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Understanding the Functions of Behaviour 
 

All behaviour has a purpose. When a child engages in challenging behaviour, they are trying to 

communicate something. Understanding why a behaviour is happening helps adults: 
 

1. Respond more effectively 

2. Reduce challenging behaviour 

3. Teach more appropriate skills 

 

Why Understanding Function Matters 
 

If we only react to the behaviour itself, we may unintentionally reinforce it. When we understand 

the function, we can: 
 

1. Meet the child’s needs in a more appropriate way 

2. Teach replacement skills 

3. Reduce stress for everyone involved 

 

ABC’s of Behaviour: Looking at what happens before and after a behaviour helps us 

understand why it occurs. For example: 
 

A – Antecedent 

(what happens before) 

B – Behaviour C – Consequence 

(what happens right after) 

Child is asked to clean up Crying and screaming Adults clean up toys 

In this example, the child escaped the task and gained attention. 

Tip: When you notice a behaviour ask yourself: What happened right before and right after. 

Patterns will start to appear. 

 

The 4 Functions of Behaviour: Most behaviours fall into one of these categories: 

 

Function What the Child Wants 

Attention Interaction from others - positive or negative   

Escape / Avoidance To stop or delay a task  

Tangible Access to preferred item or activity   

Sensory (Automatic) A feeling or self-regulation   
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Strategies to Try First Based on Function 
 

Function Set up the environment 

(before) 

Teach & practice 

(replacement skill) 

Reinforce 

(what you will pay attention to) 

Attention Plan time for connection, 

get to know interests, 

play and engage, small-

group time, reduce long 

wait times (when 

possible) 

Teach how to get 

attention 

“play/help please,” 

name + tap, “look!” 

 

Reinforce appropriate bids for 

attention: 

• asking for help/play 

• waiting calmly 

• gentle touch / calm voice 

Escape / 

Avoid 

Break tasks up into small 

tasks, offer choices, first–

then, clear instructions, 

transition warnings. 

Teach how to 

request for 

“help/break,”  

Reinforce approach behaviour: 

• starting the task 

• doing one step 

• coming back after a break 

Tangible Increase predictability, 

use timers/turn taking 

cards; set up enough 

materials for all; teach 

clear routines for sharing. 

Teach requesting 

and turn taking. 

Reinforce sharing skills: 

• asking for a turn 

• waiting with the timer 

• trading / giving back 

Sensory Plan for regulation, offer 

movement, sensory play, 

quiet space. 

Teach safe 

alternatives (fidget, 

movement 

activities). 

Reinforce regulation attempts. 

• asking for space / “too 

loud” 

• using calm area/tool safely 

• rejoining the group 
 

 

Need more support?  
 

If you have tried the universal strategies and the behaviour continues, is increasing, or involves 

safety concerns, reach out to your Instructor Therapists (IT) for additional support.  

 


