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You Can’t Win 
 
Is there a way to stop your kids from whining? The authors believe game theory can help. 
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Kids are crack negotiators. Parents often find themselves rehashing discussions about vegetable 
consumption, screen time and when the lights go out. If there is more than one kid in the family, the 
squabbles over what’s fair can wear anyone down. Is there a way to cut the whining? 
 
Paul Raeburn (a writer and father) and Kevin Zollman (a professor at Carnegie Mellon) have an 
answer: game theory, the branch of mathematics devoted to how people interact when one person’s 
choices affect what others do in response. In “The Game Theorist’s Guide to Parenting,” the authors 
argue that a strategic approach to dealing with children “can help parents avoid arguments, reduce 
sibling conflicts and encourage a sense of fairness.” In the best of circumstances, parents adopting 
such an approach “will create a win-win situation. Not only will you reduce conflict and encourage 
your children to do what they should, you will also be teaching them strategies for solving problems 
they will face long after leaving the family.” 
 
After making that promise, the authors introduce classic game-theory concepts—the Prisoner’s 
Dilemma, the Dictator Game, Nash equilibria—and apply them to domestic concerns. They cover not 
just math but psychology, including research into when children develop a sense of empathy. Short 
answer: not as young as you might wish. A preschooler is totally willing to eat a big piece of cake in 
front of another kid who has none. The wise parent knows that you can’t appeal to a child’s better 
self until she has a better self. 
 



 
 
With that in mind, there are some useful parenting tips. “I cut, you pick” is a good strategy for dividing 
up treats. Something that can’t be divided—such as who gets to play the new Wii first—can be 
auctioned off, with the winner bidding the highest number of chores. The goal is always to achieve 
Pareto optimality, where everyone is as happy as she can be without hurting anyone else. 
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When it comes to discipline—the wisest part of this book—the strategic parent understands 
credibility. That is, “you need to threaten with an action that you would be willing to take when the 
time comes.” Many a parent has rued shouting, “I will turn this car around!” as the kids fight on the 
way to school. The kids ignore you because they know you can’t follow through. But threaten an 
outcome they know you would relish—eating at that tapas restaurant instead of McDonald’s—and 
you probably won’t have to carry out your threat. 
 
You can raise the stakes for young liars by asking detailed questions. “You need to develop a 
consistent reputation as the ‘questioner’ so that your child knows the barrage of questions is on the 
way,” the authors write. The potential liar will have to spend a lot of mental effort preparing a 
plausible yarn. “For small lies, the effort of making up a story might not be worth the trouble.” 
Another finding: People are more likely to take risks to avoid losses than to secure gains. That means 
you don’t want to threaten to take driving privileges away from your teenager for misbehaving Your 
kid will take risks to avoid getting caught. Instead, use driving as a reward for not causing trouble. 
 
All of this is fine as far as it goes. But the danger of mashing up two disparate topics—even as cleverly 
as the authors do here—is that you wind up not saying much new about either. And in their attempts 
to make game theory accessible, the authors go overboard with pat anecdotes. The chapter on why 
people are more affected by short-term consequences than long-term ones, for instance, features a trio 
of examples—author Zollman refusing to take care of his cat as a kid, a little girl playing in her big 
sister’s room despite repeated admonitions, and a dad who keeps refusing to get up with a crying 
baby—that get rehashed no fewer than nine times. It’s almost an experiment in how quickly you can 
get a reader to skip to the end of the section. 
 
Unlike most parenting books, however, this one is based on actual research into how humans behave. 
Thinking a bit more about strategy and incentives could improve many human interactions. And in 
the home it should increase the odds that there will be less whining for all involved. 
 
—Ms. Vanderkam is the author of  
“I Know How She Does It: How Successful Women Make the  
Most of Their Time.” 
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