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BACKGROUND

As children and youth develop, the capacity to regulate their emotions and behavior represents a
shift from vulnerability to competence. 1,2 Learning to actively control emotions and behavior
begins in early childhood. For example, children in the early grades learn to wait quietly or raise
their hand before speaking. As children grow older, the process of self-regulation continues as
they become more able to think about what they are doing and react accordingly, such as
controlling their anger or resisting the urge to cry.3 Increasingly, research is finding associations
between young people’s success in controlling their behavior and emotions, and their social
competence, school success, and healthy eating habits.4 In contrast, research finds that children
and adolescents who exhibit poor self-regulation skills are at greater risk for peer rejection,
social problems, delinquency, and obesity.5 For these reasons, it is important to build and
improve the self-regulation capacity of children and youth. Out-of-school time programs can
play an important role in these efforts.
WHAT IS SELF-REGULATION?
Self-regulation refers to both unconscious and conscious processes that affect the
ability to control responses.6 It is a skill that has overarching effects on an individual’s ability
to tolerate unmet wants or needs, handle disappointments and failures, and work towards
success. The ability to self-regulate is the foundation for compliance with accepted standards of
conduct at home, school, and later, in the workplace. Self-regulation is often thought of as a dual
process —cognitive and social-emotional.7


Cognitive self-regulation is the degree to which children can be self-reflective, and can
plan and think ahead. Children with these strengths are in control of their thoughts. They
monitor their behavior, evaluate their abilities, and are able to adjust their behavior, if
necessary. 8 For example, if a self-regulated child knows there is an upcoming test, he or
she chooses to study to be ready for the test, instead of hanging out with friends.



Social-emotional self-regulation is the ability to inhibit negative responses and delay
gratification. An individual with this ability is able to control his or her emotional
reactions to positive and negative situations, as in the case of a child who can resist his
immediate inclination to erupt into anger when a peer skips in front of him in the lunch
line.

The ability to self-regulate increases dramatically as children grow older.9 Whereas selfregulation depends largely on developmental capabilities,10,11 as children mature, goal-setting
and self-monitoring become critical.12 In general, children and adolescents are more likely to
carry out self-regulatory behaviors if they set manageable goals for which they have direct
control and continuously evaluate their behaviors and responses.
WHY IS SELF-REGULATION IMPORTANT?
Young children need to develop self-regulation skills because of the strong influence these skills
have on school readiness and building relationships with peers. 13 Self-regulation remains
perhaps even more important in the teen years, which are often marked by an increased
vulnerability to risks such as truancy,14 peer victimization, and substance use.15 Adolescents who
do not regulate their emotions and behavior are more likely to engage in risk-taking and
unhealthy behaviors.16,17 Being able to suppress impulsive behavior and to adjust behavior as
appropriate has been linked to positive outcomes for children and adolescents. Some of these
positive outcomes include:
 Higher academic achievement. Children who are self-regulated are more likely to
perform well in school.18
 School engagement. Adolescents who delay gratification and adjust their behavior are
more likely to be engaged in school. Moreover, such students tend to work harder than do
their peers who lack self-regulatory abilities.
 Peer social acceptance. Self-regulation is also linked with favorable perceptions by
others.19 Children and adolescents who are able to control impulses and reflect on their
actions are more likely to have friends and to get along with others.20
 Avoidance of negative behaviors. Self-regulated adolescents are less likely to engage in
substance abuse, truancy, and violence.21
 Healthy eating patterns. Adolescents who are able to regulate their behavior are more
likely to have healthy eating habits.22
HOW CAN SELF-REGULATION BE INCREASED IN CHILDREN AND YOUTH?
Athletic and training programs can promote self-regulation. Sports and martial-arts programs, for
example, have been found to improve children and adolescent’s self-regulation skills. 23,24 Such
programs generally seek to foster qualities that are critical for successful self-regulation,
including setting standards, monitoring, and motivation.25
Also, in a review of experimentally evaluated programs for children and youth, researchers have
found that several out-of-school time programs that address social competence—such as
CASASTART, Early Risers, and the Bicultural Competence Skills Program—have positive
impacts on self-regulation skills.26 This evidence linking participation in out-of-school time
programs with increased self-regulation skills has been found to be especially strong for children
and youth who come from low-income families.27
WHAT CAN OUT-OF-SCHOOL TIME PROGRAMS DO?
Programs can be successful in enhancing self-regulation if they include one or more of the
following components:
 Cognitive-behavioral training
 Social skills training
 Community service.
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In addition, programs that teach problem-solving skills, and self-monitoring strategies—and that
train adolescents to consider how their behaviors affect others—appear to work, to some degree,
at improving behavior regulation skills.
WHAT ARE SOME SPECIFIC MEASURES oF SELF-REGULATION?
Questionnaire on Self-Regulation28
This is a 13-item questionnaire used to assess children’s ability to regulate negative emotions and
disruptive behavior, and to set and attain goals. Respondents rate how true each item is for them,
ranging from 1 (never true) to 4 (always true). After reverse coding items 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 8, 10, 11,
12 and 13, higher scores represent the child’s ability to regulate his/her emotions (items 1, 2, 3,
4, 5), behavior (items 9, 10, 11, 12), and cognitions (items 6, 7, 8).
1. I have a hard time controlling my temper.
2. I get so frustrated I feel ready to explode.
3. I get upset easily.
4. I am afraid I will lose control over my feelings.
5. I slam doors when I am mad.
6. I develop a plan for all my important goals.
7. I think about the future consequences of my actions.
8. Once I have a goal, I make a plan to reach it.
9. I get distracted by little things.
10. As soon as I see things that are not working, I do something about it.
11. I get fidgety after a few minutes if I am supposed to sit still.
12. I have a hard time sitting still during important tasks.
13. I find that I bounce my legs or wiggle with objects.

Fast Track Project Child Behavior Questionnaire 29
This 20-item questionnaire is designed to measure the self-regulation skills of children and
adolescents. After reverse coding items 4, 5, 7 and 19, lower scores indicate ability to selfregulate.
How often does each of the following statements describe you? Would you say?

All of
the time
1
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Most of
the time
2

Some of
the time
3

None of
the time
4

I wait my turn during activities.
I cope well with disappointment or frustration.
I accept it when things do not go my way.
My feelings get hurt.
When I get upset, I whine or complain.
I control my temper when there is a disagreement.
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7. I stop and calm down when I am frustrated or upset
8. I think before I act.
9. I do what I am told to do.
10. When I want something, I am patient when waiting.
11. I follow the rules.
12. I stick with an activity until it is finished.
13. I can concentrate and focus on one activity at a time.
14. I ignore kids who are fooling around in class.
15. I fight or argue with adults.
16. I tell new kids my name without being asked to tell it.
17. When people are angry with me, I control my anger.
18. When someone tells me a rule that I think is unfair, I ask about the rule in a nice way.
19. When I disagree with my parents, I yell and scream.
20. I ask friends for help with my problems.
Adolescent Self-Regulatory Inventory30
This is a 36-item questionnaire used to measure the self-regulation of teens. Respondents rate
how true each item is for them, ranging from 1 (not at all true for me) to 5 (really true for me).
A sum or average of the items should be calculated. After reverse coding items 1, 2, 5, 6, 7, 8, 12, 13,
14, 15, 16, 18, 19, 21, 34, 35, higher scores indicate ability to self-regulate.

1
Not at all true for
me

2
Not very true for
me

3
Neither true nor
untrue for me

4
Somewhat true
for me

5
Really true for
me

1. It’s hard for me to notice when I’ve ―had enough‖ (sweets, food, etc.).
2. When I’m sad, I can usually start doing something that will make me feel better.
3. If something isn’t going according to my plans, I change my actions to try and reach my
goal.
4. I can find ways to make myself study even when my friends want to go out.
5. I lose track of the time when I’m doing something fun.
6. When I’m bored I fidget or can’t sit still.
7. It’s hard for me to get started on big projects that require planning in advance.
8. I can usually act normal around everybody if I’m upset with someone.
9. I am good at keeping track of lots of things going on around me, even when I’m feeling
stressed.
10. When I’m having a tough day, I stop myself from whining about it to my family or
friends.
11. I can start a new task even if I’m already tired.
12. I lose control whenever I don’t get my way.
13. Little problems detract me from my long-term plans.
14. I forget about whatever else I need to do when I’m doing something really fun.
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15. If I really want something, I have to have it right away.
16. During a dull class, I have trouble forcing myself to start paying attention.
17. After I’m interrupted or distracted, I can easily continue working where I left off.
18. If there are other things going on around me, I find it hard to keep my attention focused
on whatever I’m doing.
19. I never know how much more work I have to do.
20. When I have a serious disagreement with someone, I can talk calmly about it without
losing control.
21. It’s hard to start making plans to deal with a big project or problem, especially when I’m
feeling stressed.
22. I can calm myself down when I’m excited or all wound up.
23. I can stay focused on my work even when it’s dull.
24. I usually know when I’m going to start crying.
25. I can stop myself from doing things like throwing objects when I’m mad.
26. I work carefully when I know something will be tricky.
27. I am usually aware of my feelings before I let them out.
28. In class, I can concentrate on my work even if my friends are talking.
29. When I’m excited about reaching a goal (e.g., getting my driver’s license, going to
college), it’s easy to start working toward it.
30. I can find a way to stick with my plans and goals, even when it’s tough.
31. When I have a big project, I can keep working on it.
32. I can usually tell when I’m getting tired or frustrated.
33. I get carried away emotionally when I get excited about something.
34. I have trouble getting excited about something that’s really special when I’m tired.
35. It’s hard for me to keep focused on something I find unpleasant or upsetting.
36. I can resist doing something when I know I shouldn’t do it.
Self-Regulation Questionnaire(SRQ)31
This questionnaire uses a 63-item scale to measure the self-regulation of youth. The
questionnaire includes seven subscales, which measure seven steps of self-regulation: receiving,
evaluation, triggering, searching, formulating, implementing, and assessing.
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES ABOUT SELF-REGULATION FOR YOUR PROGRAM

Child Trends LINKS (Lifecourse Interventions to Nurture Kids Successfully)
Information on experimentally evaluated programs that are effective or not effective in fostering
self-regulation; available at:
http://www.childtrends.org/_catdisp_page.cfm?LID=CD56B3D7-2F05-4F8EBCC99B05A4CAEA04.
Child Trends DataBank
Statistics on child-related outcomes in health; social and emotional development; income, assets
and work; education and skills; demographics; and family and community; available at:
www.childtrendsdatabank.org/.
The ALERT Program
Information on strategies to promote self-regulation awareness; available at:
http://www.alertprogram.com/index.php
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