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Impulsivity 
 

Is your child acting without thinking? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

LET’S TALK ABOUT IT 
 

As a parent, you may find yourself constantly saying, “No…wait…no” or “Stop!” or or 
“ouch, you hurt me!” Children who are impulsively moving about tend to accidentally 
hurt themselves or others. They break things all the time and bump into people 
constantly. 
Impulsive children see something and move toward it; they hear something and 
go for it.  

Is your child:  

• Acting now and thinking later?  

• Making mistakes and feeling remorse afterwards? 

• Moving constantly? 

• Never thinking about his or her actions or the consequences of such?  

• Running away from you at the grocery store or in a parking lot?  

• Seeming to have no concern for safety?  

• Acting hyper and intrusive, even when another child has had enough?  

• Liking to hug and roughhouse, even with kids who do not appear to be 
having fun?  
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Impulsivity is the inability to hold back on doing things, even things that are not such a 
good idea. Some children exhibit extreme impulsivity. These kids never stop moving. 
You will feel exhausted after an hour with them. It may seem like all the child can see 
are green lights. Any time something interesting appears, it is instantly met with an 
action. Often, these children are out of their seats when they shouldn’t be, rushing 
through homework, and having difficulties waiting in line.  
 
These impulsive behaviors often lead to getting into other people’s space, annoying 
others and not stopping to read social cues. This behavior may be observed when the 
child approaches a carefully constructed train set, and without a moment’s thought, he 
breaks the track, and crashes all the trains. Impulsive children often play too intensely 
and wildly; accidentally running over a friend’s foot with a bicycle tire or mowing down a 
friend’s beautifully built block tower. Because it was a complete accident, they are often 
left feeling remorseful if someone is hurt.  
 
These children may have trouble making friends because they can’t seem to slow down 
enough to see what the other kids want to do or to share in a conversation. In older 
children, you might notice that your child is excluded in group work because the other 
kids are so frustrated from being pulled off task or distracted.   

CLINICAL DESCRIPTION 

Clinically, impulsivity, can be roughly defined as action without forethought. More 
specifically, impulsivity is considered the behavioral manifestation of an individual’s 
inability to inhibit the prepotent response. In plain English, this description means that 
the child is having trouble stopping himself from what he automatically wants to do. It is 
the situation where the child sees the cookie on the table and knows full well that mom 
has told him to wait until after dinner. The child instantly grabs the cookie and devours 
it, much to his own surprise. When mom enters the room, wagging her finger and 
asking, “Why did you do that,” the child has no idea.  
 
Attention Problems: Impulsivity could be related to attention challenges and to lack of 
impulse control. If a child does not have the ability to slow down, stop and think before 
acting, then bad decisions may be the result. In the absence of emotional challenges, 
these symptoms of hyperactivity and impulsivity may be related to Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). 
 
Emotional Regulation: Some impulsive behaviors have an emotional origin. That is, 
your child may be somewhat out of control in terms of managing his or her feelings, 
leading to regrettable behavior. Impulsivity in the context of irritable mood or frequent 
mood swings might indicate a Mood Disorder. Your child’s tendency to be grouchy, 
angry, or moody may lead to erratic and unpredictable behavior.  
 
Social Skills: The underlying problem here could also be related to social awareness, 
social perspective taking or social understanding, which are challenges commonly 
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associated with an Autism Spectrum Disorder. Failing to read other children’s cues 
effectively can lead to social mistakes. Children with ASD may have an impaired ability 
to read social space or to refrain from giving a bear hug to a shy classmate. Thus, your 
child’s behaviors may seem impulsive when he or she is actually lacking social savvy.  
 
Behavior Problem: Impulsive children may act in a certain way without understanding 
the ramifications of their actions. For example, the child may push a child out of his way 
to get to the front of the line for the slide on the playground.  
 

WHAT TO DO IF YOUR CHILD IS VERY IMPULSIVE 

 
If you are concerned about your child’s impulsive behavior, build lots of activity into the 

day. This strategy may take the form of movement breaks, frequent trips to the park, 

and athletics. Children with a lot of energy tend to benefit from activities like swimming, 

gymnastics, and running. At the same time calming activities like, yoga, mindfulness 

and relaxation can help your child learn to better control his or her body.  

Try to avoid settings that are super chaotic. Plan playdates after a morning of exercise. 

Do not expect your impulsive child to be successful at a birthday party after a morning 

of riding in the car and running errands. Your child may need to swim, jump on a 

trampoline, or run around at the park, every day for a while. This need is especially true 

on days where you expect more from him or her, in terms of calm behavior. If you are 

going to a fancy dinner with grandma, it might be a good idea to stop by the rec-center 

and let your child swim for an hour before you go.  

Helpful strategies for managing impulses are offered in the book, “What were you 

thinking.” Parents might consider reading this book with an impulsive child and 

practicing the strategies together [6]. 

Steps to Manage Impulsivity 

1. “Stop what you are doing 

2. Think about what you are going to say or do 

3. Decide if it will make the situation better or worse 

4. Choose the behavior that makes the situation better” [6] 

Teaching your child skills for managing impulses, such as those listed above can go a 

long way in avoiding frequent outbursts and behavior problems. Modeling and practice 

in advance of more challenging situations is an evidence-based approach to aide in the 

development of self-regulation and coping skills. 

When planning play dates, try to set up something active with only one or two friends so 

that the setting does not become overly stimulating. Overstimulation can make these 

impulsive behaviors stand out more.  

If after these strategies are in place, your child is still struggling significant, it is time to 

consider an evaluation or treatment. People are often nervous about ‘labeling’ their 
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children when seeking therapy or an evaluation.  Certainly, various factors should be 

considered, such as the amount of time your child has been struggling, the competence 

of the clinician, and whether or not this symptom is getting in the way. However, 

generally, a ‘label’ is a help, rather than a hindrance. Many children feel relieved to hear 

that there are other children out there struggling with some of the same issues. 

Teachers and caregivers often appreciate knowing more about your child’s challenges 

and how to help him or her be successful. Often, a ‘label’ of ADHD or other disorder is 

the best way to enable that understanding and to begin a fruitful dialogue on how to 

best engage and support your child. 

Classroom modifications will also help your child to better access the learning 

environment. Psychoeducation can also be useful for a family with an impulsive child. 

This process might include working with a therapist who can teach your child about 

how, ‘sitting still can be hard for you. You will need to use some strategies to make 

sitting easier.’  

Treatment can help your child learn new skills. For example, a therapist may be able to 

teach him or her how to not only accept that his or her “engine runs a little faster than 

others,” but also how to compensate by taking a quick run down the block, roll up in a 

blanket, or doing cartwheels in the grass, to ‘get some energy out.’ Often with extreme 

symptoms of impulsivity, your child would benefit from medication, if prescribed by a 

doctor. Stimulant medication is helpful in 95% of cases of straightforward ADHD.  

If your child’s impulsivity leads to significant behavior problems, a referral for Applied 
Behavior Analysis (ABA) therapy is essential. Your child needs to learn new patterns of 
behavior whereby positive behaviors are systematically reinforced and negative 
behaviors are not.  
 

Persistent and consistent follow-through on a behavior intervention plan that is 
supervised by an ABA therapist can change these maladaptive behavior patterns 
and can enable your child to find success in relationships and in school. 

 

SIMILAR SYMPTOMS 
 
If your child is struggling with a similar problem, not directly addressed in this section, 
see the list below for links to information about other related symptom areas. 
 

• Attention challenges (Focusing): difficulty with attention will often relate to 
challenges with impulsivity  

• Emotion regulation or mood swings: being impulsive can be related to underlying 
mood swings, breaking rules might be caused by irritable mood; feelings of 
sadness and depression  

• Social problems (Socializing): being impulsive can be related to trouble reading 
social cues and knowing when to stop; this behavior can look impulsive 
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• Noncompliance: being impulsive can be related to poor behavior choices. The 
child may think, “if I hit or push, then I get my toy back.” 

POTENTIAL DISABILITIES 

Children who have significant problems in this area may have any of the following 

potential disabilities. *Note, this information does not serve as a diagnosis in any way. 

See the ‘Where to Go for Help’ section for professionals who can diagnose or provide a 

referral. 

• Autism Spectrum Disorder: social skills difficulties and an inability to read social 
cues can make a child appear impulsive 

• Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (AD/HD) Combined Type or Hyperactive 
Impulsive Type: challenges sustaining attention; distractibility; hyperactivity; 
impulsivity; may lead to impulsivity 

• Behavior Disorders: behavioral disorders that are created by accidental 
reinforcement of bad behaviors (it’s reinforcing to push a sibling and get the toy  
you want ). Children with behavior disorders may appear to be impulsive. 

• Depression: depressed mood, or, in children, irritability that is pervasive; 
decreased interest in activities that used to be enjoyable; may respond in a 
negative manner. Children who are extremely moody may appear impulsive. 

• Bipolar Disorder: irritability that is pervasive; alternating with periods of elevated 
mood, pressured speech, increased goal-directed activity, and impulsivity. In 
children, cycles tend to be less differentiated; these periods may blend together; 
and the child may appear hyperactive or impulsive [9]. 

 

WHERE TO GO FOR HELP 

 
If your child is struggling with this symptom to the point that it is getting in the way of his 
learning, relationships, or happiness, the following professionals could help; they may 
offer diagnosis, treatment, or both. 
 

• CLEAR Child Psychology: to obtain a customized profile of concerns for your 
child or to consult ‘live’ with a psychologist 

• Psychotherapist or play therapist: to treat emotional symptoms that arise and to 
help with social skills training, planning and organization 

• ABA therapist: to treat behavior; to conduct an analytical Functional Analysis of 
the function of the behavior that can help guide treatment 

• Psychologist or neuropsychologist: to consider a full assessment to examine 
symptoms in a mental health and/or behavioral context 

• Psychiatrist: to prescribe and manage psychotropic medication for inattention, 
impulsivity; stimulant medication for ADHD is effective in a high percentage of 
children with focus and impulsivity challenges 
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These professionals may recommend the following tests for this symptom: 
 

• Roberts, BASC-3, Clinical Interview, RCMAS, CDI-2, Human Figure Drawing, 
PTSD Scale, Rorschach, Brief Projective Measures: emotional assessment 
(Neuropsychological or Psychological Evaluation) 

• WISC-V: cognitive assessment (Psychological or School Psychological 
evaluation) 

• TOL-2, CTMT, WCST, TOVA: attention  and Executive Functions assessment 
(Neuropsychological evaluation) 

• ADOS-2: social skills assessment indicating an autism diagnosis should be 
considered (Psychological Assessment) 
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