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DECODING BEHAVIORS EXERCISE 2 INSTRUCTIONS

Purpose: To assist caregivers in recognizing ways to decrease distress and increase 
pleasure for their child, while addressing a problematic behavior of the child. 
This exercise builds on concepts learned in the Decoding Behaviors exercise in 
Session 3. See the next page for examples of the decoding.

Time:  20 minutes total

1.	 Instruct participants to look at their first behavior, “Sneaks food” on their Exercise Worksheets.   
       (All steps may be repeated for the second behavior if time allows.)

2. Read the information in the Decode Behavior box for the “Sneaks Food” behavior. Briefly discuss, 
reminding participants to consider the following points about the possible needs underlying the 
child’s behavior who is sneaking food:

• What Core Issue might this child be dealing with?
• Could this behavior be  reflective of an earlier stage of development?
• Which buckets need to be filled for this child?
• How might this behavior be related to attachment issues?

3. With the group, look at the Empathic Response (Decrease Distress) box for the “Sneaks Food” 
behavior and review the suggested caregiver responses in that box. Discuss with the group how 
an empathic response from the caregiver acts to decrease distress in the child, which is the first 
task of a caregiver in the Arousal-Relaxation Cycle. By decreasing distress, the caregiver is filling 
the child’s buckets and preparing the child for learning, with priority given to the parent-child 
relationship. Ask participants if they can think of other empathic responses to this behavior.

4. Briefly read through the Corrective Actions box for the “Sneaks Food” behavior, to refresh the 
group’s memory about corrective actions that address the behavior and teach the child new skills, 
as opposed to more punitive responses.

5. Move to the Increase Pleasure box for the “Sneaks Food” behavior. Remind the group that in the 
Arousal-Relaxation Cycle, the second task of the caregiver is to increase pleasure, by meeting 
the child’s needs (filling their buckets). The child who is sneaking food has unmet needs that are 
driving their behavior, and that are only partially addressed by the caregiver’s Empathic Response 
and Corrective Actions. To address the child’s unmet needs (for comfort, fear of rejection, mastery, 
etc.), the caregiver needs to go a step further to fill the child buckets, increase pleasure and 
strengthen attachment. Note: The Increase Pleasure actions are not taking place at the time of the 
negative behavior. These are things that caregivers can do between instances of negative behavior 
to fill the child’s buckets.

6. Have the group brainstorm suggestions for the Increase Pleasure box for the “Sneaks Food” behav-
ior, to find ways to fill the developmental buckets for a child with this behavior. This may be 
difficult for some participants who may see the Increase Pleasure activities as a reward for nega-
tive behavior. It is important to emphasize that the Increase Pleasure activities take place between 
instances of negative behavior, with the goal of meeting the needs underlying that behavior.

7. Conclude the exercise by reinforcing the importance of addressing a child’s problematic behavior 
on a number of levels:

• Decode the behavior to identify possible unmet needs underlying the behavior;
• Decrease distress for the child by having an empathic response to the unmet need 
underlying the behavior; 
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•  Provide corrective actions that place a priority on the parent-child relationship and  
    teach the child new skills;

•  Find opportunities to increase pleasure/ fill the buckets for the child in between  
    instances of negative behavior, to address unmet needs and promote attachment.


