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Why do children sometimes
behave in difficult ways ?
Difficult or problematic behaviour is best understood as
a language a child uses us to tell us that something is
wrong. A child is not being bold or naughty. 

As a parent or carer, you can learn your child’s language.

When you do this, you will be able to focus on what your
child is trying to tell you through his/her difficult behaviour.
You will then be able to help your child control his/her
behaviour in the long term, rather than just
focusing on trying to get it to stop in the
short term. Yes – you do want the
difficult behaviour to stop, but you
need to hear the message of the
difficult behaviour before
you can address it.

When you know the message of the
difficult behaviour, you can also prevent
difficult situations from happening. You will
be better able to respond to your child when
he/she has difficult behaviour and you can teach
your child how to tell you what the problem is
and fix it together.

How do I know
what the message is ?

To understand what the message of a difficult behaviour is,
you can ask yourself the following questions:

•  What is the difficult behaviour?  
•  When did it start, and why might
 it have started then?

•  When does it happen, and why
 does it happen at these times?

•  When does it not happen, and why
 does it not happen at these times?

•  How do I respond to the behaviour?
 How do others respond to the behaviour?
 How does this affect my child?

•  What calms my child?

•  What might my child be getting as a result
 of this behaviour?

•  What might my child be loosing as a result
 of this behaviour?

Answering these questions may help you understand the
message hidden in the difficult behaviour. Often, it may
be something like ‘I don’t want to go without you’,
‘I’m hungry’, ‘I’d like something to do now’, ‘I’m tired’,
‘no’ or ‘I need help with this’. If the message is not clear,
you can look for help from someone trained in
Multi-Element Behaviour Support who can do
an in-depth assessment.

This assessment will look at how your child
communicates, your child’s health, how he/she problem
solves, his/her likes and dislikes, along with many
other factors. This assessment will help you uncover
the ‘message’ of the difficult behaviour.  
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Callan Institute, is a service of St. John of God Community
Services, Ltd., Ireland and was founded in 1994 to provide
consultation services to individuals with an intellectual disability
and behaviours that challenge; to provide training and support
services to their families and staff teams; and to support
the use of effective, non-aversive methods,
using the Multi-Element Model.  

With thanks to:

The National Lottery, and the staff and
families in St. John of God Carmona
Services, St. John of God Menni
Services, Trasna Training Services
and Brothers of Charity, Cork.

Multi-Element Behaviour Support
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If you would like to find out more, please contact:

Crinken House, Crinken Lane, Shankill, Co. Dublin.
Tel: 01 272 1030, Fax: 01 272 0129, Email: callan@sjog.ie

www.callaninstitute.org
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