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The Strange Forms Self-Soothing Can Take

You go to get your child some food and he insists it be this exact thing, cut this exact way, placed on the
plate in this exact manner or he won't eat it. Your daughter wants to play but gets very upset if you try
to deviate from a very set script she has decided upon ahead of time. Your child has a nightmare and
you wake up to him banging his head against the bed over and over. Your child zones out and you find
times when you simply can't even get her to respond to you.

These behaviours often cause parents to either get angry and think their child is a control freak or panic
that something is very wrong with their child. Although there may be times when these can be
something that deserves more attention (remember you always have to look at the whole of a child's
life, not just one or two behaviours), often these are actually ways of self-soothing.

Yep, self-soothing.

Now I'm not saying these are beneficial ways to self-soothe, quite the contrary, but we have to first
understand what our children are doing if we're going to take the time to help them through these
behaviours. You see, if you view something like the manic control as manipulative or negative, we are
unlikely to approach it in a way that helps our child move past whatever is causing this need for control.
If instead we view it as a response to feelings of anxiety that may be brought about by any number of
things, we can instead focus our efforts on helping our children there.

What are self-soothing behaviours?

| know most people think of the positive self-soothing, or emotion regulating, behaviours like deep
breathing, remaining calm, and so on, but these are not the only ways we "control" our negative
emotions. Self-soothing is really our ways of trying to cope with negative emotions, most notably forms
of anxiety. This is why you can hear about people self-medicating with drugs and alcohol - these aren't
healthy means of coping, but they actually are means of coping.

So really a self-soothing behaviour is one that helps ease the anxiety (or other negative emotion) that
we are feeling.

Under this, almost anything can be self-soothing if it provides this relief. The issue is then the overall
health benefits of these behaviours. Exercise is thought to be a healthy means of coping until it
becomes obsessive. Overeating is not thought to be a healthy means, nor is drinking, drugs, or forms of
self-harm. Many of us engage in some forms of control to ease anxiety, like double checking locks or
that we have everything with us, and only when it becomes overdone do we view it as a clinical
problem.
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The real issue is that unhealthy behaviours actually aren't soothing in the real sense. They are
temporary distractions to the distress and thus they can become ongoing problems. They temporarily
reduce distress, but don't help people actually cope and move on so the problems themselves remain
and these "soothing" behaviours continue.

What is going on with kids?

Children, like adults, find their ways of coping with their big emotions. For the beginning of life, they
rely upon us adults to regulate them as our bodies basically help their manage these emotions. There
are tons of caveats here like the role of temperament (e.g., some children are more or less self-
regulating earlier than others) or physical issues that can cause problems with this (e.g., tongue ties can
result in a child unable to establish the vagus nerve which result in ongoing distress), but by and large
we start out regulating our kids. This experience helps their bodies learn how to regulate and the first
real stage of self-soothing is children seeking the help of a caregiver to calm them.

Over time children find other ways to alleviate these negative emotions and the ways they find will
depend on their history, what is available and what works at the given time they realize they need to do
this. What this means - and this is important - is that it's not a result of "bad parenting" that children
engage in some less-than-ideal means to regulate. Rather, it can just be that they tried something one
day (as kids do) and found it worked. This causes a cycle of wanting to continue to do this.

Unfortunately, where parents do come in is often as ones who stigmatize these behaviours. Any
negative behaviour is often met with some form of negativity, whether it's anger, frustration, fear, or
sadness. When parents express these emotions to children, this adds to their already-stressed out state
and they return to what they know - the same negative soothing behaviours. So not only is the
underlying issue of anxiety not addressed, but more is heaped on to the child because parents haven't
been made aware of what is really going on. (Sadly they are often even told that these are actually
"bad" behaviours worthy of punishments or to be ignored.)

How do you help your child?

You might think the key is to identify the root of the anxiety and yes, that would be very helpful, but
actually | find that the first thing is to work on accepting these behaviours and identifying what you're
seeing. So really, you first need to work on your response to these behaviours. If your child is being a
control freak, instead of getting angry, take a moment to realize this is a call out that something is
bothering him and provide that control at the moment, but sit down and talk to your child about what is
going on (if possible). Ask how they are doing. Connect with them physically and emotionally to see if
that can help them cope in a healthier manner.

While working on this you need to also work on identifying what is causing the anxiety. Your child may
not know what it is and there's a huge list of things that can cause children to panic. Some examples
include starting daycare, a new sibling, schedule changes, death or some loss of a family member, fights
at home, watching shows that involve themes they don't understand, peer problems, stress at school,
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lack of connection with you, your own stress, and so on. Sometimes all they need is the reconnection
time with you so you can help their bodies re-establish appropriate self-soothing behaviours, but if you
can identify the cause, then you are able to also work towards identifying it, labeling it, and helping your
child move beyond it in a more in-depth manner.

Finally, it's always a good reminder to talk openly about emotions and model the kind of self-soothing
behaviours you hope your children will learn. When you are frustrated or scared, label it, don't try to
hide it (our kids pick up on the slightest nuance in most cases), and make sure your child knows they are
still safe when you are stressed. Talk about how you self-soothe (even young children benefit from this
even if they can't copy it for some time to come) and show them it's okay to feel negative things. When
our children are openly sad or upset, don't try to stop it, just be there to comfort. Let them get it all out
and know that feeling bad is a part of life and not one we need to run from, but one we need to accept
and let pass.

Remember: Children are very rarely trying to anger us or scare us, they are angry and scared themselves
and need us to step back and help them.

*% %

Tracy Cassels, PhD is the Director of Evolutionary Parenting, a science-based, attachment-oriented
resource for families on a variety of parenting issues. In addition to her online resources, she offers one-
on-one support to families around the world and is regularly asked to speak on a variety of issues from
sleep to tantrums at conferences and in the media. She lives in Prince Edward County, Ontario, Canada
with her husband and two children.
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