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Handling Difticult Moments

with Demanding Families

by William Mosier and Ross Glen Chandler Nunamaker

In early care and education, we make a conscious effort to
encourage full family engagement. It is important to see
parents as equal partners in providing the best of care for
their child. A child, and the family that he or she is part of,
are a two-for-one package deal. We need to provide positive
supports for families, just as we do for children. Developing
positive relationships with family members is vital for being
able to provide optimal care for every child in an early care
and education program (Koralek, Nemeth, & Ramsey, 2019).

There are very few things that are more nerve-racking to the
administrator of a child care center than an encounter with
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an angry parent. There is no question about it, dealing with a
disgruntled family member can be frustrating. You have many
meetings with parents. Most of them are pleasant. However,
a handful are not. Aggressive parents can be irritating. In fact,
research suggests that administrators find dealing with an
angry and demanding parent as challenging as dealing with
a disruptive child. Some administrators go so far as to say that
it is the most difficult part of their job (Bulotsky-Shearer et.

al,, 2012). Knowing how to deal with difficult family members
should be part of every center director’s skill-set.

Parents are rightfully protective of their children, and as early
care and education professionals we need to be sensitive to
the parent’s perspective. Parents often feel overwhelmed,
anxious, vulnerable and perhaps even guilty for not being
able to provide “stay at home” care for their child. Even when
your relationship with a parent is positive, sharing the care of
a young child can stir up strong feelings. It is not uncommon
for a parent to feel threatened when their child has grown
fond of their caregiver. The parent might even worry that their
child’s caregiver is better at parenting than they are (Kohn,
2018).

When parents feel a loss of control over other aspects of their
personal lives, they feel helpless and sometimes take it out on
the people who are caring for their children. All kinds of fac-
tors play into how a parent will feel on any given day. There is
no question about it, sometimes parents get angry over trivial
matters. However, the best thing we can do is to listen to the
parent and not respond to anger with anger. Sadly, some
parents wait until a problem occurs before they get involved
in what is happening at the child care center. The aggression
that you might be observing is not about you, as a person.
Parents just get caught-up in the stress of a situation they are
not sure how to resolve. So, do not take it personally! It is not
about you. It is about the parent feeling helpless (Harman et
al., 2016).
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It would be nice if parents and child care staff could always be
on the same page and work together, cooperatively. However,
occasionally, we are confronted with a parent who is making
unreasonable demands. Just remember that beneath the
angry facade is a family member who feels overwhelmed

and is not sure how to handle their frustration. You can often
avoid conflicts with parents if you address the issue from the
parent’s point of view. Respect is contagious. Demonstrate
unconditional respect to each family member and it will find
its way back to you (Saunders, 2017).

Communicating with Angry Parents

So, how can we effectively communicate with family mem-
bers who are acting aggressively? When tensions are high, it
is valuable to take a deep breath and consider how to best
diffuse a tense situation. Here are a few tips you might want
to keep in mind when dealing with parents who are upset:

1. Meet with the parent face-to-face. Do not address the
complaint long-distance. Parents may expect instant respons-
es to email complaints. However, when you are attempting

to resolve a parent’s concern, avoid addressing the concern
by email or phone. Invite the parent to meet with you at the
center. Eye contact is very powerful. Eye contact and a warm
smile will help defuse an angry parent better than interaction
over the phone, via texting or by email (Donohue, 2016).

2.Be open and hospitable with the parent. You can over-
come a lot of communication obstacles by helping parents

to feel welcome. Be proactive. Anticipate the problems that
you think the parent will want to address. Do not patronize.
Be authentic. Do not worry about trying to hold your ground.
Problem-solving with a disgruntled parent is not a contest.

It might be difficult to get a parent to slow down from their
rushed schedule and that can hinder effective problem-
solving. When you invite a parent to meet with you to address
their concern, let them know they can bring their child with
them to the meeting. Focus on the positive. Find things you
can agree on. You are, truly, on the same team. Start the meet-
ing by sharing something positive that you or other staff have
noted about their child. Keep your focus on trying to do what
is best for the child and her or his family (Edwards, 2018).

3. Listen attentively to the parent’s concern. Parents want
to feel like they are being heard. They want to know how you
are going to “fix” the problem they are bringing to you. Ask
the parent to explain what they are unhappy about and do
not interrupt! After they have expressed their complaint fully,
ask questions, as needed, to get more clarity about the par-
ent’s concern. Keep the focus on the family member’s feelings
behind the words that are being expressed. Reflect, back to
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the parent, what you think you are hearing him or her feel,
behind the words. This will help diffuse the situation. When
the family member feels listened to, they will tend to stop
posturing in anger. Only once the emotional charge has been
resolved, you can start to problem-solve the issue with the
parent, not before (Mosier, 2009). Here is an example of how
communicating empathic understanding can help you tackle
a tense situation.

Parent: | got home with my child and saw that she had this
terrible bruise on her leg. It looks like a bite! (Parent shows
you, on her phone, a picture of the bruise.)

You: That is quite a bruise! It sounds like you were shocked to
find that your child had this mark.

Parent: Yes! | could not believe it! Why was | not told about
this?

You: You are frustrated that you were not told about the
bruise. When an incident occurs that can cause this type of
mark or bruise, you always want to know about it.

Parent: Yes, usually they tell me, so | am not sure what hap-
pened this time.

You: So, you want to try and figure out what the issue was.
Parent: Right.

You: (At this point, you can start problem-solving. However,
remember to re-engage empathic responses, if you see the
parent’s anger reemerging.)

4, Throughout the process, pay attention to your own
feelings. Staying in touch with your own feelings is vital
when you are dealing with a parent who might be expressing
a lot of anger. When you are not actively focused on your own
feelings, you are at risk of being less able to help the angry
parent calm down. Using three-part “I” statements can help
you describe your own feelings. This will help you not add to
the problem by responding to anger with anger. Use “I"
sages when the parent is beginning to become aggressive or
abusive towards you. The template to use when forming an
“I"statement is: “When | see you... or hear you say..." (identify
the behavior that is bothering you); “I feel... (describe your
feeling in response to the behavior that is bothering you); “so
I..." (explain the action you are going to take because of the
unacceptable behavior)” (Mosier, 2009). Here is an example.

mes-

Parent: You people just seem to not have any clue what you
are doing. | cannot believe how idiotic you all are. You are just
a bunch of morons!
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You: When | hear you talking to me in an abusive way (unac-
ceptable behavior), | feel so disrespected (your feelings about
the other person’s behavior), | am going to have to ask you to
leave, if you do not stop shouting, right now (the action you
will take in response to the behavior).

5. Once the parent has finished expressing his or her frus-
tration, you can move on to finding a workable solution
to their concern. Ask for the parent’s perspective. Stay open
to the parent continuing to express his or her feelings and
beliefs about the situation. Ask questions to learn more about
their frustration. Don't pass judgment. Look for compromise.
Develop a plan for solving the problem, as partners instead of
competitors. Together with the parent, lay out specific steps
to tackle the parent’s concern. Create a written action state-
ment for solving the problem that includes objectives and ex-
pectations. What can the two of you agree on? What can you
both work on, together? Consider asking the parent to take a
more active role in the center. Give them a voice and an op-
portunity to show leadership. They may not have had a good
experience in school when they were younger. So, they might
be defensive about an educational setting. It is important to
remember that mutually respectful relationships are far more
effective at garnering cooperation than rigid rules (Koralek,
Nemeth, & Ramsey, 2019).

6. It is understandable that, occasionally, parents will get
angry, but it is not okay for them to be abusive with you
or any staff member. Do not allow yourself to be pressured
into agreeing with something that you cannot accept. Have a
copy of your program policies and procedures related to how
to handle disputes available for the parent to review and sign.
This can help avoid future conflict and confusion. If a parent
threatens you or becomes abusive, simply end the meeting.
Do not tolerate abuse. There is no reason to allow a parent to
bully you (Lally & Mangione, 2017).

If despite your best efforts, the conversation deteriorates
without a satisfactory resolution, do not take it personally.
This is easier said than done. However, after the parent has
left, do not hold on to your pain and frustration. Talk it out
with someone you trust—maybe your spouse or a colleague.
Even cry about it, if you need to. Then, let it go. Remember the
Serenity Prayer: Seek the inner peace to accept the things you
cannot change in life, the courage to change the things you
can change, and the wisdom to know the difference.

Difficult moments with demanding families are going to
occur occasionally, whether we like it or not. It is a fact of life
when you dedicate yourself to working with young children
and their families. The key strategies for handling difficult
moments with demanding families are to build positive rela-
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tionships, listen and empathize, problem-solve once charged
emotions have been addressed, and not take the difficult mo-
ments personally. Luckily, these approaches are skills that can
be developed and refined over time. While you may initially
feel like those moments are overwhelming, as you develop
skill at handling difficult moments, you will begin to feel more
confident with being able to handle these types of stress-
inducing encounters with ease (Edwards, 2018).
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