
Avoiding Power Struggles
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• Certified Family Life Educator

One of the biggest issues that families have with their loved ones with smi is how to
identify and step out of the power struggles. These are usually around symptom
management, medication compliance, and issues of daily living such as picking up after
themselves. This module focuses on the what, they why, and the how of power
struggles.
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Contents of this presentation were developed by
using material from the “Becoming a Love and Logic
Parent Program®” developed by Jim Fay & Foster W.
Cline, MD (1990, 2000, 2008) and of which the
presenter, Mara Briere, has been certified in.

Now called, Parenting the Love and Logic Way,” with many updated resources and
materials, the program is very valuable and useful even without the context of
parenting. When Love and Logic was first developed by a psychiatrist and an educator,
Dr. Foster W. Cline and Jim Fay, they incorporated tools from social psychology, corporate
management, and education. The result is a blueprint for parenting in the absence of
clear models or structures. The participants of our programs are now in uncharted
waters and so offering the guidance integrated from this and other tools affords
improvements and stability for whole family systems.
https://www.loveandlogic.com/parents/what-is-love-and-logic-for-parents
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This Module

Power Struggles – the what, the how, the why

Control

Strategies

Disabling the Enabling

Serenity Prayer

These are the tools we will be focusing on. The booklets that go with this module can
be purchased on amazon. Most of this module can be used as role-playing or discussion
sessions. This module is filled with hands on strategies and skills that the time spent
(can be several sessions) is well spent in guiding participants from learning to mastery.
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Power
Struggles/Control
Battles

What is the purpose of the
power struggle?

What do YOU have control
over? What do you wish you
had control over?

Where do you spend your
energy?

This is a good place to initiate a discussion about this topic. It is a useful start in terms of
determining what your participants know about the topic, some of their thoughts, and
where you can interject some information.

The main purpose of power struggles is to retain a sense of control (power) over the
situation at hand.

Ultimately, the only things we have control over are our resources and hopefully!
Ourselves. We can decide how the car is used, when, by whom. We can decide how
much time and energy we want to give to others. We can even decide on what we say
and what we listen to from others.

The rest is all wish however do not yet discuss this until after the following following
exercise.
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Power Struggles/Control
Battles

Blank paper exercise:

Take a blank piece of paper and draw a
line down the middle.

On one side write, “This is what I have
control over.”

On the other side write, “This is what I
wish I had control over.”

This exercise furthers the conversation. It is likely to produce laughs, too, as participants
come to understand what their limitations are. This is important in that it also clarifies
what they CAN do as regards their time, energy, etc.
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Strategies

Neutralize the
arguing.

“I love you too much
to argue about this!”

Neutralizing the arguing is a strategy that removes the hook from fighting. The only time
to have an argument is when the participants knows that s/he can win and even then,
when it causes the least harm. So, when the participant is in a position in which the
likelihood of a fight is about to occur, recommend stepping out by saying, “I love you too
much to argue about this.” Keep repeating until the other person goes away or you can
just walk away. This technique incorporates a strategy called the “Broken Record.” It is a
broken record because all that is ever said is, “I love you too much to argue about this!”
When repeated ad nauseum, the other leaves without the satisfaction of hooking a
fight!
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Strategies

Use One-Liners!

“That’s one way to look at it.”

“Hmm, that’s an option.”

“Interesting.”

“Tell me more.”

One liners are conversation stoppers, for the most part. “I love you too much to argue.”
“That’s an option.” “That is one way to look at it.” “Interesting.” “Hm.” These are
comments that are designed to end any conversation and prevent a power struggle.
Save comments like, “Tell me more,” for those few times when a discussion is desired or
warranted. IN general, going over previously discussed ideas, opinions, perceptions, etc
just keeps participants locked in a circular argument. One liners, said without sarcasm,
stop these unproductive conversations.
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A nice list of one liners. Participants may have others to add and why not? The more
tools in their toolkits, the more likely they will feel empowered and more capable of
staying out of these verbal fights.
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Strategies

Make your
statements…

into questions.

The main advantage of turning statements into questions is that it changes the nature of
the discussion from one of accusation and defensiveness to one of inquiry and self-
awareness. This helps put the other person into the thinking state instead of the
emotional state. Science has done a nice job of showing that when the brain is in the
thinking state, one part of the brain is being “lit up.” It happens to be a different part of
the brain than when one is in the emotional state. One cannot be in both states at the
same time. So, assisting the process of moving into the thinking state via questions is
way more useful than keeping someone in the emotional state and not encouraging
conversation vs verbal sparring.
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Enforceable
Statements

• Enforceable statements tell the other
person what I am going to do or how I am
going to handle something.

• Since this is about what I can make
happen, it is enforceable.

• For example, “I’ll listen to what you have
to say as soon as your voice is as quiet as
mine.”

Enforceable statements are great for setting limits and creating clear boundaries. They
are enforceable since whatever is said can be followed up with action. Instead of,
“Speak to me with respect!” which is unenforceable since we do not have control over
the words or tone that come from the mouths of other people, we can say, “I don’t let
anyone speak to me disrespectfully,” and walk away, hang up, move one. Another way
to say that is, “I’ll be happy to discuss this with you when you are not yelling at me,” and
walk away. You are communicating the conditions under which you are willing to
cooperate, engage, participate. Enforceable statements may be worth a considerable
amount of time discussing since they are linked to language that encourages healthy
boundaries.
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Strategies

Say, “NO!” by saying YES to
something else.

Instead of, “You cannot drive
the car!” you can say, “Feel
free to drive when you have
taken your meds regularly.”

“No!” can be a love word when an answer is required or demanded right away.
Whenever possible, with adults, finding a way to say yes defuses potential arguments
and allows both parties to get what they want. “I’ll be happy to help you with the
housing application between 3-5pm today.” “Sure, I can take you to the doctor any
morning between 10-noon.” “Money is available for you every Thursday!” Notice how
these comments are all enforceable, and facilitate the caregiver in being affirmative to
inquiries made by their loved ones. What other ways of saying yes can they come up?
This can be done as a homework assignment, “Notice how often you find yourself saying
“NO!” and then replace it with a “YES” to something else.” Another way to do this
includes having the group share in the requests made and potential responses.
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The Delayed Consequence

“Don’t worry about it
now.”

“I’ll get back to you
about this later.”

Sometimes, things get very out of hand and no good can come from addressing them in
the moment. For that, delaying makes sense. Instead of jumping to, “You cannot take
car because you left it on empty,” better to say, “I’ll get back to you about the car.” The
ultimate decision may be the same, however the delivery will be different. Instead of an
emotional delivery, it is likely to be an objective one that includes a solution. For
example, “When you give me money for gas, I’ll be happy to loan you the car.” This is a
strategy that is very effective even with treatment professionals! “As soon as I know
what the diagnosis is, the medications, and the treatment plan, I’ll be willing to consider
possible home placement options.” Caretakers require as much information as they can
get in order to ensure the best outcomes for their loved ones. Ideally, being part of the
treatment plan is included in the team caring for loved ones with mental illnesses.
Failing that, there is power in knowledge, so part of the work of supporting families is
offering them the tools to participate in the best outcomes for everyone concerned. Too
often, providers forget that their clients/patients are part of a family or caring system. In
order to secure the best treatment for their client or patient, they need to work with
and include the whole system, even if it is in the voice of one participant from the family
or caring system. When excluded due to a misunderstanding of the HIPPAA laws (on the
part of mental health professionals), the next best way to work around them is to say,
“In the best interests of our mutual person, this is what you (as provider) need to know.
And, this is what I (as the family or caring representative) need to know. The underlying
threat is that without this exchange of information, housing, placement, treatment
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follow up are put at-risk. NOT because of any obstruction on the part of the family but
because of the obtuseness on the part of the treatment team or providers.

(c) 2020 Grow A Strong Family 12



Good
Neighbor
Policy

How would you talk to a neighbor that you liked and
respected?

This means being polite, caring, concerned, and no-
nonsense.

Whenever possible, treat everyone involved with the loved one as well as the loved one
with the good neighbor policy. As the expression goes, “Catch more flies with honey
than with vinegar.”
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Whose
problem is it?

Identify if a given problem belongs to the
YOU or your loved one.

“What’s going to happen to me if that
problem doesn’t get solved?”

“Am I upset because he’s upset?”

“What happens to me personally?”

“How might I twist this problem to make it
mine?”

Helping participants identify whose problem is being brought to the table enables them
to gently and lovingly disengage from problems that are not theirs to own, never mind
solve! The best person to solve a problem is the person who has the problem.
Participants can certainly guide their loved ones to various solutions. This includes using
language like, “Hm. How are you going to solve that problem?” “Would you like to hear
some ideas?” If no, zip it. End of discussion. Say good luck and move along. If yes, then
start with stupid solutions. After each idea, ask, “How would this work out for you?”
The idea is to put their loved ones in the driver’s seat. By rejecting stupid ideas, they are
moving into the thinking state and often come up with solutions that will work. Of
course, there are times when the goal is to come up with practical solutions right away.
This can still be done. Nonetheless, always ask, “How would that work out for you?”
Finally, say, “Well, I know you! You will figure this out! Good luck!”

It is so important for family members to have a way to stay out of each other’s
problems! It is so easy to fall into patterns of “enabling” when loved ones are impacted
by a chronic mental illness. Our job, as Replanting Lives facilitators, is to assist in
“disabling the enabling.”
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Disabling the
Enabling

Every time we solve their
problems, we meet our own needs.

Every time we allow them to solve
their own problems, they meet
their own needs.

In the event that the solution is not
effective, you can offer to assist
with Problem-Solving.

This is the formula for disabling the enabling. The real question for participants is, “How
far are they willing to allow their loved ones to experience the consequences of their
poor choices, even understanding that their poor choices often are due to their mental
illnesses?” For most, the general rule of thumb revolves around safety. For others, it
also has to do with accepting the choices made by their loved ones. Under our current
society’s rules, our loved ones can make terrible choices and family members are
prevented from acting to disallow these potentially life-threatening decisions. This is
where reminders of the limits of caregiving can be discussed as well as coming to places
of acceptance about serious mental illnesses and their impact on loved ones and their
circles of care.

It is helpful to have participants fill out or review the worksheet, “Guilt and
Responsibility” from the Replanting Lives Workbook. This exercise helps clients see that
they are enabling more than they need to and they can step away from much of what
they have taken on re their loved ones.
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KISS!

When push comes to shove, the solution almost always lies in the “KISS” formula. Keep
it simple. Encourage participants to practice one skill or strategy for a week and see
how it goes. Before leaving the session, ask them to choose a strategy to report back to
the group about.
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Serenity
Prayer

As always, a review of the Serenity Prayer is very helpful and that is why it is also used in
closing the sessions.
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Resources

• Strategies from the Cline/Fay
(1991; 1993) “Becoming a love
and logic parent program.” And
the book, Cline, F. & Fay, J.
(1990; 2006). Parenting with love
and logic. Colorado Springs, CO:
Pinon Press.

• www.loveandlogic.com

A review of Love and Logic is very helpful in building your knowledge base for this
module.
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This Module

Power Struggles – the what, the how, the why

Control

Strategies

Disabling the Enabling

Serenity Prayer

For more information, review the tip sheet in the Facilitator’s Guide and visit our
website: https://growastrongfamily.org/avoiding-power-struggles/
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When best
laid plans fail!

Stick
Stick to your “normal” routines as much as
you can

Eat and drink in Eat and drink in moderation

Plan on Plan on exercise; build in “nature” time.

Make
Make sure you have a Plan B and a Plan C in
place for the unexpected

Keep
Keep music that you love on hand and listen
to it when needing to

Prioritize
Prioritize your time, activities, and
commitments (do what you want to and can)

Take Take good, loving care of yourself!

At the close of sessions, it is sometimes helpful to remind participants that since they
did not cause the illness, they cannot control nor cure it. However, there are some
things that they CAN do.
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Disclaimer

Take what you like and leave the rest.

We are not responsible for how the content or
the presentation is used. Viewers agree to hold
harmless Grow A Strong Family, Inc., its staff and
board of directors from any liability, loss, claim,
cost or damage of any nature whatsoever which
may arise from viewing or listening to the
presentation.
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