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Factors that contribute to 
Difficult Behavior

• Developmental levels

• Temperament

• Feelings

• Parent Response

What can we do with all this?



Developmental Levels
Each developmental level presents unique 

social-emotional challenges

• 0-2 Attachment and self regulation (calming).
• 3-5 Struggle for power and control.
• 6-8 Imagination (and fears), peer comparison, social problem 

solving, moral development.
• 9-11 Group influence, pre-puberty changes & self-

consciousness.
• 12+ Independence, emotional regulation, judgment & 

relationships.
* The brain is not done developing until about 25!



Temperament Trivia!
Main Temperament Traits

Sensitivity Intensity

Persistence Adaptability

Impulse Control Focus

Activity Level



Sensitivity
“THE FERRARI”  

• 20% of population.
• Processing more sensory data i.e. notices details.
• Self and other conscious. 
• Feels feelings deeply.
• Pleaser, perfectionist or ’good child’ role. Often conflict avoidant.
• Prone to anxiety and overwhelm due to demand, pace, intensity, 

chaos, distractions, fatigue. 

Ways to help: 
• Warnings about upcoming changes or transitions. 
• Inquire about stress level. 
• Minimize sensory overload i.e. distractions, chaos, pressure. 
• Enough rest and downtime.



Intensity
“THE NUCLEAR REACTOR” 

• Intensely positive & negative.
• Emotionally reactive.
• Easily flooded by surges of quick, intense emotional energy. 
• Prone to dramatic behavior. 
• Hard to regulate own energy and reactions. 
• Behavior geared to communicate intensity of experience vs. make a 

spectacle.

Ways to help: 
• Acknowledge strong feelings, but contain behavior with clear rules. 
• Give time to recover—away from stressor & intense feelings.
• Help child monitor their ‘emotional wave.’ 
• Teach calming exercises and calm-down breaks. 



Persistence
“THE PIT BULL” 

• Willfull.
• Can get stuck on ideas. 
• Over-focused on goal. 
• Hard to practice flexible thinking. 
• Hard time with authority and with perspective when activated. 
• Prone to power struggles. 
• Will be a great CEO, but hard to parent.

Ways to help: 
• Validate their difficulty flexing.
• Work on flexibility & multiple solutions. 
• Don’t engage in power struggles. 
• Keep authority clear & give clear choices. 



Adaptability
“THE RESISTOR” 

• It’s all about adapting to change—mental or physical. 
• Hard time with transitions or switching gears. 
• Prone to rigid responses-digging in. 
• Reactive if pushed to transition before ready. 
• May lock-up when feel out of control or vulnerable.

Ways to help: 
• Identify and plan for difficult transitions (i.e. am/pm routines).
• Talk about importance of flexibility. 
• Give warnings about changes in routine (esp. endings & exits). 
• For struggling kids—a map of the day. 
• Create clear plans, consistent structure and model flexibility!



Impulse Control
“GREASED LIGHTNING” 

• Quick reactions. 
• Thought filter often not activated before action. 
• Their bodies betray them. 
• Often energetic/restless. 
• Prone to self-esteem issues b/c they’re so often at the epicenter.  

Ways to help: 
• STRUCTURE! i.e. clear rules and expectations. 
• Help express feelings, so they don’t get converted to impulses. 
• Help kids practice ‘stop and think’ or ‘words before hands’. 
• Anticipate high energy or low structure moments and make plans for 

good choices. 
• Forgive. 



Focus
“THE DAYDREAMER” OR “THE LASER" 

• Focus shifts between     under—optimal—over    (too little or too much 
brain energy applied to focus). 

• Low focus: distractible, disorganized, poor memory.
• Often not meeting full potential in work. 
• Over-focused: intense focus on current interest (reading, electronics). 

Ways to help: 
• Talk about focus issues we notice (where/when). 
• Teach self-monitoring.
• Create energy plan for low focus situations i.e. movement breaks, 

fidgets, reward systems for homework.
• Make a plan for over-focus moments (eye contact, verbal response, 

etc.).
• Lists, charts, calendars etc. to help with organization.  



Activity Level
“THE JET” 

• Stimulus hungry. 
• Need for stimulus trumps everything else i.e ability to follow rules. 
• Scans environment for sources of energy (positive or negative). 
• Energy absorbing but also energy overflow i.e. restless, impatient, bored. 
• Hard time regulating energy level and prone to over-energized states.

Ways to help: 
• Exercise!! 
• Teach self-monitoring (1-10 scale for restlessness). 
• High/protein low carb/sugar diet. 
• Energy breaks for home and school—to release energy i.e. standing 

desk, fidget toys, wiggle seat. 
• High structure with rewards. Clear authority.



Remember…
• Temperament is not an excuse but an explanation. Adjust your 

expectations to fit what’s realistic for your child.

• Separate temperament from intentional behavior (defiance) to 
preserve self-esteem.

• Educate kids about their temperament (i.e. what’s hard and easy 
for them).

• Temperament comes in layers e.g. sensitivity covered by high 
activity.

• Help kids take responsibility by: Understanding typical situations 
that can get difficult. Communicating with adults when struggling. 
Problem-solving to prevent future incidents. Showing maximum 
effort.



Feelings
• Feelings create behaviors. 

• Unexpressed feelings build up and create body energy.

• Feelings are communication. Kids who can talk about 
feelings don’t have to communicate through behavior.

• All feelings are okay. It’s what you do with them that 
counts.

• Strong feelings disrupt cognitive processing (flooding).

• Talk about feelings, except when your child is flooded. 
Then, give time to calm and review later.



Parent Response
Balancing Empathy & Authority

Empathy: Attune to their feelings, thoughts, perspectives. Find out 
why they’re acting the way they are. Teach empathy and insight 
through modeling.

Authority: Parents hold power. Clear expectations, enough 
guidance, demand respect for people and family rules, consistent 
consequences. 

Example: 2 ways to respond to “I hate you!”

*Structure always helps: Clear family rules, consistent routines, 
united parenting, good family communication, responsibilities for 
kids.



Navigating difficult moments
• Start with empathy to build cooperation. Inquire about why the 

behavior is happening. Help your child express feelings. Validate 
shared feelings.

• Invite joint problem-solving—“What can we do about it?”

• If behavior escalates, increase Authority (clarify rules and deliver 
consequences as needed).

• If child becomes flooded, encourage calm down break, and limit input.  

• When calm, review situation. 

• Use a reward system for re-occurring behaviors. 



Preview and Review
Tools for learning

Learn to anticipate which situations are most difficult for your 
child to handle. Then Preview, or make a plan for good 
choices before you enter that situation.

• Anticipate frustrations and feelings
• Anticipate high energy
• Anticipate social dilemmas
• Make choices clear

• Plan for check-ins
• Outline natural consequences
• Plan for rewards, if needed



Review situations (after everyone calms down) that 
don’t go well so that your child can learn as much as 
they can from the incident. The Review includes the 
following questions:

1.  Remember when…? Help your child recall the 
situation.

2.  What were you feeling? Validate, or let them know 
you understand their feelings.

3.  What did you do with that feeling? (i.e. hit, scream, 
run away, etc.). 

4.  Was that the best way to express that feeling? 
(Help them self-evaluate).



5.  How could you express that feeling in a better way? 
(e.g. tell the person how you feel, take a break & 
count to 10, walk away, get help from an adult, etc.).

6.  What will you do next time? Have the child plan for 
the emotional/behavioral choices they will make next 
time they are in this kind of situation. Can role play.

7.  Repair (Have your child apologize, make amends 
etc., if necessary).

8.  Discuss consequences. (Make sure to reduce 
consequences if your child has put good effort into 
participating in the Review).

9. Now that the learning has taken place, help your 
child decide to let the incident go and move on.



Recap!
• Remember, the behavior is the tip of the iceberg!

• Know your child’s Temperament and its strengths and weaknesses.

• Balance empathy and authority in your parenting. 

• Add structure to daily life through chores, clear rules and 
expectations. 

• Help your kids talk about their feelings. Validate their feelings.

• Teach (and model) flexibility and compromise.

• Preview situations that might get tricky.

• Review situations that don’t go well.



It’s all in here!
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