


HOW TO UNDERSTAND YOUR CHILD’S 
BEHAVIOR

Have you ever asked your child “Why?” they have that 
inappropriate behavior, only to get a response back that 
makes no sense or puts the blame on someone else?In this 
second tool in the Transformational Parenting Basics course, 
we are looking at the most important mindset shift that you 
will need in order to help your child transform his or her 
ADHD. I know from my own and from many clients and 
attendees in my parenting courses that this insight alone 
has changed lives of children and parents alike. The mindset 
shift is easy to bring into practice, and when you do, - I 
promise you that you will notice a dramatic decrease in the 
number of conflicts in your home, and a bigger willingness 
to cooperate and change from you child.
 

THE POSITIVE INTENT OF UNWANTED 
BEHAVIOR 

From thousands of hours transforming ADHD, I find that the 
most effective belief that I have about the people I work 
with is this one:

BEHIND EVERY BEHAVIOR IS A POSITIVE 
INTENTION

In order to fully understand and appreciate the statement, 
there are a few things to consider:

SEPARATE BEHAVIOR & INTENTION

Often we equate poor behavior with poor intentions and 
conclude: “He hit me, so his intention was to hurt 
me!”When you separate behavior and intention in your 
mind, you are able to look at the behavior as poor and still 
expect the intention to be positive. You can then make 
educated guesses like: “He hit me, so maybe he feels that I 
overstepped his boundaries and he wants me to stop that 
(positive intention) and he doesn’t know how else to make 
me do that!”

WE ARE NOT ACCEPTING INAPPROPRIATE 
BEHAVIOR

The whole purpose of separating behavior and intention is 
to be able to handle them differently. When the behavior is 
inappropriate, it needs to stop.  It turns out that the easiest 
way to stop inappropriate behavior is to address the 
positive intention that is driving the behavior.  We can now 
separate the two in our communication as well: “I want you 
to stop hitting me now, and then we figure out how I 
should talk to you in a way that’s acceptable to you.”

DON’T ASK “WHY?”

We use the why-question to try to understand what is 
going on. Nobody likes being asked the why-question. Not 
adults. Not children. We don’t know why and it feels like e 
personal attack. We do know the motivation for our 
actions, so ask about that instead!  When you ask: “What 
were you trying to do?”, “What were you trying to 
achieve?”, “What did you hope would happen?”, or “What 
did you want to make her do?” and similar questions, you 



show that you understand that there was a positive 
intention behind the behavior, and that you are genuinely 
interested in exploring this motivation. 

BE CURIOUS 
Often you won’t be able to guess what the positive 
intention is. Only curiosity will help you fully understand 
what the motivation was and from that you can find the 
positive intention. When I work with people I ask questions 
that no-one has asked my clients before like: “What is the 
best thing about getting into fights every weekend?” or 
“What is it that you are hoping will happen, when you are 
walking around in class?” Most of the time, my clients have 
to search to find the answers, but they are always insightful 
and illustrate the positive intention.

 An Example: When Carl was visiting his aunt, he used to reach out and 
spill the milk far too often for a child with otherwise normal motor skills. 
This happened so many times that his aunt would get mad about it and 
tell him to stop. Until one day, she remembered the positive intention 
and asked him: “What is it that you are trying to do when you spill the 
milk?” Carls responded: “I wanted to give the butter to you, so you 
didn’t have to reach out for it yourself.” Then they could have an 
informed talk about how to reach across the table. And they could 
honor his wish to be a helpful boy.

THE INTENTION IS NOT ALTRUISTIC 

The intention driving inappropriate behavior is often very 
me-focused like: “I want things to go my way,” or “I want 
them to leave me alone.”This is fine. That’s how our psyche 
works. The next step is to figure out if those 
answers align with the value system of your family and how 
your child perceives the world at his/her given age. And 
then help the child understand the world in a different light 
if the values are off compared to where he should be.

THE INTENTION IS PART OF A GOAL 
CHAIN 

This understanding is a way to power up your 
conversation with your child. If your child’s goal is to “get 
them to leave me alone”, then you can ask what goal is 
“above”that goal. This is done by imagining the desired 
outcome, like this: “If you could get them to leave you 
alone, what would you get out of that?” This helps the 
child explain higher motivations like: “I want to be alone.” 
And the goal with that could be: “I want to there to be 
peace and quiet around me.” And the goal with that could 
be: “I want peace and quiet inside of me.”

These higher goals are part of the “Goal Chain” and the 
higher up the goal chain you get the more clearly you see 
the positive intention driving the behavior. This will make 
it much easier for you and the child to understand that 
there’s nothing wrong with the child motivational system, 
there’s a problem with how this motivation is translated 
into behavior. And when the child understands the 
motivation it is so much easier to change the behavior. 
Often I see children suddenly understanding why former 
suggestions from parents and professionals are valuable - 
and come up with the same suggestions on their own. 
And implement them. 

USE THE INTENTION TO CRAFT A NEW 
BEHAVIOR

When you know the positive intention, you can help the 
child come up with a behavior that will be more effective 
at achieving the outcome in a good way. The more they 



are his own suggestions, the bigger the chance of 
immediate and consistent transformation of the behavior. 
Do this when both you and the child are out of your 
respective red zones.  

The wording could be along the lines of: “I can certainly 
understand that you want your sister out of your room 
(acknowledge Positive Intention). You know that we are 
not big fans of hitting in the family, so let’s see if we can 
come up with a couple of other ways of getting her out of 
the room in a better way. Do you have any ideas?”

I hope that this insight into the positive intention behind 
unwanted behavior and the examples are helpful to you, 
and that you already now look at your child from a
perspective of curiosity. 

If you have found value in this insight and tool - and if it 
feels right - please share the Transformational Toolbox on 
social media. When parents know about the positive 

intention, children suffer less. 

Thank you again for being part of the TransformingADHD 
community and for bringing change to your child.  With 
Gratitude, Anders 

PS: In the full Transformational Parenting course we explore 
the concept of the Positive Intention further through a 
series of case studies, and we look closer at how you can 
use it as a powerful tool in your interactions with your child. 
I also share a graphic that helps you create a great 
overview of the process with your child.  

    Share the Transformational Toolbox on: 

   Facebook

   Twitter

https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=http%3A//bit.ly/ADHDTools
https://twitter.com/home?status=Check%20out%20the%20awesome%20tools%20for%20parents%20to%20children%20with%20the%20%23ADHD%20diagnosis.%20%23TransformingADHD%20%23AndersRonnau%20bit.ly/ADHDTools

