
Distinguishing Can’t From Won’t

Let’s get some practice distinguishing can’t from won’t. Begin this exercise by listing in the following chart 
some unwanted behaviors your child recently exhibited. Next, list any won’ts, reasons you have to believe 
that she just wouldn’t do what you wanted her to do—even if the only reasons you have are the irrational 
thoughts that run through your head during moments like this (he’s trying to drive me crazy, she is self-
centered, he cares more about his friends than his family, etc.). In the next space, write down can’ts, reasons 
she might not have been able to do what was expected of her. Dig deep and think of every possible reason 
– you’ll have an opportunity to discount your guesses at the end.

The last blank might be the most important one in this exercise. Look over your “can’t do it” and “won’t 
do it” lists carefully. In the far right column you’re going to agree with or discount each of your reasons so 
that you are able to make a choice as to whether you think your child was behaving poorly on purpose or 
because she couldn’t do what was expected of her in that particular moment, given her developmental stage.

We’ve given you two examples to begin, but think about your own children and add as many variations 
as you can based on recent experiences with your own kids.

BEHAVIOR Procrastinating for so long over getting dressed today that we were late for school. 
Again.

WON’T DO IT 
BECAUSE…

1.  She wants to be late for school.
2.  She only cares about herself.
3.  She’s lazy.
4.  She wants me to do everything for her.

CAN’T DO IT 
BECAUSE…

1.  She’s frustrated because she hasn’t learned to button/tie shoes yet?
2.  She’s worried about her friends teasing her again about her clothes not matching?
3.   She’s nervous about not having done her homework well and is delaying the inevitable 

reality of having to turn it in?
4.  She hasn’t learned how to focus and not get sidetracked by other interests.

CAN’T OR WON’T? •    I know she doesn’t really only care about herself, and I know she’s actually not 
lazy – even though I get frustrated sometimes when she won’t do things for herself. 
She wants me to do stuff for her that she can do herself because it helps her feel 
connected and cared for.

•    And even though she sometimes can get dressed without a hassle, I know every day 
is different.

•    She hasn’t been sleeping well a lot and that homework assignment really has her 
stressed.

•    She’s so sensitive about being made fun of and not having the “cool” clothes makes it 
hard sometimes.

•   Decision: Can’t
In this case, I think she made us late for school because she really couldn’t do any 
better this morning, and my flipping my lid only made her feel worse about herself and
raised her reactivity. I’ll think through how to be more proactive tomorrow morning 
and work on some skill-building so she can naturally do better.
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BEHAVIOR Even though it’s well past bedtime, he keeps coming up with excuses to call for me.

WON’T DO IT 
BECAUSE…

1.  I can tell he’s exhausted, so he has to be doing this on purpose.
2.  He listens when I yell – so this will continue unless I am firm with him.
3.   No matter what I give him, he keeps asking for something else – so he’s obviously 

pretending.

CAN’T DO IT 
BECAUSE…

1.  Daddy came home right before bed and got him all excited?
2.  He needs help to process something that happened that day (fears, stress,

sadness…)?
3.   I rushed through the bedtime routine because I’m tired and he senses the 

disconnection and is trying to get more connection?
4.  He doesn’t want to the day to be over?

CAN’T OR WON’T? •    Even though he’s exhausted, the fact that he was watching TV up until his bedtime 
and then his dad came home and riled him up, could be a reason that he’s having 
trouble settling down.

•    And then I rushed through his bedtime routine so I didn’t give him any help with  
that either.

•     When I get so frustrated that I yell, he does listen. But maybe that’s because then 
he’s scared of me, or he gives up on my actually helping him get over whatever he’s 
having trouble with. When I yell at him to go to sleep, it’s even harder for him to settle 
and go to sleep—I’m revving him up even more!

•    Decision: Can’t
Maybe all he actually wants is a few minutes of really connecting with me before he
goes to sleep – that’s why he keeps making up excuses to come back out. Maybe he 
doesn’t even know that’s what he needs. He’s just a little kid. I bet that would make 
him feel safe and loved and he could let go and sleep after that.
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noW Choose one oF your ChilD’s typiCal behaviors  
anD go through the same proCess:

BEHAVIOR

WON’T DO IT 
BECAUSE…

CAN’T DO IT 
BECAUSE…

CAN’T OR WON’T?
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