
Behaviours of Distress
Helping Professionals, Parents/Carers to
Understand: 
When your child/young person acts in ways that feel
challenging or concerning, it can be overwhelming. This
guide helps you understand that these behaviours are your
child/young persons way of communicating with you.
They're telling you something important about how they're
feeling or what they need.

What You Might Notice
Your child/young person might show distress
through:

Physical behaviours:
Self-soothing movements
(stimming) like rocking,
hand-flapping, or spinning
Self-harm behaviours
Repeating the same
actions over and over

Emotional responses:
Meltdowns (big emotional
outbursts)
Shutdowns (going quiet,
withdrawing, or "checking
out")
Increased worry or anxiety

Understanding why this happens

What's happening inside their
body:

Feeling unwell or in pain
Being tired or hungry
Hormonal changes
Side effects from
medication
Big emotions they can't
express in words

Think of these behaviours as your child/young persons alarm system.
Something is triggering distress, and they're responding the best way they
know how.

What's happening around
them:

Loud noises, bright lights,
or crowded spaces
Changes to their routine
Something someone said or
did
Feeling misunderstood or
not heard

Building up over time:
Multiple stressful things
happening
Not getting their needs
met
Feeling overwhelmed by
daily demands



DO try these approaches:

Show understanding of
their difficulty
Give space and time to
calm down
Use practiced calming
strategies
Reduce expectations
temporarily
Protect their dignity
Stay calm yourself

In the Moment

AVOID these responses:

Punishing them
Offering rewards to stop
the behaviour
Teaching new skills
during meltdowns
Assuming the trigger was
the last thing that
happened

Long Term Strategies
Prevention is key:

Notice behaviour patterns
Identify and reduce triggers together
Build in regular breaks

Create predictable routines
Teach regulation skills when calm
Meet sensory and communication needs

Remember This Important Truth
Your child/young person is doing the best they can with the skills and resources they
have right now. When they're struggling with behaviour, they need more support, not
more consequences.

Getting More Support
If you're feeling overwhelmed, that's completely normal. Consider reaching out to:

Your child's teacher or school counselor
Your pediatrician
A therapist who understands neurodivergent children
Parent support groups in your community or online

Helpful Resources

Collaborative Problem Solving by Dr. Ross Greene - Focuses on working with
your child to solve problems together
Punished by Rewards by Alfie Kohn - Explains why reward systems often
backfire
No Drama Discipline by Daniel Siegel - Gentle approaches to guidance and
boundaries
Conscious Discipline - Social and emotional learning strategies
Experience Sensitive Approach - Understanding how individual differences
affect behaviour


