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CHRONIC PATIENTS' POWER GAMES AND
THE PROPER SETTING OF LIMITS

Nathaniel S. Lehrman, M.D.

The author found that the chronic mental patients at a state hospital aftercare
clinic brought for consultation because of lack of therapeutic progress were all
engaged in manipulative power games with the staff. The most common games
involved medication, attendance and punctuality, and misbehavior. Defiance was
the major motive: the patients' ability to frustrate and triumph over the stafT
created subtle "highs" for them in otherwise bleak lives. The staffs were usually
unaware of the games. When they recognized them, stopped them effectively, and
focused therapeutically on helping the patients examine and change their mal·
adaptive ways of acting and thinking, improvement began to occur. Power games
are important in other aspects of psychiatric practice; examples are given.

Many chronic mental patients play manipulative power games
which are unrecognized by those treating them. Despite thirty "
years of practice in many settings, I had not appreciated the
importance of this phenomenon until I began serving as consultant
to several day hospitals/aftercare clinics at a large state hospital.
One of my responsibilities was to lead staff conferences to discuss
patients whose treatment seemed to be at an impasse. I found that

Nathaniel S. Lehrman, M.D., is Clinical Director (retired), Kingsboro Psychiat·
ric Center, Brooklyn NY; formerly, Assistant Clinical Professor of Psychiatry,
Albert Einstein College of Medicine, Bronx, NY, and Downstate Medical Center,
Brooklyn, NY.

Address correspondence to Dr. Lehrman at 10 Nob Hill Gate, Roslyn, N.Y.,
11676.

PSYCHIATRIC QUAIlTEJtLY. Vol. 62, No. I. Spriq 1991
On-%710191/0)(lO.-OO67S06.5OI0 ce 1991 HWlWl Sdenca Pras, 1m:. 67







72
PSYCHIATRIC QUAIlTERLy

73~~~s. LBJIRMAN

. t'ves them a quick, intensealized people. Such d~fiant con:::s :ch as cocaine. The possible
"kick"-like that ~btain~from J:. treatment do not concern
harm such victones InJght do.to fr::: it anyway. Indeed, if, like
them because they expect nothmg t arera they have made theh h assed the fur-coa we , .
the woman w 0 ar " Ii .ous rinciple, or say they have,
games a matter of political or re gl Pte their defiance. In some
inconsistent limits will usu:lI~ ~f~:v:ne of the paths to hea~en.
traditions, martyrdom for t ella~k to conquer by doing phYSical.

Mental patients do not usua y Id Imost certainly be called.
harm to others since the police w~u ~iallY over authority fig.
But subtle, .psychol0!pcal~tn~r::; :~rrePtitious, pleasure: Eac~
ures, can yield consldera e, ani ulate someone, especially If
time these pati~nts suceessful~forfhe moment. "Connin'!" a?y.
he is in authOrity, they feel. g f1i t b t deceiving the psychiatrist,I·· taffhas thiS e ec U . I
one on the c mlc s .. I t cture can yield partlcu arat the top of the orgamzatlOna s ru ,
satisfaction.
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CONCLUSION

. mental patients and some crimi· .
Demoralized' people-chro~l~ th e around them in order to g.et
nals-play power ga,,?esl ~~~cks,,°trom their "victories." Rec?g~lz,
immediate psychologlca major cause of therapeutic 1m.
ing this very common proc~~s, ~ enables one to treat these pa.
Passe in chronic mental pa ~en, ust be firmly stopped or

f1i f Iy Their games m . . I' Ptients more e ec Ive . . to unrestrained crlmma Ity. a.
they can otherwise mushroo~;n gage in useful and satisfying
tients must be hel?B

d
inste\ 0 e:d restructure their habits, ca.activities which Will strengt en a

pacities and skills.
PATIENTS' MOTIVATIONS FOR POWER GAMES

'Successful handling of patients' power games requires an under.
:standing- of why they engage in them. Many chronic patients
:anticipate little or nothing good ahead of them and therefore live
:almost entirely for the present. Pleasure at the moment becomes
,lIIore important than anything an uncertain future might bring.
: Domination or triumph over others, and over authority itself, is
.a major Source of pleasure for many of these hopeless and demor.

I,

1
I

to find his own place. His mother ignored the violation ofagreed-on
house rules, sided with her "sick" son against her husband's fury
and the battle escalated.

Defining people engaged in misbehaVior, including power
games. as "mentally ill:' 'and therefore failing to set limits upon
them, not only impedes them from regaining appropriate behavior
patterns but encourages more misbehavior-the opposite of the
handling of the woman who pilfered candy or the man having sex
with the female patients. The consequences can be tragic.

In Philadelphia, Maggie Phillips and her disabled husband fled
the violent rages of their mentally ill sOn who refused all treat.
'ment.· They left their three bedroom row house to him and moved
'into Maggie's parents' small apartment. He set fires on the lawn,
put up .obscene posters, removed most of the doors, bashed in the
g-as range and stripped the house of all its wallpaper. No legal
actions were taken.

On the contrary, Maggie brought him food, replaced the windows
:he broke and vainly continued to seek treatment for him. After he
smashed the front door and downstairs windows of the house,

,hreaking the sashes as well as the glass, the police took him to a
:mental he'alth center which refused to commit him because nobody
':had witnessed him destroy the house. Only when he became en.
;' "aged at the center, and tried to destroy its glass front door, did it
.·!/inally admit him. After a brief period of treatment, it released
';him without follow.up-an even greater danger than before. The
~I'hillipses never dared return to their own home. Young Phillips
;\\'as onl! of many never·previously.violent individuals described by

, ':'saac and Armat4 who became dangerous, and even homicidal,
!after "mental illness" repeatedly prevented limits from being set
:on thei,' mounting misbehavior..;
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