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YOU’VE TRIED THE WIMPY WAY. …
NOW TRY A BETTER WAY …

AT BEDTIME

THE WIMPY WAY: When your two-year-old resists bedtime, you let him stay up and even take him to bed with you.

A BETTER WAY: You set a definite bedtime and make it a pleasant routine. You then place your toddler in his own bed and ride out any fussing with brief, reassuring visits. You are always careful not to turn your visits into a time of games and snacks.

AT DINNERTIME

THE WIMPY WAY: Almost every evening your eight-year-old gags at the sight of what you have prepared for dinner. You beg, scold, and threaten, then finally make him his favorite grilled cheese sandwich.

A BETTER WAY: A couple of times a week you cook your child’s favorite dinner. In between these special days it is up to him to eat or not. When a timer goes off after twenty minutes, mealtime is over until breakfast.

WITH AN UNCOOPERATIVE CHILD

THE WIMPY WAY: Your twelve-year-old demands whatever he wants but becomes indignant when you want something from him. You yell, scream, and finally do the chores yourself—and still give in to his demands.

A BETTER WAY: You inform your twelve-year-old that life is a two-way street and stop all favors for a week. After he starts helping out, you respond to his requests.

“American parents need this challenge to be loving and consistent in a time of violence and boundary infringement. Condrell and Small’s contribution is a must-read. It will benefit parents and children of all ages, guiding them in practical steps with loving humor and wisdom.”

—Dr. Judith Landau, University of Rochester, Division of Family Programs

This book is dedicated to my grandparents, Louie and Evdoxia Liakeas, who gave me an extraordinary childhood filled with love and adventure.
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SECTION I

What Is Wimpy Parenting?

INTRODUCTION

Over the years, as a practicing family therapist and child psychologist, I have found myself spending more and more time counseling parents whose children were running them. In the 1980s I began to use the phrase “wimpy parenting” to refer to this parenting style. When I gave parent talks, audiences laughed when they first heard this expression. I would explain that wimpy parents are really nice people. I began to talk about the wimpy parent syndrome: There seemed to be an epidemic of parents who had lost control over their children. I began to see more clearly how parents were getting themselves into the trap of wimpy parenting, and finally I was developing strategies to help parents reclaim their rightful authority to be the leader, the boss, of their family.

What impressed me about the wimpy parent syndrome was that wimpy parents were often incredibly competent people. I recall saying to one father, “You are a veteran of the Vietnam War, and yet you let your four-year-old walk all over you.” That got his attention.

I also vividly recall a single-parent mom who was the host of a popular TV program. Professionally she was at the top of her game, but as a mom she was a wimp. In fact, she was ready to call off her forthcoming marriage when I first met her. Despite the fact that she had found the man of her dreams, she actually considered breaking her engagement because her four-year-old cried and said, “Mommy, I don’t want you to get married.” Mom was worried that forcing a stepfather on her child would really hurt her. I explained that most children who had lived for a long time alone with their mom would not like the idea of sharing her with another person. More importantly, I noted, she would be doing a good thing for her daughter by providing her with a two-parent home, since the child’s father had disappeared long ago.

Fired up by my advice, this mom agreed to have a family counseling session that included her fianceé and her daughter. During this session the mom and her fiancé did what I had coached them to do: They lovingly but firmly told the girl, “We love each other very much, and we are going to get married and be a family. We also love you, and we are going to make sure you have plenty of time with each of us.” Within a week this little girl had adjusted to the idea of Mom getting married, because Mom stopped being wimpy and didn’t give in to an unreasonable request.

Wimpy parents are loving, well-intentioned parents who continually struggle to get their children to listen to them. They are dedicated parents and will, in fact, knock themselves out for their children. They expect their children to appreciate their efforts but find that their children give them a hard time: Instead of cooperating, their children confront them with arguments. Instead of respecting a no, their children continue to do what they have been told not to. Instead of being satisfied and grateful for all the special services and goodies they have received, these children demand more of everything.

Parents who have fallen into the wimpy parent trap express disbelief and confusion. They never would have dared to treat their own parents the way they are being treated. Many wimpy parents see themselves as much more involved with their children than their parents were with them. It seems only logical that their own children should be falling over themselves to please them instead of being so difficult.

In the last twenty years I have seen a steady increase in the number of parents falling into the wimpy parent trap. Particularly within the last few years, the problem has become so commonplace that I spend most of my professional time putting parents back in charge of their children. I’m helping some parents to be in charge of their children for the first time.

I was educated as a child psychologist in the 1960s. In the 1970s and 1980s I parented my own children. Now in the 1990s I watch too many children talk back to their parents, call them names like “butt head,” use four-letter words without a sense of wrongdoing, refuse to help out at home or to do their homework, and argue with their teachers when they are corrected. Is it any wonder that in recent surveys more and more parents are claiming they would not choose to be parents if they had to do it over again?

Parenting styles and educational practices have gone through tremendous change. Experts promised parents that their new ideas would result in more self-confident and better-educated children. But all this change and experimentation has resulted in more brats, more frustrated parents, more poor students, and more unhappy teachers.

Wimpy Parents is a modern book rooted in the belief that today’s good parenting should rely on yesterday’s respect for authority.

Why This Book?

Children need their parents to be in charge, to coach and prepare them for life. To accomplish this, parents must be regarded by their children as the boss. Wimpy Parents teaches parents how to get their children to listen and to respect their authority.

Every parent has the potential to be a wimp—out of guilt, fatigue, and self-doubt. In today’s psychological climate, divorced parents, remarried parents, single parents, married parents who both work, and parents of only children all easily stumble into the wimpy parent trap. That’s a lot of potential wimpy parents!

Children never seem to run out of ways of behaving that leave their parents wondering, “Okay, what do I do now?” This book tells you just what to do now. When parents know how to handle their children’s difficult behavior, their confidence goes zooming up. It’s natural to feel positive when you have solved a problem.

In all my years of experience—in clinical practice, and dealing with the larger public as a speaker on radio and TV—I have found that there is a basic set of problems almost all parents face.

•   How do you keep a two-year-old in her own bed?

•   How do you handle a child who talks back?

•   What do you do when your child creates scenes in public?

•   What do you do when your child screams, “You’re not fair!”?

•   What do you do with a child who lies?

•   How do you get siblings to stop fighting?

•   How do you handle a teen who refuses to do homework?

•   How do you handle a child who won’t cooperate with his teacher?

•   How do you get your children to help around the house?

•   What do you do if you don’t like your teen’s friends?

Parents need answers, and this book provides them.
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