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Reasons Children Control 

 
Child controls to create safety.  (Suggests she has been through an invalidating    
 environment) 
 
Child manages her inner life by controlling her outer world.  (I'm all alone.  No one 
 understands or helps me regulate my shameful feelings!) 
 
Control provides an intense experience of feedback, patterns, agency and survival.   
 (I'm building a learning curve – on my own!) 
 
Control may feel temporarily intoxicating and soothing.  (My life is suddenly simple!) 
 
Control allows me to put my intolerable feelings into others – where I can attack them. 
 

 
Reasons Caretakers Appease  “I'm a bleeding heart – I want him to be happy!” 

 
Has low tolerance for high affect. 
 
Is trauma-triggered by child's rages – so I MUST keep her calm! 
 
Seeks rational understanding, agreement and cooperation from child. 

 “He tells me his insights.  We have deep meaningful conversations!”  [age 6] 
 
Fear of suppressing child's natural curiosity, independence and initiative. 

          “I let her make LOTS of decisions [age 5]....do things she wants to do, you know?  But the time  
I let her hold the gas nozzle at the station, we both got squirted with gasoline.” 

 
Confusion – unfamiliar with rages (“What's happening?”) 
 
Desperate for something back (love, appreciation, cooperation).  Burning out. 

 
 

        
 
 
 



 
Things we can do to help caretakers who appease -- 
 
I 
Sometimes nothing, until the courts establish safety from external factors. 
 
 Six-year old boy must visit sociopathic father who corrupts and instructs him to  blame 
his mother. 
 
II 
Sometimes a lot, if the adult can self-regulate after watching us model PACE.  
 (Adult's level of education and experience may be positive variables.) 
 

“I'm trying what you do, and she is responding so well!  It's hard to remember it in the moment, but 
it works!” 
  -- adoptive mother who is a social worker 

 
III 
Sometimes hang in there ourselves, with consultation for our own discouragement, 
until the parent suddenly breaks through. 
 

“It's nice to not feel afraid of her reactions any more.  If I'm getting scared, I'll figure out what it is I'm 
scared of doing, and I'll do that – I'll bring on the reaction I was afraid to see, and we deal with it.  
Now she doesn't fight going to the couch.  She's just relaxing into it.  Last night for the first time she 
said, 'Momma, will you take me to the couch in a little bit?  I feel like I'm getting a little angry.'” 

 
IV 
Sometimes relate with PACE, model follow-lead-follow, keep supporting the caretaker, 
and accept the slow tide of progress. 
Suggestions which have helped caretakers: 
 

Re follow-follow-follow-follow-following the child's lead -- 
It's better for the child to have a safe caretaker be in charge and be wrong, than for an 
insecure child to be in charge and be right.  Practice stepping up to the plate and 
leading old dances in a new direction. 
 
Try to answer Yes/No demands with PACE, instead of answering to 'make-him-happy'.  
(Being happy is fine as a long-term goal, but usually irrelevant in the moment.) 
 
You can change your mind for adult reasons which the child may not understand or 
agree with -- and the child will be okay.  Give PACE for not understanding or agreeing. 
 
Rages can scare you, AND the child needs your co-regulation at the same time.  
Practice being less scared.  “When you said she feels relief when I take charge, 
that really helped me see it.  She's NOT happy when she's in charge.” 
 
 

         (See today's video clip.) 


