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Impulsive behaviors are defined as actions that occur quickly and seem to happen without thinking or considering the consequences. Children diagnosed with ADHD often engage in impulsive behaviors, but impulsive behaviors do not necessarily indicate that a person has ADHD. Impulsive behaviors can make everyday situations challenging for your
child and the people in their life. Below Are Some Examples of Impulsive Behaviors: Hitting someone or throwing objects when angryJumping off a dangerously high surface (or other similar risky behaviors)Throwing papers in classRunning around in the libraryDashing into the street without lookingGrabbing materials off the shelf in a
storelnterrupting/Disrupting others while they are talking or workingMaking hurtful comments before thinking about the ramificationsStealing What Does Research Tell Us? According to research, children with impulsive behaviors such as those diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder and Oppositional Defiant Disorder show
improvement when consistently taught pro-social behaviors such as how to conduct themselves in different situations, how to identify problems and brainstorm solutions, and how to recognize which behaviors may be undesirable in certain situations. For more on these research studies see Evidence-based Psychosocial Treatment for ADHD Children
and Adolescents and Improving Treatment Outcome for Oppositional Defiant Disorder in Young Children. 9 Strategies to Decrease Impulsive Behaviors 1. Outline behavioral expectations for upcoming situations. What should behavior look and sound like? What will the activity consist of? For instance, if you are going to a restaurant, talk about what
will happen when you get there (e.g., wait to be seated, look at the menu, order your food, etc.) and what your child’s behavior should look like (e.g., using an inside voice, speaking respectfully while inside the restaurant, waiting nicely for your food). Let your child know when you see them following the behavioral expectations appropriately (e.g.,
you are waiting very nicely for the food). 2. Work with your child to develop self-awareness about their behavior and problem-solving skills. When you and your child have a free moment to talk and are both in a relaxed mood, help your child get to know their impulsive times, how it affects them, and what alternative behaviors they could consider.
Things to think/talk about when exploring self-awareness with your child as it relates to impulsive behavior: when do you tend to act impulsively (e.g., when you are angry, in a new place, when you don’t know the rules, etc.)?how does impulsive behavior affect you?how does it affect others?what can you do to ensure you don’t make impulsive
decisions during your trouble spots?how can emotions affect impulsivity?what are some alternative ways to handle your emotions? Related Article: Strategies to Help Children with General Anxiety 3. Have your child reward themselves with a preferred activity or item, for getting through a specific time period (e.g., dinner, school, or

homework) without any impulsive behaviors (e.g., hitting, throwing objects, breaking things, etc.). Start where you know your child is most likely to be successful and build from there. For instance, a whole school day may not be a reasonable expectation yet, but showing self-control during a short family walk might be. You have to know your child’s
strengths to choose a starting point that is likely to promote success. 4. Encourage your child to observe their environment to notice if they see/hear impulsive behaviors. Talk privately with your child about the impulsive behaviors they observed and about what they think the individual may have done differently to be less impulsive and more in
control. Discuss the situation and alternatives. 5. Talk about the differences between impulsive and non-impulsive behaviors/decisions. Try to visualize through real-life examples (as in the pictures below) what those differences look like. Act out, show pictures, or draw different scenarios. There are a ton of images on Google that illustrate impulsive
and non-impulsive behavior. Discuss how the same scenario could lead to an impulsive or non-impulsive response. It is important for children to learn coping skills and how to regulate their emotions, in order to combat naturally impulsive behavior such as hitting or screaming when there is a problem. If a child learns through consistency and adult
support how to take a break, talk it out, count, breathe, hold a preferred object or use other soothing strategies, they may be less likely to react impulsively when upset. 6. Help your child plan their day so they know what to do with their time. Children who have more down-time/unstructured time are more likely to engage in impulsive behaviors. You
can fill your child’s day with a schedule that includes activities they want to do (e.g., playing outside, technology, creative projects, music, etc.) and activities they have to do (homework, chores, etc.). Less down time = less impulsive behaviors. Related Article: How to Use Schedules to Improve Children’s Behavior 7. Explain to your child that once you
get to be an adult, impulsive behaviors are often not tolerated in the workplace or community. Discuss real-life consequences, such as being fired, thrown out, or arrested for certain types of impulsive behaviors (e.g., throwing things in a public place, hitting someone at work, etc.) 8. Exercise. Studies show that regular exercise helps reduce
inattention, anxiety, aggression, and hyperactivity, which can all put you at risk for impulsive behaviors. Exercise also builds confidence and self-esteem. Research shows that improved self-esteem leads to improved mental health and behavioral outcomes.Related Article: How to Use Exercise to Help Kids with Autism and ADHD Impulses are a natural
part of life. Part of what separates humans from other species is our ability to control our urges. Impulse control is how we demonstrate psychological maturity and excel in society. However, the simple concept of “think before you act” isn’t quite so easy for everyone. What Are Impulse Control Disorders A person is afflicted with an impulse control
disorder (ICD) when he or she absolutely cannot resist the urge to do something. This goes well beyond the occasional need to give in to temptation and order extra-large fries at a fast-food establishment. The actions displayed by a person with an impulse control disorder are usually harmful to oneself or toward other people. Impulsive behavior
disorders span a broad category and were once known to range from drug addictions to paraphilic sexual fantasies. However, updates to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) recategorized some of what were once considered ICDs, such as compulsive gambling and sexual addiction, into another classification. It is
common to see other addictive behaviors in a person with an ICD as an inability to maintain control over one’s impulses. Common Impulsive Behavior Disorders Include: Oppositional Defiant Disorder: Can be present in children who have ongoing defiant and hostile behaviors toward authority figures, even after negative consequences are
experienced. Often present with ADHD or ADD. Conduct Disorder: Seen in children and adolescents who exhibit aggressive, deceitful, destructive behaviors, with no regard for breaking rules and little to no guilt or remorse after the fact. Antisocial Personality:A disregard for others, uses people as the means to an end. Often begins with Conduct
Disorder in childhood. Intermittent Explosive Disorder:Uncontrolled and violent episodes. Pyromania:This disorder centers on an obsession with fire. Kleptomania: A kleptomaniac will engage in compulsive theft. Compulsive Shopping:An individual will often buy things that are not needed. Impulse Control Disorders vs. Other Illnesses Some studies
show similarities between impulsive behavior disorders and similar mental conditions. The primary difference is the fundamental issue the individual faces. Those with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) experience a significantly reduced attention span. Quelling impulses isn’t the primary challenge. They struggle to maintain focus, keep
their minds from jumping to new topics, and complete tasks. People with impulsive behavior disorders, on the other hand, struggle the most with denying their compulsion. What can be very disconcerting to parents of children, teenagers, and adults challenged by compulsivity is assessing whether the behaviors can be attributed to childhood
insecurity, unhealthy outlets of stress, or a serious personality disorder. Whether impulsiveness is exhibited through food issues, trichotillomania (pulling of the hair), aggressive reactions to themselves or others, these can be signs and symptoms of varied drug addictions. There may be multiple behavioral disorders co-occurring. Seeking help from a
licensed, behavioral health expert sooner rather than later is crucial to uncovering the root problem(s) and finding answers. The Causes of Impulsive Behavior Disorders Medical professionals and scientists have yet to discover a definitive root cause of impulse disorders, although there are factors suspected to influence an individual’s condition.
These can be physical, biological, psychological, emotional, cultural, societal, or in combination. Brain Structure Studies suggest that particular structures in the brain affect impulse disorders. The limbic system is a section of the brain devoted to emotions and memory function. The frontal lobe, which handles planning and controlling, are the two
most likely suspects. But the pre-frontal cortex is also of importance as it fuels sound decision-making. When it is out of balance or compromised, risky and impulsive behaviors can arise and go out of control. Hormonal Imbalances Hormones may affect impulsive behavior disorders, too. Researchers believe that compounds such as testosterone are
especially at fault. These hormones are associated with violence and aggression. They are also less present in women. This correlates with data showing that women are more prone to less violent types of control problems. For example, men are more likely to be pyromaniacs, and women more commonly suffer from kleptomania. Differing Opinions
within the Mental Health Community Many health care professionals have divided impulse control disorders into a subgroup of existing problems. ICDs are often categorized within anxiety problems and obsessive-compulsive disorders. Studies suggest that chemicals in the brain, such as serotonin and dopamine, play a major role in impulsive
behavior disorders. Many ICD patients show responsiveness to medications typically used for depression and anxiety. Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors, or SSRIs, are a branch of antidepressants that are particularly useful. Impulse Control Disorders and Drug Addiction Dealing with an impulse control disorder is extremely difficult. Many
sufferers are dealing with other mental health issues such as depression or anxiety as a direct result of their lack of control. Others will turn to alcohol or drugs as a coping method. Unfortunately, a history of uncontrollable impulses means that ICD sufferers present a much higher risk of forming a dependency or addiction. Thankfully, there are many
proven treatment options. Medications, as stated, have provided some patients significant improvement in their symptoms. Treating Impulse Control Disorders Behavioral therapy also shows significant promise for ICD patients - even in those who also suffer from alcohol use disorder or drug addiction. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is effective
in helping those with ICD retrain their brain to reduce the urge to act out in unhealthy ways. By combining cognitive and behavioral therapy modalities, patients learn: Positive self-perception, how others see them, and how the world affects their mental health. To understand how they allow others’ actions to influence their own lives. How facing
their own interactions affects behaviors and responses in others. Continuous CBT, coupled with mindfulness and other practices that can serve as healthy coping mechanisms, offer relief when stress can trigger an episode of impulsivity. Many patients experience positive turnarounds when they enter dedicated treatment facilities, principally because
these places are equipped to treat the underlying causes of impulse control disorders, other mental health conditions, and drug or alcohol dependency. Unsure If You or a Loved One Has an Impulsive Behavior Disorder? We Can Assess Your Personal Situation Now Medically reviewed by Tiffany Taft, PsyD — Written by Sandra Silva Casabianca and
Margarita Tartakovsky, MS on March 1, 2021We include products we think are useful for our readers. If you buy through links on this page, we may earn a small commission. Here’s our process.If you have difficulty paying attention, often feel restless, and give in to urges easily, you may be living with the hyperactive-impulsive presentation of
ADHD.Managing impulsivity is possible, even if it might feel really challenging at times. The first step is to seek the support of a mental health professional who can help you create and maintain a treatment plan for adult attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).But there’s a lot you can also do on your own to manage and improve impulse
control. By being an active player in your treatment, you can further improve your quality of life. What does impulsive behavior look like in ADHD?Every adult is unique, so it depends on your personality and circumstances. In general, impulsive behavior often looks like an improvised or unpredicted course of action that’s not based on logic. It’s your
emotions driving your behavior.These actions may sometimes go against your own plans and habits, and on some occasions, they might become harmful to you or others.Examples of impulsive behavior include: Constantly interrupting conversations or say things you later regret. Hopping from one activity to the next one or try to handle three
simultaneously. Go shopping for one item and return home with endless bags.While driving, you get impatient and begin cutting in front of everyone.Go out to have one drink and end up coming home with someone you don’t know. Most people act impulsively from time to time. The difference is that ADHD — particularly the hyperactive-impulsive
subtype — affects impulse control to the point that these behaviors become persistent over time and across situations. The following impulse control techniques may help.How does your impulsivity manifest? What are the common negative consequences? When and where are you the most impulsive?“No two ADHD adults look the same,” says Terry
Matlen, ACSW, a psychotherapist and author of “Survival Tips for Women with AD/HD.” “That’s why it’s vital to understand how your particular ‘flavor’ of ADHD affects your life.” To become aware and identify the particulars of impulse control challenges, you can begin by taking notes and keeping an inventory.Eventually, you’ll find a system that
works best for you. To start, you could:list recent behaviors that you consider impulsivelist recent behaviors that other people consider impulsive in youidentify negative consequences of recent impulsive behaviorsidentify positive consequences of recent impulsive behaviorspinpoint the places where you most often become impulsiveselect some
impulsive behaviors that might be the most harmful to you or othersMatlen also suggests reading about ADHD in adults and attending support groups and conferences that can provide further resources.You also can sharpen your self-awareness by practicing mindfulness. “[B]ring attention to the present moment and observe what is happening
without judging it,” says Lidia Zylowska, MD, a board-certified psychiatrist who specializes in adult ADHD and penned the book “The Mindfulness Prescription for Adult ADHD.”For instance, focus on your thoughts, emotions, and urges along with how your body feels when you’'re about to be impulsive, says Zylowska. This may not be easy at first. You
might pick up on your impulsivity only after being impulsive. But with practice, you can start identifying what precipitates your impulsive behavior.Mindfulness may also help you gain some distance from your urges. This way, you aren’t driven by your impulses but simply observing them. Then, you can decide on your actions, adds Zylowska.Here's
how it could work:Practice how to recognize an urge before you act impulsively.Put a name on that urge. For example, “This is anger I feel.”Identify the action that emotion is leading you to. For example, “I want to criticize my spouse (because I'm angry).”Identify what you need to do to stop the impulsive behavior. For example, “I need to express my
frustration without making it personal.” Or, “I need to step away, take a moment, and come back later.”Approach the situation once your urge has decreased.Document your emotion, what you felt like doing, and what you ended up doing.Use a supportive, compassionate, and encouraging voice, says Zylowska. For instance, if you want to manage your
impatience, you might say: “Waiting is hard for you, but see if you can be a bit more patient right now.”Checking in refers to taking inventory of how you feel and what your predominant thoughts are right before acting impulsively. The goal is to pinpoint the inner dialogue underlying your impulsive behaviors. Once you do, you can challenge them.For
instance, let’s say you had to complete a job task but ended up browsing Facebook for an hour. Carol Perlman, PhD, a psychologist who developed a cognitive behavioral therapy for adult ADHD, suggests asking yourself a series of questions.For example:What was going on when you started the task? Did it feel doable? Was it interesting?Was any
resistance in you regarding the task itself?Maybe you started looking at Facebook because the thought of sitting at your desk for two hours straight seemed utterly unbearable, she says. Once you've identified the challenges or emotions underlying your impulses, you can implement correctives.There are many ways you can go about this. Here are
some examples Perlman, also co-author of the therapist guide and workbook “Mastering Your Adult ADHD,” suggests:Break out your tasks into bite-sized steps. For example, work on your task for 30 minutes and then take a five-minute break in a different environment.When taking a break, plan for short and relaxing activities. Also, set up an alarm.
If you stay on break too long, you may get distracted and move to other tasks.Keep asking questions about the task you’re having difficulty completing. For example, “How bad can this really be?” or “Can I coach myself through the less enjoyable parts?” or “How good will it feel once I finish?” Once you improve your self-awareness and mindfulness,
you’ll be able to know where and when you typically act impulsively. The following step is to sabotage those instances, says Matlen.For example, if you usually overspend when you go out shopping, leave your credit card and checkbook at home. Take cash instead, and take only what you need to purchase what you'll be shopping for. If you need to
curb impulsive speech, Perlman suggests taking a notepad with you to important meetings. Instead of blurting out your comments, jot them down as soon as they come to you. Read them later and mention them at the appropriate time.To plan for this, go back to your initial list. Next to the impulsive behaviors you have identified, write the possible
impulse control solutions. Sometimes ADHD impulsivity might be the result of being stressed or on edge, says Perlman. Relaxing can increase your impulse control.Perlman suggests the following:Managing ADHD impulsivity might be challenging at times, but it’s possible.Self-awareness is the first step, besides seeking the guidance of a mental health
professional.You can begin taming your impulsive behaviors by checking in with yourself, making it more difficult to act on impulse, and improving your mental and physical relaxation. Last medically reviewed on March 1, 2021
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