
Dealing With I Hate You!" 
By Liz Thissell Turenne Cole-
Harrington Social Worker 

"I hate you!" "You're a mean daddy!" "I wish you weren't 
my mommy!" "I wish Sarah's mom was my morn!" What 
parent hasn't heard a child yell one of these phrases, or a similar 
phrase, many times? It usually sounds like the child really 
means it, too! For any parent, such expressions can really hurt, 
and lead to angry feelings and acting defensively. 

For example, suppose a parent told his/her five year old 
daughter, Susan, that she had ten more minutes to play before 
clean-up and bedtime. Then, suppose the daughter yelled, 
"You're mean!" or "I hate you!" and kicked a table. What does a 
mother or father then do? 

Before answering, it would be helpful to think about what 
"You're mean!" or "I hate you!" actually means. Because a 
young child'typically has a difficult time expressing his/her 
feelings, these phrases can actually mean many different things. 
In this case, it could mean "I'm having fun and I want to finish 
the game!" It could also mean "I'm tired and I don't want to 
pick up!" Other times, it could mean "I'm hungry," "I'm sick," 
"I want to be in charge of what I do," or "I'm losing the game 
and I'm mad!" "You're mean" or "I hate you" doesn't mean that 
a parent should feel guilty or think she/he has failed. Nor 
should parents plead with their child, or back down from a 
reasonable request. It also definitely doesn't mean that a child 
will despise his/her parents for the rest of his/her life! 

The words, however, can still really hurt because everyone 
wants to be liked by his/her child. The challenge is not only 
accepting a child's feelings (ex. angry) but helping a child to 
"use his/her words" to describe and manage how he/she feels 
in an appropriate way. In order to help a child express him/ 
herself, a parent could respond by saying, "I don't like what I 
heard. Susan, if you're mad, tell me another way. Then, I'll see 
if I can be helpful." On the other hand, a child might need more 
support in appropriately expressing how she/he feels. Another 
approach would be wait until the parent and the child are calm. 
The parent could then say, "I think you're really mad about 
having to pick up your game and go to bed. You really want to 
keep playing." Susan might agree and say, "We're right at the 
good part too and I'm winning!" The parent could then say, "I 
felt upset when you yelled, "You're mean!" I don't like hearing 
those words. Next time, tell me what the problem is, like you 
just did, and I'll try to help you solve it." 

There are certainly other ways to avoid an escalating fight. 
In this case, accepting identifying and validating Susan's feelings 
worked ("You're really mad"); describing the parent's own 
feelings worked ("I felt upset"); and suggesting an appropriate 
alternative worked ("Next time, tell me what the problem is, like 
you just did, and I'll try to help you solve it)." 

It's important to remember that your child isn't mad at you 
personally, and will not develop any deep-seated feelings of 
hostility towards you because of a temper tantrum. The good 
news your child will get over it. 


