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4 goals of misbehavior of children 

The 4 goals of misbehavior in children come from Rudolf Dreikurs’ theory of 
behavior, which is rooted in Adlerian psychology. According to Dreikurs, children 
misbehave to achieve a sense of belonging or significance, especially when they 
feel discouraged. The four mistaken goals are:

1. Attention

What the child believes: “I belong only when I’m being noticed.”

Behavior: Constantly seeks attention, even through annoying or disruptive 
acts.

Adult’s reaction: Feels irritated or annoyed.

Effective response: Ignore minor misbehavior, give positive attention 
proactively, and encourage independence.

2. Power

What the child believes: “I belong only when I’m the boss or in control.”

Behavior: Defiant, argumentative, refuses to follow directions.

Adult’s reaction: Feels challenged or provoked.

Effective response: Avoid power struggles, offer choices, and remain calm and 
firm.

3. Revenge

What the child believes: “I don’t feel I belong, so I’ll hurt others like I feel hurt.”

Behavior: Hurtful actions, mean words, sometimes passive-aggressive 
behavior.
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Adult’s reaction: Feels hurt or shocked.

Effective response: Show empathy, avoid punishment, build emotional 
connection, and repair trust.

4. Display of Inadequacy

What the child believes: “I can’t belong, so I’ll give up and prove I’m helpless.”

Behavior: Withdrawn, avoids challenges, lacks motivation.

Adult’s reaction: Feels helpless or discouraged.

Effective response: Offer encouragement, focus on small successes, and 
express belief in the child’s abilities.

Summary Table:

Misbehavior
Goal

Child’s Belief Adult’s Feeling Best Adult Response

Attention “I’m only noticed if I act
out.”

Irritated Redirect positively,
ignore minor issues

Power “I feel significant when I
control others.”

Angry, provoked Stay calm, offer choices,
avoid arguing

Revenge “I’m hurt, so I’ll hurt
back.”

Hurt, offended Show empathy, rebuild
trust

Inadequacy “I’m a failure, so why
try?”

Hopeless,
frustrated

Encourage small efforts,
build confidence

Let me know if you want examples or parenting tips based on this framework.

Synthesize the 4 goals of misbehavior in adults. List 22 examples 

Great question. While Dreikurs originally focused on children, adults can also 
exhibit misbehavior driven by the same 4 mistaken goals—especially when they 
feel discouraged, insecure, or powerless in relationships, work, or social settings. 
Here’s a synthesis for adults, followed by 22 examples across life domains.

AI-01665 Goals of Misbehavior 2



🌪 Synthesized 4 Goals of Misbehavior in 
Adults

Mistaken Goal Underlying Belief Common Adult Behaviors

1. Attention “I only matter when others
notice me.”

Interrupting, over-sharing, exaggerating
achievements, drama-seeking

2. Power “I matter only when I’m in
control or dominating.”

Arguing, micro-managing, resisting
authority, passive-aggressiveness

3. Revenge “I’ve been wronged, so I’ll
hurt others to get even.”

Sabotaging, gossiping, stonewalling,
withholding support

4. Inadequacy
“I’m not good enough, so I’ll
give up or not even try.”

Procrastination, self-sabotage, playing
the victim, helplessness, chronic
underachieving

🧠 22 Examples of Adult Misbehavior by 
Goal
🔹

Attention-Seeking (6 examples)

1. Constantly checking phone during conversations to redirect attention.

2. Boasting in meetings to appear more competent or important.

3. Playing the “martyr” role in relationships to be noticed or praised.

4. Posting oversharing emotional content on social media for validation.

5. Interrupting others mid-conversation to shift focus to themselves.

6. Flattering excessively to stay liked or needed.

🔹

Power-Struggles (6 examples)

1. Always needing to have the last word in arguments.

2. Withholding affection or communication to manipulate others.
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3. Micromanaging team members or partners to feel in control.

4. Passive-aggressively “forgetting” things they don’t want to do.

5. Constantly challenging rules or decisions without offering solutions.

6. Refusing help or advice even when struggling, just to appear independent.

🔹

Revenge-Motivated (5 examples)

1. Spreading rumors to ruin a colleague’s reputation after feeling slighted.

2. Ghosting a friend or partner without explanation as payback.

3. Sabotaging a group effort because they felt excluded or disrespected.

4. Criticizing or mocking others in public to “get even.”

5. Withholding praise or recognition out of spite.

🔹

Display of Inadequacy (5 examples)

1. Frequently saying “I can’t” or “I’m just not good at that” to avoid trying.

2. Ignoring responsibilities and blaming external factors (“The system is against 
me”).

3. Procrastinating important life decisions (career, health, relationships) out of 
fear of failure.

4. Avoiding any situation that might expose vulnerability or weakness.

5. Relying on others to make even small decisions (“Whatever you think is best”).

🪞 Final Insight:
These behaviors are often subconscious attempts to cope with discouragement, 
fear, or unmet emotional needs. Recognizing them—either in ourselves or others—
is the first step to responding with understanding, setting boundaries, or seeking 
growth.
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Let me know if you’d like strategies to address or transform these behaviors in 
yourself or others.
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