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Recovering addicts are probably more susceptible to 
acting out in unacceptable ways than someone that 
does not experience the disease of addiction.  But, re-
covering addicts are not alone by any means, it is com-
monplace for those in the family system surrounding 
the recovering addict to be inclined to act unaccept-
ably from time-to-time as well.

The primary factor driving these unacceptable behav-
iors is a long history of acting out.  As an individual 
acts out repeatedly in similar ways, eventually a habit 
develops.  Habitual behaviors become the default ac-
tions when someone finds himself or herself placed in a 
stressful situation that resembles an earlier stressful sit-
uation.  In a simplistic way, it becomes automatic for an 
individual to act out with unacceptable behaviors be-
cause that is all they know to do in an immediate way.

In order to efficiently change the unacceptable be-
haviors from recurring, willingness is required by the 
person exhibiting the unacceptable behaviors, and 
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assistance is required of those around the individual.  
However, it is also possible to affect change in some-
one’s unacceptable behaviors without their willingness 
as long as they are able to be compliant, which implies 
some minimal form of willingness.  

When adults have absolutely no willingness to change 
their behavior, there is little anyone can do other than 
point out that the behavior is unacceptable.  People 
who are acting out need to be aware that the behavior 
is not acceptable, however it is not your job to change 
their behavior: it is their job to do so.  That said, perhaps 
the most powerful tool in intervening on unacceptable 
behaviors has nothing to do with the person action out, 
but has more to do with yourself not accepting the un-
acceptable behavior.  Calmly letting the person know 
that their behavior is not acceptable to you, and then 
assessing how to take care of yourself is the best way to 
protect one’s self from the impact of another person’s 
acting out.

Scenario 1: The person acting out 
does not intend to change behavior.
When an individual does not accept the unacceptable 
behaviors of another, the responsibility for taking ac-
tion is placed on the individual witnessing the acting 
out.  If you calmly and firmly let the person know that 
their behavior is not acceptable, and they continue to 
act out inappropriately, they are sending you a mes-
sage that they have no intention of changing.  If you 
continue to nag them about the behavior it will only 
cause frustration for yourself and will not have any pos-
itive impact on the person behaving unacceptably.

Often there is no reason to attempt to speak to some-
one about their unacceptable behavior because ex-
perience has demonstrated that the individual acting 
out has absolutely no intentions of addressing the be-
havior.  In these instances, the person acting out has 
not motivation to change, and it is therefore futile to 
attempt to influence them to change.  In this scenario, 
any energy put forth to get the unacceptable behavior 
to change is wasted.  Instead, try a different approach:  
do not accept the behavior and focus on one’s self in-
stead of the person acting out.

Focusing on taking care of one’s self is often a foreign 
concept to someone that readily accepts unacceptable 
behaviors.  Usually, people are trying to figure out how 
to get the other party to change their unacceptable be-
havior.  The next time someone is acting out and they 
have absolutely no intention of changing their behav-
ior, try an experiment.  Try letting them know in a calm 
and direct voice, that their behavior is not acceptable 
to you and that you will be discontinuing your interac-
tion with them immediately – then leave.  This type of 
response is usually a great surprise to the individual 
acting out, and they will often become upset and try to 
pursue, so be able to be firm with your intention, and 
always follow through on leaving.  After a few encoun-
ters such as this, the person acting out will begin to 
get the message that they need to change if they want 
your attention in their life.

Sometimes individuals feel as if they are being pun-
ished for someone else’s unacceptable behaviors, and 
sometimes there may be partial truth in this percep-
tion.  However, not accepting unacceptable behaviors 
produces a sense of self-worth and self-respect, and 
will provide a model of healthy behavior for those act-

ing out.  By setting the expectation that you will not 
be a party to unacceptable behavior, you are making 
a statement that you care about your health and your 
persona, and that your wellbeing comes first.  In time, 
taking care of one’s self will serve to create a better en-
vironment for all parties.

Scenario 2: The person acting out de-
sires a change in their behavior.
Many people are fully aware that their behavior is unac-
ceptable and wish to change, however find it difficult to 
learn new habits.  For this type of individual, there are 
many methods for assisting them in their change man-
agement effort.  Pre-emptive behavioral interventions 
are highly effective in creating alternative behavioral 
responses to acting out in unacceptable ways.  Below is 
a listing of popular behavioral interventions.

Proactive Help can assist the individual that habitually 
exhibits unacceptable behavior by offering to that indi-
vidual an acceptable form of behavior prior to the act-
ing out.  In this instance, you might let the individual 
know how an appropriate behavior would look in a par-
ticular situation that normally would inspire unaccept-
able behavior.  For example, someone who gets very 
excited when they see a close friend and starts yelling 
across a crowded room to get their attention may be 
told that it is likely they will see someone they know, 
and it is appropriate to walk over to the person and say 
hello without calling their name across the room.

Expectations and Rules are often helpful if clarified in 
advance of the situations that would normally trig-
ger unacceptable behaviors.  Reminders of behavioral 
expectations in certain settings can be helpful for the 
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individual attempting to remember how to act accept-
ably.  For example, an individual who chain smokes and 
continually excuses themselves from the room to have 
a cigarette may be reminded that once seated at the 
performing arts theater, it is courteous to stay seated 
until the intermission or the end of the performance.

Offering Choice is an excellent method of creating ca-
pability and practicing self-control in scenarios where 
unacceptable behavior often occurs.  If the individual 
is given a meaningful choice, they are more likely to act 
with responsibility.  For example, if an individual usu-
ally speaks out of turn when engaged in a therapeutic 
group, a choice could be given prior to the group that 
allows them to speak at appropriate times, or they can 
write down their thoughts and pass them to the thera-
pist and wiat to be called on.

Model Acceptable Behavior so the individual can per-
sonally observe how the behavior looks.  Sometimes it 
is difficult for an individual to visualize acceptable be-
haviors, so they turn to old unacceptable behaviors in 
the absence of an alternative.  For example, if someone 
is habitually late for appointments, you can start and 
end on time regardless of their attendance.

Pause for a Moment before acting out in any way.  This 
tool is often one of the most important for those who 
impulsively act out in unacceptable ways.  By simply 
taking a breath before acting, the individual may have 
enough time to consider how their behavior will be per-
ceived, and then modify their behavior appropriately.

Scenario 3: The person acting out de-
sires a change in their behavior, but 
continues to act unacceptably.
Many people are impulsive and do not think to attempt 
to modify their behavior until they have already acted 
out unacceptably.  For this type of individual, there are 
many methods for assisting them in their change man-
agement effort.  Below is a listing of popular real-time 
and after-the-fact behavioral interventions.

Positive Reinforcement can be as simple as letting 
someone know that their behavior is appreciated, to 
providing rewards or prizes when the alternative pre-
ferred behavior is exhibited.  For example, telling some-
one that you very much appreciate that they arrived on 
time and participated appropriately.

Apologies are used to repair the social fabric between 
human beings after some damage has been caused by 
the unacceptable behavior.  Insisting on an apology can 
help the individual understand how their unacceptable 
behavior negatively affects others around them.  Be 
careful that the individual is genuine about the apol-
ogy or this intervention does not work.

Restitution and Amends are used to actually and/or 
symbolically restore the environment and dynamic 
when unacceptable behavior causes damage.  This in-
tervention requires the individual act proactively and 
in a restorative way, therefore reinforcing acceptable 
behaviors while emphasizing consequences for the un-
acceptable behaviors.  For example, the individual who 
has put graffiti on the walls of the park may volunteer 
to clean up the park.

Negative Consequences for unacceptable behaviors 
can range from a verbal reprimand to incarceration 
by the law.  It is clear that positive reinforcement is far 
more effective than negative consequences, so nega-
tive consequences are used sparingly.

Behavioral Contracts are used to solidify expectations 
and commitments between all parties involved.  Often 
behavioral contracts will outline specific behavioral ex-
pectations along with rewards for acting out preferred 
behaviors and negative consequences for acting out in 
unacceptable ways.  For example, an individual who is 
violating curfew on a regular basis may cooperate in 
developing a behavioral contract that states the terms 
of being on time in the future and the consequences 
should violations continue to occur.

Ignoring unacceptable behavior can be affective if the 
individual is already substituting acceptable behaviors 
and every so often slips into unacceptable behaviors 
while acknowledging the slip.  For example, if the in-
dividual is aware that they speak too loudly in public 
places and is making a concerted effort to bring their 
voice down and occasionally speaks too loudly and 
then promptly adjusts.

Over-Correction involves requiring the individual to re-
peatedly practice acceptable behaviors in the hopes of 
developing improved responses to recurring situations.  
For example, if the individual habitually lies about in-
significant daily details, the person would intention-
ally focus energy to speak the truth in all conversations 
throughout the day.
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Redirection can interrupt an unacceptable behavior 
and channel the individual’s behavior in another direc-
tion which is more appropriate.  For example, an indi-
vidual who starts to make a lewd gesture to someone 
who bumped into them in a crowd, could be redirected 
into considering how extremely crowded it is.

With all the tools and scenarios listed, it is imperative 
that expectations are set appropriately for all parties 
involved.  If the individual acting out has been behav-
ing unacceptable for years, it will likely take a signifi-
cant amount of time for those behaviors to completely 
change.  Likewise, if you are helping an individual to 
modify their behavior, and you are not a behavioral 
specialist, you are likely going to make mistakes and 
get frustrated and angry at times.  The expectation that 
unacceptable behavior can simply be stopped, without 
a tremendous effort on the part of all parties involved, 
is false.  This type of change management effort re-
quires diligence, discipline and patience.  The results 
are worth the effort.
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