MANAGING CHALLENGING
BEHAVIOURS

CHANGING BEHAVIOURS
Positive Behaviour Support builds the capacity of individuals,
families and teams to consistently implement strategies to support
those working with people exhibiting challenging behaviours. The
goal is to increase participation in a range of everyday community
activities and improve quality of life outcomes. Some people with
high needs exhibit behaviour that can concern their family, friends
or other supporters. This behaviour may cause physical or
emotional harm, or limit the person’s ability to engage fully with
the community.

Some examples of challenging behaviour include:
•
•
•
•

Aggressive outbursts, verbal or physical
Passive aggressive e.g. Silent treatment
Harm to self others or property
Socially inappropriate behaviour or anti-social
behaviour
• Withdrawal and isolation
• Refusal to engage with services

The current trend to managing challenging behaviours is to
identify the trigger and emotion that is causing the behaviour.

Common Causes of Challenging Behaviours
•

Biological causes.

•

Stereotyped behaviour, such as rocking, may be the way a person
maintains the level of stimulation or arousal they want.

•

It might be a means of communication.

•

They need something

•

Abuse, distress, anger, frustration, discomfort or pain.

•

Withdrawal of co-operation may be the only means available to a
highly physically dependent person of showing emotions.

•

Challenging behaviour can be a response to the environment.

•

Mental Health

Challenging Communication Styles
1. Aggressive communicators;
2. Emotional communicators (lots of ups and downs / cant guess
the mood they are in);
3. Anxious communicators (difficulty making decisions / change
their mind all the time – procrastinate);
4. Blamers - don't take responsibility for their role in situations;
5. Talkers – fill silences with a lot of information however are not
getting to the root of problems / issues / concerns. Over divulge
a lot of personal information (even if they do not know you well).

Strategies for Assessing Challenging Behaviours
•

Establish the nature of the behaviour. Is it really a problem?

•

Observe the behavior/emotions

•

Determine the facts and triggers

•

Describe/understand the behaviour

•

What is the goal of the behaviour

•

Is there a history of this behaviour

•

Are their medical factors

•

Determine changes to the environment

•

Identify the emotion behind the behavior

•

Think of the iceberg

Recording Behaviour
Any unacceptable behaviour must be recorded and kept on file.
This includes any formal observation and monitoring records.
Records can then be analyzed and any specific patterns identified.
An Incident needs to be entered into RiskMan following an incident of
challenging behaviour.
RiskMan will notify relevant staff including your Line Manager about
the Incident.
Safety is paramount when dealing with clients their safety and yours,
ensure there are appropriate risk assessments and that protocols are
followed carefully.

CentacareCQ has policies and procedures in place that
describe techniques to ensure personal safety and the
safety of any client or staff.
Support Workers need to follow these when it is safe to do
so.
Support Workers need to be clear about the techniques
they can use to ensure their own personal safety and the
safety of clients / staff in the event of aggression or
violence.

Recognising Triggers
Physical & Environmental Causes
• Medication, Drugs, Other Substances
• Illness including sleep disturbances
• Personality Disorders or mental illness
• Fatigue
Emotional Challenges
• Loss
• Attention Seeking
• Redirected Aggression
• Emotional Distress
Other triggers
• Change
• Sensory: noise, light, overcrowding
• Cultural

Redirecting Attention
Once you have established what the trigger is, one strategy is redirection
or distraction. The goal of this is to de-escalate the behaviour, it may be
as simple as discussing what you are going to have for lunch or
introducing a grounding/calming activity like rubbing hands together or
clapping.
It is good to know what is soothing for your client: craft, music, fidget
objects and introduce these before the behaviour has escalated beyond
orange

What to do when Behaviours escalate
• Once behavior has escalated past the orange into the red and black zone,
it is important to remember that this is not the time to try reason with,
explain to or try rationalize with the client.
• We call this state “Wild Brain”, it has no reasoning, logic, memory, decision
making.
• When someone is in “Wild Brain”, we revert to the basics.
• Are they safe?
• Am I safe?
• Is there a safety plan to refer to?
• Is there a soothing strategy that can be implemented?
• Wait for the behaviour to pass, do not engage them in this state and do not
let unqualified people interfere.
• Avoid any behaviour that can seem threatening, like body posture, eye
contact, getting too close, raised voices do not confront them.

•
•

When managing challenging behavior the goal is to implement
strategies before the client reaches wild brain
I refer back to the barometer, we implement our strategies at the blue
and yellow level

TASK RECORD SHEET FOR POSITIVE BEHAVIOUR SUPPORT PLANS WITH ADULTS
INSERT DETAILS OF TASK TO BE RECORDED e.g. Teaching …. To communicate they are getting angry.
Outline process e.g. At the beginning of each day staff are to remind … about the new skills they are learning and remind them to practice throughout the day.
Staff will also ensure they outline what will be happening that day and if there is anything / anywhere new they will be going and what … can expect and why.
Each session may take up to 5 minutes to complete.
Steps are listed in PBSP so can be cut and paste.
Steps per
session

Prompting levels for
each session

(move to next promoting
level only when current
prompting level allows for …
to model the new behavior
three sessions in a row)

Session1
Insert Date

Session 2
Insert Date

Session 3
Insert Date

Session 4
Insert Date

Session 5
Insert Date

Session 6
Insert Date

Session 7
Insert Date

Criterion

√ = correct √ = correct √ = correct √ = correct √ = correct √ = correct √ = correct √ correct 3
× = incorrect × = incorrect × = incorrect × = incorrect × = incorrect × = incorrect × = incorrect sessions in a
row

The golden rule to remember when you are faced with an
aggressive person is:
DO WHATEVER YOU HAVE TO DO TO KEEP
YOURSELF SAFE
e.g. Leave the situation
If you are supporting a child or disability client you will need
to make their environment as safe as possible

There are several reasons for this:
1. You may end up with serious and permanent damage
to yourself;
2. You cannot assist yourself or others if you are injured;
3. It may cost you and your family a great deal,
emotionally, physically and financially, if you are
injured;
4. If may cost the Organisation a lot of money if you are
injured.

There is always a reason why people become aggressive.
People use aggression to communicate that
something is wrong and
they are trying to get their unmet needs met.
They are unable to manage an overwhelming or negative emotion
It could be a learned behavior, remember the iceberg

Use Effective Action
Anticipate actions
Get to know the people you are supporting and find out
what things are most likely to cause them anxiety or stress.
Take action
Do everything you can to prevent the person from
becoming aggressive.
Be flexible
Develop a range of ways of responding to the people you
support.
Try a number of different ways to reduce their stress and
tension.
Each person will have different needs and
will need to be treated individually.

Communicate with others
Inform others if someone has become aggressive.
Review

It is essential that all aggressive incidents are
reported and reviewed to determine the cause
and minimise the risks of it occurring again.

Communication

•

At their level

•

Be clear and precise

•

Do not use jargon or acronyms

•

Use more than one form of communication like visual aids

•

Use appropriate body language;
(avoid crossed arms, don’t wave hands around in front of people,
no pointing, shaking fingers etc)

•

Use appropriate signing if needed

•

Use appropriate communication devices such as computers,
picture books

•

Use a third person – peer, line manager, allied health professional;

•

Talk to the individual to see how they see the situation once they
have calmed down and are able to reflect

• Remember “Wild Brain”
• We do not try and talk and reason with people when they
are in “Wild Brain”
• Client needs to be calm, comfortable and receptive
• Rephrase or restate to ensure you are both on the same
page;
• Use consistent communication across all environments;
• Use both verbal and non verbal cues to assist in
understanding needs.

Use Reinforcements
•

Social – praise, encouragement;

•

Physical – food, drink, money;

•

Activity – outing, computer, sleeping in, staying up;

•

Token economy – stickers, stamps, ticks to be given every time
behaviour occurs;

•

Same reinforcement /consistency;

•

Immediately reinforce good positive behaviour.

Use Consequences
•

Have clear consequences for negative behaviour

•

Set clear boundaries for behavior

•

Be consistent with application of strategies and consequences

Analyse the Task triggering the behaviour
•

Is the task realistic/achievable?

•

Who has set the task, is it client driven and focused?

•

Modify – Simplify – Breakdown.

•

What resources are available to assist in task completion?

•

Try another way, from another angle.

•

Allow client to take ownership of the task.

•

Facilitate their understanding: what, why, how?

•

Does the task benefit them? If not why are you doing it? If yes,
help them see the benefit.

•

Acknowledge the developmental level and learning style .

Intellectual Disability
•

Follow instructions from specialists: Speech therapists,
Occupational therapists or Psychologists.

•

Use strategies known to work: consult with other staff and
family members.

•

Reduce distractions and allocate appropriate time.

•

Give reinforcements and be patient.

•

Break down and simplify tasks.

•

Use repetition, visual cues and prompts.

•

Establish and understand routines.

•

Break when needed, do not overload or over-stimulate.

Environment
•

Provide a safe and secure environment

•

Ensure they are not over stimulated: lights too bright, strong
smells, tactile triggers, too noisy

•

Change environment to suit your client’s needs

•

Know their sensory levels: hyper or hypo sensitive

•

Practice

•

Make changes slowly

•

Regular short visits then extending

•

Take something personal along

Empowerment
•

Support individuals to be accountable for their behavior

•

Change only occurs when there is awareness

•

Involve the client in the process, participation is essential for success
and ownership

•

Establish relationship with individual

•

Gain trust

•

Establish protocols

•

Find cause

•

Allow choices/alternatives

•

Use of personal contracts

-

Ask individual Why?

Self
•

Be prepared

•

Stay relaxed and calm

•

Approach with a positive attitude

•

Know your limitations and strengths

•

Positive motivation

•

Increase own training/education

•

Have a sense of humour

•

Be available

•

Provide empathy, not sympathy

•

Be confident

Face to Face
•

Stay calm

•

Observe

•

Allow personal space

•

Removal of cause

•

Evacuate others from situation

•

Call for assistance

•

Be aware of objects

•

Avoid triggers

•

Look out for possible triggers

In Summary
•

Remain calm

•

Know the individual

•

Understand the behaviour

•

Communicate

•

Reinforce the positives

•

Be aware of triggers

•

Try different strategies

•

Debrief

•

Treat the person as an individual

•

Treat the person with respect

•

Don't take the behaviours personally

•

Have fun during the good times

Supporting a person living with Autism
•
•

Don’t make assumptions
Understand their individual needs

•

Communicate using appropriate mediums: verbal, visual cues, signing or
assisted technology

•

Take direction from specialists working with the individual

•

Know their cues

•

Know their sensory level

•

Know their triggers

•

Identify early warning signs of discomfort/agitation

•

Follow routines

•

Warn of changes to routines

•

Pre-warn when changing from one activity to another

•

Use visual cues

Key Word Sign

Ways to Support Communication Development
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Know their communication method
Don’t assume because they are non-verbal, they do not communicate
Follow the direction of specialists
Use non verbal communication methods
Nurture communication
Be aware of your own body language
Ask their carers
Seek advice from other’s working with them
Follow their lead
Lower yourself to their level-face to face
Use simple language
Use one step instructions
Use their interests as motivators to communicate
Imitate
Be animated and enthusiastic
Give positive feedback
Use visual cues to plan their day and follow their routine

Brainstorm Activity
What things do we do that help or hinder dealing with difficult
people or situations?

Thinking about your workplace, what is available if there is a crisis?

•

Is there a current policy or procedure about this?

•

Does your organisation have an EAP program?

•

What gaps need filling in responding to a crisis?

