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Feelings Detective

All behaviour is communication. The behaviour we see is just the tip of the iceberg, the small part above
the waterline, with a lot going on underneath.

Unmet needs drive behaviour

We all have needs that must be met to thrive: food, sleep, safety, love, belonging, and later, achievement, self-
esteem and respect. When these needs feel threatened, it shows up as uncomfortable feelings, which then
affect behaviour. Adults are usually better at masking this, but children are still learning. Even we can react out
of fear rather than anger; shouting at a child who has wandered off is really about how frightened we felt, not
anger at them.

An everyday example

Imagine a child has fallen out with a friend at school. That might make them feel like they do not belong
anymore, which can come out as sadness, loneliness or anger. We may have no idea this has happened until we
ask them to put their shoes away and are met with tears or a tantrum that seems wildly out of proportion to the
request.

Become a feelings detective

Rather than reacting to the behaviour on the surface, it helps to pause and ask what feeling is being expressed,
and what need feels threatened. Sometimes we can meet the need straight away, like offering food if they are
hungry. Other times we cannot fix the underlying problem, but we can listen, acknowledge the feeling, and help
think through possible solutions.

Next time things kick off, pause for a moment and remember: the behaviour is just the tip of the iceberg.
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