
Helping Young Children with Biting 

 

Biting is not nice for adults, either! 

Biting behaviours can be upsetting for all concerned.  It is not pleasant to be 

bitten, and biting can be very worrying for adults who wonder what it means 

about the child who bites. 

Parents of other children can get worried too and this can 

add to a sense of pressure. 

We don’t know how common biting behaviour is, because it 

has not been studied much.  A likely estimate is that up to 1 in 

10 preschool children bite at some point. 

Although difficult, it is important to remember that biting is similar 

to other unwanted behaviours, and the same approaches will work. 

For most young children, behaviours are a way of telling us something 

that they can’t put into words.  If we can work out what they are trying 

to say, we can respond, and the behaviours will improve. 

 

A good first step 

Often at first, behaviours can seem overwhelming and as though they happen 

all the time and with no pattern.  Usually, there are triggers and it can be 

helpful to find them. 

You will find in this leaflet a way of doing this, called the RELATE process.  It 

can help with working out when biting happens, and what the message might 

be from the child. 

  



Why does biting happen? 

So what might a child who bites be trying to tell us?  It could be one 

of the following, several at the same time, or something else: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 I don’t like what’s 

happening!  

I don’t know any 

other way to tell 

you something!  That was a 

surprise! 

 

 
I’m just too 

excited! 

 Biting makes 

me feel better 

 

 

I wonder what 

happens if I bite 

someone? 

 

 It is too hot/cold/ 

noisy/quiet … 

 

 I want to play! 

 

 
I want to have 

some attention 

 
That was really 

annoying/scary! 

 

 

I’ve not quite 

grown out of 

biting yet 

 
I need to explore 

things with my 

mouth more 



So what can we do? 

The RELATE process can be a helpful way to think through what the biting is for 

and to think of some ways to try and help the child find new ways to meet the 

need. 

Remember 

 Remember other things about the child.  Remember their 
strengths.  They don’t do bite all the time! 

o What do they enjoy? 
o What “good” behaviours do they know? 
o When are they most likely to do these? 

Explore 

 Explore any patterns for the biting. 
o When does it happen?  What happened just before? 
o Who with? 
o What is the child trying to tell us about those triggers?   

 Usually at first it does not look as if there is a pattern, but 
careful recording usually shows when biting is more likely to 
happen. 

Listen 

 Young children’s behaviour is usually a way of saying something 
they can’t put into words 

 Listen to the behaviour and think about what the child may be 
trying to tell you 

 If you are not sure, there are some ideas over the page 

Adjust 

 Think about how you can Adjust those trigger times, 
o Bearing in mind what you think the child is trying to tell 

you 
o If you are stuck, imagine you had the same need – what 

might help you? 
 

Teach 

 Teach the child some alternative behaviours to deal with their 
problem. 

 What you are seeing may be the only thing they know to do 
about it. 

o You can show them, or 
o put it into stories, (the child can help!) 

 and above all practice it with them. 

Enjoy!  And the child now has a new skill so encourage them whenever 
they use it – and tell them why! 

 Enjoy the progress you have both made, well done! 



Here are some ideas for how to respond to the child’s message.  This is just to 

give some examples.  You know the child best so will have some much better 

ideas yourself! 

“I don’t want to do this” 

Consider if this is an activity that can just be 
avoided for now until the child has learned not to 
bite 
If it has to be done, can you make it easier – don’t 
do it as a surprise, give descriptions, show what 
will happen after, pair it with a nice thing?  Do it 
yourself and let the child join you? 

“I’m just too excited” 

Some calming activities or objects; try and get 
these in place before the child needs to bite 
Or think if there is too much going on at once and 
can you make it simpler/quieter? 

“I want to have some 
attention” 

This is simply a need, so can you give it in a “good” 
way, before the child bites?  Make sure the child 
knows you are always around, or when you are 
coming back.  A bit more attention for a while 
might help the biting stop. 
If the child does bite, then make sure you pay 
most attention to the person bitten, modelling a 
response to this can be more effective than just 
telling the child off. 

“I want to play with …” 

Set up small and simple play situations where you 
and other children can model how to join in and 
take turns 
Write a story with the child about an animal (or 
similar) that wants to learn how to play – ask the 
child for what advice the animal should have 

 

In conclusion 

Biting can be unpleasant and alarming.  But like other unwanted behaviours 

it often happens because the child is trying to tell us something.  Listening 

to the message and helping the child find other ways to do this will often 

reduce biting over time.  
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