
BEHAV IOUR

Our children are constantly telling us 
what’s going on in their inner world 
through their behaviour. But if we don’t 
know how to decipher the clues, we 
can’t get to the root of the behaviour and 
therefore can’t offer the guidance and 
support needed.
 For instance, a client’s teen refused 
to bathe. His room was a disaster and 
he left a trail of chaos everywhere 
he went in the house. Unable to see 
beyond the behaviour to the underlying 
message in the behaviour, his mother 

 In therapy I explained to the mother 
that no child truly wants to smell, live in 
a pigsty, and behave in an ugly manner. 
If you watch little children before we 
impose our agenda on them, you see how 
proud they are of their lives. They are 
proud of a simple drawing they made, 
proud of being able to dress themselves, 
proud of being able to tie their own 
shoes, as well as proud of their new 
toy, new shoes or new clothes. If a child 
behaves in a manner that shows they 
have no personal pride, it means their 
internal world has very possibly become 
a depressing place to live in. When 
their internal sense of themselves is so 
impoverished, this feeling can’t help but 
spill over into their external reality.
 The mother began to see that her son’s 
behaviour was less an act of de!ance and 
more an indication of his inner chaos. 
Once she realised this, she became his 
ally in his pain instead of his adversary. 
She stopped focusing on whether he had 
cleaned his room and instead turned her 
attention to why he wasn’t motivated to 
be tidy.
 As the mother’s emphasis shifted 
from !xing her son’s behaviour to 
helping him with his low self-esteem, 
their home became a safe place for 
the son to be transparent. Instead of 
nagging about all the things he hadn’t 
done, the mother forged a connection 
with her son by spending time with 
him, even if it was to play video games 
she ordinarily never engaged in. She 
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berated him daily about his slovenly 
ways. She felt her only recourse was to 
punish him. First she took away his cell 
phone, then his computer, followed by 
his Play Station. When none of these 
worked, she grounded him, which only 
served to increase her misery since he 
messed up the home more than ever. 
Finally exasperated, she slapped him 
and screamed, “I wish you had never 
been born!” At this point she realised 
the situation was out of control and they 
needed professional help.
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also went for walks with him and took 
him to lunch. Slowly he came out of his 
shell to the point he could talk about 
what was bothering him. Therapy 
helped them both open up about the 
ways they had hurt each other in the 
past. As the son began to share his 
feelings more, his negativity lightened. 
Although the process took almost a 
year, by the end he had begun to take 
care of himself and had found a full-
time job.
 This approach isn’t quick. But because 
it’s real instead of arti!cial, it yields 
lasting results. By focusing on the 
unearthing of a child’s potential within 
a safe and nurturing environment, we 
honour the fact that every child holds 
within them the wisdom required for 
their own growth. Who knew that 
parenting involves sleuthing for clues 
that reveal what’s being said through a 
child’s behaviour?
 Having said this, I would be the !rst 
to admit that since children don’t use 
logic or intellectural theories to explain 
how they feel, it can be challenging for a 
parent to understand the meaning behind 
their actions. Most of us don’t even 
understand our own actions, so how can 
we understand those of another?
 As adults, many of us have adopted 
highly dysfunctional means of 
expressing our pain. For example, when 
we feel hurt, we may go to a bar and 
drink all night instead of expressing the 
pain we are experiencing in an articulate 
way. Or we may lash out at our spouse 
by sleeping with someone else. But can 
younger children get in the car and  
head to a bar?
 Children have similar struggles with 
feeling hurt, except they cover up their 
hurt by rolling their eyes, using rude 
words, or sticking their tongue out at us. 
As the stakes become higher, they engage 
in more risky behaviour, which is why 
you see young teens taking drugs, binge 
drinking, or being promiscuous.  
 These are children who are 
screaming for help but not receiving it.
 When you can read the subtext of 
behaviour and recognise what the 
surface acting out is truly about, you 
realise that dysfunctional behaviour 
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your part because you are in control. 
 Your child’s reaction is happening 
on a feeling level; he is reacting to 
your energy. When he is disrespectful, 
stop focusing on his de!ance. Act like 
it doesn’t exist. Instead, direct your 
attention to the fact that he’s hurting 
from his perception that he’s lost 
connection with you. Touch the hurt at 
its depths. Only when you do this does it 
become possible to address the external 
behaviour without having it morph into 
some other dysfunction.
 Whenever we lose it with our children, 
it’s because our own pain has resurfaced. 
Usually, this pain originates from before 
age 10, when we felt out of control and 
helpless in many ways. Trying to gain 
control, our adult self "ails about wildly 
in an effort to stave off the feeling of 
vulnerability that’s been awakened. 
What we could never do as a child, 
we now do as an adult. The tragedy 
is that we are unleashing our pent-up 
frustration on the wrong person. Instead 
of our parents, our children now become 
the punching bag. This is how the same 
patterns of behaviour reoccur in families 
over generations.
 To the degree we unearth and face our 
residual pain from childhood, we will 
be able to discern our children’s true 
feelings and identify a wise course of 
action that honours those feelings.

Discipl ine may stop 
h im for the moment 
but the child will 
turn to another 
form of acting out 
until the reason 
for the behaviour is 
addressed.

comes about incrementally. The girl 
who suddenly runs away from home 
didn’t get to this state overnight. The 
state she’s in has been built up over 
the years from her countless unhelpful 
moment-to-moment interactions with 
her parents.
 As an indicator of how dif!cult it 
can initially be to identify what a child 
is feeling, parents often ask me, “How 
am I supposed to know what my child 
is feeling when he keeps sticking his 
tongue out at me in de!ance?” The 
parent is so focused on the fact the child 
is sticking his tongue out that they don’t 
even consider the underlying factors. I 
tell such parents that while their child 
may be expressing disrespect on one 
level, this is super!cial. I also caution 
them that if they respond at this level, 
they will perpetuate the behaviour.
 The parent then counters, “But 
when he sticks out his tongue, aren’t I 
supposed to reprimand him? Isn’t that 
what any normal parent would do?”
 Discipline may stop him for the 
moment but the child will turn to 
another form of acting out until the 
reason for the behaviour is addressed.
 I explain, ”You started your 
interaction with your son with a 
subconscious script which said your 
instructions needed to be followed. If 
they weren’t, you saw it as an act of 
de!ance. But your son didn’t buy into 
your instructions which is where the 
disconnect lies. When you realised 
your subconscious script wasn’t being 
ful!lled, you likely reacted with anger 
and perhaps disappointment. Your son 
picked on this and began to push back 
which fuelled your frustration even 
more. The cycle, which began when your 
movie wasn’t working out in everyday 
life, becomes self-perpetuating.”
 The reality is that the more you 
punish your son, the more he’ll resist 
you. The only way to stop this madness 
is to understand that your son has 
begun tuning you out, since he feels 
chores are more important to you than 
he is. It means you need to reconnect 
with him so he feels engaged with 
you and therefore values what you 
are asking of him. He needs to see his 
chores as a valid contribution on his 
part and not simply an imposition on 
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