
 
Understanding the Behavior Chain: 

A Helpful Guide for Parents 
 

“Everybody is talking about the behavior. Behaviors float downstream to us. We need to 
paddle upstream. The problems that are causing the behaviors, that’s what’s waiting for us. 
It’s a crucial paradigm shift.” -Dr. Ross Greene 
 
In early childhood, we see children respond to various situations with different behaviors. 
These behaviors often follow a pattern, known as the Behavior Chain. Understanding this 
pattern can help us better support your child's emotional and social development. The 
Behavior Chain is made up of three parts: 
 

1. Antecedent (A): This is what happens before the behavior. It could be a situation, 
event, or trigger that causes the child to react. For example, a loud noise, a change in 
routine, or even a peer taking their toy can be antecedents. 

2. Behavior (B): This is the response the child has to the antecedent. It could be 
something like hitting, crying, or yelling. The behavior is what we observe. 

3. Consequence (C): This is what happens after the behavior. The consequence could 
either encourage the behavior to happen again (reinforce it) or discourage it (punish 
it). For example, if a child gets attention after hitting, they may be more likely to hit 
again. 
 

  
Who was involved? 

 
What was the child doing? 

 
When did this occur? 

 
Where did this occur? 

 What specifically did the 
child do or say? 

 
What did the child not do 

or not say? 
 

Was there a target to this 
behavior? 

 What did the child 
receive after the 

behavior? 
 

How did others react to 
the behavior? 

 
Tangible or non-tangible 

 
Why is the "B" Part of the Chain Hard to Understand? 
When we observe a child’s behavior, we often focus on the "B" (the behavior) because it’s 
what’s visible. But the behavior itself is often the least informative part of the chain. Why? 
Because it can sometimes be a response to something that happened before or a misguided 
attempt to achieve a goal. 

CONSEQUENCE ANTECEDENT BEHAVIOR 



For example, imagine a child who, when stressed, starts throwing toys. The behavior of 
throwing toys is a reaction to something that happened earlier, like a misunderstanding with 
a peer or feeling overwhelmed. The actual throwing of the toys doesn’t give us a clear 
picture of what triggered the stress in the first place. 
 
Lucky vs. Unlucky Behaviors 
Leading child behavior expert Dr. Ross Greene describes the difference between lucky and 
unlucky behaviors. Some children may seem to have "lucky" behaviors in response to 
stressors—meaning they show behaviors that get the response they need (like seeking 
comfort from a teacher when upset or using words to express themselves). Other children 
might have "unlucky" behaviors, where their response leads to something that escalates the 
situation (like hitting, which might result in them being ignored or punished). 
For example: 

• Lucky behavior: A child is upset (A), they ask for help (B), and the teacher provides 
comfort (C). 

• Unlucky behavior: A child is upset (A), they hit a peer (B), and the teacher reprimands 
them or removes them from the activity (C), making the child feel more upset. 

Understanding that these behaviors are a chain reaction helps us look beyond just the 
behavior and explore the reasons behind it. It also shows us that what happens after the 
behavior (the consequence) can influence whether the child learns to repeat or stop the 
behavior in the future. 
 
Helping Children Break the Chain 
As a parent or caregiver, it’s helpful to think about the whole chain (A → B → C) rather than 
just the behavior itself. By identifying the antecedent (what’s triggering the behavior) and 
the consequence (how it’s reinforcing the behavior), you can work with your child to prevent 
or change unhelpful behaviors. 

• Prevent: Help your child avoid triggers, or teach them coping strategies (e.g., deep 
breathing, asking for help). 

• Change: If the behavior occurs, try to ensure that the consequence is supportive and 
helps the child learn a more appropriate response. 

For example, if your child starts to show signs of frustration (A), guide them to use their words 
to express how they’re feeling (B) and make sure the consequence is supportive, like offering 
help or praise for expressing themselves in a healthy way (C). 
 
What You Can Do 

• Observe the whole chain: Pay attention to the triggers (A), the behavior (B), and the 
outcome (C). This will help you understand your child’s needs and how to better 
respond. 

• Reinforce positive behaviors: When your child shows a helpful or calm response to a 
stressor, be sure to acknowledge and praise it. 

• Teach coping skills: Help your child develop tools for managing their emotions, like 
taking a break or using a calming technique when they feel upset. 

• Stay consistent: Consistency in how you respond to behavior will help your child 
understand what to expect and learn how to make better choices. 

By understanding the behavior chain, you can help your child navigate challenges more 
effectively, build positive habits, and learn how to respond to stress in healthy ways. If you 
ever have questions or need support, we’re here to help! 


