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The 15-Day Fix
to Stop Defiant
Behavior in
its Tracks
Your child is openly, blatantly defiant and your confrontations sometimes
escalate to violence. Traditional rewards and punishments don’t help;
sometimes, they hurt. So what do you do? Change focus. More specifically,
change your mindset about bad behavior and consequences, and manage
your own mood to model how to behave in stressful situations. Start here
with this 15-step action plan.

Day 1. Start building the foundation for a strong parent-child rela-

tionship. Children can better cope with discipline from parents when they
have bonding experiences that offset times of conflict. Starting today, set
aside five to fifteen minutes daily of positive time together, doing things
your child likes. During this time, start conversations by telling her about
your day and asking for her opinion. Aim to take the focus off school or
emotional difficulties, and provide a neutral common ground. During your
time together, use positive reinforcement and remain upbeat; do not address any lingering academic or behavioral problems now.

Starting today, set
aside five to fifteen
minutes daily doing
things your child likes.

Day 2. Approach your child with compassion, recognizing that he needs

extra assistance — regardless of whether he admits it. Instead of seeing bad
behavior as defiance, remember that kids want to behave well and succeed.
The emotional intensity and impulsivity of ADHD can just make it harder
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for them to do so. They are frustrated when they mess up all the time. Come
from a place of wanting to help, rather than condemning bad behavior.
Today, remember that you’re not letting them off the hook when they misbehave and you choose to focus on teaching them strategies to control their
behavior.

Day 3. Dig deep to figure out why your child is having a problem meet-

ing an expectation and then melting down. Today, take the assessment at
LivesInTheBalance.org to help identify your child’s most daunting challenges, and find the right language to respond. Once you know the cause, it is
easier to anticipate meltdowns and try to avoid them. If you must do something that you know can trigger a meltdown, plan ahead. Build in something
you know interests your child to turn the trip into a positive experience, and
promise an extra bonus if you can all keep your emotions in check. For example, if you have to make a trip to the mall, tell kids they can have a special
snack and visit the pet store at the end of the trip if they behave. Or turn
around negative emotions by giving a child a compliment or asking about
something that is interesting to him during times you know are difficult.

Your actions need
to convey, “I’m
in control, and
everything’s OK. I’m
not anxious. I am
not going to freak
out no matter what
happens.”

Day 4. Stay calm. Before trying to control your child’s behavior, you must

gain control of your own emotions. Your actions need to convey, “I’m in control, and everything’s OK. I’m not anxious. I am not going to freak out no
matter what happens.” Today, carve out time to take care of yourself and do
things that are fulfilling for you so that you can feel emotionally stable. If
your kids push your buttons, look at what has made you angry in the past to
figure out your own triggers. Then ask yourself how you will react differently
next time. When you react to your child, sit down. It is harder to yell and look
angry when sitting. Then, speak in a calm, even tone.

Day 5. Model how to take responsibility for your emotions. When tem-

pers flare, it’s easy to be triggered by your children’s out-of-control emotions.
When a meltdown happens today, pause and take a few deep breaths before
reacting. This will move you away from your automatic stress response and
into a place where you can use reason to respond. If you snap, or lose control, apologize to your kids. Say, “I was having a tough day, and I acted badly.
It’s not OK, but it’s normal to act out sometimes. I’m sorry.” This can show
kids that a smart response to stress and anger is to take a break, have some
water, and then own up to their actions.
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Day 6. Remove yourself or your child from the source of aggression.

Sometimes kids get in a pattern of melting down for negative attention. Today, avoid this at all costs by removing all sources of attention during meltdowns. Put your child in a safe room with no access to you or rewards. If
it’s an older child, who you can’t physically put in time out, remove yourself
from the vicinity. Learn safe holds to restrain your child during a violent
outburst so he doesn’t hurt himself or others. Create a pattern so that when
your child swears or is aggressive, parents automatically get up and leave the
room.

Day 7. Use movement to defuse the situation. Give kids a specific and

concrete job to do when a situation is starting to escalate. You can say, “When
I hear that tone, it tells me you’re anxious, and I’d like to help. Why don’t you
go grab the chips and I’ll grab the salsa. I’ll meet you on the deck and we can
talk about it.”

You can say, “When I
hear that tone, it tells
me you’re anxious,
and I’d like to help.”

This ritual does two things. It takes you out of the explosive moment, and
gives you the chance to discuss what is wrong that is causing the behavior,
not the bad attitude. Eventually chips and salsa, or popcorn can become code
for, “You’d better calm down.” If snacks aren’t your thing, try sitting down to
color when your child begins acting out. Offer your child a crayon without
making eye contact, and say, “Hey, honey. You want to come color this?”
Then you can both work on an activity together.
If you are in public, try dropping down and doing five push-ups. Kids will
be so stunned by the weird behavior it will often stop a fit. Then say, “Do you
want to do five with me? Because I can tell you need to do something.” All
of these strategies demonstrate ways to calm down with movement, physical
activity, and without an outburst.

Day 8. Use structure to impose consequences so that you are both on the

same team. Today, instead of using words to set time limits, use a timer for
fun activities like video games. Then, when the buzzer rings, it is the timer
that is telling your child game time is over. When your child begs for more
time, you can say, “I’d like to, but the timer says time is up.” For kids that
have trouble with transitions, set two timers. One is a five minute warning,
the second indicates that time is over. Or, say that the dishwasher needs to
be emptied by 4:30pm. Then, if it’s not done by that point, you can say, “I
wish you had gotten your video game time tonight. Hopefully you’ll get it
tomorrow.” This technique puts you on the same team instead of in a power
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struggle. It also lets kids anticipate when they will have to do things they
don’t like, which can help minimize their negative reaction.

Day 9. Create a code word that signals to your child that she needs to

calm down, or a private signal for children to express they are getting upset.
Sometimes just the words no and stop are enough to push an emotional child
over the edge. Using a code word like ‘bubble gum’ can help bring them back
to reality without triggering a meltdown. It can also help explosive kids to
know that even when parents are busy they are there to help. For example, if
you’re on the phone and can’t respond, try using a non-verbal signal. Have
your child put his hand in yours. You respond by giving it a squeeze to let
him know you’ll be right with him. Then, once everyone has cooled down,
you all routinely sit down and discuss what happened to trigger the behavior, and how we can deal with it better next time. If things start to escalate
again, simply say, “We’re taking a break.”

Day 10. React swiftly. When bad behavior starts, make it a point to re-

spond within 10 to 15 seconds, and intervene to help them calm down. Kids
with ADHD need more frequent feedback on behavior and more frequent
chances to recharge because of their short attention spans. Use the 10 and
3 rule when you need kids to behave. Children should behave well for 10
minutes, then they get a 3-minute break to reset by being physically active
or having a snack.

Resource
“Why Don’t
Consequences Work
for My Teen?” by Megan
Devine, LCPC

Day 11. Talk less and breathe more. When a child has a meltdown, don’t
yell at the child about how the behavior is wrong. Instead, focus on calming the child down and teaching him ways to calm his own tough emotions.
Today, take a deep breath and tell kids you’re not in a rush, you can take the
time to calm down before you keep going. Don’t try to solve the behavioral
problem in the heat of the moment. Instead, focus on refusing to escalate the
situation and keeping everyone safe.
Day 12. Let kids know that you make the rules, and it is their decision

whether to follow them. It may sound counterintuitive, but it’s OK to tell
kids that they don’t have to follow your rules. Explain that the freedoms they
enjoy, and the consequences they experience, are their own choices. The goal
is not to punish your child so often that he stops misbehaving, but rather to
encourage him to change his behavior with consequences.
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Today, when kids are disrespectful you can say, “You’re right, I’m not the
boss of you. You are the boss of you, which means you are responsible for
yourself. You want a lot of freedom to go on sleepovers or go to the mall,
but you are acting disrespectfully in this home. I don’t need you to respect
me because I respect myself. But, if you continue to treat me this way, you
won’t have any freedom.” Then, you can give kids 24 hours to come back
with a better way to interact — this gives a specific amount of time to show
a change in behavior. If they do not, they know what to expect.
Let kids know that they can work toward better rules with good behavior.
For example, if a child is yelling because he wants a later curfew, let him
know that you would expect him to, but that he won’t receive one until he
can come home on time and show he is responsible. This consequence is
related to the behavior you want your child to change.
Or, if your child frequently yells at mom and dad, take away a cell phone until he can go for two hours without raising his voice. This helps kids to build
self control, and learn better ways to deal with frustrated feelings. If kids yell
about taking something away, simply state, “I understand that you’re frustrated, but this is not going to help you get what you want.” Reiterate that
your child will receive the privilege back after the time period of good behavior, and leave it at that. Make sure you’re not taking away a privilege for
so long that your child will lose interest in getting it back, or will be unable
to succeed at behaving for that long. The goal is to encourage improvement,
and parents need to help kids succeed.

Let kids know that
they can work toward
better rules with good
behavior.

Day 13. Don’t let screen time be available all the time. Video games and

screen time are privileges that your child should earn the right to use for
behaving well. He should not have access to them all the time. They aren’t
something to be taken away as a punishment, but a special treat rewarded
when she’s made progress. Today, start changing the way you and your family view access to electronics.

Day 14. Think about medication. When working to create the optimal
conditions for their child’s success, a parent should think about accommodations at school, medication, a diet free of food sensitivities and low in
sugar. When deciding how to treat symptoms, ask yourself if your child’s
emotional reaction is reasonable. Or is ADHD making it impossible for her
to control her emotions? Ask if she is willfully misbehaving, or just living
with a neurological short fuse. In extreme cases, behavior problems can be
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treated with antipsychotic medications paired with behavioral interventions. Spend some time looking into various ways to optimize your child’s
symptoms.

Day 15. Call in the professionals. In extreme cases, you might need out-

side help to reset the pattern of disruptive behavior in your home. If your
child is still not seeing any improvement after two weeks, it might be time
to start thinking about other options. Have your child evaluated for another
mood disorder that could need additional, separate treatment. Work with
a behavioral psychologist to figure out why the aggression and violent outburst are happening. Put your child in a residential treatment facility like a
hospital or boarding school where they can receive therapy and treatment.
Enroll your child in a behavioral day program like a special school.
Decreasing defiant behavior happens by building the muscle of emotional
control. While you can start to see improvement in the first 15 days, it takes
time to turn the tide of an explosive household dynamic. Expect things to
change over the course of three to six months. You want to see one fewer outburst or slammed door each day; don’t expect perfection. Stick with
it, learn to accept your child’s and your own imperfections, and know that
things will improve.

Resource
“Amp It Down”
Free Webinar from
ImpactADHD
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FREE ADDitude
Downloadable
Booklets

A Parent’s Guide to Effective ADHD Discipline

4 Parent-Child Therapies
for Better Behavior

A better-behavior plan for the most oppositional, defiant children

Nothing works. You take away electronics or special activities, and he
couldn’t care less. You try rewards, points, praise, consequences – nothing
turns around his behavior. He shows no remorse, and you feel like a failed
parent. Sound familiar? This 25-page ebook, filled with expert tips and solutions is a game-changer.
>> Learn More About This Special Report: http://additu.de/191

9 Conditions Often Diagnosed with ADHD

Many families living with ADHD use
behavior therapy and family training programs to break the cycle of
bad behavior and defiance.

50 Smart Discipline Tips for
Your ADHD Child
The best techniques from parenting experts for dealing with dishonesty, getting your child to take
you seriously, and much more!

Depression. Bipolar Disorder. Anxiety. OCD. And five more conditions
that often show up alongside attention deficit.

A Routine That Works for
Your ADHD Child

About 80 percent of individuals with ADHD are diagnosed with at least one
other psychiatric condition at some time in their lives. This in-depth special report looks at the nine most common, outlining symptoms, treatment
strategies, and differentiating features of each. Plus, strategies for living well
with any mental health condition.

13 Parenting Strategies for
ADHD Kids

Customize this hour-by-hour routine for your ADHD child—and
make your day less stressful.

>> Learn more about this special report: http://additu.de/related

What does it take to be a great
parent to your ADHD child?
Here’s what works, and why.

Video Games and the ADHD Brain

When You Have ADHD Too

A parent’s guide to setting limits, easing transitions, choosing brainbuilding games, and keeping kids safe online

Is your child addicted to Mincraft? In this ebook, the editors of ADDitude
present research on hyperfocus and video games, recommend games that
build thinking skills, and offer advice on setting limits your child will honor. Includes frequently asked parent questions answered by gaming expert
Randy Kulman, Ph.D.
>> Learn more about this special report: http://additu.de/minecraft

18 tips for parents with ADHD—
advice on balancing career,
housework, and childcare when
you share a diagnosis.

Homework Help for ADHD
Children

Addressing homework problems
is critical – here’s how to do it.

You Know Your Child Has
ADHD When…

Parents of ADHD children on the
funny side to living with ADHD
symptoms.

Find these and many
more free ADHD
resources online at:
http://additu.de/
freedownloads
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FREE ADHD Webinar Replays
from ADDitude:
ODD and ADHD
>> http://www.additudemag.com/RCLP/sub/10272.html
Ross W. Greene, Ph.D., outlines positive parenting techniques that will help
oppositional and defiant kids manage frustration and develop greater empathy and reasoning skills. Includes tips for calming your defiant child, reasoning with your child with ODD, and teaching kids to problem solve.

FREE ADHD
Newsletters from
ADDitude
Sign up to receive critical news and information
about ADHD diagnosis
and treatment, success at
school, adult ADHD, and
parenting strategies:
http://additu.de/email

Adult ADHD and LD (weekly)

The Calm Parent
>> http://www.additudemag.com/RCLP/sub/10270.html
Parents of ADHD children with challenging behavior may be locked in a
cycle of defiance, disrespect, bullying, sibling fights, meltdowns, and power
struggles. Kirk Martin, founder of Celebrate Calm, explains how to stop that
cycle.

Calming Intense ADHD Emotions
>> http://www.additudemag.com/RCLP/sub/10892.html
Emotionally intense: that’s what we are, and it takes some finesse to manage
it. Experts Elaine Taylor-Klaus and Diane Dempster offer strategies to keep
those turbulent emotions in proportion, and nip your child’s anger in the
bud.

Positive Parenting
>> http://www.additudemag.com/RCLP/sub/10271.html/
Improving behavior in elementary-aged children through consistency, external motivators, and selective negative consequences, from Mary Rooney,
Ph.D., a clinical psychologist at the ADHD and Disruptive Behavior Disorders Center. Learn the importance of consistency for kids!

Emotions in ADHD Teens
>> http://additu.de/teens
Dealing with an emotionally volatile teen? It could be her ADHD. Thomas
E. Brown, Ph.D., offers strategies for maintaining emotional control, as well
as advice for teaching teens to find emotional balance.
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Expert advice on managing your
household, time, money, career,
and relationships

Parenting ADHD and LD
Children (weekly)

Strategies and support for parents on behavior and discipline,
time management, disorganization, and making friends.

ADHD and LD at School
(bimonthly; weekly from
August through October)

How to get classroom accommodations, finish homework,
work with teachers, find the right
schools, and much more.

Treating ADHD (weekly)

Treatment options for attention
deficit including medications,
food, supplements, brain training,
mindfulness and other alternative
therapies.

