
De-escalation Strategies for 
Managing Behavior Melt-
downs
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• Sometimes, when children become 
extremely overwhelmed or they’re 
experiencing sensory overload, 
they have a meltdown where they 
become so dysregulated that 
their bodies react automatically.

• This is an automatic nervous 
system response and not 
something our kids can consciously 
control.
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The Escalation

• These situations are stressful and 
overwhelming for everyone involved 
and could potentially lead to safety 
risks for both your child and 
bystanders.

https://hes-extraordinary.com/sensory-overload-in-kids
https://hes-extraordinary.com/how-your-childs-nervous-system-impacts-emotional-regulation-and-meltdowns
https://hes-extraordinary.com/how-your-childs-nervous-system-impacts-emotional-regulation-and-meltdowns
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The Escalation Cycle 

Although meltdowns may seem 
unpredictable or like they happen 
out of nowhere, there is a clear 
pattern that happens before, after, 
and during a meltdown.
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Emotional Regulation & the Brain

The diagram is an explanation of 
how various sections of the 
brain are used and how that 
affects emotional regulation.
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Emotional Regulation & the Brain
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The Point of No Return

Escalated 
Behavior

remain calm and 
ensure safety 

until the 
forebrain is back 

in control.

no magic 
solution or 
quick fix to 

stop it 
instantly

safely get 
through it 
together

no magic 
solution or 

quick fix
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Avoid Reasoning and Logic

Avoid saying things like, “I know you 
wanted me to pick you up from school, 
but I have to work late.” or “Your pink 
shirt is in the washer, so I can’t have it 
ready in time; that’s why you need to 
wear a different shirt.”

Once your child has calmed down, 
they may respond to this kind of 
reasoning, but mid-meltdown, it won’t 
help.
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Avoid Making Demands

Don’t Yell To Be Heard Over A 
Screaming Child

Demands include telling your 
child repeatedly to “stop,” “calm 
down,” or “snap out of it” isn’t 
going to make them stop or calm 
down or snap out of it. It doesn’t 
matter how nicely or assertively 
you ask.
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Validate Their Feelings, Not Their Actions

4) Give your child space and time to 
work through their emotions. 

“It makes sense that you are mad right 
now,” Or, “If that happened to me, I 
would be so upset, too.”

“It makes sense that you’re upset right 
now because you really wanted the 
orange cup, not the blue cup – and 
because it’s hard not to get what you 
want sometimes.”
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Everyone’s personal “bubble” 
is different, but regardless, that 
bubble gets bigger with 
heightened emotions.
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Respect Personal Space
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Be Mindful of Body Language and Facial Expressions

Keep your facial expression neutral: 
Consciously check yourself and make sure 
you aren’t frowning, furrowing your brow, or 
clenching your jaw.

Be intentional with your body 
language: Don’t cross your arms or put your 
hands on your hips. Avoid pacing, pointing 
your finger, or other large hand gestures. It’s 
best to keep your hands in front of your body 
in a relaxed position.

Crossed arms: defensive, 
self-protective, or closed off

Hands on the hips: ready and in 
control, or a sign of aggressiveness
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Distraction

This de-escalation 
strategy works 
best if it’s used 
early.

This technique doesn’t 
mean your child “gets 
away with” the behavior. 
Once they’re calm and 
more likely to respond 
with reason and logic, 
you can re-address the 
original issue, if 
appropriate.
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Reflective Listening 

So, you are saying you 
are upset because you 
really wanted your pink 
shirt today?” or ” You 
don’t want your Aunt to 
pick you up from 
school. Do I have this 
right?”



“You’re right; I can’t make you 
clean up your toys. However, 
we play outside only after they 
are put away.”
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Right to Refusal
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Be Non-Judgmental
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Visuals for De-escalation

• Pictures of calming 
activities

Choice 
Boards

• First: Expectation Then: 
Favorite Toy

First-Then 
Cards

• Feelings Picture ChartFeelings 
Chart

• Visuals for simple actionsAction 
Cards
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Grounding Techniques 
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Build Your Strategies Toolbox 

•6 NVCI techniques for Handling Meltdowns

•18 De-Escalation Techniques for Defusing Meltdowns

•The Ultimate Guide for Preventing Meltdowns & Outbursts

•Meltdown Magic: Step-by-step solution for handling meltdowns

•How Visual Sensory Processing Works + Strategies for Sensory Seekers and 
Avoiders

https://hes-extraordinary.com/6-powerful-nvci-skills-for-handling-meltdowns
https://hes-extraordinary.com/6-powerful-nvci-skills-for-handling-meltdowns
https://hes-extraordinary.com/de-escalation-techniques
https://hes-extraordinary.com/de-escalation-techniques
https://hes-extraordinary.com/de-escalation-techniques
https://hes-extraordinary.com/de-escalation-techniques
https://hes-extraordinary.com/preventing-outbursts
https://hes-extraordinary.com/preventing-outbursts
https://learn.hes-extraordinary.com/meltdown-magic-mini-workshop
https://learn.hes-extraordinary.com/meltdown-magic-mini-workshop
https://learn.hes-extraordinary.com/meltdown-magic-mini-workshop
https://learn.hes-extraordinary.com/meltdown-magic-mini-workshop
https://learn.hes-extraordinary.com/meltdown-magic-mini-workshop
https://learn.hes-extraordinary.com/meltdown-magic-mini-workshop
https://hes-extraordinary.com/visual-sensory-processing
https://hes-extraordinary.com/visual-sensory-processing
https://hes-extraordinary.com/visual-sensory-processing
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Resources

How to Keep Calm During Difficult Parenting Moments

18 Effective De-Escalation Strategies For Defusing Meltdowns

Managing Child Meltdowns & Tantrums - Tips From A Board Certified 
Behavior Analyst

https://hes-extraordinary.com/how-to-stay-calm-when-your-child-isnt
https://hes-extraordinary.com/de-escalation-techniques
https://hes-extraordinary.com/de-escalation-techniques
https://hes-extraordinary.com/de-escalation-techniques
https://youtu.be/cv9U_VBTWas?si=0wpvAUz5WeJo1ICo
https://youtu.be/cv9U_VBTWas?si=0wpvAUz5WeJo1ICo
https://youtu.be/cv9U_VBTWas?si=0wpvAUz5WeJo1ICo
https://youtu.be/cv9U_VBTWas?si=0wpvAUz5WeJo1ICo
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