
Behaviour as a Communication

Do you ever wonder why your child does what they do 

?



How Do You Think Your Child is 
Feeling Today?



Definition of Behaviour as a 
Communication

Behaviour is a form of communication

Children and adults are communicating something through their 
behaviour during every day moments, even is its not consciously done. 

A child's problematic or inappropriate behaviour is a sign that a 
situation has created and emotional and physiological change within 
oneself which they are finding difficult to manage

(Hargie 1997, Cross 2004, Bailey and Gast 2014) 



How Might Behaviour Look Like 
Behaviour Problems?

• Failure to understand or pay attention to the rules of conversation, so they might 
interrupt

• Difficulty using different language for different situations, so they might seem 
rude or inappropriate

• Poor or limited vocabulary, so they might swear or always answer in the same 
way

• Difficulty asking for clarification, so they might not be able to do as they have 
been asked

• Difficulty organising information, so they forget things or might be late

• Problems understanding idioms, jokes, sarcasm and slang, so they may be 
confused or aggressive when these are used



Communicating Behaviours

Attention Seeking
Adult feels                                                                     Child believes 

Annoyed

Irritated

Worried

Guilty

Child believes the only way to 
belong is to keep others busy with 
them – They fear abandonment.

Notice Me
Involve Me



Misguided Power

Adult feels                                                                   Child feels

Angry
Challenged
Threatened
Defeated

Child believes the only way to 
belong is to control – They fear 

being insignificant.
Let me help

Give me choices



Revenge

Adult feels                                                                 Child feels

Hurt
Disappointed
Disbelieving
Disgusted

Children who don’t feel they 
belong are hurt, so they may 
hurt others as they feel hurt.

I can’t be loved or liked
I’m hurting

Validate my feelings



Avoidance and Inadequacy

Adult feels                                                                            Child feels

Despair
Hopeless
Helpless
Inadequate

Children who feel they are not 
good enough or confident enough 

to start or achieve 
Don’t give up on me
Break it down for me 



10 Behaviour Management Ideas 

• Give Some Legitimate Control

• Try to meet a child's need for taking responsibility and for having some control e.g. helping with simple jobs at home

• Model Co-operation

• Children learn far more from what they see than they hear. Show them through your behaviour how to respect and co-operate successfully with others

• Using Thanks

• Instead of saying ‘Please put your shoes on’ try saying ‘Put your shoes on thanks’ – This structure takes away the opportunity to argue by assuming the child will 
comply

• Win/Win Situations

• Look for ways where everyone can feel that they have got a bit of what they wanted 

• Give Choices

• This helps to avoid arguments and gives some control to the child over their decisions e.g. ’You can either eat your peas or potatoes first, you choose’ 

• Broken Record

• Simply repeat what you have already said, it sometimes helps to add a time limit ‘You have …. minutes to decide, this can also give the child some face-saving time

• Walk Away

• When misbehaviour or rudeness starts, walk away saying ‘This behaviour is not acceptable, we’ll talk about this later when we are both calmer’

• Be Brief

• Try not to get drawn into long explanations, say what you need to say and use short precise requests

• Ignore What You Can

• Try to ignore and not give attention to low level unwanted behaviours or secondary behaviours, remind of what they should be doing  

• Use Rewards

• Encourage positive behaviour by rewarding what you want to see – rewards can be stickers, star charts, positive praise or simply but very effective your time     



A Few Examples


