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“Love the child in front of you, not the one in your mind.”

I don’t remember where or when I first saw this quote, but 
I have never forgotten it. Who among us, even as adults, 
doesn’t want to be seen and loved as we are?  The humanis-

tic psychologists believed this to be the case, insisting that it is 
not possible for clients to move towards health until they feel 
acceptance, genuineness, and empathy from their therapist. 
Freud, too, said, “In the end, psychoanalysis is a cure of love.” 

As adults, we often see the limitations of our preferred style 
and of the passion that motivates it. Some of us get very at-
tached to our positive self-image, rather liking our Type. Oth-
ers of us have an odious self-image, disliking our Type, but 
nonetheless being attached to it. Even as we seek to move from 
the constraints of our habitual way of being to what is best in 
us, our Type has a pervasive influence in how we see our world, 
including our children.

It can be confusing when we think of Enneagram Types in 
our children. We know our child’s esteem is somewhat condi-
tional on our ability to give them what Carl Roger’s called “Un-

conditional Positive Regard.” Children actually need their 
egos strengthened. For example, our Three children need to 

hear the applause when they put on a skit for the neighbor-
hood or write a good paper. Ones need to be encouraged as 
they try to get that horse drawn exactly like it is in the book, 
and listened to when others disappoint them. Fives need to 
feel their privacy needs being honored as they dig deeply into 
understanding all there is on the subject of dinosaurs. Sevens 
need us to laugh at their jokes and turn drudgery into fun. 
Twos need us to appreciate their help clearing the table or 
erasing the chalkboard. Yet, it can be a concern to us as parents 
to see our phobic Six child terrified of the first day of school, 
or our Four child creating drama in the family by acting out 
his feelings, or our Eight child coming at her sibling with a 
baseball bat, or our Five child disappearing into his room in 
the middle of a holiday gathering, or our Nine child going 
along with a peer group that is making poor choices.   

I believe that the best way to work with parents is to first 
help them see themselves more clearly by understanding their 
Enneagram Type and how …CONTINUED ON PAGE 18

When browsing for good TV shows, I’m often drawn to 
inspirational programs of some sort.   I especially like stories 
of real-life people.  Today on CSPAN, author Kelly Johnson was presenting a panel 
of men she had searched out to tell their stories for her book, A Better Man; each 
chapter was written by a man who she felt could serve as an inspiring role model to 
young men and boys who seek positive male role models but have trouble finding 
them in the modern world.

One of the panel members was four-star Admiral Leighton (“Snuffy”) Smith.  
When he was young, he had a choice: to be pig farmer like his father or to join the 
military.  No surprise, he decided to try for the Naval Academy.  But he wasn’t a 
great student, so nobody thought he would succeed, not even his family; his father 
virtually told him, “It’s okay if you don’t succeed, you can always come home.”  
Fortunately, teachers gave him letters of recommendation out of respect for his 
family.  He was lucky enough to get into the Naval Academy, mainly because of 
those letters.

Sure enough, once in the Naval Academy, he found 
the academic curriculum challenging—so challenging that 

three months into the semester, he was failing three courses and getting “D”s in 
two others (“And there was only five courses in all!”).  He soon found himself called 
into the Commander for Midshipmen’s office.  Knowing that the main job of this 
officer was to dismiss failing students from the Academy, he says he was petrified.

The officer asked him to relax.  Of course, he couldn’t relax, although he tried.  
But the dressing down he expected did not come.  The officer was not harsh with 
him. He asked Smith whether the upperclassmen were giving him a hard time; 
Smith thought about it and said, “No, not really.”  The officer then asked him 
whether he was getting enough help from his teachers; he replied that he’d gotten 
whatever help he’d asked for.

Admiral Smith then paused and related what happened next slowly and deliber-
ately, how the officer looked him right in the eyes and said four simple words that 
he’s never forgotten:   
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the lens of their Type influences the ways they see 
their kids. By the same token, it is important for par-
ents to appreciate that some behaviors are more a re-
flection of age and stage of development than they 
are of their child’s possible Enneagram type.  For ex-
ample, I have noticed that parents of three year olds 
often insist that their child is an Eight after learning 
the Enneagram, not because their child actually is an 
Eight (it is too young to tell in my opinion), but be-
cause a lot of three year olds act in Eight-like ways. 
Similarly, many parents will see their teenagers as 
Fours because of the moodiness, intensity, occasional 
drama, and existential questioning that can so often 
be a part of adolescence, whether or not the teen 
actually is a Four. Developmental stages can mimic 
Type, and sometimes parents will confuse a stage that 
their child is in with Type.

Heisenberg’s “Uncertainty Principal” and the 
“Observer Effect” from quantum physics comes into 
play here as well. I understand his “Uncertainty Prin-
cipal” as the idea that certain aspects of a particle 
or atom cannot be precisely known and therefore 
should be understood as probabilities, not absolutes. 
His “Observer Effect” is the idea that the very act of 
measuring an attribute (typing our children, in this 
case) has an impact on that attribute, and that the 
more accurate you try to make the measurement, the 
more impact. 

What does all of this have to do with kids? It’s diffi-
cult for us to see our own children accurately, because 
we are using the lens of our Type as the instrument to 
view our child. Many of us have had the experience 
of a neighbor, relative or teacher describing to us our 
very own child and it feels as if they are describing 
a stranger, certainly not our child. The more a par-
ent can learn to observe herself and understand her 
own Type, the more likely a parent can see their child 

clearly. I know an Eight father who insists that his 
nine year old son is an Eight, and they contend with 
huge power struggles. The dad sees a world of weak 
and strong, and himself as a hammer in a world of 
nails; he sees his boy in that context. Perhaps with a 
better understanding of his own ego structure and the 
way that makes him see the world, he would be able 
to adjust his view and see and understand his son as 
he actually is. Both father and son would benefit. 

Frequently we have our own point biases that col-
or the way we see our kids. I know a Three mother 
who had a very easy time with her Seven daughter 
because they both had assertive energy and enjoyed 
lots of activity, albeit for different motivations. This 
same mother has struggled in understanding her Four 
daughter because she saw her as somehow deficient in 
ways that the other daughter was not. Who among 
us are free of bias? I have not yet met a parent who 
doesn’t struggle over one child a bit more than anoth-
er. We need to be conscious of our type preferences in 
ourselves and others, especially in our dealings with 
our children. 

One of the ways I work with parents around this 
obstacle is to draw upon the Buddhist concept of 
“Right View”. What is our intention in deciding our 
child is this or that type? Are we using that under-
standing to help guide us towards compassion, un-
derstanding, and acceptance or to support a bias we 
have? By and large, my experience is that most parents 
deeply love their children but often don’t understand 
them. I ask parents to hold their opinions about their 
child lightly with openness to seeing their child as a 
dynamic developing personality rather than statically 
set in a concrete Enneagram type. 

As adults, we know we have all the types within us, 
with perhaps more obvious connections to our wings, 
stress and security points. The same is true with our 

children. I ask parents to not be too certain, because 
certainty will lead them to collecting evidence to sup-
port their point of view and denying evidence to the 
contrary. The Enneagram is not supposed to be about 
absolutes. I might say to a parent, “I can see that your 
child is showing some very Six-like characteristics. 
Let’s try to understand this from what might be a Six 
perspective, and come up with some ideas on how to 
work with this situation.”

What more can we do once we feel we are able to 
bring some clarity of vision to how we see our chil-
dren? How do we work to strengthen their fragile and 
developing egos while keeping in mind that an ego 
gone awry could someday cause them great suffering?

We parents can do this by becoming the holders 
of paradox. We can see and love our self-forgetting 
Nine child while watching for movement into the 
higher essence qualities of Love, where the Nine child 
is no longer invisible to himself or others, weighs in 
and is included, and Right Action, when his energy 
gathers behind his conviction. We can give our Eight 
children clear boundaries, follow through, stand up 
to them and not be bullied, while holding in our 
consciousness their Innocence. We can listen to our 
Six child’s fear of the dark or of our going away for 
the weekend, acknowledge their feelings, answer their 
questions, brainstorm together ways of easing their 
anxiety (a night light and the door open, calling every 
morning and night, etc.) while simultaneously know-
ing that the very thing they are searching for, they 
already have…Trust and Courage.

Most of all, we can listen. The theologian Paul 
Tillich says, “The first duty of love is to listen.” There 
are plenty of accolades, kudos, and rewards given for 
our children’s accomplishments, their doings. Most 
of us would say we want our children to know they 
are loved for who they are, not just what they do. My 
favorite definition of empathy is, “Giving a willing, 
spacious, open presence to another.” Listening well 
to another is like a walk in nature. Something slows 
down inside and we begin to hear the quieter voice 
trying to get out, just like we hear the chirp of an 
unfamiliar bird. If we can learn to listen well to our 
children, we give airtime to all those uncomfortable 
feelings that are a part of Type. We begin to hear our 
One’s annoyance (anger) at her friend or teacher, or 
our Four’s sadness and envy over not getting the main 
part in the play, or our Six’s doubt about asking the 
girl to the dance. 

Through listening, our child becomes famil-
iar with all the characteristics that define his or her 
Type. Little needs to be relegated to the basement of 
the unconscious because the child is feeling listened 
to and loved and accepted exactly as he is, with all 
the messiness and mix of feelings that make us hu-
man. In those moments when we no longer contract 
around the passions as they surface, something magi-
cal begins to open in all of us, children and parents 
alike. It is here, in this crucible of relationship, that 
we know love and all the essence characteristics that 
flow from that source. 				    •
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