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What do 
Impulse/Impulsive Mean?

Impulse: A person’s natural 
tendency or urge to act or feel in 

a particular way.

Impulsive: Act first, think later
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Impulsive Behaviour…

• Is related to your child’s inability to 
put on the “mental brakes” before 

acting.
• Is often a symptom of a brain-based 

condition like ADHD.
• Can also be a response to trauma, 

anxiety or a Learning Disorder (LD) 



Impulsive behaviours can improve by 
learning new strategies and making 
gradual steps toward change.



Impulsive Children…

• Impulsivity is a “normal personality trait”

• Impulsive behaviours interfere with the 
child's ability to function in ways that are 
similar to children of their same age and 
developmental level. 

• Frequently fall between the cracks. 

• Often sent for testing that reveals NO 
ADD, ADHD, Oppositional Defiance 
disorder or any disorders on the 
spectrum

• This is especially true for children or 
youth impacted by trauma

• However, in children with ADHD, 
Impulsive behaviour occurs frequently --
at home, school or in the community. 



Impulsivity – What you 
might see

• Does silly or inappropriate things

• Trouble following rules consistently

• Aggressive toward other children

• Trouble waiting turns in games and 
conversations

• Grabs things

• Pushes in line

• Overreacts to emotions, mistakes and 
criticism

• Wants the last word and the first turn

• Doesn’t understand how words or 
behaviour affect others 

• Doesn’t understand the consequences 
of actions



“You can’t teach a child how 
to control their impulses 
with a one-time lecture. 

You have to do it 
one teachable moment, 
one situation at a time.” 

- Parent expert, Michele Borba



Other Factors

Language or Communication disorders
• Have difficulty understanding directions 

so they don’t wait for instructions to be 
given and just act instead. 

• They may act out because they’re 
frustrated that others can’t understand 
them. Some kids may not understand 
how conversation works, so they may 
not know when to stop talking or how 
to stay on topic.

Executive Functions
• Difficulty self monitoring and struggle 

with regulating and controlling their 
thoughts and actions. 



Emotional Regulation

• They may struggle with awareness of 
their own emotions and the emotions 
of others

• They get easily frustrated triggering 
impulsive behaviours.

• Important to teach them how to 
calm/lower the intensity of their 
emotions before they trigger an 
impulsive behavioural response.



High Risk Behaviours

• Impulsivity may lead to accidents such 
as knocking over objects or banging 
into people.

• Children with extreme impulsive 
behaviours or ADHD may also engage in 
potentially dangerous activities.

• Lack consideration of risks or 
consequences. 

• For instance, they may climb to 
precarious positions.



Teenage Impulsivity

• Studies show teenagers are more thrill-seeking 
and drawn to the rewards of risky behaviour 
than their adult counterparts.

• More prone to impulsiveness than adults 
because their brains simply function differently. 

• Their brain is still developing, and the systems 
responsible for impulse control are not fully 
formed.

• They tend to think less about the repercussions 
of their behaviour and are much more prone to 
the effects of peer pressure.

• This impacts teenagers' decision-making 
processes.



• While biology certainly plays a role, a 
major contributing factor to the 
impulsivity of the teenage years is the 
social anxiety which arises from feeling 
left out.

• This fear of failure, exclusion and 
humiliation often impacts how an 
adolescent chooses to behave. 

• The modern use of technology/social 
media also contributes to a desire for 
immediate satisfaction/gratification

• The importance of external social 
factors should not be overlooked in 
considering teen impulsiveness.

Teenage Impulsivity-
Other Factors



How to Help Impulsive Teens
• Encouraging your teen to think about the 

consequences of their actions.
• When appropriate, teens benefit from 

opportunities to be accountable for their 
actions

• Steer your teen toward healthy activities, 
like sports, which are productive ways of 
releasing energy and stress without 
engaging in negative impulsive 
behaviours. 



What we know helps

Children or youth with high impulse 
behaviours or  ADHD may manage 
better:

• in one-to-one situations
• when the activity is interesting to 

them
• when there is an immediate payoff 

for behaving well
• when properly supervised
• in the early part of the day, rather 

than later



1. Defusing the Impulsivity
Help your child notice impulses by identifying 
triggers, situations and emotions so they can  
become aware of their impulses before they 
lead them to a negative outcome.

2. Give Specific Strategies for Self-Control
Focusing on telling your child what you want 
them to do instead of focusing on the negative. 
Try saying something like: 

“I know you are excited to play that video game, how 
about you take turns with your friend? I can set up a 
timer.”

“Let’s think of four things you can do while your 
friends play so you’re able to share.“

3. Don’t Lecture
Children need time to process and integrate 
information. When you lecture, your child 
becomes overwhelmed with too much 
information and shuts down and stops listening.

7 Steps to Managing 
Impulsive Behaviours



4. Be Brief
Use short statements and use instructive 
action.  Explain how to behave, be clear

5. Give Cues
Use reminder cues. 

6. Be Willing to Repeat Yourself
The key to curtailing impulsive behaviour is to 
teach your child how to think before they act, 
and that requires repetition of your lessons. 

7. Give Do-Overs
Children learn from experience far more than 
they learn from words. 

The best way to increase their learning is with 
repetition. After you’ve completed any 
instructive corrections make sure to give your 
child a chance to try again and acknowledge 
their efforts.



Visual communication tools:

• Enable children to be able to organize 
themselves and improve their self-
control

• Increases independence
• Are very helpful for transitions
• Increase effective communication 

skills, both verbal and nonverbal



The Rules

• Post house rules using both words 
and pictures 

• Have children restate rules before 
beginning an activity

• Use concrete items to indicate 
timelines (i.e., timers, watches)

• Use visual aids to support verbal 
requests



Consider creating behaviour 
contracts with your teens



Make Your Own Chart with
Clip Art to build positive routines

To Do Done



Reminder Cards



Helping Teens Get Organized

Is there anything else it helped with?
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Resources
• Community Education Service, Child & Youth 

Mental Health Program, 905-521-2100 ext. 74147
www.mchcommunityed.ca

• Contact Hamilton 905-570-8888
• www.livesinthebalance.org
• www.additudemag.com
• www.understood.org
• www.preschoology.com
• www.mayoclinic.com
• www.webmd.com/add-adhd/guide
• www.dotolearn.com
• www.kidpointz.com
• How Would You Feel If – Social Skills App (IOS, 

small fee)
• Model Me Going Places 2 (IOS, free)
• Watchminder
• www.yourspacehamilton.com

https://www.hamiltonhealthsciences.ca/mcmaster-
childrens-hospital/patients-visitors/family-resources/
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