
Routines for Long-Term Results
TEACHING HOW TO CONTROL THEIR IMPULSES

OPTIONS TIPS & PHRASES

TIP:
Try games like Mother May I?; Red Light, Green Light; Simon 
Says, Connect Four

1. Especially for younger kids, play games that 
teach impulse control. 

Kids learn so much through play… Games can really 
strengthen their impulse-control muscles! 

2. Teach them what to do while they’re 
“controlling themselves,” and have them 
practice waiting for longer periods of time

This may mean that you have them wait while you’re 
talking to a friend, have them wait while they save up 
money to buy something, etc. 

PHRASES: 
“I’m going to talk to my friend until it’s time for lunch. I’ll get 
you started on this [whatever you want them to do], so you 
can do that while you’re waiting.” 

“I’m going to leave the room for a few minutes. While you’re 
waiting for me, why don’t you  make up a story to tell me 
when I get back?” 

Impulse control is one of the last skills to develop. Children and adolescents are wired to do what feels good, 
even when they know they shouldn’t. (Even adults still struggle with this skill!) 
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WHAT DO I DO IF…?

…My child STILL doesn’t have great impulse control? 
Set realistic expectations. Impulse control is one of the skills that takes the longest to develop, so you may 
have to change your expectations a bit.  Often our expectations have more to do with what WE want than 
what they’re capable of. 
Keep practicing. The more patience you have and the more you practice with them, the more likely they are 
to learn this skill sooner. 

…I ask my child to wait for something and they whine and complain? 
Make a plan ahead of time. Because whining and complaining trigger us so much, it’s easy to get annoyed 
and make the situation worse. 
Decide ahead of time how you will handle whining. (For example: I will remind my child “We use words, not 
whines to get what we want” and then stop talking until they stop whining.) 
Let them know ahead of time how you plan to handle it, and be consistent so they learn that you mean what 
you say. 

3. Model impulse control skills 

Because your brain is fully developed, it’s easier for 
you to control your impulses. But children don’t 
realize that you’re doing that. Let them know how 
you control yourself by talking through it out loud.  

PHRASES: 
“I really wanted to buy that new jacket, but I decided to 
wait.”

“My friends wanted to go out tonight, and I really wanted to! 
But I have to get something done, so I told them I couldn’t.” 


