead allowing ourselves to be controlled by the other person’s 
actions. The opposite of reactivity is thoughtful communication or 
thoughtful action. When we take a moment to think about what is 
going on, or what is being said, and choose a healthy, thoughtful 
response, we are in charge of ourselves.

When my behavior is controlled by my teen, and my teen’s 
behavior is controlled by me, neither of us is taking control of our-
selves. We are simply reacting to— and, ironically, being controlled 
by— each other. When this happens, we open the door to the 
Control Battle.

Contributors to Reactivity
Stress, frustration, fear, and anger all increase the tendency to 

be reactive and leave little room for thoughtfulness. When we’re 
rested and calm, we’re far more able to be sensitive and thoughtful 
to those around us. Conversely, when we’re stressed and tired, the 
littlest things can bother us. And to make matters worse, the pres-
ence of a control battle tends to raise emotions and cause stress, 
encouraging even more reactivity. This vicious cycle is one way the 
control battle develops momentum. Two other factors that con-
tribute to reactivity, and hence the control battle, are tempera-
ment and personalization.
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Temperament

Some people are more emotionally sensitive than others and 
may tend to react more quickly or intensely. Some may be naturally 
competitive and inclined to “win” an interaction. Childrearing 
experts Ron Taffel and Melinda Blau, in their excellent book, 
Nurturing Good Children Now (2000), present an illuminating 
section on individual temperament and how it affects children and 
their parents. Taffel and Blau explain that temperament is inher-
ited, which means it’s passed on genetically, and is an innate part 
of personality. We each have a unique temperament, or basic 
nature, that we experience and carry with us throughout our lives. 
According to Taffel and Blau, children do best when parented in a 
way that accepts and works with their basic temperament. In other 
words, when we try to change children’s or teens’ basic nature, 
blame them, or get upset with them for their temperament, it will 
invariably invite a control battle. This can also help us understand 
why we may have a control battle with one of our children and not 
another.

The four basic temperament types. Taffel and Blau describe four 
basic temperament types: intense/aggressive, intense/sensitive, 
reserved/clingy, and easy/balanced. Intense/aggressive kids are out 
in front, creating the action, and they can be very competitive. 
They lack patience and can become frustrated by obstacles. As 
young children, they may have been the ones throwing tantrums. 
These teenagers have lots of initiative and, when inspired, may 
expect everyone else to go along with their plans. When they engage 
in a sport or activity, it isn’t enough to simply enjoy it, they need to 
win. And even if they’re only competing against themselves, they’ll 
be frustrated if they don’t perform the way they wanted to.

Intense/sensitive kids are also very active. What distinguishes 
this group is their intense reactions to discomforts and slights. 
These teens are happy to participate and give their very best. But 
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when things don’t work out or they get personally rebuffed, they 
can become very hurt and angry. Don’t make the mistake of telling 
these individuals to “get over it; it’s no big deal,” because it sure 
doesn’t feel that way to them and their upset feelings will only 
intensify.

Reserved/clingy kids are sensitive to their environment and 
don’t enjoy large chaotic social settings, generally preferring quiet, 
more intimate situations. They don’t like fierce competition and 
can easily get their feelings hurt, often retreating when they do. 
They need a boost of self- confidence as they move into the socially 
challenging environment of adolescence. Encourage these kids too 
much, though, and they are likely to feel pushed and resist more. 
Ignore them, and they’ll feel hurt. Meet them where they’re at, and 
things will go smoothly.

Easy/balanced kids are generally easy to raise. They can be 
happy in a wide variety of situations, and problems and hurts seem 
to just roll off their backs. These kids can get themselves in plenty 
of trouble, like any other teenager; it’s just that they’re a bit more 
emotionally resilient and have an easier time in relationships.

Working within our teen’s basic nature. All four of these tem-
perament types have inherent strengths and weaknesses. But by 
accepting and working within the reality of their basic nature, we 
can help our kids bring out their best and minimize their weak-
nesses. Even if they were comfortable with their basic nature as 
younger children, teens will need to relearn to accept and manage 
their temperament in their new adolescent bodies and minds, and 
in the new social environment of adolescence.

When there is a mismatch in temperament between a parent 
and teen, there is a greater likelihood of reactivity and risk of 
entering the control battle. You might easily imagine, for instance, 
how an intense/aggressive parent might get into a whopper of a 
control battle with a reserved/clingy child. So understanding our 
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own basic nature, as well as the nature of our teen, will help us 
curb our tendency to become reactive. We can be more patient 
with one another, interact more harmoniously, and avoid feeding 
the Beast.

If you find yourself easily frustrated and you realize you’re 
being reactive with your teenager, ask yourself these questions:

• What is my teenager’s basic temperament?

• What is my basic temperament?

• Where are we mismatched?

• Where can I be more flexible and accepting of my 
teenager’s temperament?

• What are some ways that I can help my teenager be 
more aware of— and skilled at— managing his or her 
temperament?

Despite the important role of temperament, as a therapist who 
has worked with thousands of individuals, each having their own 
unique set of characteristics, I’ve observed that the one character-
istic that makes the most difference in social and emotional effec-
tiveness has nothing to do with any specific temperament. It is an 
individual’s level of self- awareness and flexibility. Those adults 
who have the most self- awareness, including an ability to modify 
their personal weaknesses and actively utilize their strengths, are 
the most effective parents, and in general the most effective people. 
These individuals have the fewest interpersonal conflicts, and they 
are able to respond most effectively to situations out of their per-
sonal comfort zones.

So what we really want for our teens is for them to become 
aware of their own innate characteristics, to accept themselves, 
and to manage their strengths and weaknesses in self- valuing and 
productive ways.
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Personalization

Besides temperament, the tendency to engage in what thera-
pists call personalization can influence reactivity.

The easiest way to understand personalization is to think 
about what happens when we allow our ego to get hurt by other 
people’s words or actions. Instead of their words or actions affirm-
ing us, or making us feel good, they make us feel bad about our-
selves. In fact, others’ words and actions more accurately reflect on 
them, not us, so personalization is something we should all work to 
reduce. We’re all vulnerable to being hurt by others, but if we’re 
too vulnerable to getting our feelings hurt by our teenager, we’ll 
more easily react and get caught up in a control battle.

When our feelings are at stake, we often spring into action— to 
react— before we think at all. A good example of this happens 
commonly with stepparents. Let’s say a new stepmother extends 
herself to support and love her husband’s children in an attempt to 
create a bond and help the children feel comfortable with her. 
After an initial honeymoon period, the children start testing limits 
and asserting that the stepmother isn’t their “real” mother, so they 
don’t have to respect her or acknowledge her authority. Often a 
stepmother will feel very hurt and angry when kids display this 
attitude. After I tried so hard, and was so good to them, how dare they 
treat me in this way? They’re just spoiled brats! she says to herself— or, 
worse yet, out loud to the children. In this case she’s taking a 
natural dynamic in a blended family relationship and making it 
personal.

Here are some examples of personalizing language.

Parents:

You don’t respect me.

You’re punishing me for divorcing your father!

Why don’t you ever listen to me?
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Do you know how hard I have to work for you to waste things?

Why are you doing this to me?

Kids:

Why do you criticize everything I do?

You hate my friends!

You don’t care about my feelings!

You never want me to have any fun!

You just like taking things away from me!

You love my sister more than me.

The lost opportunities of personalizing. When we personalize 
what the other person is saying, several things happen. Instead of 
hearing the other’s thoughts and feelings, we hear only our own 
thoughts and feelings about what that person is saying. Usually, 
the other’s words and tone feel hurtful in some way, and that is 
what we are actually reacting to. When we understand and change 
this tendency, we begin to starve the Beast.

Richey
Richey’s father asked his son to help him clean up the 
garage. The mess in the garage is mostly a result of Richey 
using his father’s tools to work on his motorcycle, so 
Richey’s father thinks he’s being pretty nice to offer his son 
the opportunity to clean the garage together, instead of 
making him to do it alone. He’s even thinking it might be 
a good way to connect with his son. But to his surprise and 
chagrin, Richey tells him he’s too busy to clean the garage.

Richey’s father is instantly livid. “What do you mean, 
you’re too busy?” he erupts. “You think you can just make 
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messes like that and have everyone else clean up after 
you?” Clearly Richey’s father is responding to his own feel-
ings about Richey’s response, with no real understanding 
of what is going on with Richey. Richey’s father is feeling 
rejected and unappreciated. He is personalizing his son’s 
words and behavior.

When we personalize, we miss a lot of what is truly 
going on. Rather than understanding what’s taking place 
around us, we pay attention only to our feelings about 
what is happening. Does this affirm me or does it hurt me? 
Does it make me feel good, or does it make me feel bad? Does 
this mean that I’ll get what I want, or does it mean I won’t?

Richey’s father might have said to himself, I wonder if 
Richey is busy with something important right now. He could 
have connected with Richey to find out. He might have 
learned that Richey has a legitimately busy day and deter-
mined they should plan the garage cleanup for the next 
day. Or he might have learned that Richey’s plans were 
flexible, and that the garage cleanup can rightfully come 
first. In either case, the connection might have been a 
positive one, and Richey’s dad could have learned a little 
more about Richey.

Whose movie are we watching? In any relationship between two 
people, there are always two “movies” playing at the same time. One 
movie reflects reality as we experience it, and the other movie 
reflects the reality of the other person. The question is, which movie 
are we going to watch— our own movie, or the other person’s?

A technique I like to teach my clients is how to consciously 
allow one of the movies to move into the foreground while letting 
the other one recede. When we are focusing on what is going on 
with the other person (watching his or her movie), we are aware of 
our own internal responses, but we keep them in the background. 
Then, when we focus on our own reality, we stay mindful that the 
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other person’s reality is very different from ours, and that it is still 
running in the background.

When we personalize, not only do we lose the opportunity to 
understand more about our teenagers’ feelings and activities, we 
also miss the chance to learn about their thinking, and to assess 
their level of maturity. When we stay away from personalizing and 
reacting, we create an opportunity for the other person to feel lis-
tened to, understood, validated, and supported, and we allow a 
deeper conversation to develop. We’re better able to help our teens 
think through their choices, and maybe even learn from us. On 
the other hand, when we personalize and react, invariably our kids 
will in turn personalize our responses, feel like they’re our victims, 
and learn nothing from the situation.

What if Richey had told his father that the reason he was too 
busy to help with the garage was that he’d promised his baseball 
coach he would compile some critical team statistics for the after-
noon’s practice? Richey’s dad could be reassured that Richey was 
being a responsible kid. If Richey had told his father— while lying 
on his bed reading a motorcycle magazine— that he was too busy 
because his mom told him he had to clean his room, Richey’s dad 
might assess the situation and decide that his son was putting off 
both responsibilities and needed some parental coaching to help 
manage his responsibilities.

In order to effectively learn about, assess, coach, and support 
our kids, we must be willing to watch their movie at times, not just 
our own. When we let our thoughts and feelings become distinct 
from theirs, we won’t be so prone to personalize. And if we don’t 
personalize, we won’t be so inclined to react.

Overfocusing on the Other Person
A second element of the control battle involves overfocusing on 

the other person’s behavior instead of focusing on ourselves and our 
own behavior.
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We can’t change the behavior of another. This is a critical 
point— and one that is widely misunderstood. Virtually every 
family that comes into counseling with me is struggling with their 
child or teenager’s behavior and looking for ways to change it. But 
here’s the deal: no one can really change another person’s behav-
ior. We can only choose ways to respond to another’s behavior.

For parents, the truth of this usually manifests when we make 
it our objective to get our teens to do something we think they 
should be doing. This may sound normal to you— even appropri-
ate, but think about it: if a teen is dead set against doing some-
thing, it may require sheer force to get him to do it— if you can do 
so at all! And of course the use of force or violence is a horrible 
idea for many reasons.

One of my adult clients told me that when he was a small boy, 
his father had been so intent on getting him to eat his peas at 
dinner one night that he wrestled him to the floor and forced the 
peas down his throat. I don’t remember who won that particular 
struggle, but I would guess (and hope!) most parents would be 
unwilling to go that far to get their children to obey them. Even if 
an act of force was successful in getting a child to consume his 
peas, I can guarantee you that it had another less desirable effect: 
it fed and strengthened the control battle.

We are far better off understanding that our teenagers are in 
charge of their behavior and that as parents we are in charge of 
ours. It is our kid’s job to manage the business of being a kid, and 
our job to manage the business of being parents. The roles are very 
different, and when we overfocus on the other person’s role and 
behavior, and what about it that we don’t like, we are much more 
likely to react to it in a misguided effort to change it.

You are not responsible for your teen’s behavior!
If you think about it, this can be a very liberating idea: You are 

not responsible for your teen’s behavior. Your teenager is responsible 
for his or her own behavior— not you. You are only responsible for 
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how you respond to it. Trying to change your teen not only supports 
the control battle; it can also lead to your own parental burnout.

If it was really our job to change something we didn’t have 
direct control over, we would naturally feel extremely frustrated, 
helpless, hopeless, and ultimately exhausted and depressed. Not to 
mention the burden that would place on our kids. We must always 
convey the message to our children and teens that they are respon-
sible for their behavior. That way, they get the credit when they act 
responsibly, and they are held accountable when they don’t.

I’m not saying parents should “do nothing” in response to their 
children’s behavior. While our kids are responsible for their own 
behavior, we as adults need to be responsible for ours. That means 
being active in our role as parents. But the minute we try to directly 
control a teenager’s behavior, the teen will resist us, and a control 
battle will begin— or continue growing.

Let’s take a closer look at the parental role. Parental functions 
include nurturing, setting limits, providing support, and offering 
guidance or coaching. Confusion and the potential for over-
focusing on the other often occurs around setting limits. A parent 
may ask, “So what’s the difference between holding my son 
accountable for doing his homework and trying to get him to do 
his homework?”

“Great question!” I’ll respond. “Because the difference is criti-
cal. Only your kids can get themselves to do their homework. You 
can’t force them to do their homework any more effectively than 
you can force them to eat their peas. What you can do is monitor 
the doing of the homework, assign a time that homework must be 
done, observe the quality with which it is being done, provide 
resources and support, and establish the privileges that are contin-
gent upon doing the homework.”

Saying, “You get upstairs and clean your room right now, young 
man, or you’ll be grounded for the whole day!” will be a lot less 
effective than saying, “Remember, your room needs to be cleaned 
before I drive you downtown this afternoon.” This can lead to your 
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kid having the thought, Well, I think I’ll clean my room so that I can 
go out.

In chapter 5, I’ll show you how you can hold your teens 
accountable and put the responsibility for their behavior squarely 
in their court.

So what does this concept of overfocusing on the other look 
like from a teen’s point of view? When kids overfocus on their 
parents’ behavior, rather than on their own, they become active 
participants in the control battle. For instance, a teenage girl 
might think, “Why do my parents care so much about my room 
being clean? It’s my room. I should be able to keep it anyway I 
want! I’ll just stuff my things in the closet and that will get them 
off my back.” By looking at her parents’ behavior instead of her 
own, she will stay mired in a control battle, and she won’t learn 
how to organize or keep her things clean. Her energy remains 
focused on managing her parents (getting them off her back) 
instead of managing herself and cleaning her room.

A Negative Emotional Tone
Using a negative emotional tone when communicating with 

your teenager is the third element that supports the parent- teen 
control battle. When we hear a negative tone in the voice of 
someone talking to us, we automatically assume that person is 
against us, or presents a threat. And like other mammals, we are 
programmed to react instinctively to any perceived threat with a 
fight- or- flight response. As soon as we determine that someone is 
upset with us, we have a physiological response that prepares us to 
run away or get ready for conflict. This instinct often encourages 
us to react in ways that will drive a control battle. So it’s crucial, 
when attempting to reverse a control battle, that we stay positive 
in our tone. We can see how this works in reverse. When our kids 
use a positive and respectful tone with us, it’s a lot easier for us to 
listen and offer them the benefit of the doubt.
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When you’re trying to get free of the control battle, a negative 
emotional tone definitely sends the wrong message. Instead, send a 
positive, affirming message that is reflective of your true, broader 
intentions, which is to help your teen grow up happy and success-
ful. When we need to be stern, we want our tone to be perceived 
as serious, not threatening.

Your words can project a positive tone. For example, “I know 
you love your phone and we want you to enjoy it. In order to keep 
it, you need to put it away at dinnertime without the big struggle 
we’ve been having.”

Or, “I know you’re upset that you can’t go out tonight. You 
should know that I’m on your side, and I’d love for you to be able 
to go out and do fun things when the opportunity comes. In order 
for me to allow that, I need to see that you are fully committed to 
managing your responsibilities.”

If we communicate with unbridled anger, the message is most 
likely to be interpreted as, My parents are against me. If our teens 
reach that conclusion, it can easily start or help maintain a control 
battle: If my mom is against me, I’ve got to defend myself against her. 
Instead of listening, learning, and growing, the adolescent fights 
and resists.

The Sound of a Negative Emotional Tone

So what does a negative tone sound like? Generally speaking, 
a negative tone is loud and commanding:

I TOLD YOU TO PUT OUT THE GARBAGE!

STOP FIGHTING WITH YOUR SISTER!

GET UPSTAIRS AND CLEAN YOUR ROOM RIGHT 
NOW!

I TOLD YOU NOT TO EAT IN THE LIVING ROOM. 
NOW LOOK WHAT YOU DID!
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But a negative tone can also be quiet and tense, communi-
cated through clenched teeth. Even the silent treatment can be 
experienced as hostility or “trying to make me feel guilty.”

Along with a negative tone, parents may ask a question that’s 
really an angry statement:

WHY DID YOU DO THAT?

WHAT’S THE MATTER WITH YOU?

HOW MANY TIMES DO I NEED TO TELL YOU TO GET 
OFF THE COMPUTER?

WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING?

WHO DO YOU THINK YOU ARE?

DO YOU HAVE TO SCREW THINGS UP EVERY TIME I 
TRUST YOU?

There is no reasonable way for teenagers to respond to this. So 
they just experience the hostility, and they yell right back; or they 
stuff it inside and store it up for the next round.

The Sound of a Positive Emotional Tone

And what does a positive tone sound like? In general, a posi-
tive tone is warmer, softer, and more soothing than what you just 
read. It’s expressed best when you stay in touch with the caring 
and love you have for your teenager. That way your tone will be 
authentic and will invite the best response. A positive tone arises 
naturally when we think of communication as something that is 
intended to deliver an important message, not just change a behav-
ior or get one’s feelings out in the open. And when it needs to be 
firm, the emphasis is on the behavior rather than on the person 
committing the behavior.
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“I know I already asked you to take the garbage out, Sean, but 
I’d like you to do it now, please. It’s overflowing and I want to 
get the kitchen finished up before I sit down.”

“I need the fighting to stop now, please. Either talk to each 
other respectfully or take a break, but I need a quieter house.”

“I see you’re having trouble getting off the computer, but I 
need you to come to dinner now, please.”

“I’m surprised you did that. I think of you as more thoughtful 
than that.”

“I understand that you’re angry with me, but you’re going to 
need to be a lot more respectful when you talk to me.”

“I’m sorry that you didn’t use this opportunity to build trust 
with us. What went wrong?”

“I’m on your side.”

Remember, inside your teen is a great kid. Let’s assume that 
your teen is simply caught up in the control battle, and otherwise 
is a terrific young person who needs your support, guidance, and 
mentoring.

Here’s a technique that can help. Talk to the part of your teen 
who is wonderful, the person you know your teen can be.

In control battle– based relationships with our teens, it is easy 
to feel we are on opposite sides. We may find we are acting against 
each other as opponents, or even enemies. To have any hope of 
successfully exiting a control battle, it is vital that we remember to 
communicate in the words and tone that convey the message, I’m 
on your side.

So if we can begin to eliminate the three nutrients the Control 
Battle Beast requires— reactivity, overfocusing on the other, and a 
negative emotional tone— we can begin to starve the Beast, align 
with our teens, and make it clear that we’re on their side.
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CHAPTER 4

a healthy vision

I n the next three chapters we’ll talk about the essential steps 
required to move out of a control battle– based relationship, and 

I’ll show you how to shift responsibility and accountability to your 
teen. But any attempt to accomplish this will come up short unless 
you can learn to hold a healthy vision of your teenager, and to 
communicate this vision to him or her. Holding a healthy vision of 
your teen can help you reestablish your moral authority and leader-
ship while starving the Beast. Let’s see how this works.

What Is a Healthy Vision?
In order to move forward successfully with any venture in life, we 
must hold a vision of a successful outcome. This is true of athletics, 
business, or personal ventures of any kind. Success takes more 
than a vision; it takes knowledge, skill, resources, and hard work. 
But without a vision of success, problems and obstacles will be 
discouraging, overwhelming, and defeating. Lack of vision may 
even cause a person to give up.

This simple truth applies to parenting as well. When we first 
think of becoming parents, we imagine ourselves having lovable 
children who will grow up to be happy and successful. We have a 
healthy and positive vision of them and who they will grow to 
become.
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When we do become parents, our children reveal who they are 
and their potential for the future in small increments, gradually, 
like flower buds with promise. A flower bud is beautiful in every 
stage, yet at each stage we anticipate its full flower. So it is with 
children. “Robert is very clever. Perhaps he will invent things!” 
“Rosa is so dramatic. She could excel on stage.” “Randy is strong 
like Grandpa. He will be a star on the football field.” “Suzanne 
loves reading and learning. I can see her as a college professor.”

Even when we have a healthy vision of our children, we know 
and expect there will be challenges along the way— and we are 
rarely disappointed in this regard! But we don’t want to let go of 
our healthy vision of who they are and will become. This positive 
vision gives us a perspective from which to accept and address 
problems as they arise. We don’t panic or lose faith in our children 
when something goes awry. We see problems within a context that 
is essentially positive.

A healthy vision gives us a sense of direction, and when we 
know where we’re going, we are more likely to take problems in 
stride. When you’re hiking in the mountains and you get hungry, 
thirsty, and exhausted, if you know how long the hike is going to 
be, and you have faith in your map and your ability to negotiate 
the terrain, you’re likely to accept the discomfort as part of the 
hike and you’ll enjoy the trees, the views, and the experience in 
general. But on the exact same hike, if you’re unsure of where you 
are or where you’re going, you might feel a sense of panic. You’re 
certainly not enjoying the hike, the trees, or the views if you’re 
worried about being lost and possibly dying of exposure.

How Do We Lose Our Way?
When problems with our teenagers start to emerge and their new 
adolescent behaviors catch us off guard, we can lose faith in our 
“map”— our sense of where things are going. And that can lead to 
panic and a loss of faith in our teenager. When this happens, it’s 
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very easy for parents to become reactive, to overfocus on changing 
the teen’s behavior, and to use a very negative tone, a tone that 
represents their panic. As we learned from the previous chapter, 
that’s a recipe for fattening the Beast. And just as losing faith in 
our teens can help nourish control battles, control battles can 
cause us to lose faith in our teens. They can destroy the healthy 
and positive vision we hold of them and their future.

The Making of a Negative Vision
Let’s say your teenager has been exhibiting disrespectful 

behavior at home. The resulting pattern of arguing and fighting is 
starting to look like a control battle. You may be personalizing 
your teenager’s behavior, feeling pretty darned frustrated, angry, 
and maybe even a little hurt. When we start to carry all those 
negative feelings, it becomes hard to carry positive thoughts as 
well. Positive thoughts and negative feelings don’t fit together 
easily in the same mind. It’s hard to feel frustrated, hurt, and angry, 
and still be thinking what a wonderful teenager you have.

So when our feelings dwell in the negative, we will eventually 
change our thoughts to match our feelings. Healthy positive 
thoughts will sooner or later give way to negative thoughts that 
match our negative feelings. These negative thoughts and feelings 
will create a negative vision. “Robert can’t follow simple instruc-
tions. He has to do everything his own way.” “Rosa is so attention- 
seeking. She has to be the center of every group.” “Randy is too 
competitive. Why does he have to win all the time?”

Let’s see how the loss of a positive vision affected a girl named 
Sonya and her parents.

Sonya
Sonya was a bright and capable sixteen- year- old who came 
to me for counseling. She had an older brother who was 



ENDING THE PARENT-TEEN CONTROL BATTLE

52

academically gifted and was attending college as a biology 
major. Like her brother, Sonya was bright, and she was an 
accomplished musician as well. However, she was less 
independent than her brother and required significantly 
more structure and support.

Sonya did extremely well in elementary school, which 
provided the structure and support she needed to thrive. 
When she hit adolescence and entered middle school, her 
school performance declined dramatically and she gravi-
tated toward friendships with other kids who were doing 
poorly. Sonya’s parents had the expectation that Sonya 
would simply proceed through her adolescence much as 
her brother had: independently and with a strong sense of 
purpose. When that didn’t happen, her parents became 
upset with her, and Sonya reacted by avoiding them and 
tuning them out.

And so a control battle emerged that completely dom-
inated their relationship. This control battle interfered 
with her parents’ ability to evaluate Sonya’s situation 
objectively and make healthy decisions together. As a 
result, Sonya did not receive the structure and support she 
needed and was seriously underfunctioning. She had left 
high school and was attending an independent study 
program where she was barely challenged. She often 
smoked marijuana and spent most of her time hanging out 
with friends. The one positive area of her life was the 
community- based musical group she played with.

In addition to this loss of opportunity for academic, 
social, and emotional development for Sonya, the control 
battle had given Sonya’s parents a profoundly negative 
view of her. They saw her as a failure on the road to disas-
ter, and overlooked her strengths. While she was indeed 
very argumentative, she was also very engaging, with 
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excellent verbal skills. She was quite insightful about 
people and showed keen awareness of human nature. But 
sadly, these strengths went unnoticed by her parents.

“Sonya is lazy and unmotivated,” said her mother. “It’s 
too late to do anything about it. If I try to push her, we just 
get into fights. She thinks everything I expect of her is 
annoying and when I ask her to do something, it will be 
done only halfway if it’s done at all. So I’ve given up asking 
anything of her. She spends all her time hanging out with 
her friends and does maybe three hours of schoolwork a 
week. She expects me to pay for everything she needs, and 
if I try to set up some conditions, it turns into a fight. 
When we refuse to give her what she wants, she badgers us 
relentlessly. How will she be able to manage in life? We 
can’t take care of her forever!”

Sonya’s parents did assume some responsibility for the 
problem. “We didn’t ask enough of her before,” they admit. 
“And now it’s too late.” But even though they acknowl-
edged their own part in the scenario, they maintained a 
negative vision of their daughter. They viewed Sonya as 
spoiled, unmotivated, and undisciplined: a lost cause.

Sonya had a negative view of things as well. She saw 
her parents as having little insight into who she really was 
as a person and felt they focused only on the negatives. 
She didn’t feel close to either her mother or her father, and 
although she sometimes longed for that closeness, she 
feared it, not trusting it could ever exist— and so she 
simply avoided them.

With a severe control battle defining their relation-
ship, both Sonya and her parents felt increasingly hopeless, 
and their vision of each other and the relationship became 
increasingly negative. This negative vision is a significant 
element that supported the control battle.
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Sadly, this situation did not turn around, and I imagine that 
Sonya did not have a smooth transition into young adulthood. 
This particular family was extremely entrenched and unable to 
change directions.

Fortunately, most families I see are far more flexible and 
responsive. In the counseling room, before we ever begin to talk 
about problems, we focus on and highlight all of a teen’s strengths 
and the family’s strengths as well. Once we have a healthy vision 
clearly in front of us, we have a promising context within which we 
can understand and solve problems, and end the control battle.

In order for Sonya’s parents to have ended the control battle, 
they needed to cultivate a healthy view of their daughter. A realis-
tic and healthy perspective can be expressed in many ways: “Sonya 
is clearly not realizing her potential, and we need to address this 
with her. We need her to get back on the right track and start 
making progress. I’m sure with our help and support she can be 
very successful. Sonya is a smart, talented, and engaging young 
woman. In spite of all her problems, she has some great things 
going for her. We can emphasize this with her and introduce 
appropriate and important expectations. She needs and deserves 
our support right now, even if she doesn’t act that way.”

Positive Visions Are Not Always Healthy
Having a positive vision, however, may not necessarily be 

healthy if the vision is unrealistic, uninformed, or rigid. Such 
visions can backfire, resulting in exactly what you are hoping to 
avoid: an unhealthy outcome for your teen, or a damaging control 
battle.

Denial Is Not a Healthy Vision

Some parents are inclined to be overly optimistic and may 
overlook serious problems. If Sonya’s parents had taken this 



a healThy vIsIon 

55

approach, it might have sounded like this: “Sonya is just going 
through a rebellious period. Of course she doesn’t want to listen to 
her parents. I didn’t either when I was her age! High school isn’t for 
everyone. She can always go back to school when she knows what 
she wants to do. I was a late bloomer too. So she just wants to hang 
out with her friends, well, that’s normal. And aren’t all teenagers 
smoking a little weed these days? After all, it’s not like she’s getting 
arrested or anything.”

This false front, pretending “everything is just fine,” would not 
address Sonya’s need for structure and support, and would only 
encourage the status quo. Sonya would be less likely to develop her 
character or her abilities to their full potential, and worse, she 
might continue on a path of drug use and other self- destructive 
behaviors.

A Rigid Vision Is Not a Healthy Vision

Another way that a vision can be “positive” yet unhealthy is 
when parents have a fixed view of who their child is and needs to 
become. Seeing potential in some area, parents can push beyond 
what is realistic or healthy.

I’m reminded of Steven, whose son Jeff was an extraordinarily 
talented baseball player.

Jeff
Jeff ’s athletic talent and interests stretched into a variety 
of sports and activities. However, his father became 
enraged when Jeff showed interest in pursuing any sport or 
activity other than baseball. “Can’t you see what you’re 
throwing away?” Steven would exclaim in frustration. 
Initially, Jeff complied with his father’s demands and 
devoted himself to baseball. He went to all the baseball 
camps and entered all the competitions his father required 
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him to. As he got older, however, Jeff defied his father, and 
a control battle of epic proportion grew. Jeff eventually 
quit baseball altogether and became an avid snowboarding 
competitor. His father refused to attend any of Jeff ’s snow-
boarding competitions, and they eventually stopped speak-
ing to each other.

How Do We Create a Healthy Vision 
of Our Teen?
Creating a healthy vision of our teenagers requires two things. One 
is having the faith that they will grow up to be excellent adults— 
that they have what they need to grow, and will continue to grow 
throughout their lives. The second part of a healthy vision is the 
ability to see the process of growing up as a rich and enjoyable 
journey. And that means holding a healthy vision of our kids 
throughout their teenage years.

Remember our hike through the mountains? With a good map 
and confidence that you know where you’re going, you’re able to 
enjoy the hike. You don’t know exactly what each part of the hike 
is going to be like, and that’s a big part of what makes it enjoyable. 
Having faith in the outcome gives you the peace of mind to endure 
the challenges and enjoy the rewards along the way.

Once we’re confident that our teenager will grow to be a 
healthy, self- reliant adult, we’re free to have a healthy vision of the 
journey and enjoy its rewards.

Here are some ways to establish and hold a healthy vision of 
your teenager.

• Understand and accept your teen’s basic temperament. 
All temperaments have inherent strengths as well as 
challenges. It’s easy to be aware of the challenges and 
see them as liabilities, but remember to tune in to your 
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teen’s strengths and appreciate them. Also, under-
stand that as they go through life, your kids will learn 
ways to address the challenges that their inherent 
temperaments present. You don’t have to “fix” them 
before they turn eighteen years old.

• Beyond his or her temperament, your teenager has 
many skills, talents, and attributes; makes healthy 
choices; and engages in fulfilling activities. Be sure 
you are aware of and appreciate these things.

• A healthy vision needs to be expressed. By communi-
cating what you enjoy and appreciate about your teen-
ager, it reinforces that healthy vision and allows your 
teen to see him-  or herself through your confident 
eyes. Don’t be shy to ask about your teen’s experiences, 
feelings, and thoughts. When you do, and are 
impressed with the responses you get, your teen will 
feel seen and approved of. You don’t have to fix or 
change his or her point of view, simply appreciate it. In 
this way you are giving your “vote of confidence.” You 
are sending the message that you have a healthy vision 
of your teen.

• Remember to support and acknowledge your teen in 
failure as well as in success. Life isn’t about A’s or wins. 
Life is about growing and learning, and if we’re afraid 
to fail, we won’t take the necessary risks to succeed.

A Healthy Vision of Yourself
And finally, it’s important to have a healthy vision of yourself. 
When our kids start heading over that adolescent footbridge, they 
sure don’t spend a lot of time appreciating us or trying to make us 
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feel good. I’ve never heard a kid say, “Wow, Dad! That was a fabu-
lous limit you set with me.” And I’m willing to bet you haven’t 
heard words to that effect either. So you’ve got to take it on faith 
that your best effort is excellent, even if you aren’t at your best 24/7.

Our teenagers need us and appreciate us more than we know, 
and more than they can easily express. Even if our teens do manage 
to convey gratitude, their eyes are moving forward and their job is 
independence, so making us feel good about our parenting is not 
high on their list.

In spite of the fact that you feel pushed away, are told you 
“don’t get it,” or somehow feel inadequate, don’t believe it. Have a 
positive vision of your teenager, a positive vision of yourself, and a 
positive vision of this journey— and your best efforts will take you 
far.



CHAPTER 5

The Power of 
earned Privileges

B y harnessing the power of earned privileges, parents can put an 
end to the stress and futility of trying to change their teen’s 

behavior and put that responsibility back where it belongs, squarely 
in the hands of their teenager. And when teenagers are in charge 
of their behavior, it’s amazing how well they can do.

Let’s take a closer look at this critical concept.
In family life where kids are essentially responsible and respect-

ful, when a kid breaks a rule or doesn’t manage a responsibility, the 
parents will give a “consequence” for the behavior, such as taking 
something away. This serves the purpose of communicating that a 
behavior won’t be tolerated; the kid gets the message and behaves 
differently to avoid getting that consequence again. The conse-
quence could be something like being grounded for a weekend, 
having restricted driving privileges for two weeks, or losing a cell 
phone for a couple of days. This loss gets the message across, and 
the behavior improves.

In a control battle– based relationship, however, giving conse-
quences will be maddeningly ineffective. It may change a behavior 
for a brief period of time, but the problem will soon return in one 
form or another. A teen may be contrite and say it won’t happen 
again, but it does. Or, the teen may be defiant, invite the 
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consequence, and have an I- don’t- care attitude. “Go ahead, ground 
me forever. I hate my life anyway.” Or have you heard this one? 
“That’s so stupid. Grounding me isn’t going to help. It’s just going 
to make me madder and then I really won’t do what you want.” In 
fact, when there is a parent- teen control battle operating, giving a 
consequence and taking something away from the teen will actu-
ally drive the existing control battle.

So in order to effectively end the Control Battle and starve the 
Beast, we must examine the characteristics of consequences versus 
privileges and shift explicitly to the concept of earned privileges. 
This will allow you to reestablish both accountability and appro-
priately high standards for your teen.

Why Earned Privileges Matter
Let’s examine the subtle yet profound distinction between giving a 
consequence for a transgression and withholding a privilege. 
When we impose a consequence, it can be interpreted that the 
activity or item being lost belongs to the teen, and we as parents 
are taking it away as punishment for wrongdoing. The control 
battle– involved teen will consider that the parent is “doing some-
thing to me: taking away my freedom, not allowing me to use my 
phone, not letting me watch TV.” These teens can experience 
themselves as victims of their unreasonable parents who are 
“coming down on them.” They will not get the message that they 
need to take responsibility and change a behavior, and instead the 
consequence will only drive the control battle.

The word “privilege,” on the other hand, implies that the 
object or activity in question is of high value and should not be 
taken for granted. Privileges come along with accomplishments. 
They are earned. They are not entitlements. Losing or gaining the 
object or activity is the responsibility of the teenager.

What parents want is a change in attitude and behavior. They 
want their kids to learn and grow. Establishing that privileges are 
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earned allows parents to empower their teens to learn and grow 
throughout their adolescence.

Privileges are based on an essential trust between the teen and 
parent: trust that the given object or activity will be managed in 
positive ways. For instance, the privilege to go out with friends on 
Friday night is based on trust that the teen will come home on time. 
The privilege to have a cell phone includes the expectation that 
parental texts and calls will be answered. The privilege to use a car 
is premised on it being driven safely and legally, and returned in 
good condition. A lost privilege communicates to the teen that the 
implied trust has been broken; the conditions of the privilege are not 
being met, and it will require effort to repair the trust and reestablish 
the conditions of the privilege. When the parent is satisfied that the 
necessary learning has taken place and the teen’s attitude and 
behavior is healthy, the desired privileges can then be reinstated.

Because they want their kids to be happy, loving and support-
ive parents will give their kids all kinds of things simply because 
their kids want them. This often creates an attitude of entitlement. 
Teens learn that they’ll simply be handed whatever they desire— 
the keys to the car, TVs in their rooms, cell phones, the opportu-
nity to choose how they spend their time, and more.

Many teens will compare themselves to peers who are doing 
more poorly than they are as justification for why they should be 
showered with privileges and material objects. “It’s not like I’m 
stealing stuff or getting arrested,” they may say. “And I’m passing all 
my classes.” I recently heard a teenager say, “These are the best 
years of my life. I’m supposed to be having fun!” They have the 
notion that they are entitled to anything they want, when they 
want it.

There is nothing in any parenting handbook or any law that 
says a child is entitled to watch TV; eat out; have dessert; or have 
a cell phone, computer, or video games; nothing that says the child 
has the right to go to the movies or to use a car. All these things 
are privileges, and like all privileges, must be earned.
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It is absolutely critical that we as parents establish a relation-
ship between what kids are given and how they perform. It’s best to 
teach this concept when our children are young. Yet in many cases 
we’ll still have to reestablish this essential concept in adolescence.

Exactly what should we consider privileges? Almost everything 
we give our kids— beyond love and the basics for survival— should 
be considered privileges that must be earned.

This can include

computers and internet access, except when being used for 
schoolwork;

access to TV or any electronic entertainment;

cell phones;

skateboards, bikes, surfboards, and use of cars; and

permission to go out to socialize.

In general, when kids are involved in formal activities that 
include other people, such as a team sport, school play, or even a 
teen rock band rehearsal prior to a performance, we should not 
withhold their involvement. We would generally not withdraw 
privileges such as reading books, drawing or doing art, playing a 
musical instrument, or doing anything obviously productive.

Let’s say your teenage son is not managing schoolwork or home 
responsibilities, is constantly on his smartphone and computer, 
and is not getting any physical exercise. You might leave going to 
the gym and riding a bike as intact privileges but withdraw every-
thing else.

A blended family I was working with had five kids who the 
parents could not get to cooperate. They said it was constant 
bedlam and that trying to get things under control was like 
“herding cats.” The parents couldn’t think of what privileges they 
could make conditional on cooperation. When I asked them to 
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describe what the kids did the night before, they reported that they 
sent out for pizza and the kids watched movies. I didn’t even need 
to respond to this. They had their “ah ha” moment.

Earned Privileges Empower Teens
When it is made clear to them that the privileges they receive 

are earned, teens are empowered to take charge of their own destiny. 
By managing their responsibilities and forming a relationship with 
their parents that acknowledges accountability, they are able to 
establish themselves as trustworthy, and with this comes the 
knowledge that they can earn virtually anything deemed 
appropriate.

When teens (and kids of all ages) earn privileges, they are far 
more likely to appreciate and safeguard them. More importantly, 
they will feel the self- respect that comes from accomplishment, a 
critical component of happiness. And by establishing the relation-
ship between the privileges they receive and how they perform, we 
are teaching our teens responsibility and accountability, two very 
critical social- emotional skills they need for life.

Responsibility and Accountability, the Road 
to Independence
Here is a basic formula that you and your teenager need to 

know, either implicitly or explicitly:

Responsibility + Accountability = Trust

Trust + Age = Privileges

Mastering responsibility and accountability can be thought of 
as an adolescent’s road to independence. If our kids are essentially 
responsible in school, at home, and with their social behavior, we 
will see this and be inclined to trust them with a broad range of 



ENDING THE PARENT-TEEN CONTROL BATTLE

64

privileges. If they are not responsible, we will see that as well, and 
will not be inclined to bestow privileges.

If your teen has not yet read the online chapter “For Teens 
Only,” I encourage you to ask him or her to do so. What I explain 
to kids in that chapter is that virtually everything they say and do, 
or don’t say and don’t do, is noticed by their parents and gets logged 
as either positive and mature, or negative and immature. I ask 
them to picture a dial on their parent’s forehead where the hand of 
the dial goes counterclockwise when they exhibit irresponsibility 
or a bad attitude, and clockwise when they exhibit mature, respon-
sible behavior and a positive attitude. I call it the parental mature- 
o- meter. When kids keep the dial on the right, they get maximum 
privileges, and when it moves left, they lose them. So if they like to 
hear the word YES when they ask for a privilege, they need to keep 
the dial on the right.

Accountability is the way we teach responsibility to our youth. 
In order for us to grant appropriate privileges to our kids, we must 
be in charge of the privileges they do and don’t receive. This means 
they are responsible to the parent for their actions, and it is the 
parent who will determine if a privilege has or has not been earned. 
When we talk with our teens about “accountability,” it can often 
lead to an argument. It’s much easier and more understandable to 
teens if we simply refer to what we’re looking for as “a positive atti-
tude.” They get that and it works just fine, but it’s important for 
parents to know that we’re dealing with the issue of teen account-
ability to parental authority.

When Do We Grant or Withdraw 
a Privilege?
We may have excellent reasons for not granting a privilege to our 
kids. Maybe we see it as unsafe, age or otherwise inappropriate, 
unhealthy, unaffordable, or perhaps simply not yet earned. We as 
parents need to honor our own judgment about that. If your teen 
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has earned the privilege in the past, it does not guarantee the right 
to it in the future. Receiving it again is contingent upon you con-
tinuing to see the object or activity as viable, appropriate, and well 
earned.

If you see a privilege as safe, appropriate, healthy, and afford-
able, then the question is whether or not you see your teenager as 
having the ability to manage it. Does she have the sense of respon-
sibility that helps you trust that it will turn out well? Going down-
town to meet friends might be appropriate and safe for a 
fifteen- year- old who is responsible and avoids trouble. If she is 
current with her responsibilities and has a healthy attitude that 
enables you to trust her, then it would be a privilege you may grant.

Let’s say your daughter is generally allowed to meet her friends 
downtown after school. But lately you’ve noticed a change in her 
attitude and responsibility. Hanging out downtown has become 
the priority, and her schoolwork has fallen off. When asked about 
it, she becomes evasive and annoyed with the questioning. At this 
point, going downtown and hanging out with her friends is no 
longer appropriate and is not an earned privilege.

Let’s look at another example. Jason is a fifteen- year- old who 
loves action and has a nose for finding and joining trouble. He has 
a history of evasiveness and lying. Jason is not a good candidate for 
the privilege of meeting his friends downtown. This, however, is 
not a permanent condition. Jason can earn this privilege by becom-
ing more responsible and trustworthy.

A common question from parents is, “Do I have to take my 
kids’ privileges away every time they do something wrong?” The 
answer is absolutely not! We all make mistakes and don’t always 
perform at our best. Remember, we are on their side and want 
them to be happy and successful. We simply need to know that 
they are on a learning curve for the growing they need to do. If 
they make a mistake in judgment with regard to their responsibili-
ties, we can correct them, and they can take responsibility for the 
error, resolve the issue, and move on.
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Juna
Juna is required to do her chores before going out on 
Saturdays. This has been established and, generally speak-
ing, goes well. Today, however, after Juna has left, her 
father notices that the chores were done poorly or not at 
all. When Juna comes home, her father greets her and 
raises his concerns.

Dad:   Juna, what happened with your chores today? 
Your room isn’t picked up, the vacuuming isn’t 
done, and while it looks like the bathroom was 
gone over, it is far from clean.

Juna: Okay, I’ll do it now.

Dad:  Thanks, but I’d like to understand what 
happened. You know the expectation and you 
usually manage it so well. What happened today?

Juna:  Well, I slept in till ten, and I was supposed to 
meet everyone at eleven. I knew they’d be going 
off and I wouldn’t be able to catch up with them. 
I was going to do it better when I got back.

Dad:  I understand. I expect you to ask first, though, 
if you’re going to change the arrangements.

Juna:  So what should I do if you and Mom are out, like 
you were this morning? I would have missed my 
friends.

Dad:  That’s a good question. If you are going to make 
your own judgment call and you believe it’s a 
situation where we would say yes, leave us a note 
and call in or text us when you get a chance.

Juna:  Sure, okay.
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In this case, Juna’s dad is pretty confident that Juna 
understands how to handle the situation and will follow 
the protocol. Unless things were to continue poorly, he 
saw no reason to withdraw a privilege. In his communica-
tion with Juna, he holds her accountable for her responsi-
bilities, tying them in to her quest for independence. He 
does this in a respectful manner. And you might be sur-
prised by how reasonable a kid can be when treated with 
respect while held to accountability.

Let’s look at the situation with Juna again. If responsi-
bility had been the only issue and Juna was not account-
able, the conversation would have gone very differently.

Dad:  Juna, what happened with your chores today? 
Your room isn’t picked up, the vacuuming isn’t 
done and, while it looks like the bathroom was 
gone over, it is far from clean.

Juna: I’m going to do it later.

Dad:  I’m glad you’re thinking about it, but I’d like to 
understand what happened. You know the rule; 
the chores get done before you go out, and you’ve 
always been good about it. What happened today?

Juna:  What’s the difference, as long as it gets done? 
I take care of my responsibilities.

Dad:  Your mom and I want the house picked up before 
the weekend gets going so that we can enjoy the 
rest of the weekend.

Juna:  That’s what you and Mom want, but I do things 
differently.

Sound familiar?
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Many parents will be swayed by this argument. They 
will see the merit in what Juna is saying, and in fact, she 
does have a good point; if she manages her responsibilities, 
perhaps she should be able to decide when and how she 
does them.

That’s simply not how life works, however! In school, 
the teacher decides when the assignment is due— not the 
student. At work, whether or not we agree with our bosses, 
we need to meet their requirements. Accountability to 
authority is a critical life skill.

Even though Juna may have a reasonable argument, it 
must be negotiated within a context of accountability. 
What does that mean? Well, it means that the teenager 
exhibits a positive attitude, an attitude of respect toward 
the person to whom she is accountable, and accepts that 
person’s decision whether or not she agrees with it.

Losing a Specific Privilege or 
All Privileges
When a teen is in a control battle with a parent, there is a lack of 
accountability to the parent, and sometimes it will require a dra-
matic loss of all privileges to get the teen’s attention and push 
“restart.” Otherwise, losing one privilege and then another can feel 
very much like an escalating war. Let’s think about it: a cell phone, 
recreational use of the Internet, video games, going out with 
friends, use of a car, and access to pocket money are all privileges 
that are reasonably granted when teens are managing their primary 
responsibilities and being respectful and accountable to their 
parents. So if there is a major breach in the areas of responsibility 
and accountability, none of those privileges are appropriate and all 
of them should be revoked.
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If, on the other hand, a teen is not managing a responsibility 
that goes along with a specific privilege, but is otherwise respon-
sible and accountable, then only that specific privilege should be 
rescinded. In the earlier example, Juna might lose the privilege of 
going downtown after school. However, if she became oppositional 
and decided to sneak downtown, or displayed a negative attitude 
and her schoolwork continued to decline, then a total loss of privi-
leges would become necessary.

When Carlos borrows the car, he returns it dirty, cluttered 
with fast food bags filled with leftovers. After talking with Carlos, 
his parents have noticed the behavior hasn’t changed much. Yet 
Carlos is doing well in school, is playing sports, is always home on 
time, and is finishing his college applications. It’s pretty simple: no 
more car use for Carlos. And how might Carlos regain the privilege 
of using the car? He can apologize and acknowledge the value of 
taking care of things, returning borrowed possessions in excellent 
condition, and showing gratitude for the things he receives. Also, 
he can detail the car as a way of making amends, demonstrating a 
commitment to those values and thus reearning the privilege of 
using the car.

The Magic of the Gap: Reinstating 
a Lost Privilege
Reinstating a privilege presents the critical opportunity to shift 
responsibility for changing your teen’s behavior from you to your 
teen. After all— and I’m sorry for being redundant here, but this is 
huge— who can change your teen’s behavior?

It’s not you.
It’s your teen, and only your teen.
So when your daughter asks, “When will I get my cell phone 

back?” The answer should be, “I have no idea, Sweetheart. You 
earned that phone by being responsible and having a good 
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attitude. You lost it for not being responsible and having a lousy 
attitude. When you earn it again, you’ll get it again. I have no 
control over that, only you do. It’s up to you.”

It’s up to you. When you offer this answer to the question, 
“When will I get my privileges back?” suddenly a gap is created 
that allows your teenager to face an unfamiliar juncture and figure 
out how to respond. And the solution is taking responsibility.

This approach is in stark contrast to delivering a consequence to 
your teenager. When you do that, something is taken away for a 
certain time— no use of the car over the weekend, no video games 
for a week. Remember, with a control battle, teens are continually 
fighting parental requirements or expectations. Taking something 
away for a set period of time does nothing to change that. It only 
builds resentment and lets them believe they are victims of their 
unreasonable parents. But earning back privileges requires a teen-
ager to make a real change, to demonstrate a commitment and a 
sincere effort to cooperate with and address parental requirements 
and expectations.

When teens acknowledge the problem, commit to its resolu-
tion, and demonstrate sustained good faith effort to address it in 
an ongoing way, they have reearned privileges. This puts the time 
frame squarely on the teens, and in the long run, that is exactly 
what they need to succeed in life— to know that they are in charge 
of their lives, that they are the masters of their own fates.

I’ll show you how this works in real life in the next chapter.



CHAPTER 6

Making the Big shift

A t this point many of my clients say to me, “Okay, this all sounds 
great in theory, but how do I actually use these concepts in 

everyday life? How do we change from our usual way of doing 
things to the new way? After all, Neil, you’ve explained how pow-
erful the Control Battle Beast can be, how easy it is to keep doing 
things in the same old ineffective way. I don’t know where to begin, 
or which things to change first!”

In this chapter we will take a closer look at how earned privi-
leges and holding a positive vision of your teen can be put into 
practice, how to make the big shift away from the control battle– 
based relationship, and how to keep it from returning.

And once you’re out of clutches of the control battle, you can 
start to enjoy your teenager— and enjoy being a parent again.

The Talk That Kills the Beast
Here is your opportunity to push the “restart” button and initiate 
the change that will starve the Beast and end the control battle. 
It’s called The Talk.

Before moving forward with The Talk, you need to be fully 
armed and prepared to make the changes this new way of living 
requires. This means you must have a strong understanding of the 
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concepts as well as an emotional readiness to take a leadership role 
and move forward. If you are clear about where you’re going, and 
utilize your skills for ending the control battle, your teen will 
follow.

Some teens will accept the new arrangement with little resis-
tance, knowing that changes are necessary and that some parental 
intervention had to be coming. Others will fiercely resist the new 
order and cling to the status quo.

Some teens may be confused and not know how to proceed. 
Here is where you will need to uphold that healthy vision of your 
teenager, know that your teen needs to come around, and trust 
that that will happen. You will need to bolster your confidence in 
your own ability to stay positive and emotionally detached from, 
although empathetic toward, your teen’s objections and 
arguments.

One thing to keep in mind moving forward is that we are 
talking about changing the relationship patterns in your family. 
And change, even good change, can be quite scary. Some parents 
have likened the feeling to bungee cord jumping. In your mind you 
know you’re safe, but at a feeling level, it seems very wrong. So 
when you change your responses to your teen, it may feel strange 
and unnatural, and your teen may become upset. You may have a 
strong urge to remove your teen’s discomfort— and your discomfort 
with your teen’s discomfort. So know this in advance, have faith, 
and take the leap.

The Talk will begin the shift, moving your relationship out of 
the control battle. It includes three basic principles:

• using a positive emotional tone,

• having faith in your teen, and

• taking responsibility only for your parenting and 
leaving the responsibility for your teen’s behavior to 
your teen.
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Preparation for The Talk
To prepare for The Talk, make a list of the behaviors— both 

general and specific— you expect your teenager to change.

A List of Behaviors

Here are some examples of what to present and how you might 
present it.

• Make schoolwork a priority. “This includes complet-
ing and doing a good job on all homework assign-
ments, studying for tests, and having regular dedicated 
homework and studying time with no distractions. I 
expect you to show me what you’re working on and 
respond respectfully when I ask.”

• Help out around the house. “This includes partici-
pating in nightly kitchen cleanup after dinner before 
you do anything else. Cleanup includes putting away 
leftovers; putting dishes in the dishwasher; washing, 
drying, and putting away pots and pans; wiping the 
counters and table; and sweeping the floor. If we all 
work together, this will only take ten or fifteen 
minutes.”

• Speak to me in a respectful tone of voice, even 
when you are frustrated, disappointed, or angry. 
“Name calling, slamming doors, and breaking things 
are all unacceptable.”

• Be a good role model to your younger sister. “Be 
kind; calling her names and constantly rejecting her is 
mean and hurtful. When you are busy or simply want 
alone time, you need to communicate it kindly. You 
need to find a time and a way to include her, play with 



ENDING THE PARENT-TEEN CONTROL BATTLE

74

her, and help her feel safe and important to you. When 
she’s annoying you and won’t stop, ask me for help. Do 
not hurt her feelings.”

A List of Privileges

Now that you’ve made your list of behaviors that you’d like to 
see changed, make a list of the privileges that are either at risk or 
are now suspended, such as

• cell phone,

• use of the car on the weekends, and

• ski trip with friends over spring break.

The Meeting
Okay, now you’re ready to have your meeting. This is the time 

and place where you will have The Talk and make the shift. 
Arrange a meeting where there are no distractions; TV off and cell 
phones stashed away, not just set on silent.

1. Begin by describing the problems that you want to discuss. 
Start with the relationship issues. “There’s way too much 
fighting and negativity in our household.” State your con-
cerns. “I’m not seeing the commitment to school that I 
need to see, and I’ve been trying to get you to change that, 
without any success.” Or, “I’m not comfortable with the 
name calling and hurtful way you’re treating your brother. 
I’ve told you to knock it off, but it keeps happening.”

2. As a parent, acknowledge your part in the problem and 
offer an apology. By admitting you are involved, you model 
taking responsibility and you avoid the argument about 
whose fault it is. In fact, we want to stay away from the 
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concept of fault entirely. Explain that you (the parent) may 
have given the wrong impression about how things work 
and may be guilty of arguing, fighting, indulging, and 
maybe trying too hard to make things work out, which has 
created conflicts. We must acknowledge that we have not 
given our teens enough credit for their ability to make 
their own decisions, change their own behaviors, solve 
their own problems, and be successful.

3. Next, list many of your teen’s strengths, give examples, 
and express how you admire him or her.

4. Clarify that the things your teen has and the activities he 
or she enjoys are privileges and, like all privileges, must be 
earned.

5. Make it clear that your teen earned those privileges by 
virtue of being responsible and having a good attitude in 
the past (if that’s the case), but that because of his or her 
current lack of responsibility and poor attitude, those priv-
ileges are no longer warranted. Add that you know he or 
she is fully capable of reearning the privileges, but the 
choice to do what is necessary to earn them at any given 
time belongs to him or her and not to you.

6. Apologize for not holding your teen to high enough stan-
dards and for allowing privileges that are not currently 
being earned. Explain that by continuing to give these 
privileges, you are taking away your teen’s right to fail. 
And if teens don’t have the right to fail on their own, they 
can’t learn to succeed on their own.

7. State the behaviors you want your teenager to change 
from the list you made before the meeting. Be sure that 
you don’t try to cover every contingency. The bottom line 
should always be “as we (the parents) request.”
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8. Inform your teen of the privileges he or she is now losing 
or is at risk of losing. In most situations when things have 
gone far enough to warrant The Talk, privileges should be 
revoked so that it’s clear this isn’t just another ineffective 
discussion with the hope that talking (and not acting) will 
change things.

The Gap
So you’ve delivered The Talk. If you’ve revoked privileges, your 

teen is going to want to know when they will be given back. That’s 
when you will introduce the concept of the Gap. Your answer is 
going to be, “You will get your privileges back when you earn 
them.”

The Talk in Action

Let’s take a look at an example of how to use The Talk.

Geoff and Will
Geoff (fifteen) and his brother Will (thirteen) enjoy 
playing video games and competing. Both boys are good 
students and play sports, but the video games have become 
an obsession. The only thing the boys seem to think about, 
talk about, or engage in are their games. They still do their 
schoolwork, although they rush through it to get to the 
games. They still go to sports practice, but they rarely talk 
about the team. On the weekends their friends come over 
and they have large- scale competitions, including over-
night marathons.

Getting Geoff and Will to do any home responsibili-
ties, including cleaning their messes in the kitchen, the 
game room, and the bedroom, has become a major effort. 
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The parents get nods, but no follow through. They’re 
hearing this a lot: “We’re in the middle of an important 
game and will do it as soon as we get to the next level.” As 
far as the parents can tell, neither kid has ever made it to 
the next level!

So the parents have been frustrated for some time now 
but have been putting up with it for several reasons:

• They’re glad their boys are getting along and share 
a common interest. This is way better than the 
fighting they used to do!

• They always wanted their house to be the house 
that all the kids come to. They don’t want to ruin 
that.

• They’re glad their sons aren’t out using drugs or 
alcohol.

Geoff and Will are basically good kids, so why start a 
huge battle? They almost always have friends over, and the 
parents don’t want to make a scene in front of the other 
kids. Their parents have tried being nice, but that has 
accomplished nothing. Now it’s to the point where there is 
a battle almost every night and weekend. “Clean this up!” 
“Put that away!” “Stop the games and do your work!” “Stop 
the games and go to bed!” Each request elicits the same 
response: a passive “I will,” followed by no action, which is 
lately followed by “Right now!” After spending an enor-
mous amount of energy, the parents get about half of what 
they asked for, and then the boys are back to their games.

Breaking point. After what seemed like weeks or months 
of this, Mom got totally fed up and told her sons: “No 
more video games for a week.”
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What happened? Both boys hung out at their friend’s 
house and played their games there. The restrictions made 
no difference, and three days later their father let them 
start playing at home again in exchange for some minor 
cleanups. This didn’t go over well with Mom.

When Mom got upset with Dad for “giving in,” he 
said, “Well it wasn’t working anyway, so I decided to try 
something different. At least this achieved something.” 
Three days later, things were back to the same unpleasant 
normal, except Mom was still angry with Dad, and Dad 
thought Mom was being unreasonable and should be more 
supportive of him and the kids.

It was at this point that I received a call from Mom, 
asking for a consultation. She explained that she and her 
husband were struggling with their boys, and now with 
each other, and needed to get on the same page.

During our consultation, we established that the boys’ 
lack of accountability and responsiveness to their parents 
was indeed a problem and that a control battle with some 
momentum had developed. The boys were becoming less 
responsible, and this was affecting their school effort and 
performance. We acknowledged that both boys were essen-
tially excellent young men with many strengths, but the 
current problems were overshadowing those strengths and 
were too unpleasant and destructive to be allowed to go on.

We also established that while both parents agreed 
there was a problem that needed to be solved regarding 
the boys, Mom and Dad had also become frustrated with 
one another because of their different styles of communi-
cation. Mom has a tendency to become emotional and 
sharp when she is upset, whereas Dad tends to avoid 
intense emotion and conflict. We decided that a “control 
battle reversal plan” would be ideal because it encouraged 
a positive tone, which Dad liked, and put the burden of 
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change on the kids, which they both liked, and this helped 
them feel better about one another, too.

Turning point. That night they sat the boys down and 
had the following discussion.

Dad:  Look, boys. Mom and I aren’t happy with the 
amount of tension and arguing we’ve all been 
experiencing together. We’re not comfortable with 
your lack of cooperation and your priority of 
games over responsibilities.

Will: What’s the big deal? We get our work done!

Mom:  Please let us continue. You’ll get a chance to 
speak. We know you’re great kids: bright, talented, 
athletic, handsome, and in many ways, thoughtful 
and responsible. And yes, most of the time you get 
your schoolwork done, but not up to the best of 
your ability. And family responsibilities and chores 
are another story.

Dad:  You’re teenagers, so I guess a certain amount of 
ignoring your parents is to be expected. But things 
have gotten out of hand and there needs to be a 
serious adjustment here. Mom and I are feeling 
completely taken for granted, and every request 
and limit is an enormous battle. We don’t want to 
work that hard.

Mom:  I feel like I owe you all an apology. I’ve been upset 
with you, so I’ve been angry and argumentative. That’s 
not how I want to be, and it’s not what you need.

Dad: I owe you all an apology as well.

Geoff:  You don’t yell much, Dad. You’ve been pretty cool 
with us.
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Dad:  That may be true, but it’s also true that I haven’t 
been dealing with things. I think I’ve given you 
both the impression that I’m okay with your 
behavior, and I’m not. And you both deserve a 
father who will be straight with you. Your mom 
deserves that too.

Mom:  So here is what we’ve concluded. Video gaming is 
fine with us. Having friends over is fine with us. 
Here’s what’s not fine with us: Not doing a 
thorough job on your homework. Not doing your 
chores. Saying “okay” when we ask you to do 
something and then just not doing it.

Will:  We can’t help it. When you’re into a video game, 
nothing else exists. That’s what’s so cool about 
video games.

Mom:  That explains a few things, but it’s not good 
enough. We need to be able to talk to you and 
know you are hearing us.

Dad:  So before you go forward with any more gaming, 
before any friends come over again, and before 
you go out, there are several things that need to 
be addressed. First, Mom and I need to know that 
you understand and agree to uphold the priorities 
of schoolwork, home responsibilities, and being 
responsive when Mom or I ask for something. 
Next, we want a full cleaning of your bedrooms 
and bathroom. When that is done, Mom and I 
will review where you are in each of your classes 
and see where things need to be shored up.

Will:  Okay. Geoff, let’s get this done fast so we can play 
this afternoon.
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Mom:  That’s not going to be possible, boys. First we 
need to know that you get what we’re saying. If 
you both show an excellent attitude and a full 
effort, Dad and I will consider offering you the 
privileges you want, but not until we’re confident 
that you have your priorities straight and you 
demonstrate that to us. Right now is your 
opportunity to earn them, and earning them is 
the only way you will get them.

Dad:  Like we said, Mom and I know you are both great 
kids and are fully capable of earning the 
privileges you want. We will no longer give you 
privileges that you haven’t earned. That’s an 
insult to your ability and we once again apologize 
for not holding you to the high standards you are 
capable of.

Did you notice the critical elements in this talk? The 
parents took responsibility for giving their kids the wrong 
idea previously and apologized several times. The tone was 
not at all punitive, and the parents continually empha-
sized their sons’ strengths. They made it clear that they 
wanted their boys to enjoy their privileges. They clarified 
their expectations and did not offer a specific time for 
reinstating privileges. This allowed the Gap to work its 
magic. By keeping the timing open and the burden of 
responsibility on their teens, it motivated the boys to 
change and to address their parents’ expectations.

At our follow- up visit a few weeks later, I learned that 
things had turned around and the boys were back on track. 
There was still some limit testing going on that required 
some reinforcing and fine tuning, but the Beast was 
nowhere to be found.
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How Teens Can Fill The Gap

Here are a few more pointers on how teens can “fill the Gap” 
and reearn their lost privileges. First of all, before you offer a path 
to earning back privileges, be sure that your teen is open and inter-
ested. It’s best if the teen asks the question, “What do I need to 
do?” Otherwise parents run the risk of trying to get their kid to do 
something, and meeting resistance. That’s the structure of a 
control battle, so let the desire for change come from your teen.

Second, set the bar high enough that it becomes clear to your 
teen that the privileges only come back and stay in place when he 
or she is committed to a substantial change. Here are some ideas 
for effective ways to have kids reearn privileges:

• Have your son or daughter write an essay on the 
subject of the problem, including what the problem is, 
why it’s a problem, what the correct behavior would 
be, and what his or her plan is for demonstrating and 
maintaining the correct behavior. For instance, a boy 
who has been swearing at his parents might be required 
to write an essay on verbal abuse. A girl who has been 
hurtful to a younger sibling could write a report on the 
effects of bullying and what her plan for change will 
be. Other essay topics might include drug abuse, 
responsibility, trust, and communication skills.

• After the essay is written, have your teen discuss it 
with you in a mature and positive manner. Use this 
time to have an in- depth discussion on standards and 
expectations, and take a positive yet authoritative 
stance. This is an opportunity to recount your teen’s 
strengths and your expectations that his or her best 
self will be demonstrated.
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• When your daughter or son verbalizes acceptance of 
the standards and expectations with a positive atti-
tude, suggest ways to demonstrate the positive behav-
iors. These could include focusing on schoolwork, 
being cooperative and respectful when asked to do 
something, being kind and giving to a younger sibling, 
doing some serious housework or gardening, and 
accepting lost privileges with a good attitude. Once 
again, do not commit to a time your teen will get his 
or her privileges back. The teen brain will hear that as 
a promise. Only commit to a time to discuss progress.

Keeping the Beast at Bay
Now that you’ve had The Talk and your teenager knows that the 
privileges must be earned, there’s been an enormous change in 
your family dynamics. You’ve stopped feeding and paying attention 
to the Beast, and it’s withering away. Now we want to keep it that 
way.

Ask yourself: “Which of my own behaviors feeds the Beast? 
Am I being reactive or using a negative tone? Am I easily roped 
into trying to get my teen to manage her responsibilities? Am I 
always being a “nice guy” and not holding my kid to high enough 
standards?” That’s where you’re going to want to be vigilant about 
your own behavior. You want to let the Beast go hungry.

In so many control battle– based relationships, parent- teen 
arguing is at the core. So one thing you want to be careful about is 
not initiating or getting sucked into an argument. Remember, we 
all react and argue from time to time. But when we’re dealing with 
the control battle, we want to go that extra mile to avoid feeding 
the Beast that’s been destroying our family. Thankfully, there’s a 
great tool we can use to avoid arguments.
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Validation: A Tool to Support 
the Change
When trying to change a behavior, often it is much harder to not 
do something than it is to do something. If parents simply try not 
to argue, they can only hold out so long before they’ll likely give in 
to the temptation. So here is something that parents can do 
instead.

Let’s stop and consider what fighting really is. Think about a 
fight you may have had with your partner, for instance, and let’s 
ask the question: what did you and your partner really want? 
Chances are you both wanted to feel understood, to be validated. 
You both wanted empathy. These are emotional needs, and 
getting our emotional needs met is important to all of us. When 
others take the time to show they care about our feelings, we 
immediately feel better. In fact, feeling understood and validated 
can be more important than winning an argument and getting 
our way.

Validation can be a powerful tool for stopping an argument 
before it starts. Rather than counter what your teen is saying— in 
other words, argue— validate your teen’s feelings. This is not the 
same as agreeing with or approving of the way your teen is express-
ing his or her feelings. It is simply validating the feelings them-
selves. Therapists and authors Hall and Cook (2010) wrote a 
wonderful book, The Power of Validation, that explains this effec-
tive tool to parents. The book is aimed primarily at parents of 
younger children, yet validation is a powerful tool with preteens, 
teens, and adults as well.

Let’s look at some examples of this concept in action.

Teen: I hate you!

Parent: I hear that and I can see that you’re really angry 
with me.
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Teen: You never let me do anything!

Parent: I understand that it’s really frustrating when you 
want to do things and you have to face restrictions.

Teen: Why do I get blamed for everything?

Parent: I hear that you’re feeling unfairly blamed for many 
things. I see where that can be really hurtful.

Teen: Mom, can I go to a sleepover at Amber’s house 
tonight? Gina and Jessica are going too and it’s going 
to be really fun.

Parent: You girls do have a lot of fun together, and I know 
you really want to go. You’ve got a soccer game early 
tomorrow morning and it’s not okay to do sleepovers 
when you have a game the next morning. You might 
remember the last time we tried it, you were pretty 
upset with how you played.

So whether your teen is communicating with hostility or 
respect, in statements or questions, we always have a good option. 
We can respond in a way that addresses the emotional need behind 
the words; we can validate.

My wife, Eileen, who works with discipline policy in schools, 
taught me a great validating tool that she uses. After listening to a 
teen’s explanation for breaking a rule, she’ll respond, “That makes 
perfect sense.” Hearing this, the kid will relax and be more open to 
what follows, which might be, “Unfortunately, that solution didn’t 
seem to work out very well, did it? I wonder if there were any other 
ways you might have dealt with that.” Invariably, a teen will come 
up with at least one safe, healthy, legal, socially acceptable way of 
dealing with the situation, thereby avoiding a lecture.
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Then, all Eileen needs to do is compliment the teen’s solution 
and brainstorm together how the teen can access that response in 
a similar situation the next time. The teen will still be facing a 
school sanction, but will accept it more easily and with a greater 
likelihood of learning from the experience. This approach works 
for parents, too.

In several extreme cases I’ve worked with, the teen would 
follow the parent (usually a mother) around the house and badger 
her in an attempt to get what the teen wants: “Why can’t I borrow 
the car? You let Marissa borrow the car. She gets everything. You 
hate me. You’ve always loved Marissa more than me. You’re just 
listening to your stupid boyfriend, Roger. Everything was fine until 
you started listening to him. If you don’t let me use the car I’ll just 
move out. What’s the point of living with people who hate you?”

The parent would go from room to room trying to get away 
from the badgering teen. Some mothers have even locked them-
selves in their bathroom or left the house in an attempt to get away 
from the badgering.

A technique that’s been very successful for parents to address 
this kind of behavior is getting a pad of paper and a pencil, sitting 
down facing your teen, and simply writing down what you hear. 
When your teen asks, “What are you doing?” you reply, “I want to 
make sure I understand your feelings. I hear what you’re asking for, 
and I’m happy to discuss how you can get what you want, but not 
when you are badgering me. Badgering is a form of abuse and is not 
acceptable. When you are ready to apologize and listen and not 
just talk, I’ll be happy to have the conversation.”

Let’s review the many ways that validation supports our goals. 
Instead of being reactive, we are being thoughtful and taking charge 
of our own response to the situation. We are using an empathetic 
and supportive tone rather than a negative one. Also, we are not 
being other- person focused. We are not telling our teens what to do 
or trying to control their behavior. We are starving the Control 
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Battle Beast and then finally, by being an emotional resource to our 
kids, we are communicating that we are on their side.

Enjoying Parenting Your Teenager
Congratulations! You’ve made the big shift and you’re committed 
to developing your skills to stay out of control battles with your 
teen, regardless of how challenging your teen is making that for 
you. Now what?

Well, now you get to enjoy parenting your teenager.
We need to remember that adolescence is simply a develop-

mental stage with its own tasks and characteristics. Let’s think 
back to when our teenagers were toddlers and how special and fun 
that time was. How enthralled they were with everything new; 
how much they enjoyed us reading to them and playing with them; 
how much they needed us. And then remember what it was like 
when they wouldn’t go to sleep and demanded more reading, 
another drink of water, or simply kept getting out of bed.

Every developmental stage has its challenges, but if we expect 
the challenges, we’ll be able to focus on the positives and thor-
oughly enjoy adolescence as much as the previous stages. And just 
like when our kids were toddlers, our teenage sons and daughters 
are going to make plenty of mistakes. We have to be realistic and 
know that they’ll make lots of poor choices that could lead to poor 
outcomes. And yet they need us to go through these trials and 
tribulations with them in very much the same way we helped them 
go to bed when they were toddlers. If we use our skills for ending 
the control battle, we’ll get through the tough times, and we’ll be 
able to create a positive relationship to enjoy together. And the 
more positive experiences we share with our teenagers, the easier 
it is to get through the tough times.

Take a minute and reflect on what you might have wanted or 
needed and perhaps didn’t get when you were a teenager. Did your 
parents take the time to understand who you really were, or did 
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they criticize you for not acting the way they expected you to? Did 
you feel supported in developing your interests and skills? Did they 
create time to enjoy being with you in fun ways? And when you 
screwed up, did they help you learn from the experience, or did 
they simply make you feel bad about yourself? This simple reflec-
tion can be a powerful reminder of just how much, and in how 
many ways, your teenager truly needs you.

As you build your skills for ending the control battle, you actu-
ally build a great skill set for enjoying your teen as well. You have a 
healthy vision of your teenager and faith that he or she will do 
great in life. You’ve established high standards and reestablished 
your parental authority. In addition, you’ve learned how to validate 
your teen and avoid arguments. In chapter 2 you learned that teens 
need excitement and the opportunity to take risks, be creative, 
and be with other teens, and that the areas and interests teens 
focus on and invest in will often be there for their lifetimes. Think 
of some ways you can support, engage, and enjoy your teen in these 
areas.

One of my sons is a drummer, and my wife and I found our-
selves going to punk rock concerts where he was performing. Punk 
rock would not have been our first choice of a musical genre to 
listen to, but it allowed us to connect with and enjoy our son and 
appreciate his talent. I have to confess that I actually ended up 
enjoying the music.

If your daughter likes to read, read what she reads and discuss 
it with her. If she plays a sport, do it with her or enjoy watching, 
photographing, or videoing her. If your son plays video games, play 
with him or at least be with him while he plays, and have him 
explain his strategy. Perhaps you’re good with auto mechanics and 
your son is interested in cars. Getting a junker of a car and helping 
him rebuild it would be a great project for you both. Remember, 
he’ll want to do some of it on his own, which means he’ll probably 
screw some things up. Keep in mind the purpose of the project is 
learning and connecting, not doing a perfect job.
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Because you’ve reestablished your parental authority, you can 
now set the standard that your teen must be involved in family 
activities and other positive social activities beyond simply 
“hanging out” with friends. In fact, hanging out with friends is a 
privilege that must be earned as a condition of engaging in more 
productive uses of time.

So plan family time. Let everyone in the family, including you, 
have a chance to choose an activity or outing, and involve every-
one in the preparation. It may be that you’re all going to play video 
games or go to a skateboard park, but be sure to make the time fun.

Help your kids plan events with friends. If they want friends 
over to watch movies, help them plan and prepare food and drinks. 
It may be a good time for you and your teenager to make pizza 
together and talk.

Helping Your Teenager Learn and Grow
This might be the most important activity of all— just talking and 
connecting with your teenager. Let’s look at how Jake’s dad did 
this.

Jake
Jake wants to go to a huge all- day concert with his friends 
the Saturday before his finals. Dad knows that Jake needs to 
study, and the concert would wear him down. It would be 
easy to say no and just let Jake get upset, argue, and fight. 
Alternatively, he could discuss the situation with Jake.

Dad:  That sounds great, Jake; some of your favorite 
bands are playing. I’m not sure how that works 
with finals week, though. I know you’ve got your 
big report due and you need a good grade on your 
math final. What are your thoughts about all that?
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Jake:  I don’t know, I’ll get it done. I just want to go; 
everyone’s going.

Dad: Have they got their tickets yet?

Jake: I’m not sure.

Dad: How much are the tickets?

Jake: $120. But it’s an all- day concert.

Dad: Do you have $120?

Jake: Yes, but not much more.

Dad:  I thought you were saving up for the motorized 
skateboard. Are you still thinking about that?

Jake:  Yeah, but this just came up and I sooooo want 
to go.

Dad:  Sounds like there are some issues to think 
through. Is this how you really want to spend 
$120? Would this compromise your report and 
your math final?

Jake:  I’ll do fine on my math final and I’ll get the report 
done. Why is everything such a big deal?

Dad:  I get that you really want to do this, but before 
you buy a ticket, I’m going to need to see a 
timeline for writing your report and preparing for 
your math final. And if I were you, I’d make sure 
that your friends actually bought their tickets so 
you don’t end up with an expensive ticket and 
you’re on your own. Make sense?

Jake: (grumpily walking off) I guess so.
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In this interaction, Jake went off unhappy with Dad’s 
qualifiers, but it was a lot better than Dad simply saying no 
and Jake learning nothing. In this case, his father was 
actually supporting him in figuring things out, and he’ll 
most likely come back with a plan for his report and study-
ing for his math final. Meanwhile, the concert plans will 
probably fizzle out with his friends, who have their own 
problems turning this idea into a reality. Dad showed Jake 
how to think things through and make a plan, and he 
stayed calm and didn’t criticize Jake for his idea.

When Jake was a toddler, his dad needed to teach him 
to soothe himself and go to sleep. Now that Jake’s a teen-
ager, his father needs to help him learn to plan, problem 
solve, and make good decisions.

Showing interest in your teen’s thoughts, feelings, and activi-
ties will not only support healthy self- esteem, it will help develop 
your teen’s ability to connect with others, enjoy true adult inti-
macy throughout life, and also build cognitive skills. Even when 
your teen is upset and wants to argue, when you slow the interac-
tion down, validate his or her thoughts and feelings, and discuss 
things at a deeper level, it teaches good thinking and problem- 
solving skills— skills needed for life.

When we use our skills for ending the control battle and focus 
on engagement, we strike gold: a rewarding relationship with our 
teenager.





CHAPTER 7

self- esteem and happiness

B efore we go on to part 3 and discuss some specific applications 
for ending the parent- teen control battle, I’d like to talk about 

self- esteem and happiness. These are important for our teenagers’ 
healthy development, and when not fully understood, parents who 
are trying to support their teens can end up in a control battle.

Often parents will call me with concerns about a child, asking 
if I can provide counseling to help raise their son or daughter’s self- 
esteem. I’ve sometimes thought that if I could invent some kind of 
hydraulic self- esteem raiser, I’d be a billionaire! Unfortunately, 
developing self- esteem is somewhat more complex than simple 
mechanics.

The Importance of Self- Esteem
Self- esteem is probably the most important element necessary for a 
child to grow into a happy and emotionally healthy adult. We 
should want nothing more for our children than for them to thor-
oughly enjoy being and exploring who they are, enjoy knowing and 
developing their talents, understand and honor their basic nature, 
and move safely forward in the world with skill and confidence. 
This is exactly what self- esteem is: confidence in one’s own worth 
and abilities.
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Kids who have low self- esteem, or who feel their self- esteem is 
being challenged, have a greater tendency to enter into control 
battles. And the control battle itself can have a negative impact on 
self- esteem.

As we discussed in chapter 2, during early adolescence a teen’s 
self- esteem is frequently under challenge. Social acceptance is of 
greater concern than ever before, and kids will work hard to win the 
approval of their peers. They begin to put their need for approval 
into the hands of others with similar needs for approval, quite often 
at the expense of what the parents believe to be their best interests. 
Children entering adolescence with low self- esteem are at higher 
risk for self- destructive behavior. For those with high self- esteem, 
the risk of falling into negative behavior patterns to achieve accep-
tance and avoid feelings of rejection and failure will be far lower.

How Do We Get It?
We develop self- esteem in two essential ways. First is the way 

most people think about: growing up in a family and a social envi-
ronment that recognizes and affirms us— our parents and siblings, 
extended family, neighborhood, and schools. Because children 
identify so strongly with their parents, they also believe that the 
way their parents treat them is a direct reflection of their worth. So 
if a child feels listened to, and her thoughts and feelings are 
affirmed, she will see value in her thoughts and feelings. If her 
thoughts and feelings are not validated by her mom and dad, she 
will view her own thoughts and feelings as unworthy, and she will 
see herself as unworthy.

The second way self- esteem is cultivated, one often overlooked 
by caring parents, is through the development of abilities and 
achievements. There are many ways for young people to be compe-
tent in life, and it’s important for them to develop competence 
according to their own nature and unique potential, whatever that 
may be.
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A tulip bulb can only become a tulip. It will never become an 
azalea, regardless of how well we water it or fertilize it. It can, 
however, become a beautiful and healthy tulip if cared for properly. 
The same is true with people. Young people can be nurtured and 
supported to develop the potential of their basic nature. When 
allowed to understand, appreciate, and successfully develop their 
own potential, they stand tall with self- esteem. When they don’t 
understand or develop their abilities, their self- esteem suffers.

Strong self- esteem encourages self- valuing behavior. Self- 
valuing behavior creates good feelings and success. Good feelings 
and success support strong self- esteem. This is a positive self- 
esteem cycle. Conversely, weak self- esteem can breed low effort 
and self- destructive behavior. Low effort and self- destructive 
behavior lead to bad feelings and failure. Bad feelings and failure 
support weak or low self- esteem, resulting in a negative self- esteem 
cycle (see figures 1 and 2).

High Self-
Esteem

Strong 
Effort

Good 
Result

Positive 
Feedback

Good 
Feelings

 

Figure 1. Positive Self- Esteem Cycle
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Low Self-
Esteem

Weak 
Effort

Poor 
Result

Negative 
Feedback

Bad 
Feelings

 

Figure 2. Negative Self- Esteem Cycle

Caring parents often believe that if their children have the 
first precursor to self- esteem— a positive, loving environment— 
they will automatically perform up to their potential, and often 
this turns out to be true. But simply focusing on affirming your 
child may not be enough to start and maintain the positive self- 
esteem cycle. Kids also need direction and structure to learn basic 
life skills for developing their competence. As they develop these 
critical life skills, they achieve success, work toward their poten-
tial, and create strong self- esteem. Eventually, kids can grow and 
learn to maintain a healthy self- esteem cycle independently.

Ben
Ben is an exceptionally bright adolescent who went 
through elementary school with ease and success. He was 
easygoing and got along well with everyone. His teachers 
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liked him and he did passably well in his studies; he caught 
on very easily and did his work with little effort. However, 
his teachers reported that Ben’s work was sloppy and he 
didn’t always finish it on time. They reassured Ben’s 
parents that he was learning the material, and they weren’t 
terribly concerned.

Ben’s parents often felt frustrated that he wouldn’t sit 
down and do his work when they asked him to. He pre-
ferred to play games on the computer, and they had a hard 
time pulling him away from that. When they did, he would 
read recreationally or play in his room, but he wouldn’t get 
going on his work. When his parents forced him do his 
homework, Ben resisted, saying it was easy and stupid. 
They usually succeeded in getting him to do his work, but 
rarely to a level that represented his true potential. The 
result was a chronic control battle where Ben’s parents 
were always trying to get him to apply himself, while Ben, 
rather successfully, resisted their efforts.

Ben’s parents figured that Ben was doing okay in 
school because the teachers liked him and his grades were 
fine; he liked to read and he showed interest and skill with 
computers. Even though they would have liked Ben to 
demonstrate more care in his work, they decided it was 
probably silly to fight over neatness or timeliness. In fact, 
because Ben’s parents wanted Ben to grow up with high 
self- esteem, they didn’t want to overemphasize the nega-
tives and fight over these issues. They decided to back off 
so that they wouldn’t injure Ben’s self- esteem.

By the time Ben reached his freshman year in high 
school, he was no longer doing so well. He had developed 
the habit of staying up late and playing computer games, 
his— and his friends’— only interest and passion. By now, 
a control battle with his parents was in full swing. Ben’s 
parents constantly struggled with him to manage his 
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schoolwork and to do anything active, such as playing a 
sport or mountain biking. He was experimenting with 
marijuana and claimed it enhanced his ability to do his 
writing assignments. Ben’s teachers continued to like him 
but generally reported that he didn’t apply himself. At the 
end of every grading period, his parents would threaten 
and fight with him to do his work and catch up. Ben 
usually had at least one class that he was interested in, and 
he would get an A in that class, but in his other classes, he 
would go along with little effort and get C’s and sometimes 
even a D or F.

If we were to ask him, Ben would tell us that he had 
great self- esteem. He would say it was the adults who had 
a problem, not him. In truth, Ben had become cynical, no 
longer valuing himself or those around him. At this point, 
left to his own devices, Ben was at risk for becoming more 
seriously involved with drugs and dropping out of school. 
These are certainly not self- valuing behaviors and do not 
signal healthy self- esteem.

So what went wrong? Ben’s parents loved and cared for 
him. They acknowledged and supported his areas of 
strength. They bought him a computer, and they allowed 
him to be himself. Yet Ben got caught in a negative self- 
esteem cycle. He was not developing his potential, and his 
behavior became self- destructive and oppositional.

It was obvious to everyone that Ben had terrific poten-
tial, but he was not held accountable or properly supported 
to develop that potential. Because he was so bright, the 
problems were easily overlooked, at least initially. Like all 
kids, he needed to learn to do his best, regardless of what 
that “best” was. Ben was failing to develop his potential 
because his parents and teachers did not maintain high 
enough standards for him. He received the love and 
support he needed, but not the structure and challenge he 
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needed to develop his abilities. Consequently, Ben never 
developed real self- esteem. Eventually, the control battle 
further eroded Ben’s self- esteem and left his parents feeling 
helpless to parent him effectively.

High Standards
There are many reasons to insist upon high standards for our 

kids. Holding high standards helps them see how well they can do. 
They learn to persevere through the difficult part of learning and 
come out victorious on the other side. It teaches them that they 
can dig deeply into themselves and accomplish something that 
they might not have believed they could, so they learn to believe in 
themselves. Often when I see a teen with low self- esteem and no 
areas of achievement to feel good about, his parents will say, “I 
don’t know what happened; he just never stuck with anything.” 
Struggling to learn the piano can be very difficult, but after 
working on it each day for only thirty minutes or so, what used to 
be difficult will eventually become easy, and we will be ready to 
face a new, more difficult phase of learning, while enjoying our 
gradually acquired musical skills.

The same can be said for learning a sport, or any physical 
activity, as well as gaining proficiency in art, foreign languages, 
mathematics, social and emotional skills, and any other area of 
knowledge or skill we can imagine. Whether or not we are natu-
rally gifted at something, by setting goals and working at it, with 
appropriate direction and support, over time we will achieve 
success.

Once our kids learn that they can begin something with rela-
tively low skill and knowledge, and by persevering, eventually 
achieve success, they will have a critical skill for life that will bring 
them confidence and stronger self- esteem. Young people who are 
confident in their ability to achieve are far less likely to enter into 
control battles with their parents, because when they are asked to 
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do their work, regardless of what it is, they have learned that work 
pays off and they resist it less.

When Are Standards High Enough?

An appropriately high standard is the expectation that your 
teenager will put in a solid effort with a positive attitude. Putting 
in the time is important, yet if she’s doing so with a careless “this 
sucks” attitude, with little regard for the quality, that’s not meeting 
a high standard.

A general rule of thumb for setting an appropriately high stan-
dard for schoolwork could be one grade above what your teen 
could easily get. If she can get C’s with little effort, an appropri-
ately high standard could be B’s. If she can get B’s easily, she should 
go for A’s, and if she can easily get A’s, she should push further in 
some other way— perhaps a self- directed project in one of her 
classes, a job, or extra classes at the local college.

It’s best if kids involve themselves in an organized activity 
beyond schoolwork, and, once again, put in the time with a good 
attitude. The extracurricular activity can be a club, organization, 
or team (in or out of school), a job, or a family responsibility such 
as helping the family business or providing child care to siblings.

Once kids join something, under most conditions they should 
be required to stay with it and give it their best. The old saying “A 
job worth doing is a job worth doing well” is a great value to teach. 
That way, regardless of what they’re doing, they’ll end up feeling 
good about it, and about themselves.

When Are Standards Too Rigid or Too High?

The control battle can occur not only when standards are set 
too low, but also when they’re too specific, rigid, or high. Remember, 
we establish high standards to help our kids discover their poten-
tial and to feel good enough about themselves to persevere through 
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difficulties. If we stress our kids out by requiring all A’s so they can 
get into a specific top college, we will only undermine their self- 
esteem. Instead of learning to enjoy challenges, they will get the 
message that it isn’t about the challenge, it’s about winning, getting 
the top grade, getting into the best school, getting ahead of the 
other guy. In other words, it isn’t about who they are, it’s about an 
external definition of success.

When are standards too rigid or too high? When they are no 
longer about making the effort, learning, and growing, but instead 
are all about a specific outcome, for instance a 4.5 GPA, or winning 
some specific award or honor. Standards are too high when extreme 
amounts of time are required day in and day out to succeed. 
Standards are too high when the struggle to meet them takes away 
from a balanced lifestyle, when a teenager is no longer involved in 
the choice to participate in an activity, or when a teenager is con-
stantly stressed and worried about how well he will do.

Support to Succeed
Some kids have an easier time developing their potential than 

others. They have the gifts of focus, motivation, initiative, and 
drive. Others may be just as bright but lack these natural personal-
ity traits. They may be distractible, noncompetitive, easygoing, 
and not particularly self- directed. Often these kids are called “lazy” 
or are otherwise seen in a negative light. Actually, these easygoing 
traits are very healthy in many social and vocational environ-
ments. But they don’t work well in most school environments, and 
teachers and parents can become frustrated and angry with these 
kids. They need support and structure to succeed and to develop 
their potential, academic or otherwise.

So along with appropriately high standards, your teen may 
need certain support structures in place to be successful. If she 
lacks organizational skills and you expect her to do a great job on 
her project, she might need your help to put a plan in place that 
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will help her get organized. If we establish high standards and then 
leave our teens to their own devices, they can feel hopeless and 
abandoned.

If you help your teen develop a plan and monitor progress, it 
will ensure success, teach important skills, and show that you truly 
care. With the good feelings of success, improved organizational 
skills, and feeling supported by you, your teen will be empowered 
and motivated to be successful in her next endeavor.

Happiness
Let’s talk about happiness. Believe it or not, a teen’s lack of happi-
ness can become the starting point of a control battle. You can buy 
your kid something he wants to own, cook him something he likes 
to eat, take him someplace he wants to go, give him permission to 
do something he wants to do, or offer him emotional support when 
he’s down. Some might appreciate it and be truly grateful, while 
others might take it for granted and have an attitude of entitle-
ment. Under most circumstances, doing nice things for your child 
is a positive and good thing. It is important to remember, however, 
that you can’t make your child happy.

We can create the opportunity for our kids to make them-
selves happy. We can give them love, support, guidance, limits, 
and access to resources. But it is up to our kids to discover the path 
to their own happiness. When parents want their kids to be happy 
more than the kids want to make themselves happy, the stage is set 
to grow a control battle.

So where, exactly, does happiness come from? How do we find 
happiness, and how does your child find happiness?

A certain amount of happiness seems to be innate. Some 
people are born with happy dispositions. They wake up singing, 
and they cruise along with excitement about their lives, their 
friends, their activities, and their futures. Negatives seem to roll off 
their backs. Sure, sometimes they’re sad, disappointed, hurt, 
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frustrated, or angry, just like the rest of us. But it seems that under 
most circumstances, they will be happy.

Many people, though, have a harder time arriving at a state of 
happiness. For some, just getting up in the morning seems like a 
burden. Seemingly minor frustrations can cause strong negative 
emotional responses. Major frustrations can be overwhelming and 
send an individual into a crisis. Unless they learn the specific skill 
set necessary to manage their emotions, this group will have a 
harder time in life.

So what is the skill set for happiness?
Before we discuss the skills, let’s reaffirm the notion that you 

can’t make your child happy. When you try, you are being “other- 
person focused,” and we know where that leads. However, you can 
love your children, enjoy them, demonstrate faith in them, coach 
them, and set limits with them. You can empower your kids to 
make themselves happy, even though at any given moment, they 
may not choose to do so. And do not forget the one person you can 
make happy: you. By doing the things necessary for you to be 
happy, you’ll have lots of energy left over for parenting, and you’ll 
be setting a great example for your teenager.

Anita
Let’s look at the story of Anita, an eleven- year- old fifth 
grader, and her parents. (We’ll meet Anita again as a teen-
ager in the next chapter on depression.) Anita was a bright 
and talented girl who did reasonably well in school. She 
could write and draw very well for her age. She was also 
shy, sensitive, and introverted. Her mom and dad, on the 
other hand, were very outgoing and social. They had a 
hard time understanding why Anita wasn’t thrilled to be 
part of the large group activities they loved to experience 
with family and friends.
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“What’s the matter with you? Why do you always want 
to be unhappy?” they would ask their daughter. They didn’t 
understand that large group activities were stressful for 
Anita. She needed a lot more quiet time alone than they 
could relate to, so it became a source of stress between 
Anita and her parents that Anita wasn’t upbeat and 
outgoing.

Her parents tried everything they could think of to 
make her happy. They bought her things she liked, and she 
would seem happy for a while, but then she would return 
to her usual state. Her parents constantly encouraged her 
to socialize with friends and sign up for group lessons and 
activities, saying, “Come on, Anita, you’ll love it and enjoy 
yourself. All the girls in your class will be there.”

“I don’t like the girls in my class,” she’d reply. “They’re 
all gossipy and they don’t include me.”

“Maybe if you tried harder, and made an effort to be 
nice, they’d include you more!”

And so a control battle was born. Anita became the 
voice of “no,” as her parents were the voice of “yes.” Anita’s 
parents supported, encouraged, and sometimes bribed 
Anita to do the things they thought would be positive for 
her, and Anita constantly resisted their efforts. The more 
they encouraged, the more she refused. In fact, Anita 
actually became less social, more withdrawn, and more 
isolated— more truly unhappy. One could say that Anita’s 
parents had put themselves in charge of making Anita 
happy, and Anita put herself in charge of resisting their 
efforts, staying unhappy.

Happiness Skills
The subject of happiness skills can become very philosophical 

and even spiritual, but let’s be practical and think in terms of what 
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we need to teach our children to be able to create happiness for 
themselves. Here are some key practices to cultivate.

Self- Knowledge and Self- Acceptance

Our kids all have unique personalities, skills, and interests. 
Whether an individual is athletic, musical, introverted, or outgo-
ing, we all have different strengths. Nobody is good at everything, 
but everybody is good at many things. Kids need to know this 
about themselves and become comfortable with who they are. 
Whatever their personal combination of traits, they need to be 
secure enough to invest in and develop their strengths, and to 
accept themselves but be willing to improve in their areas of rela-
tive weakness.

For example, if Anita is artistically inclined, she needs to 
create art, take art classes, and connect with other kids who are 
into art. Anita needs to accept that she doesn’t have to be the most 
popular girl in class, she just needs a couple of friends to be close 
to and to do things with. Anita also needs to learn to get along 
with the other girls, even though she might not want to spend 
extra time with them.

Passion and Goals

Another important piece of the happiness puzzle involves 
passion and working toward goals. It matters less what a person is 
passionate about— because that can change over time. It simply 
matters that a person is passionate. When people are passionate, it 
gives energy, meaning, and focus to their lives. The energy that 
passion generates in one aspect of a person’s life can spread to 
other aspects of life. It can be passion that drives us to set and 
achieve goals, or it can be our goals that help us create passion.

For instance, your son complains of being bored, so you 
encourage him to join the track team. He reluctantly agrees, and 
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suddenly he’s part of a team, a group of kids who are all trying to 
get to the state meet together, taking bus rides and overnight trips 
to compete. Quickly, the boredom passes, your son is exchanging 
texts with new friends, and he now has goals— and passion!— back 
in his life. With passion, each day has energy, excitement, and 
focus. Without passion, life can be flat and routines can be boring.

Goals can be personal goals, or group goals— and with teens, 
both are important. A personal goal might be to win a significant 
role in the school play, make the varsity baseball team, get into a 
first choice college, or simply do an advanced trick on a skate-
board. A group goal for your teen could be to help build a fabulous 
float for the homecoming game, win a soccer championship, or 
pull off a great performance with her band at the talent show.

Personal goals are important because they inspire us to map 
our way forward. Even if a personal goal for a teen is just to reach 
level 12 on a video game, it sets the stage in adulthood for making 
and achieving job or career goals.

Group goals are important for teens because they create bonds 
that can last a lifetime. Group goals bring an energy that spreads 
to all the participants and allows them to feel success in the 
outcome, regardless of their role. After the final performance of 
the school play, those who worked on the set or sewed the cos-
tumes are glowing with success right along with the stars of the 
show. Group goals teach leadership and many other social skills 
that are critical to happiness and success in life. Additionally, 
school- related group goals help bond teens to their school com-
munities and encourage academic success.

Emotional Management Skills

For some kids, feeling the range of emotions or feelings is a 
normal part of their experience. They expect to have feelings and 
emotions and know that there are positive ones as well as less 
enjoyable ones, and sometimes they can have both kinds at the 
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same time. They can talk about them, write about them, think 
about them, and generally figure out what they want to do about 
them. For others, feelings are barely on their radar. They may not 
know how to talk or write about their feelings, or they may not 
even know what they are. Unpleasant feelings may be experienced 
and expressed as anger or depression. When they don’t understand 
their feelings, they won’t know what to do for themselves or how to 
communicate their feelings or emotional needs to others. Feelings 
can throw them into a tizzy, and they— and those around them— 
can become victims of those feelings!

So critical to happiness is the ability to identify feelings, get 
support from others, and self- soothe; in other words, to know how 
to calm ourselves down when we become emotional. Self- soothing 
can be a very individual thing. Common healthy ways that adults 
self- soothe their upset feelings include working in the garden; any 
kind of exercise, such as going for a long walk or jog, bike riding, or 
yoga; meditating; drawing; working on a project; or even cleaning 
the house. For your teen, self- soothing can be listening to music, 
shooting baskets, playing a musical instrument, skateboarding, 
getting lost in a book— the list is endless. The point is that kids 
and adults alike need to know that when they experience strong, 
unpleasant feelings, they can recognize them for what they are and 
do something positive for themselves. And teens need to learn that 
circumstances will change, time will pass, and the painful feelings 
will pass as well.

Managing Responsibilities

I don’t need to tell you that we all have to do things we would 
rather not do. Whether these are routine chores such as cleaning 
the house or completing monthly reports at work, they will always 
be there. For teens, it might be homework, cleaning their room, or 
giving a report in front of the class. If they can take these things in 
stride, and even find something good about them, they will get 
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through them fairly easily, and life will go on to more pleasant 
things. But if responsibilities aren’t addressed in a timely way, prob-
lems develop and eventually compound themselves, creating a hole 
that they will need to find a way out of. Dealing with the conse-
quences of not managing responsibilities requires more energy 
than dealing with the responsibilities in the first place— and gen-
erally offers less reward. Getting in the habit of taking ten minutes 
to straighten up a bedroom at the end of the day allows a person to 
stay organized and avoid having to take half a day to clean up a 
major mess or look for lost car keys. Doing school assignments 
every day for an hour or two results in better grades and less stress 
than having to make up work at the end of the semester and spend-
ing several intense weekends trying not to fail.

Relationship Skills

Another huge component of happiness and self- esteem is the 
ability to get along with other people. The subject of relationship 
skills is enormous and complicated. After all, we are in relation-
ships of many kinds and our ability to manage all those relation-
ships productively is vital to our happiness. Learning how to get 
along with people, choosing and cultivating friendships, establish-
ing and communicating our boundaries, as well as respecting the 
boundaries of others, are all important.

And there’s more. We all have to learn how to respect author-
ity, knowing how and when to lead and when to follow.

None of us, even as adults, are finished products. We are 
always in the process of developing skills to effectively manage 
conflict, to manage intimacy, and ultimately, to create emotionally 
satisfying relationships.

Our teens feel an enormous pull to be with their peers. That’s 
natural and healthy. It’s the only way they will gain proficiency in 
all these different skills that are vital to their happiness. 
Understanding this, we can expect that at least part of the time, 
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when relationships disappoint, your teen will be unhappy. That’s 
also natural and healthy and challenges them to use their emo-
tional management skills.

Faith That Things Will Come Out Okay

Happiness requires faith that things will come out okay. 
Having a generally optimistic attitude is a critical leverage point 
for happiness. Our kids face many unknowns each and every day. 
If they get upset and overfocus on what has gone wrong or what 
might go wrong in the future, every situation will look like a disas-
ter. If, on the other hand, we teach our kids to accept that even 
though things won’t always go the way they want them to go, and 
they don’t know exactly how things will turn out, life will be a 
great adventure— they’ll be able to handle whatever comes up, 
find the good in the outcome, and be ready for the next phase of 
that adventure called “life.”

Our teens are on a learning curve with all of these happiness 
skills, and they’re not ready to fly solo yet. But that’s okay— they 
still have us to rely on. We can’t force these skills on them any 
more than we can make them happy. That would be just another 
opportunity to “feed the Beast.” What we can do is be there to 
support them, guide them, and set limits for them. By using our 
parenting skills and demonstrating faith in our teens’ ability to 
learn and grow, they will eventually go on to lead happy, indepen-
dent lives.





Applications

PART
THREE





CHAPTER 8

what if My Teenager 
Is depressed?

Y ou may be wondering why we need to talk about depression in 
a book about parent- teen control battles. Before we dive into 

that, let’s take a look at what depression is and is not.
Depression can most succinctly be described as a pervasive 

unhappiness with a lack of motivation or enthusiasm for life. The 
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
estimates that 11.4% of adolescents age 12 to 17 experienced a 
major depressive episode in 2014 (Center for Behavioral Health 
Statistics and Quality 2015). We can therefore assume that depres-
sion is going to be a problem for many teens and their families at 
some point during their adolescence. When people are depressed, 
they feel removed from those around them, like they’re alone in a 
fog and unable to see anything beyond it. They most often lack 
energy, and doing even small things can take a lot of effort. To 
depression sufferers, it seems as if they will always feel this way. 
They often lack motivation to change anything, having little faith 
that they’ll ever feel better, no matter what they do.

Depression can take many forms. The most obvious symptoms 
are a tendency to isolate oneself, a loss of interest in previously 
enjoyed activities and friendships, and extreme sadness— often 
with long periods of crying. Other symptoms include a loss of 
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appetite or overeating, difficulty or increased sleeping, chronic 
fatigue, physical ailments, and, at its most extreme, suicidal think-
ing and behavior. Often, particularly among adolescents, other 
conditions and behaviors co- occur with depression such as anorexia 
or bulimia, substance abuse, promiscuity, and self- cutting.

Is It Sadness or Depression?
All of us can be sad or moody from time to time. Sadness is a normal 
emotional reaction when something bad happens, such as when 
your teenager’s best friend suddenly becomes someone else’s best 
friend and your teen is shunned, or when a kid doesn’t get selected 
to make the team, doesn’t get a major role in the school play, or 
doesn’t get invited to the parties that the other kids are being invited 
to. All these things are hurtful and can cause sadness. But when the 
sadness is ongoing, lasting weeks instead of days, and begins to 
interfere with the teen’s daily life, then it could be depression.

Any kind of loss can cause extreme sadness. Whether the loss 
is of a family member, a friend, or a pet, a child or teen will quite 
naturally experience grief. However, if the grief reaction becomes 
chronic, it can signal depression.

Where Does Depression Come From?
Several factors contribute to the onset of depression, and though 
these apply to children, teens, and adults, let’s talk about them 
primarily from the perspective of adolescence.

Low self- esteem. Low self- esteem makes teens more emotion-
ally susceptible to rejection, hurt, and dwelling on personal fail-
ures. It interferes with taking healthy risks and making 
self- valuing personal choices. Low self- esteem encourages self- 
destructive choices including poor social choices, low effort, and 
substance abuse, all leading to or increasing depression.
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A lack of social- emotional support. Kids need to feel under-
stood, validated, and supported for who they are and what 
they feel. They need recognition for their accomplishments. 
Without that, they’ll feel disconnected, isolated, and alone.

A lack of physical activity. As we talked about in the section 
on happiness in chapter 7, physical activity is vital to a healthy 
mood and brain. Without it, depression is more likely to occur, 
and less likely to abate.

A lack of perceived empowerment. Teens need opportunities 
to set and achieve personal goals. It’s vital for them to know 
that regardless of what they choose to do, they can pursue 
their goals. They need to know that there is a real opportunity 
for them to achieve and be successful in any environment in 
which they are placed: school, sports team, home, job, or camp. 
When students are placed in environments where their best 
efforts are likely to repeatedly fail, or the expectations are 
unreasonably high, they can experience chronic stress, and 
that will commonly lead to depression.

Trauma. Any highly stressful event that leaves a person feeling 
unsafe, helpless, and not having control over the situation can 
be traumatic. And a primary symptom of trauma is depression. 
When kids are exposed to physical or verbal violence, a severe 
traffic accident, the sudden death of a loved one, sexual abuse, 
or violence in their neighborhood or home, they will com-
monly experience depression.

Genetics. Individuals who have a family history of depression 
can be more susceptible to depression.

Just reading all this might be enough to depress a parent. Yet 
there is reason to be optimistic. Although depression is very 
serious, it is also very treatable. With high- quality professional 
help, and with our help developing our teens’ “happiness skills” 
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described in the previous chapter, teens can come through their 
depression and thrive.

Control Battles and Depression
The control battle itself can cause or contribute to depression. As 
we discussed in chapter 1, when the Control Battle Beast is thriv-
ing in a family, it has a negative impact that can play out in a 
variety of ways, including depression, in any member of the family. 
In the case of parents, depression can be the result of worry and 
burnout; in the case of siblings, it might come out of stress and 
feeling unimportant in the family; and for the teenager directly 
involved in the control battle, depression can arise from feeling 
criticized, alienated, and unable to be successful. These are very 
serious situations. Fortunately, when skills for ending the control 
battle are applied and we starve the Beast, depression will leave 
with the Beast and life can go forward in a healthy way.

Sometimes, however, teenage depression will be the center-
piece of a control battle. When a teenager becomes depressed, it’s 
vital that action be taken to address the situation, and informed 
and caring parents will do just that. Unfortunately, many profes-
sional approaches for treating teen depression relegate the parents 
to a marginalized role in the treatment, disempowering them from 
being the resource their teenager needs. Many therapists will work 
with a teenager individually and perhaps give the parents only 
updates or pieces of advice, outside of the presence of the teenager. 
The parents will view the therapist as the person who holds the 
key to curing their teenager’s depression, and will miss how impor-
tant it is that they remain actively involved.

Another disempowering “solution” is when parents take their 
teen to a physician who simply prescribes an antidepressant medi-
cation as the first response without requiring or even recommend-
ing counseling.
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Many therapists and physicians work beautifully and effec-
tively with teenagers and their families. Unfortunately, there are 
also many who will utilize medication or individual therapy without 
taking the time to understand the context: the family dynamics 
that relate to the problem and its solution. The unintentional 
undermining of the parental role leaves the teenager without the 
primary resource needed to return to a healthy crossing of his or 
her developmental footbridge.

Anita (Revisited)
Let’s see how this happened with Anita, the shy, quiet girl 
from chapter 7 whose parents kept trying to make her 
happier. The more they tried, the more Anita resisted 
until they had established a robust control battle. Anita’s 
parents had become in charge of making Anita happy, and 
Anita was in charge of them failing to make her happy.

Anita found middle school and the cliques and social 
stressors very hard to deal with. By the time Anita was a 
fifteen- year- old high school freshman, she had developed a 
very negative identity; she socialized with boys and girls 
who wore only black, symbolic of their identification with 
all things dark and depressing. She had a seventeen- year- 
old boyfriend who went to an alternative school for at- risk 
youth. Anita’s parents discovered that she had been super-
ficially cutting herself, which alerted them that profes-
sional help was needed. They got Anita into therapy with 
a well- respected therapist who recommended a psychiatric 
evaluation. Although they were skeptical about medica-
tion, they went along with the recommendation for Anita 
to begin taking an antidepressant. After a while, they did 
notice an improvement; Anita was less negative at home 
and did come to some meals, but she still retreated quickly 
to her room. There were good days and bad days during 
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the first half of her freshman year, and concern for Anita 
was still foremost in her parents’ minds. They had disci-
plined her for smoking marijuana and some alcohol use.

There was one frightening occasion when they allowed 
her to go to a concert and sleep at a friend’s house, only to 
receive a call from one of Anita’s friends that she was 
extremely drunk and had passed out, no adult was there, 
and they were worried. Her parents picked Anita up and 
took her to the hospital emergency room, where she was 
observed for several hours and then sent home.

Anita’s parents were extremely upset. They grounded 
her for a month, but they did let her boyfriend come over 
and spend time at the house because they were afraid that 
isolation would only increase their daughter’s depression.

Anita’s parents were constantly trying to find a 
balance between allowing privileges so that Anita wouldn’t 
be depressed, and withholding privileges because Anita 
abused them or wasn’t managing her responsibilities. Very 
little, in fact, had changed since the fifth grade. Anita’s 
parents still acted from the belief that they were in charge 
of making her happy— and Anita seemed to be in charge 
of resisting them and making herself unhappy! This was 
the essential structure of their control battle.

After hearing me speak at their daughter’s high school, 
Anita’s parents called for a consultation and I invited 
them all to come in together. I listened carefully to each of 
their stories. From Anita I learned how strict and control-
ling her parents were, and from her parents I heard how 
hard they tried to make things nice for Anita, who never 
appreciated anything. Anita’s parents wanted to know if 
Anita was ever going to get over her depression and move 
forward in life. Were they ever going to be able to stop 
worrying about her?
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I explained to Anita and her parents that the way 
things were going, the answer was no. As long as Anita’s 
parents were responsible for Anita’s happiness and Anita 
was not, Anita would be depressed and continue to make 
self- destructive decisions. Anita responded, “I can’t help it 
that I’m depressed!” and her parents went silent, waiting 
for my response. This was the proverbial “elephant in the 
room”; the depression was in charge, not Anita. I empa-
thized with and validated Anita’s struggle with depression. 
Depression can be extremely debilitating, and I conveyed 
a deep understanding of that to Anita and her parents.

Neil:  Anita, I get it that depression is no fun at all, but 
what is your plan for curing it?

Anita:  I’m going to therapy and taking antidepressants. 
What else am I supposed to do?

Neil:  It’s excellent that you are taking action to treat your 
depression, Anita. What have you and your therapist 
worked out for your plan? I know your therapist, and 
although we haven’t discussed your case, I’m sure 
she’s given you lots of ideas to help yourself.

Anita:  Yeah, well I do them sometimes, but sometimes 
I’m too depressed and I just don’t feel like it.

Mom:  I don’t think I’ve heard about this. What are you 
supposed to be doing to help yourself?

Anita:  She says I’m supposed to get exercise and take an 
afterschool art class. I go for walks once in a while, 
but it doesn’t help much. I called the art school 
once but they weren’t starting a new class for a 
month or so.

Mom:  And so? Did you sign up for the next class?
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Anita:  No. I forgot about it. It was too far off. Besides, I 
just like to do art with my friends. We hang out 
and draw and I do plenty of art, I don’t need to go 
to a class and do more. I don’t even know those 
people in the class.

Dad:  Anita, I don’t know what the point of going to 
therapy is if you’re not going to listen to the 
therapist’s advice.

Anita:  I like my counselor, but I don’t get how going to 
an art class is going to cure my depression.

Neil:  The way you’re thinking about things, Anita, 
you’re likely to stay pretty stuck. It sounds like you 
and your parents are being held hostage to the 
depression.

Mom:  That’s exactly how we feel. Is there anything we 
can do?

Neil: Yes, there is. Depression is very treatable.

I drew this diagram on the whiteboard (see figure 3) 
and explained:

 

Thoughts

FeelingsBehaviors

Figure 3. The Thoughts, Feelings, and Behaviors Triangle
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Thoughts, feelings, and behaviors all affect, and are 
affected by, each other. In other words, how we feel affects 
how we think and how we behave. How we behave affects 
how we think and feel, and how we think affects how we 
feel and behave! You may notice that we can control our 
behaviors, and we can even turn negative thoughts into 
positive ones if we try. The one area we don’t have direct 
control over is our feelings.

Neil:   (continuing) Anita, I’m sure that if you could just 
decide to feel good and feel happy, you would do 
just that— wouldn’t you?

Anita: Duh. What do you think?

Neil:  But think about it: if your feelings are negative, 
but you surround your negative feelings with 
positive thinking and positive behavior, eventually 
your feelings will come around. If you want to feel 
better, you have to choose both positive thinking 
and positive behavior. Right now, the depression 
is running the show.

Mom:  Wow, that makes sense, and it’s in line with what 
we’ve been saying too— but if Anita doesn’t do 
any of this, what can we do?

Neil:  First of all, I think we all have to realize that 
Anita is a bright, talented, terrific young woman 
who has not matured yet in this area, that is, in 
the area of emotional maturity. And it is with 
emotional maturity that Anita will find 
happiness. It will come with the development of 
her ability to manage her thinking, her attitude, 
and her behavior so that she can make herself 
happy and successful. It’s a learning process. 
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Anita is perfectly capable of doing this. She may 
need support, structure, and guidance until she 
gets the hang of it, but she has all the equipment 
she needs.

I went on to explain to Anita and her parents that 
they can’t give Anita privileges to make her happy; rather, 
they should make Anita’s happiness strictly Anita’s job, 
and they need to hold her accountable to a positive atti-
tude (thinking) and positive behavior. In alignment with 
her therapist’s advice, Anita needed to be involved in 
regular, structured activities and get regular exercise. I 
advised her parents that the only way it would make sense 
for Anita to be allowed to go to a concert, or to be given 
significant independent time, was if she had demonstrated 
the ability to choose healthy behavior and maintain a 
good attitude. After all, how does it make sense to send a 
fifteen- year- old girl (who reports that she’s too depressed 
to be responsible for her actions!) to a concert with plenty 
of opportunity for self- destructive behavior? On the other 
hand, as Anita began to show a positive attitude and the 
ability to choose self- valuing behaviors, and as she began 
to take responsibility for her choices, there could be lots of 
opportunities for those kinds of activities.

Anita and her parents agreed that several changes 
must take place in order for Anita to have basic privileges 
such as the use of her cell phone, the computer (for any-
thing other than schoolwork), and spending time with her 
friends on weekends.

Anita enrolled in an afterschool art class and attended 
a yoga class three times a week. Sometimes her mom went 
with her, and sometimes a friend came, but she had to 
maintain the three- times- a- week schedule, no matter 
what.
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Additionally, Anita was required to put away her cell 
phone and join the family for dinner with a positive atti-
tude every night and participate in either the preparing of 
the meal or the cleaning up.

Several months later, Anita seemed like a different 
person. She was producing some amazing pieces in her art 
class, and the teacher selected several of them for a promi-
nent art exhibit. Anita became quite proficient at yoga 
and was helping her mother learn the poses. She reported 
that she had come to rely on yoga to settle herself emo-
tionally after all the socializing that was stressful for her 
during the day. Anita’s school performance became a lot 
more consistent. After some time had passed, and with a 
clear understanding of the “no drugs or alcohol” policy, 
Anita was allowed to go to a concert with her friends, and 
this time, there was no crisis.

So what happened?
What happened was that the family starved their Beast and 

ended their control battle. Anita’s parents stopped being respon-
sible for Anita’s happiness and started being responsible for their 
parenting. While holding a healthy vision of Anita, they created 
appropriate standards to which she was held accountable. Anita 
stopped fighting her parents with her depression, and focused on 
healthy goals and activities. Anita’s parents could finally say they 
weren’t fighting with Anita, and they were no longer intimidated 
by her depression. They all felt like they were on the same side and 
working for the same goals, but with different roles and jobs.

Depressed teens will tend to look and act quite unhappy. As a 
result, caring, sympathetic parents who want to help can easily 
find themselves frustrated and locked in a control battle with their 
teen and their teen’s depression, like Anita and her parents. 
Because Anita was in individual counseling and taking medica-
tion, her parents felt that she was doing everything she could for 
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herself, and they backed off. This left them feeling helpless to be 
the parents that their daughter needed them to be.

Counseling that supports and guides the family as well as the 
teen can be a vital resource when it comes to ending the family’s 
control battle, helping the teenager out of depression and back on 
the healthy journey of self- discovery. (For more information about 
counseling, please visit http://www.newharbinger.com/34244 and 
read the online chapter “Should I Consider Counseling?”) In 
Anita’s case, family therapy helped the parents end their quest to 
make their daughter happy and refocused their efforts on holding 
her accountable to the standards of behavior that Anita needed in 
order to feel better.

Depression is a very treatable condition when parents are a 
critical part of the solution. If your teen is depressed, it’s important 
to know that although you can’t make your teenager happy, you 
can provide the loving structure and support vital to your son or 
daughter’s recovery.



CHAPTER 9

learning disabilities 
and adhd

L earning disabilities (LD) and attention- deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD) are often hidden issues that contribute to the 

parent- teen control battle. It is very difficult to determine the 
exact percentage of the population affected by these conditions, 
given the different criteria for diagnosis of LD from state to state 
and the subjective nature of ADHD diagnosis. In 2011, approxi-
mately 4.7% of public school children in the United States were 
receiving services for LD (U.S. Department of Education, National 
Center for Education Statistics 2015) and 11% had at some time 
been diagnosed with ADHD (Visser et al. 2014). When not identi-
fied and addressed, or even when they are, these conditions can 
make it tough to keep the Beast at bay.

Let’s take a brief look at some of the many information- 
management functions a brain needs to perform to enable kids to 
be successful in school. The brain needs a way to receive informa-
tion, store it, access it when it’s needed, and then express it. In 
children and teens with LD, these operations are often less than 
seamless, resulting in difficulty understanding what is presented, 
quickly and accurately recalling what they know from memory, 
correctly remembering the order of things, and breaking tasks 
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down into smaller, more manageable steps so they can be com-
pleted. Students who have persistent difficulties acquiring and 
demonstrating academic skills can be diagnosed with a specific 
learning disorder in the area of reading, written expression, or 
mathematics.

ADHD is a condition characterized by three basic issues: dif-
ficulties with focus or paying attention, a strong tendency to act 
impulsively, and hyperactivity. Some kids who are diagnosed with 
ADHD are more affected by issues of attention and focus, while 
others are more challenged with hyperactivity and impulsivity.

Difficulties with focus and attention can include distractibility 
and difficulty paying attention and staying on task. For kids with 
this characteristic, virtually anything can be a source of 
distraction— their own thoughts, a body sensation, movement in 
the classroom, and more. Another aspect of attention issues is 
hyperfocusing, which refers to concentrating on something so 
intently that it results in difficulty noticing one’s surroundings or 
pulling away from an activity when it’s time to stop. Video games, 
for instance, have a hyperfocusing effect on many people. 
Hyperfocusing can make switching from task to task quite diffi-
cult. Because kids with this issue can under-  or overfocus, we can 
think of this characteristic as a difficulty managing or being in 
charge of one’s focus.

Impulsivity, as the term implies, is the strong tendency to act 
on impulse without considering whether or not it’s a good idea. As 
noted in chapter 2, impulsive actions can be a significant issue for 
many teens. So when this characteristic is part of the syndrome of 
ADHD, problems can be even more extreme.

With hyperactivity, an individual simply cannot sit still for 
very long and will have a very strong tendency to fidget and move.

Attention- deficit/hyperactivity disorder is a medical term for a 
disorder. However, while there are specific brain function differ-
ences in individuals with ADHD, we don’t have to view this as a 
disorder. We can see it as simply a difference in traits: traits that 
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have been genetically selected for tens of thousands of years. Often 
individuals with LD and ADHD observe things that others miss, 
and they can be extremely creative. Lara Honos- Webb (2010) has 
written an excellent book entitled “The Gift of ADHD,” in which 
she celebrates the syndrome, reveals many of its positive attributes, 
and suggests healthy ways to improve functioning and school 
success.

The Challenges of LD and ADHD
LD and ADHD share many of the same symptoms. Teens with 
these issues tend to perform below their potential or true ability. 
LD and ADHD create certain challenges in both school and home 
environments. Difficulty getting started on schoolwork, finishing 
work, staying on task, following directions, organizing work and 
the workspace, and remembering to turn work in on time can all 
be common problems for kids with ADHD and LD. Because of 
this, they can seem uncooperative, unmotivated, sloppy, insensi-
tive, self- centered, or otherwise difficult.

Injured Self- Image
If these issues are not assessed and addressed, a teen’s under-

performance can look like an unwillingness to cooperate. In fact, 
the effects of living with LD and ADHD can be very demotivating 
for kids. Imagine going to school every day and constantly strug-
gling to understand what’s going on, or struggling to express your 
knowledge when you do understand. Facing schoolwork can 
become onerous and unrewarding. It’s easy for a kid to conclude 
that she isn’t smart or is incapable.

Being perceived as the chronic source of parental dissatisfac-
tion can injure a child or teen’s self- esteem as well. After struggling 
with this for some time, and having their best efforts come up 
short, kids with LD and ADHD can simply feel like failures and 
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eventually quit trying. And this complicates things because teach-
ers and parents then have a hard time differentiating between 
ability and effort.

The Control Battle Begins
Really bright kids can often do quite well in spite of their LD 

or ADHD. When this is the case, their LD or ADHD can be 
missed entirely. Then, when their condition does begin to limit 
their performance, parents and teachers focus on what they mis-
takenly consider to be a lack of cooperation and motivation. This 
is where the control battle begins to develop!

Let’s say a child has done well in elementary school and is 
considered bright and capable. When he enters adolescence and 
moves from elementary to middle school, the work becomes more 
challenging and the need to be organized is beyond his ability. 
This kid’s performance will go down, his sense of futility will go 
up, and his willingness to apply himself may diminish. At this 
point his teachers and parents become upset with him, labeling 
him lazy and oppositional.

“He has the ability. He just doesn’t apply himself.”

“She disrupts others in the class.”

“He spends his time looking out the window instead of doing 
his work.”

“She’s constantly interrupting.”

“He needs to be the center of attention.”

“Her work is messy and incomplete. She just doesn’t care!”

This negative labeling is further demotivating and creates 
greater resistance. The cycle of fighting and punishment becomes 
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the defining characteristic of the parent- teen relationship, and a 
Control Battle is born.

If you suspect that your child or teen has learning disabilities 
or ADHD, or you can’t figure out why he isn’t doing as well as you 
think he should be, speak with his teacher or school counselor. 
Schools assess for these conditions and offer resources and recom-
mendations. An alternative to school assessment and services is 
working with an independent educational consultant specifically 
trained to provide assessment, educational therapy, and tutoring.

Small changes can make a big difference in the ability of teens 
with LD or ADHD to perform at their best. Having the student sit 
in the front of the classroom, adjusting homework assignments, 
providing tests orally, allowing reading with audio books, offering 
organizational support, and increasing test- taking time are just a 
few common changes that schools can make to serve a student’s 
learning needs.

Here’s some good news. We now understand that we can sig-
nificantly improve how our brains work. For example, if a teen has 
difficulty managing the ability to focus, practice can make a sig-
nificant difference. There are many tools and techniques for 
addressing the issues of LD and ADHD. So if your child or teen 
has ADHD and/or LD, know that with educational therapy and 
practice, new neural connections can be made and performance 
improved.

What About the Beast?
If it turns out that your teen does have LD or ADHD, you can use 
this new information to end the control battle and help your son 
or daughter move forward toward educational and life success. 
You’ll do this by using all of your skills for ending the parent- teen 
control battle: holding a healthy vision of your teen, staying posi-
tive in tone, and being clear that privileges must be earned. And 
treatment for LD or ADHD will be part of the program.
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Keep in mind, a diagnosis of LD or ADHD is not an excuse; 
it’s an opportunity to take this information and use it as a guide to 
success. Here is a three- phase approach to help teenagers with LD 
and ADHD move from frustration and underperformance to inde-
pendence and success. And even if you don’t utilize these phases in 
a formal way, understanding them can help guide you along this 
journey.

Phase One: Support
After a teen is assessed and found to have ADHD or LD, it is 

important that he receive maximum educational and emotional 
support that takes these issues into account. The goal is to make 
sure that the teen experiences some initial educational and per-
sonal success and is esteemed and given recognition for this. We 
want him to have that “I knew I was smart, and now it’s official!” 
awareness and to feel understood, supported, and optimistic. The 
message we want him to receive from the results of the assessment 
is: “You are a lot smarter and more capable than your work has 
been showing until now. That’s because your LD or ADHD has 
been making it more difficult for your potential to show. With 
support and accommodations, you will do great.”

After discovering a learning disability or ADHD, we want to 
get as much information about the specific condition as possible. 
Depending on the level of cooperation your teen demonstrates, 
include him in choosing the appropriate resources for support.

The questions to stay focused on are: What are my teen’s needs, 
and what resources are required to meet those needs? Resources might 
include tutoring, borrowing class notes, a study skills class or con-
sultant, organizational support, specific software, educational 
therapy, and careful monitoring by the school counselor. Use those 
resources very heavily! In this first phase, you want your teenager 
to begin to love learning, because success is very motivating. In 
fact, current research indicates that belief in one’s ability to be 
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successful is the most significant factor in achieving success for 
teens, and that includes teens with LD and ADHD (Dweck 2007). 
When they are motivated, they try, and when they try, with the 
right support and appropriate expectations, they succeed. Now 
instead of fighting each other, parents and teen are working 
together to help teens achieve.

But the novelty of this approach, even with some initial 
success, can wear off. Now it’s time for phase two.

Phase Two: Perseverance
The goal of this phase is to make the initial positive changes 

permanent. The objective here is for the teen to learn to persevere, 
and to get past any obstacles. In this phase, teens learn to internal-
ize an attitude of taking responsibility, a critical milestone in their 
development. What makes this so important is that often these 
kids have given up on trying hard, and they’ve been less mature 
about accepting responsibility.

The danger at this stage is that instead of becoming more 
capable and responsible, your teen will revert back to acting 
younger. Seeing this, parents may feel frustrated and defeated, and 
the Beast will gain new life.

This makes phase two a critical time for parents. When your 
teenager starts to regress, and old behaviors surface, this is your 
opportunity to lead your teen to a new level of maturity. Remember, 
because of their unique struggles to succeed, teens with LD and 
ADHD often have not learned to be as responsible as they need to 
be, so it’s easy for parents to see them as young and immature. 
Therefore, it is important to shift your vision and think of your 
teenager not as being young and irresponsible but as being moti-
vated and capable. By creating and holding this new and healthy 
vision, and communicating it to your teen, you will naturally 
maintain accountability to high standards, and your teenager will 
respond in kind.
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Phase Three: Taking Control
This final phase occurs when teens take on full control of their 

responsibilities and independently use and manage the support 
system. They know what they need from teachers, parents, coun-
selors, tutors, or other consultants and will contact these individu-
als on their own. Often this includes regular reviews of progress 
with a school counselor or educational consultant who acts as a 
touchstone for the teens. But bear in mind, it’s unrealistic to expect 
kids with LD or ADHD to fully operate in phase three before they 
are at least sixteen years old.

Let’s look at how Luanne and her parents went through these 
stages.

Luanne
Luanne’s father called me for a counseling appointment, 
saying that his daughter, a fifteen- year- old high school 
sophomore, had become totally uncooperative, her studies 
were going downhill, and he and Luanne’s mother were at 
their wits’ end with her.

I met with Luanne and her parents, Bob and Lynn. I 
learned that Luanne had been a good student through 
elementary school, but in junior high school her excellent 
grades dropped to B’s and C’s. Her parents struggled with 
her through freshman year, trying to get her to do her 
homework, get to school on time, and manage chores.

When I met Luanne, she was getting C’s, D’s, and 
even an occasional F on her schoolwork. She had always 
enjoyed choir and was still active in it, but now Luanne 
was in danger of not being allowed to go to a choir compe-
tition in another state because of a school policy that 
restricted students with failing grades from participating. 
Bob and Lynn were “fed up and burned out.” They felt like 
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they were involved in a losing battle. At this point, they 
were struggling with Luanne about everything— cleaning 
her room, eating right, getting home on time, and getting 
off the phone. They were exhausted and the situation was 
not improving.

Despite their best efforts, Luanne was failing. Now 
what?

Luanne presented as very bright and personable. She 
made good eye contact with me and talked as if she had it 
all together. She reported having many good friends and 
being involved in lots of activities. Luanne seemed to be 
far less upset about her grades than her parents were. She 
said she wasn’t worried because she wanted to go to the 
local community college after high school and was sure 
she could get in. She felt she could get the F up to a passing 
grade in her world civilization class once she turned in the 
rough draft of a major research project. She also said that 
her parents always wanted her to do better in school than 
she was able to do.

Luanne and her parents agreed that before the fifth 
grade, she had caught on quickly, and her bright, involved 
personality brought her lots of attention and praise from 
her teachers. But since then, it had become a struggle for 
her to stay organized, keep track of what was expected, 
and actually do the work. Luanne said she felt stuck in her 
schoolwork, which she found overwhelming. It was neither 
fun nor interesting, and she rarely got good results, so she 
procrastinated. She would put off her schoolwork until the 
best she could do with the remaining time would be a sub-
standard or incomplete job.

Bob and Lynn believed that Luanne could do well if 
she put her mind to it because in classes that she liked, she 
got A’s. They felt that she was too social and that her prob-
lems were just the result of her immaturity— thinking that 
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you can get by in life doing only what you want. How could 
they get Luanne to see this and take her responsibilities 
seriously?

I agreed with Bob and Lynn that Luanne needed to 
take her work seriously and become successful in her 
classes. Getting low grades is not a formula for success. 
Even if Luanne could be admitted to community college, 
how would she succeed once she got in? The habit of not 
trying one’s hardest could become a serious character 
issue.

I helped Bob, Lynn, and Luanne to understand and 
see the control battle that now defined their relationship, 
and the serious toll it was taking on all of them. The 
parents were chronically upset with Luanne and frustrated 
by her resistance. Luanne had become used to her parents’ 
disapproval and had tuned them out. She lowered her 
expectations for herself and relegated her parents’ criti-
cism to background noise. Sadly, Luanne now thought of 
herself as not very smart or successful, and she felt like the 
“problem” in her family.

When we looked at the situation, it made no sense. 
Luanne was a terrific kid with caring parents, yet they 
were all feeling pretty miserable. We decided that the 
Control Battle Beast must be involved and we resolved to 
defeat it.

I shared with all three of them that Luanne had some 
very strong red flags for ADHD and learning disabilities. 
After all, she had excellent verbal skills, was clearly bright 
and engaged, and in spite of her struggles at school and at 
home, she was a good person who wanted to please.

Bob and Lynn said that they had thought Luanne 
might have ADHD, but they didn’t want to pursue it 
because they didn’t want her on medication. They felt that 
if she really wanted to do well, she could, and that she 
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would be better off not using drugs. Luanne, too, had 
thought she might have ADHD. She had friends who “had 
it” and were on medication, and they described the same 
things going on with them. Her friends told her that the 
medication did help some, but it really didn’t seem to 
change things much.

I explained that medication wasn’t the only possible 
response to ADHD, and there are many ways to help 
people and teach them to help themselves. I also explained 
that I was suspicious that Luanne might have learning dis-
abilities as well. We agreed to ask the school to do educa-
tional testing, and I would do a screening for ADHD.

My screening revealed that Luanne had enough symp-
toms to place her in the moderate range of ADHD. While 
she did not show any hyperactivity, she scored high in dis-
tractibility and impulsivity. School testing revealed a sig-
nificant gap between Luanne’s intellectual capability and 
her performance ability. In other words, she knew more 
than she could express. The school psychologist explained 
that distractibility caused by ADHD, auditory processing 
problems (difficulty understanding verbal instructions), 
and a reading disorder contributed to her learning 
challenges.

The school called a meeting with Luanne, her teach-
ers, her parents, the school psychologist, the school coun-
selor, the assistant principal, and me to determine Luanne’s 
eligibility for services and to create an individualized edu-
cational plan, or IEP.

After reviewing the testing, the team determined that 
Luanne was eligible for special education services and 
decided on a number of accommodations and support ele-
ments. These included extended time for test taking, lis-
tening to audio recordings of reading assignments, regular 
assignment reviews and meetings with teachers, close 
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email contact between Luanne’s parents and teachers, and 
meetings twice weekly with a reading specialist, who 
would teach reading techniques and organizational skills.

We agreed to hold off on any decision to pursue medi-
cation for ADHD until we saw how everything else was 
working. The school psychologist advised Luanne and her 
parents that Luanne should set her graduation sights 
higher and plan to go to a four- year college.

Luanne and her parents were amazed and emotionally 
buoyed by what they’d learned and the support they were 
given. They all became optimistic for the first time in 
years.

During this first phase, things improved considerably. 
Luanne thrived on the attention and support. She was 
catching up on her school assignments and getting good 
feedback from her teachers. In fact, everyone started to 
think that the problems were solved.

After about eight weeks, however, some old patterns 
began to reemerge. Although Luanne thoroughly enjoyed 
the support, success, and positive feedback she was receiv-
ing, she became less willing to invest the time and energy 
necessary to maintain it. The old pattern of her parents 
pushing her to do her work and her chores, and Luanne 
acting annoyed and resisting, began to return.

I explained to them all that this was only a sign that 
they were entering phase two, and that I had every confi-
dence that we could move things successfully forward. In 
family counseling, I taught Bob and Lynn to stay positive 
and to tie Luanne’s cell phone use, Internet access, and 
social time to conscientiousness and a respectful, coopera-
tive attitude. I taught and coached Luanne to use a respect-
ful tone of voice and body language with her parents. I 
explained to her how ADHD causes procrastination and 
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distraction. We reviewed several techniques for managing 
these problems and developed an action plan.

Over the course of the next month, the situation 
began to show real improvement. Luanne learned that her 
parents responded well to respectful communication and 
that they were simply not going to fight with her anymore. 
Bob and Lynn had established the standards for privileges 
and it was up to Luanne to earn them if she wanted them.

Phase two was successfully underway. Luanne became 
more accustomed to staying on top of her responsibilities. 
The constant arguing at home evaporated, and Luanne 
was on her way to a more promising future. Once she 
developed a workable routine for managing her responsi-
bilities, she realized that she still had time for texting, 
talking, and hanging out with friends. The climate at 
home had changed from Bob and Lynn fighting with 
Luanne and trying to force her to take care of her respon-
sibilities to Bob and Lynn supporting Luanne in managing 
her own responsibilities. Bob and Lynn gave enormous 
credit and praise to Luanne for the changes she made. 
They talked with her in a tone that conveyed respect for 
her as a young adult.

In the summer months, Luanne worked with an edu-
cational consultant to develop her reading and writing 
skills and review prospective colleges. On her own, Luanne 
talked with her teachers and set the expectations of the 
grades she wanted to earn. She let them know of her 
special needs and requested frequent feedback on her 
progress and status. With phase three underway, Bob and 
Lynn supported Luanne in getting her driver’s license, and 
she “adopted” her mother’s old car. By the beginning of 
her junior year, Luanne was off and running.
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Don’t Let the Beast Feed off LD 
and ADHD
If you are using your best parenting skills to end a control battle, 
yet your teen continues to struggle with getting schoolwork done 
or staying on track with responsibilities, a learning disability or 
ADHD may be part of the problem. Get the best assessments and 
information you can, and build a team that includes you, the pro-
fessionals, and your teen. Then use all the tools for ending the 
control battle to support your teen in believing in herself, using her 
resources, and creating her own success.



CHAPTER 10

when Parents don’t agree

B eing in a control battle with our teen can be a profoundly frus-
trating experience. And when the other parent operates very 

differently from how we do, or seems to actively undermine our 
best efforts, our feelings of frustration and helplessness can go off 
the charts. This is the expanded Control Battle.

The other parent can take many forms. This person can be the 
biological parent we’re married to, were never married to, or have 
become divorced from. The other parent can be a stepparent, a 
grandparent, or any other adult figure who plays a significant par-
enting role.

If there is unaddressed and unresolved discord between 
parents, they will quite often blame each other for the teen’s 
problem behaviors. Very commonly, the stricter parent will blame 
the more flexible parent for undermining him or her and giving 
the teen opportunities to make mistakes and get in trouble. 
“What’s the point of having rules if everything is an exception?” 
laments the stricter parent. The more flexible parent sees the 
problem with the teen’s behavior as caused by the other parent’s 
harsh and inflexible approach and offers, “If she sees us as more 
understanding and flexible, she’ll appreciate it and be motivated to 
behave better!”
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Parental Control Battles
While the struggle between a “tougher” and a “softer” parent is by 
far the most common pattern of parental control battle, other 
parental relationship patterns can be control battle based too. 
Sometimes both parents compete to be the more understanding 
parent. Parents who are not getting their important emotional 
needs met by each other or another adult will compete for the 
affections of the teenager and avoid acknowledging and resolving 
the discord between the adults. This puts the teenager in the 
untenable position of siding with or pleasing either one parent or 
the other. Children and teenagers in this position will demonstrate 
symptoms and problems of many varieties.

In another form of the parental control battle, both parents are 
tough on their teenager, who provides them with a convenient dis-
placement of an unacknowledged emotional conflict. The one 
thing the parents agree on is how difficult their son or daughter is, 
and they constantly focus on what the teen is doing wrong. You 
can imagine how painful that can be for the teenager who feels 
that he or she just can’t win. Not surprisingly, in turn, teens in this 
situation offer lots of opportunity for criticism.

These less common forms of parental control battles are more 
difficult to resolve because the parents aren’t acknowledging the 
personal struggle between them. So if you suspect that these 
dynamics may be taking place in your family, seeking out the ser-
vices of an experienced family therapist will be paramount.

Parenting Differently Is the Norm
It’s important to know that all parents do parent differently from 
one another. One parent might be a little more aware of and 
responsive to the kids’ feelings, and the other might be better at 
arranging and doing activities. One parent might be stricter with 
the rules and day- to- day operations than the other. One could be 
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a good homework resource and school advocate, the other less so. 
One parent could be more nurturing and the other more challeng-
ing. One parent can simply be more available and therefore take a 
lead role in the parenting approach. These differences are very 
common and do not need to create parental discord or a parental 
control battle. In fact, these differences can broaden the range of 
parental resources available to our kids.

But when parents polarize and the differences between them 
becomes a source of contention, then we have an expanded control 
battle that will invariably impact everyone in the family. Sometimes 
the discord is obvious, with loud voices and fighting. Sometimes it 
is subtler, with silence or disapproving looks, yet no less acutely felt 
by the kids.

Pulling Together to End the Parent- Teen 
Control Battle
Using the ending the parent- teen control battle approach is one 
way for parents to pull together and stop blaming each other for 
their teen’s behavior. We saw this in chapter 6 with Geoff and 
Will’s parents. In that example, the approach brought the stricter 
and more flexible parents together to starve the Beast and create a 
healthy structure for their teen boys.

Yet sometimes parents are so entrenched with their negative 
views of each other that they are simply not ready to work together 
on any approach, leaving a fat and happy Beast (the Control Battle) 
in place. In this case, the more motivated or aware parent will 
need to take steps and make a difference without the other. And 
one parent can make a big difference.

Here is why the last scenario can work. A family is a small 
social ecosystem, and like other ecosystems, a significant change 
in one part of the system will affect other parts of the system. So, 
if things are that simple, why don’t we just make a shift and solve 
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the problem? Well, it’s because it’s hard to believe that we should 
change our parenting behavior; after all, if we see the other parent 
as causing the problem, why would we change our approach?

I have to be kinder and more understanding with our son, you 
might think to yourself. Someone has to make him feel cared about. 
Or, That kid is so spoiled, someone has to hold the line!

The strict parent believes that rules and respect are primary 
and that a strong and unyielding approach is necessary to garner 
obedience. The more flexible parent believes that understanding 
and support are critical to kids, and if the approach is too strict, 
they will feel unloved. So neither parent takes the initiative to 
change, and that maintains the status quo— the expanded paren-
tal control battle.

It is just so much easier for us to see how relatively small 
changes with the other parent could have a big impact. It’s hard to 
see that a change in our own approach can have a big impact as 
well. Because we are stuck in a control battle, our ability to think 
out of the control battle paradigm is limited. We tend to think in 
black and white terms— it’s either my way or their way.

Yet if we begin to apply ending the control battle thinking and 
behavior to the other parent as well as to our teen, we’re certain to 
make progress. And here’s how we can do just that.

Ending the Parent- Parent Control Battle
For starters, you need to realize that you are in a control battle 
with the other parent and that the two of you are stuck in a pattern 
of behavior that needs to change. You might say to yourself, In 
order to help our teenager, I need to end my control battle, end my fight 
with the other parent. I want to starve the Beast in this situation as 
well.

To do this, you will need to use all of your skills for ending the 
control battle.
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• Not being reactive is an important first step. You’ll 
want to take your time, be thoughtful in your approach, 
and not take things personally.

• You will not be other- person focused. Instead you will 
focus on your own responses to the other parent, not 
on changing the other parent’s behavior. You’ll trust 
him or her to do that.

• You will use positive words and a positive tone with all 
your family members, even when you feel strongly 
about something. You will want to offer validation of 
the other parent’s ideas and feelings.

• And, you will want to have a healthy vision of your 
parenting partner as well as of your teen. This is some-
times very difficult when you have a challenging per-
sonal relationship that extends beyond the parenting 
relationship. Yet it is vital.

You’re obviously not going to withhold privileges from the 
other parent, so we’ll leave that part out and have faith that when 
we are being a healthy co- parent, the other parent will come 
around and be one too.

Aaron
Let’s meet Aaron and his parents, Mary and Jack. Fifteen- 
year- old Aaron is disrespectful toward his parents and is 
not managing his responsibilities. Early in his sophomore 
year, Aaron’s high school counselor, seeing that Aaron was 
off to a poor start, suggested counseling for him. When 
Mom called to make an appointment, I scheduled a time 
for Aaron and his parents to come in together.

After getting to know them a bit, I learned that Aaron 
likes to skateboard, plays a little guitar, and wants to work 



ENDING THE PARENT-TEEN CONTROL BATTLE

144

in construction. Mom is a medical technician at the local 
hospital, and Dad is a sheet metal worker who has been 
with a large industrial heating and cooling company for 
several years. Aaron has an older brother who shares a 
house with friends and works in the produce department 
of a local supermarket. He also takes classes in graphic 
design, a field in which he’d eventually like to work.

When I asked about the problem, I learned from both 
parents that Aaron has not been applying himself in school 
and has become involved with marijuana and alcohol. 
They stated that Aaron cannot be counted on to be where 
he’s supposed to be or to do what he’s supposed to do.

Mom explained that she is very worried about Aaron’s 
relationship with his Dad. They had always been close, 
and Aaron liked spending time with his father, doing lots 
of activities and projects together. Now it seems they can’t 
get along at all. Aaron doesn’t listen to his father, and Dad 
has become extremely critical of everything Aaron does.

Mom wishes that Dad would be more positive with 
Aaron and do more things with him like they used to. She 
has some good talks with Aaron, and a pretty good rela-
tionship, but feels that he really needs a good relationship 
with his Dad. She thinks that would make a big difference.

Dad is pretty fed up with Aaron’s behavior. He 
explained that his wife undermines him when he sets 
limits and she lets Aaron get away with too much. His 
view is that Aaron manipulates his mother, who can be 
sweet- talked into anything.

Aaron presented his view that his father has to have 
everything his way. He explained that he doesn’t like 
school much and wants to go into construction, so doing a 
bunch of homework in history and English isn’t important. 
He admitted that he does smoke “weed” a bit, but says 
everyone does and it’s “no big deal.”
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Let’s listen in on the conversation in the counseling 
office.

Neil:  So, Aaron, I think it’s pretty common for kids to 
not see how their schoolwork relates to them or 
the future. And it’s also pretty common for kids 
these days to think that smoking marijuana isn’t a 
big deal. So I’m not surprised to hear that you feel 
that way. But you’re fifteen years old. You’re not 
supposed to understand everything yet. That’s 
why you have parents. Both your mother and your 
father want you to take your schoolwork seriously, 
and they’re both concerned about your marijuana 
and alcohol use. Why is it that you trust your 
judgment over theirs? After all, they’re pretty 
experienced people who want what’s best for you.

Aaron:  Because it doesn’t really matter what I do, I’m still 
gonna get yelled at and told I’m lazy. So what’s 
the point?

Neil:  Well, that does sound rather unpleasant. Is that 
why you’ve stopped trying in school?

Aaron:  Yeah. My teachers don’t like me, and I just want 
to be with my friends. What’s wrong with that?

Neil:  So it feels like all the grownups are against you. 
Is that right?

Aaron:  Not my mom. But I just like being with my 
friends, that’s all.

Neil:  So, Mom and Dad, it seems that Aaron is pretty 
closed off from his education and I can see where 
it’s pretty tough to get cooperation from him. His 
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motivation and his trust are pretty low. I can see 
what you’re struggling with.

Mom:  It is a struggle and I feel bad for him. I just think 
if he had a better relationship with his dad, he’d 
listen to him. I tell him his dad loves him, but he’s 
not that interested in what I’ve got to say.

Dad:  I think you’re getting the idea here, Neil; 
everything is my fault. It’s my fault that he smokes 
pot, doesn’t do his schoolwork, and is disrespectful 
to me and his mother. If I point out anything he 
needs to do, I’m “picking on him.” If he does a 
crappy job and I point it out, I’m “being mean.” 
I’m supposed to have a good relationship with 
Aaron. I ask him for help on a project and he says 
“sure,” and then he doesn’t show up. When I get 
upset, his mother tells me that’s the way teenagers 
are. I’m just old fashioned. It’s okay these days for 
kids to do what they want and be disrespectful.

Neil:  Yikes, Dad! You’re pretty pissed off about things. 
And I can understand that you feel like you can’t 
get anywhere with your son, that he’s at risk of 
going downhill, and that you can’t get support for 
dealing with it from you wife. That would be 
extremely frustrating.

Dad:  I’m used to it at this point, Neil. I don’t see 
anything I can do. Maybe you can meet with 
Aaron and talk sense into him. I sure can’t.

Neil:  Actually, Dad, I don’t think I would be any more 
successful than you. So let me tell you what I’m 
noticing and what I’m thinking. In fact let me tell 
all of you and then let me hear from you all what 
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you think about my ideas. Because I need to be 
sure that I understand the problem correctly if I’m 
going to be helpful to you. And if we are all on the 
same page and we all understand the problem, then 
we can all work together to fix it. Make sense? (I 
receive a nod of acknowledgment from all three, 
and proceed.)

First of all, I’m with a terrific family. A family 
where there is a lot of caring, two hardworking 
parents, and, up until recently, some pretty good 
success at raising kids. Aaron is a neat kid with a 
good idea for his future, and he enjoys 
skateboarding and playing guitar. Your older son is 
doing quite well, but we’re at a stuck point with 
your second son, now in the middle of his teenage 
years. I’m glad you’re here because it does seem that 
we’re at a crossroads for Aaron. Either he and his 
parents are going to pull together so he can go 
forward in a healthy way, or we’ll see him struggle, 
make some serious mistakes, and the whole family 
will end up being pretty miserable.

At this point, it feels to me very much like the 
three of you are all tied up in a knot. That everyone 
feels like they can’t be effective, can’t be successful 
with each other. Aaron, it feels to you like you can’t 
get any support or be successful at home or at 
school, no matter what you do. Mom, it feels like 
you can’t be successful with Aaron or with his Dad, 
that you’re blocked by both of them. Unless they get 
together, there’s nothing you can do. Dad, you’re 
feeling like you can’t be successful with Aaron 
because he hides behind Mom and she blames you 
for his behavior. No matter what you do, you’re 
blocked. To me this feels like one big knot.



ENDING THE PARENT-TEEN CONTROL BATTLE

148

Dad: That’s pretty much it in a nutshell, Neil.

Mom: (Nodding in agreement)

Neil: What about you Aaron, what do you think?

Aaron: Sure.

I explained how the parent- teen control battle works 
and how it was operating in their family.

Neil:  And in your family there is an extra complication: 
there is a mother- father control battle as well. If 
we really want to get things back on track, we’re 
going to need to end both control battles, because 
at this point we’ve got one big happy Beast, and 
three unhappy family members. And that’s not 
acceptable.

I made an individual appointment with Aaron to gain 
a deeper understanding of him and his issues and made an 
appointment with Mom and Dad without Aaron as well.

Here’s part of my conversation with Dad and Mom.

Jack:  I can tell you right now, Neil, this is going to be 
the “change Jack hour.” I’ve been to counseling 
before and the counselor and Mary decided that 
I’m the one who needs to change, and I’m telling 
you, no matter what I do, it will never be good 
enough.

Neil:  That is indeed a lousy way to feel, Jack, but I’m 
not looking to blame anyone. In fact, let’s leave 
the whole idea of blame outside. I’m interested in 
starving the Beast and helping you and Mary end 
your control battle, which is undermining your 
ability to effectively raise Aaron, and I’m guessing 
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that it’s taking a big toll on your personal 
relationship as well.

Jack:  That’s for sure. We used to go to shows, enjoy our 
friends together, watch sports. Now all Mary does 
is fret about Aaron and talk with her friends. And 
I’m the bad guy. It’s actually been going on for a 
few years now.

Mary:  It’s hard to get close to someone who is so 
negative and critical all the time. I want to be 
close to Jack, but I want him to be nice to Aaron 
and to me, too. He’s just always so negative.

I asked them both if they’d be willing to try an experi-
ment and let me coach them in a new kind of communica-
tion, one that could make a real difference in their 
relationship. They agreed, and I showed Jack and Mary 
how to use the validation tool with each other.

They tried it, and they were both amazed at how dra-
matically it changed the feeling between them. Mary 
reported that it was the first time in years that she experi-
enced that warm, safe place with Jack that she had loved 
so much about him when they’d first met. Jack said it was 
good to get something more positive from Mary and to feel 
like he wasn’t the bad guy for a change.

Now that the feeling in the room was more positive 
and was emotionally safer, we were able to uncover that 
Mary grew up with a scary alcoholic father, and Jack’s crit-
icism and anger triggered her old feelings. This pushed her 
away and made her protective of Aaron. We learned that 
Jack grew up pretty much on his own, with no father and 
a working beleaguered mother; he had been looked after 
mostly by his brothers. He had to learn to fend for himself 
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and can’t understand why Aaron is so irresponsible and 
ungrateful.

I helped Jack and Mary understand why these issues 
made for such fertile ground for the control battle. I 
showed each of them how they could make a dramatic 
shift whenever the control battle started. By offering vali-
dation, it would immediately shift the feeling between 
them. I helped Jack see that he was never as stuck as he 
thought he was. Even though he did need to be cautious 
about being critical, that did not mean everything was his 
fault. It simply meant that he had the opportunity to either 
feed or starve the Beast. I showed Mary that even though 
she was easily triggered, she could recognize the difference 
between her father and Jack, and that she too had the 
opportunity to starve or feed the Beast.

Over the next couple of meetings, Mary and Jack 
practiced applying the plan for ending the control battle, 
which involved

• avoiding being reactive (this was tough for both of 
them, but they both improved considerably),

• focusing their efforts solely on their own behav-
iors, and not being other- person focused, and

• practicing their validation skills, which helped 
them stay positive in their tone.

I helped them to understand that they are not likely to 
use their best skills at the same time, but if either one of 
them stepped up and did use their best skills, it would shift 
things out of the control battle. Either one of them could 
be the leader at any time.

After making some headway with ending the parental 
control battle, we convened a family session to have The 
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Talk. Aaron was actually quite open to the new family 
order even though he now had higher standards to live up 
to. He had noticed the change in tone at home and had 
softened up as a result. He was not nearly as resolute 
against school and authority.

There was to be regular study time every Monday 
through Thursday and weekends, and weekly testing for 
THC, the active ingredient in marijuana. Back talk and 
badgering would no longer be accepted. Privileges included 
opportunities to go out with his friends and use of his 
skateboard, phone, and video games.

We worked together for a number of months, and 
during this time Mary came to understand that she’s not 
responsible for other people’s happiness or for Jack and 
Aaron’s relationship. This turned out to make her much 
happier.

Jack began to realize that his negative views of Mary 
and Aaron were his enemies, not Mary and Aaron. He 
came to realize that they each needed him and that he 
didn’t need to take adolescent behavior so personally. He 
learned more about Mary’s “triggers” and was more under-
standing, sympathetic, and supportive to her.

From the sessions, Aaron learned that he had a lot 
more influence over ending the control battle— and there-
fore over his life— than he had realized. Not surprisingly, 
when Aaron started doing his work, he became much 
more successful in school and reported that he actually felt 
a lot better off marijuana. He still wished that he could 
smoke it from time to time, but he knew he’d lose his priv-
ileges if he did. Aaron thought that after high school he 
might take courses in construction at the local community 
college and then take construction management at a four- 
year state college. This sense of purpose and opportunity 
was very motivating to him. Aaron and his father built a 
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skateboard half- pipe in the backyard, and Aaron and his 
friends loved it. Occasionally, Jack would drive Aaron and 
his friends to a nearby town with a skateboard park and 
they’d make a day of it.

So if you want to end your control battle with your teenager 
and you’re feeling defeated by the other parent, you are not stuck. 
You can still end it. But because this can be quite complex, and 
because there are often underlying issues that create the fertile 
ground for these dynamics, counseling should be given strong con-
sideration. That way you will be in a safe environment to uncover 
the critical issues, shift out of the polarized positions, and begin to 
work together. With or without counseling, remember that if you 
avoid being reactive or other- person focused, use a positive tone, 
keep a healthy vision of your teen, your partner, and yourself, and 
let your teen be in charge of earning his privileges, you can starve 
the Beast.



CHAPTER 11

when your Teen Is 
seriously out of Control

T eens who are out of control, at serious risk, and unresponsive to 
parental requirements are referred to by mental health profes-

sionals as “beyond parental control,” or BPC. As we have estab-
lished in this book, parents don’t actually control their teens; 
parents can only control their own parenting. Teens control their 
own behavior. So it would be more accurate to refer to this group 
as “teens who are not managing their behavior appropriately, are 
not accountable to parental authority, and are now seriously at 
risk.” But that would be a bit cumbersome, so for the sake of termi-
nology, let’s just refer to this group with the common term, BPC.

BPC teenagers

• Have an extreme lack of accountability to parents. 
They operate largely outside of parental structures, 
rules, and expectations. BPC teens may stay out all 
night, lie about where they are, and not return calls or 
texts.

• Almost always abuse drugs. They often use daily, or 
several times daily. In addition to marijuana and 
alcohol, some BPC teens use higher- risk drugs such as 
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methamphetamine, cocaine, heroin, prescription 
painkillers, and psychedelics. They may also be selling 
drugs.

• Are often sexually active and sexually unsafe. They 
may not appropriately protect against sexually trans-
mitted diseases or pregnancy, may have multiple part-
ners, and may put themselves in unsafe situations 
where they can become victims— or even perpetra-
tors— of sexual violence.

• Have in large part discontinued their relationships 
with healthy peers. BPC teens tend to hang out only 
with other kids who support their destructive behavior 
pattern. They have withdrawn from their healthy per-
sonal and social activities such as team sports, music, 
art, or performing arts programs.

• May become involved with the juvenile justice 
system. Sometimes they’re involved in a minor way, 
such as being cited for possession of a small amount of 
alcohol or drugs, or a curfew violation. And sometimes 
they are arrested for more serious violations, such as 
shoplifting, vandalism, selling drugs, or acts of 
violence.

• Often have thoughts of, make threats of, or attempt 
suicide. They often suffer from depression and may be 
self- cutting or exhibiting other self- destructive 
behaviors.

• Are extremely difficult to communicate with. They 
may be aggressively defensive in any discussion, or 
simply lie and agree to anything you say, and then do 
what they want.
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As we discussed in chapter 1, control battles can interfere with 
adolescent development. Teens who are BPC are often lacking in 
their values development. They have little respect for authority, 
have not developed a sense of personal responsibility, ignore or try 
to get around the rules, and are often dishonest.

How Does a Teen’s Behavior Get 
This Destructive?
Family dynamics of this nature don’t pop up overnight. Teens who 
are BPC have typically been in a control battle with their parents 
or guardians for an extended period of time, long enough for the 
relationship pattern to become seriously entrenched.

Trauma or a serious disruption in a teen’s life may have encour-
aged the negative behavior. Or, the teen may have been involved 
with substance abuse or destructive behaviors without the parent’s 
awareness, and when this abuse is discovered, the break in connec-
tion and trust between the family members creates a control battle 
that gets to the BPC stage very quickly.

My Teen Is BPC! Now What?
If your teen is this far out of control, unaccountable, and shows any 
signs of high- risk behavior, there is urgent need of a major inter-
vention. Going along and hoping that things will get better can 
result in a life- changing crisis. Profound life- altering outcomes can 
include significant injury or death, drug overdose or alcohol toxic-
ity, suicide, becoming the victim of sexual assault, or arrest and 
incarceration for a significant crime with major legal consequences. 
Other serious outcomes can include school failure or expulsion, 
drug dependence, and simply developing a negative identity and 
impaired social and emotional development.
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Barriers to Taking Action
Parents in these situations sometimes feel blackmailed by their 

son or daughter, who may have shown them— through words or 
actions— that if they try to set limits, they will make things even 
worse. Parents will often rationalize their lack of response to the 
crisis in these ways:

• At least he’s going to school most of the time. If I 
ground him, he’ll just take off and I won’t know where 
he is at all.

• If I confront him about his behavior, he’ll just explode 
and walk out. I don’t want to put the whole family 
through that.

• If I take his phone away, I’ll lose all contact with him.

• At least he’s not using hard drugs. I smoked pot when 
I was a teenager.

• She’s told me that the only thing that matters to her is 
her friends. If I try to restrict her, she says she’ll run 
away. And then anything could happen to her!

• If I come down on him, he’ll think both his parents 
are against him.

In this way, parents are attempting to control their teen 
through inaction, but this inaction only supports the control battle 
and their teen’s self- destructive behavior. There may be other 
control battle– based behaviors that the parents and teen engage in 
that support the BPC behavior; they might fight, yell, accuse, and 
threaten, all of which are simply ways to engage each other that 
maintain the status quo of the parent- teen control battle– based 
relationship.
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Can This Still Be Turned Around? 
When Is It Too Late?
When things get this bad, it’s quite common for parents to lose 

all hope that things will ever get better, that their teen will ever be 
healthy. And this lack of hope and healthy vision will only empower 
the Beast. But when teens are this far out of control, is it reason-
able to think that things can get better? Is there any hope? Is there 
anything we can do? In other words, if we do things differently, will 
we get a different response from our kid? If we operate outside of 
the control battle, will things change?

The answer is yes— they will and they must. If you take the 
critical steps to starve the Beast and end the control battle, you 
can change the direction in which this is headed. It may not be 
quick and it may not be easy, but if you commit to ending your 
participation in the control battle and take healthy action, things 
will turn around.

What Resources Will It Take to 
Accomplish This?
In order for you to learn what your teen needs and exactly 

what actions to take, you will need to make critical changes and 
observe the results. You will then see how your teenager responds, 
which will help you determine what additional steps to take. As in 
other situations requiring a restart, you’ll begin with The Talk.

• Make it clear that you love and have faith in your teen, 
and enumerate his or her many strengths.

• Clarify that what is going on is unacceptable and be 
absolutely clear about the behaviors that need to 
change.
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• Apologize for participating in the control battle and 
allowing things to get this far without taking stronger 
action.

• Clarify your specific expectations going forward, 
including the privileges that must be earned and are 
being withdrawn.

• If your teen needs help succeeding with any of your 
expectations, including school, or is dealing with emo-
tional issues such as depression, or with substance 
abuse, offer to help find appropriate resources such as 
tutoring or counseling. In fact, utilizing these resources 
may well be a requirement.

Many BPC teenagers have become so unaccountable that they 
won’t sit still to listen to you and will simply rage or walk out. In 
this case, you can write all this down and hand it to your teen or 
leave it where he will see it, or even text it if that is your only 
option. In fact, writing the outline of your talk and giving it to your 
teen is a good idea anyway because it makes it clearer, more tan-
gible, and real, and it creates a document you can refer back to.

Be aware that when you write down your expectations, it is not 
a contract (if she does X, she gets Y). Contracts are generally agree-
ments between equal parties, and the implementation of a contract 
can be disputed. You are simply writing down your expectations 
and clarifying your teen’s privileges. Remember to include how ter-
rific your teen is and to enumerate his strengths. We don’t want 
our written communication to support the control battle any more 
than our verbal communication does.

Making the Shift
It’s important to not have expectations that The Talk will 

have a direct effect on your teen’s behavior, particularly since the 
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negative behavior is so extreme. When your teen continues with 
the unacceptable behavior, simply observe and take note, repeat 
your expectations, and see what happens. You will need to take 
some immediate action to be true to your word that privileges will 
be withdrawn unless earned, such as discontinuing cell phone or 
computer access, use of vehicles, and money. Once again, this is 
not designed to coerce your youth into changing— that would 
simply be a new strategy within the control battle. Instead, what 
you’re doing is starving the Control Battle Beast by staying positive 
and following a simple, healthy parenting guideline: privileges are 
offered only when they’re earned.

Success Is in the Details

Now that you have established the expectations and are com-
municating positively and outside of the control battle, you will 
need to take action in many aspects of your teen’s life. This can 
include requiring your teen to build a closer, more engaged con-
nection to school, such as by meeting with teachers and making a 
plan to get caught up on work or by joining a sports team. It might 
mean helping your teen to find a new, more appropriate school 
setting; requiring and monitoring positive social and recreational 
activity; getting appropriate educational, psychological, and/or 
psychiatric assessments, including substance abuse screening; 
obtaining family and individual counseling and substance abuse 
treatment; requiring employment if appropriate; and requiring 
your teen to spend more time with other (healthy) family members 
and to be more involved in family activities such as cooking, clean-
ing, and recreation. It could also mean involving family friends, 
relatives, and neighbors for engagement and support, and possibly 
even involving law enforcement and juvenile probation to support 
your parental authority.
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What Are the Goals of This Effort?

There are essentially three goals for this approach:

1. teen accountability to parental authority,

2. clean and sober behavior, and

3. positive educational and social engagement.

Your efforts will take time and persistence to be effective. 
Remember, BPC youth have fallen behind in their social and emo-
tional development, so their values, including honesty and trust-
worthiness, will take time to develop. There will be problem 
behaviors along the way. These problems and relapses— returning 
to old negative behaviors— need to be treated as learning opportu-
nities for your teen and must be dealt with outside of the control 
battle. As long as you stay positive and require that privileges be 
earned, your teenager will continue to learn, grow, and develop.

When Should Parents Consider 
Residential Placement?
Residential treatment is an excellent and often necessary 

option for parents of BPC teens. Residential programs immediately 
remove kids from negative peer and community influences and cut 
off access to their destructive behaviors. The programs build self- 
esteem, responsibility, and accountability and provide a plan for 
overall personal success. Generally, kids end up loving their resi-
dential programs and form close relationships with the staff.

A residential program can be considered anytime. And even if 
it’s never used, investigating and knowing that those resources are 
there can help parents feel confident that no matter what, they 
have a way to help their teen get under control and be safe.



when your Teen Is serIously ouT oF ConTrol 

161

Some parents may discover that they simply don’t have the 
resources to give their BPC teen the structure and support that’s 
needed at home and in the community. Parents may be emotion-
ally burned out or simply have demanding jobs with no other adults 
available to provide what their teen needs. While working to end 
the control battle and turn things around, it may become clear 
that a teen is so involved with drugs, a negative peer culture, and 
unsafe behavior that a residential program is the only safe option.

There are a wide range of programs for BPC youth, catering to 
a variety of needs and age groups. The websites for these programs 
look inviting, but finding the right program for your particular 
teenager will make all the difference in achieving a successful 
outcome. Educational placement consultants have significant first- 
hand experience with the programs. They regularly visit them and 
know how they work with different kinds of kids. It would be over-
whelming to try to make a decision about placement without the 
support, guidance, and expertise of a qualified educational 
consultant.

And we want the program— or the consideration of place-
ment— to be part of ending the control battle. If placement is used 
as a threat, or just another way to control a teen, it will fail. It will 
feel like control and punishment to a kid. But if it is set up cor-
rectly, it can be seen as a way to help a teen become safe and get 
back on track.

The option of placement in a program should be part of an 
open discussion between parents and their teenager. When parents 
are clear that things must and will turn around, they can simply 
ask their teenager if he needs the structure and support of a 
program to be able to change his behavior. Sometimes kids will 
acknowledge this need even if they don’t like the idea. Other times 
it will help kids understand that things have radically changed and 
it will motivate them to end their BPC behavior and start 
cooperating.
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Often parents will be quite reluctant to utilize a residential 
program. They may be concerned that

• their teen will experience it as betrayal, rejection, or 
abandonment;

• it will expose their teen to other negative teens;

• the programs will be harsh and dangerous; or

• it will be too expensive.

Programs are generally strength- based and use approaches 
that have been tested and proven to be therapeutic. Programs 
actively involve parents in their teen’s recovery through regular 
and active therapeutic communication and onsite parent week-
ends. Placement in a therapeutic program is not rejection or aban-
donment; it’s an investment in a better outcome and shows the 
true commitment parents have to their teen. If you are considering 
a placement and are concerned about the cost, speak with an edu-
cational placement consultant, who can look into scholarships and 
insurance reimbursement.

Luke
Let’s look at a BPC situation with Luke, age sixteen, and 
two possible ways to proceed toward resolution. Luke’s 
mother and father had a volatile marriage and divorced 
about five years ago. Luke lives with his mother and step-
father, and part of the time with his eleven- year- old step-
brother. Luke’s father lives about an hour away and after 
the divorce would see Luke every other weekend, on holi-
days, and several weeks in the summer. Luke’s mother has 
felt undermined by Luke’s father, who thinks she is too 
strict and would set few limits for him. Luke and his father 
used to go motocross riding together, and Luke even 
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competed for a year, but their passion for it eventually 
waned. As Luke got older, he went to his father’s house 
less and less, and their relationship dropped off.

Luke has always resented his mother for being too 
strict and blames her for the divorce. He’s never accepted 
his mother’s new husband, even though his stepfather tried 
to reach out to Luke. Luke has never been kind toward his 
stepbrother, Shawn, who looks up to him and seeks his 
approval.

Luke’s mother has alternated between feeling guilty 
and protective of Luke, and feeling frustrated and angry. 
She has felt responsible for his situation and has not 
wanted to come down too hard on him.

More and more, Luke wants only to skateboard and 
hang out with his skater friends. Up until this year, Luke’s 
mom had been able to keep him more or less on track. 
When he fell behind in school, she would ground him 
until he was caught up. Although she knew he sometimes 
drank and smoked cigarettes and pot, she hoped to keep it 
from getting out of hand. Whenever he was caught, she 
grounded him and he usually shaped up for a while. His 
attitude would improve, and he would even be nicer to 
Shawn and play video games with him. However, after a 
while, things would slide back to how they were before, 
and he would do something else wrong.

Late in the first semester of Luke’s junior year, his 
mother found out that he was failing most of his classes. 
She had backed off trying to manage Luke’s homework 
schedule because he objected so much and it no longer 
seemed appropriate, given his age. During our counseling 
session she explained that, frankly, she was exhausted 
from the battles day and night.

It turned out that Luke was skipping school and had 
done few of his assignments, so the school was 
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recommending that he go to an alternative high school for 
students not able to manage the structure or homework of 
a mainstream high school. But Luke’s mother was against 
this because she knew he was able to do the work, and she 
didn’t want to give Luke more time to get into trouble. 
Luke, on the other hand, wanted to go to the alternative 
school because he had some friends there, could get out of 
school by noon, and wouldn’t have homework. The school 
recommended counseling to help the family make a deci-
sion, but the principal made it clear that he didn’t want 
Luke back unless he was committed to going to all his 
classes and doing his work.

When I met with Luke and his mother, Luke was 
clearly unhappy about being there. He made no eye contact 
with me, responded to my handshake weakly, and moved 
around with angry gestures. His dress was typical of many 
“skaters”— baggy pants, a black leather jacket, lots of 
chains, and a wool cap.

May, Luke’s mother, was a pleasant woman and was 
obviously embarrassed by her son’s behavior. She told me 
that he was not usually like this, but he really didn’t want 
to be there. I told May that it is common for kids to not 
want to be in counseling, and not to worry about it. Luke 
replied to my questions with grunts of “I dunno,” “fine,” 
“alright,” or “I guess so.” I acknowledged that he wasn’t up 
for engaging right now and went on to discuss the reason 
for the visit with May.

Neil:  May, what is going on that you would like some 
help with?

May:  The school is ready to kick Luke out. They want 
him to go to an alternative school and Luke wants 
to go there, too, but I’m not sure that’s the answer.



when your Teen Is serIously ouT oF ConTrol 

165

Neil:  What are your concerns?

May:  Luke is smart and I know he can do the work. 
He’s just lazy and lately his attitude has gotten 
worse and worse. He’s hanging out with kids who 
are going nowhere, and Luke is getting to be more 
and more like them.

Luke:  There’s nothing wrong with my friends. You and 
Ron (Luke’s stepfather) are just against skaters. 
You’re just siding with Ron against them.

May:  I often feel in the middle between Luke and Ron. 
Luke never accepted my relationship with Ron, 
even when Ron made an effort to connect with 
him. Luke thinks all my rules and discipline come 
from Ron, which isn’t true. But he doesn’t listen 
to me.

Luke:  Well, it is true. If Ron thought the alternative 
school was a good idea, I’d already be there. He 
doesn’t understand me, and you always follow all 
his advice, even if it’s stupid.

May:  At this point it doesn’t seem to matter what I say 
or why I say it, Luke. You come and go as you 
please and it really doesn’t seem to matter to you 
what the rule is or who’s making it. You just do 
whatever you want.

As the discussion went on, it became quite clear that 
there was a longstanding control battle raging in this 
family. Mom felt completely undermined by Luke’s absen-
tee father. Her husband, Ron, felt undermined by May and 
Luke’s father, and Luke fought control by Ron and his 
mother, yet he received no guidance or limits from his 



ENDING THE PARENT-TEEN CONTROL BATTLE

166

father. And while I wasn’t sure what Luke’s father felt, I was 
suspicious that he might be using Luke to hurt May. The 
bottom line at this point was that Luke was not account-
able to anyone, was on a path to substance abuse and 
school failure, and was at risk for many other problems.

This was clearly a BPC situation. With accountability 
missing from the equation, it was going to be tough to get 
an initial foothold on some solutions. I explained my con-
cerns to May and Luke: that Luke was a kid without 
healthy positive activities other than perhaps skateboard-
ing; that he didn’t seem to have a direction or goal in life, 
and that’s not a good thing for a sixteen- year- old. I 
explained that substance abuse is a pattern of behavior 
that gets worse with time and that Luke was moving in a 
bad direction. He was certainly not preparing in any rea-
sonable way for a successful future, and without any 
accountability, he was at risk of getting into trouble. Luke 
was making very poor decisions for himself and wasn’t 
open to anyone else to guide and help him with that.

I also shared that I thought Luke seemed like a nice 
kid, certainly a strong- minded kid, but that with all the 
negativity in his life, the lack of positive adult relation-
ships, and the anger he had been expressing, he very likely 
could be experiencing depression.

I explained that I didn’t see how leaving his high 
school and going to a school with much lower standards 
would solve anything— particularly if he didn’t attend that 
school either.

May:  What you’re saying makes sense. But what am I 
supposed to do?

Luke:  Let’s get out of here, Mom. He’s just the next idiot 
you’re going to listen to so I can’t change schools.
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I told May that it was imperative that Luke’s father 
and Ron come to the next session with her. I told her that 
her son did not appear ready to make any serious changes 
in his life, and he needed the adults who cared about him 
and were responsible for him to make some decisions about 
what to do. I told Luke that I would be happy to meet with 
him alone so he could tell me more about what was going 
on with him and give me the chance to better understand 
him. He didn’t look up. I also told Luke that it would be 
smart to come to the next meeting since some important 
decisions about his future would be discussed.

Luke’s parents and stepfather had some important 
decisions to make. To do nothing would mean watching 
Luke go downhill into substance abuse and life failure. 
Because Luke was underage and they were supporting 
him, they were in effect supporting his decline.

Let’s look at two ways things could work out for Luke.

Scenario One

I set up a phone consultation with Luke’s father, Harry. 
Harry said that he felt that Ron was controlling May and 
trying to run Luke, too, and he understood Luke’s feelings 
about it. I told Harry that clearly there were some hard 
feelings and struggles among the adults, but that now that 
Luke was in trouble, the adults needed to put some of their 
feelings aside and decide together how to help Luke get 
back on track. Harry acknowledged that he was worried 
about Luke, who was smoking a lot of pot, and that he 
wasn’t seeing him much. He agreed to work with May and 
Ron to help Luke get off of drugs and get back on track. 
Harry said he was willing to be more involved with Luke.

All the adults and Luke met together. The adults were 
surprisingly quite civil with each other and focused on the 
issues with Luke. Luke wasn’t happy about it, but he was 
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more cooperative and less rude than during his first visit. 
Harry, Ron, and May all talked about what a terrific 
person they know Luke to be and how concerned they 
were with his pot and alcohol use and his lack of responsi-
bility and direction. Even Luke acknowledged that he 
knew things needed to change.

A plan was made whereby Harry was going spend a lot 
more time with Luke. Luke was going to need to demon-
strate a positive attitude, be kind to Shawn, and test nega-
tive for marijuana before he could have any independent 
free time.

Shortly after the session, Luke was drug tested and 
high levels of THC showed up, confirming his parent’s 
concerns about marijuana abuse and justifying their 
requirement for regular drug tests. The parents required 
Luke to get a job, with the understanding that they would 
monitor a plan for saving and spending. Harry helped him 
make a plan and look for jobs. Eventually Luke got a job 
with a landscaper who appreciated how fast Luke worked 
and came to quickly rely on him as an important asset to 
his business. Luke attended individual and family counsel-
ing sessions. He was allowed to attend the alternative 
school, where he set and was held accountable to appropri-
ate learning goals. After a six- month period, Luke and his 
parents felt very successful. Luke had developed a signifi-
cant level of independence and worked steadily. He was 
saving for a truck and was able to get his driver’s license. 
His stated long- term goal was to own his own landscape 
business.

In this scenario, when the adults put aside their very 
complex parental control battle and worked together, Luke 
was able to accept their authority, be accountable, and 
become responsible and successful. He was a heck of a lot 
happier, too.
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Scenario Two

After the family meeting, Harry drove up to spend 
time with Luke a couple of times, but he was unable to act 
or sound authoritative. Luke had mostly stopped sleeping 
at home, and instead was staying at his friend’s house, 
where he was able to maintain his self- destructive lifestyle. 
Luke often came by his mother’s house during the day to 
get clothes and food, and many times small amounts of 
money would be missing. Luke’s mother learned that Luke 
was dealing marijuana and riding around with his friend, 
most likely stoned. She was at her wits’ end trying to get 
Luke to come home when he was supposed to.

May started to see residential placement as the only 
option, so I referred her to an educational placement con-
sultant. Since Luke was not at all cooperative, they 
arranged to have an escort service take him to a six- week 
wilderness program.

When he arrived, Luke admitted to using many other 
drugs and to being depressed, both common issues among 
teens in the program. Luke did well there as he learned to 
open up in therapy groups. He thrived with the structure 
and support. May came to the program’s parent weekend, 
and she and Luke started to build a new honest and healthy 
relationship.

Despite his progress, it was clear that Luke still lacked 
the self- control or personal goals to come home and be 
successful there, so the educational consultant and the 
wilderness program staff identified an excellent therapeu-
tic boarding school for Luke.

During his nine months at the school, his self- esteem 
skyrocketed. He excelled in the educational component 
and began doing advanced work. He loved the wilderness 
outings and developed impressive naturalist skills and 
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knowledge. He came home with a plan to go to college and 
get a degree in environmental engineering. He enrolled in 
the alternative school and took several classes at the local 
community college. He got a job at the local climbing 
gym, where he was promoted to instructor and worked as 
an instructional aide on real rock climbing outings.

The Power of Resolve
In these two scenarios, you can see that once the parents decided 
they were no longer going to be intimidated by their teen’s behav-
ior, they were able to end their participation in the control battle, 
move forward, and take action. They were able to help their teen-
ager get back on a healthy path to success. Although BPC teen 
behavior is extremely serious, it can be transformed, but only if we 
starve the Beast.



Final Thoughts

W e’ve taken a journey together, so let’s look back over the 
ground we’ve covered and think about how to put the con-

cepts and tools we’ve learned to best use for the future.
We now understand that the Control Battle is an entity in and 

of itself we’re calling “the Beast.” We’ve learned that the Beast has 
a powerful impact on our relationship with our teen and that 
unless we are aware of its presence, and how we unwittingly 
empower it, it will continue to thrive. And perhaps most impor-
tantly, we’ve learned that we cannot effectively support and guide 
our teenagers unless we ourselves operate outside of the control 
battle.

Chapter 2 gave a picture of what adolescence really is and why 
this time of life is such an invitation to the control battle. By 
understanding the social, emotional, physical, and neurological 
changes taking place during adolescence, we can have greater 
patience and empathy for our teenagers and be less inclined to take 
their behaviors personally.

I’ve offered you some surefire ways to end your control battle, 
but if you merely apply a technique without a clear vision of what 
you’re trying to accomplish, your efforts could end up being pulled 
into the control battle.
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Remember, all ongoing relationships have patterns, and those 
patterns have a way of enduring, repeating, and becoming so famil-
iar that we continue those patterns without thinking about it. If 
you are in a control battle with your teen, it means that you and 
your teen have developed an unhealthy, unproductive relationship 
pattern. In ending your control battle, you are changing an 
unhealthy pattern and beginning anew to create a healthy one. 
When you apply a technique, your intention is to change the way 
you interact with your teen and therefore the pattern of interaction 
with your teen.

We’re talking about making a real change in your family 
dynamics, getting off the hamster wheel where you put out lots of 
effort and go nowhere. What you are creating is very different in 
its nature from what has been going on: a structural change, a dif-
ferent axis, a different dimension entirely. You’re going from “Our 
kid is going in the wrong direction and there’s nothing we can do 
about it!” to “This is a fabulous kid, let’s support him in his 
fabulousness— and here’s how we’ll do it.”

The new healthy pattern includes not being reactive, using a 
positive tone, and relinquishing your desire for control of your 
teen’s behavior, instead having faith that your teen will make 
healthier decisions as you begin to starve the Beast. This healthy 
pattern also includes having clear, reasonable, and high standards 
and expectations of what your teen will need to achieve in order to 
earn privileges.

What we’re talking about here is the concept of change. And 
change involves several elements:

• knowing what you want to change, that is, what 
behaviors you want to stop,

• knowing the behaviors you want to start or develop, 
and

• regular conscientious application of the new behaviors.



FInal ThoughTs 

173

This is true whether we’re talking about starting to exercise, 
being more organized, eating healthier food, changing your golf 
swing, or in this case, relating to your teen and responding to your 
teen’s behaviors in a new and promising way. If you apply these 
three concepts until the new behavior seems natural, you will 
experience sustainable success.

And this is exactly what I want for you and your teen.
My goal is to help you create a significant change by following 

a few basic principles. Yet few of us make big changes easily and 
stick with them. After all, if the changes that I’m suggesting came 
naturally to you, you would most likely already be doing them.

As you were reading Ending the Parent- Teen Control Battle, 
there were probably ideas, issues, and recommended changes that 
resonated with you more than others. Perhaps there were parts of 
the book you felt didn’t relate to your situation, and then other 
parts where you said, “That’s me! That’s us!”

Of the three ways we create and maintain control battles, 
think about which ones relate to you the most.

• Are you very reactive? Is there a temperamental differ-
ence between you and your teen that makes your rela-
tionship particularly challenging?

• Do you tend to be overly helpful and perhaps even 
“other- person focused?”

• Do you bring a negative tone when setting limits or 
giving instructions?

Write down the two or three things that are most challenging 
for you; these will offer the greatest opportunity for you to change 
the relationship pattern.

You might want to work on being less reactive and clearer 
about your expectations. You might choose to focus on making 
more validating statements. Or you might want to communicate 
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more faith in your teen. Perhaps you will choose to work on engag-
ing with your teen more around things that are of interest to her, 
giving you the opportunity to see and acknowledge the knowledge 
and skills that she applies in these areas.

Some parents might not be reactive and might use a positive 
tone and be supportive most of the time, but they may need to 
focus their change efforts on being clearer and establishing the 
standards by which privileges are earned. This is all unique and 
personal to you.

Now that you’ve thought about this and identified your great-
est areas of opportunity to create real change, take an index card 
and write

1. the behaviors I’ve identified that feed the Beast,

2. the specific behaviors I will stop, and

3. the new behaviors I will use.

For instance, Ray’s parent might write this:

1. I often overreact to what Ray says.

2. I will stop arguing with Ray.

3. When Ray argues, I will listen and warmly let him know 
that I hear and understand his feelings and his point of 
view, and repeat my expectation.

And Annie’s parent might write this:

1. I am too “other- person focused” with Annie; I keep trying 
to get her to do her work.

2. I will quit nagging Annie to do her work.

3. When Annie is avoiding her work, I will remind her only 
one time that we want to support her in having her 
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privileges, and that she needs to manage her responsibili-
ties to keep them. I will ask her if she needs any help, and 
then let go.

On another card, make a list of many of your teenager’s good 
qualities, as in these examples:

Ray is a passionate, strong- minded kid. He is loyal, caring, 
strong, athletic, smart, and multi- talented.

Ray has excellent initiative and a good sense of what he wants.

Ray has great attributes for success in life.

Annie is bright, articulate, creative, funny, caring, lovable, 
adventuresome, engaging, and capable.

Annie is musically and artistically talented.

Annie is growing and learning and will do great in life.

Keep these two cards with you and refer to them often; making 
it a habit to refer to them morning, noon, and night will help you 
stay focused on your goals.

Chapter 6 offered The Talk as a way of creating the fundamen-
tal shift you need to end your control battle. If you haven’t already 
implemented The Talk, it’s a great way to start things going in the 
right direction. You can even have a version of The Talk every 
month or so to review progress and set new goals.

Don’t expect yourself to perform your new chosen behaviors 
perfectly. There will be many situations that seem like gray areas. 
You’ll inevitably make judgments that seem right at the time but 
might be taken advantage of and not work out. Or you may simply 
forget what you established and go back to old patterns.

Be kind to yourself. Focus on those things that you are doing 
well and feel good about them. Perhaps you are not overreacting 
and you’re staying calm, but your teen seems to be taking 
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advantage of the calm and is interpreting it to mean that he can 
get his way. That’s okay; you’ve gone a step in the right direction. 
Now you can take the next step. Count the positives and give 
yourself time to correct the areas that still need focus and 
improvement.

Not only do you need to be positive and have faith in your 
teen, you need to be positive and have faith in yourself. Remember, 
no one ever promised your teen a perfect parent, only one that 
loves the heck out of him and will do her best. Some of you reading 
this book never even had that.

I want to thank you for spending this time with me; it’s given 
me great pleasure to have this conversation with you. I can’t express 
how gratifying it is to help families end their control battle and in 
the process bring back their best selves and the ability to once 
again enjoy their family. I hope this book gives you and your family 
back your best selves, free of the Beast, and free to be the wonder-
ful people you truly are.
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Stop the Cycle of Conflict and 
Build a Positive Connection 

Are you in constant conflict with your teenager? 
Your challenges may be about routine matters, such as getting your 
teen to do their homework, finish chores, or simply get to school on 
time. Or they may be more severe, involving alcohol or drug abuse 
and other dangerous behaviors that put your teen at risk. And while 
power struggles between parents and teens are often a normal part 
of raising a child, chronic control battles can hurt both you and your 
teen, undermine your relationship, and seriously disrupt family life. 
So, how can you break this frustrating cycle and restore peace?

In Ending the Parent-Teen Control Battle, you’ll learn what’s really 
driving these conflicts and discover ways to move past disagreements 
toward healthier communication with your teen. By providing an 
understanding of the three drivers of the control battle—and the 
two key steps to end it—this book will help you finally move beyond 
the painful tug-of-war with your teen to a peaceful and loving home 
environment for the whole family.
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