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WHAT IS TRUST BASED RELATIONAL 
INTERVENTION? (TBRI)

Three Principles:

• Empowering → Regulate

• Connecting → Relate

• Correcting → Reason
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TRUST BASED REALTIONAL INTERVENTION
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REGULATE: PREPARE “BODIES & BRAINS” FOR SUCCESS BY MEETING PHYSICAL 
NEEDS AND TO PREPARE AN ENVIRONMENT THAT MEETS THE PHYSICAL AND 
PSYCHOLOGICAL NEEDS FOR CHILDREN
SEE THE NEED MEET THE NEED

Physiological (Physical/Internal) Strategies

• Have the child’s physical needs been met?

Ecological (Environmental/External)Strategies

• How is the environment affecting the child? In What ways 

can I manage the environment to help this child?

Self Regulating

• Having the capacity to teach self-regulation is very 

important. These skills can be taught as part of physical 

exercises, daily routines, and/or nurturing activities.
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WHERE ARE THEY AT?



THE LEARNING ZONE
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WHERE AM I AT?
WHAT CAN I DO?
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RELATE (CONNECTING):
THE GOAL IS TO BUILD TRUSTING RELATIONSHIPS 
THAT HELP CHILDREN AND YOUTH FEEL VALUED, 
CARED FOR, SAFE, AND CONNECTED. DISARMING 
FEAR AND BUILDING TRUST GREATLY INCREASES 
THE CAPACITY FOR CONNECTION, SELF-
REGULATION, AND LEARNING.
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ATTATCHMENT → RELATE → CONNECT
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Engagement Strategies: Eye 

contact, Healthy Touch, 

Behavioral Matching, Voice 

Tone, and Playful 

Engagement.

• How do I engage this 

child?

Mindfulness Strategies:

• What do I bring to this 

interaction from my own 

history?
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GIVING VOICE
• GIVE FULL ATTENTION

• OFFER CHOICES

• OFFER COMPROMISES

• SHARE POWER
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REASON / 
CORRECTING 

PROACTIVE STRATEGIES

RESPONSIVE STRATEGIES
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CAREGIVERS CAN DISARM A DISRUPTIVE 
CHILD BY ASKING QUESTIONS LIKE:

1.Can you tell me what you need?

2.How can I help you with what you 

need (appropriately)
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LEVELS OF RESPONSE

Level 1: Playful engagement

• Challenge: This is a low-level challenge in which a child or youth is 
disrespectful or “sassy”.

• At this level there is no threat of danger or physical harm.

• Opportunity: Tremendous learning can occur at this level of 
intervention because the response can still be playful.

• Children learn at this level if the adult is consistent. In informed 
environments where adults are connecting, empowering and teaching 
proactively, 70% to 80% of problem behaviors can be solved at this 
level.

• Goal: Create an opportunity for learning by turning what could be a 
tense interaction into a playful engagement. This could take the form 
as a playful re-do (“Are you askin’ or tellin?”) but could also involve 
humor or silliness (“I can’t believe what my ears are hearing!”) Since 
motor memory is formed through active participation, deep learning 
occurs.
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LEVELS OF RESPONSE

Level 2: Structured Engagement

• Challenge: This is a higher-level challenge, and/or one that did not yield to 
Playful Engagement. No one is in danger and there is no physical threat, but if 
mishandled, there is potential for escalation.

• At this level, the adult must temporarily give full attention with more structure

• Opportunity: Learning can still occur at this level because the child’s flight-fight-
freeze systems are not fully activated.

• Although it may take a couple of minutes to resolve a Level 2 engagement, this is 
still a win-win situation for both caregiver and child.

• Goal: Structure the interaction by using Behavioral Scripts such as choices, 
compromises, and re-dos. Use playful or authoritative voice as appropriate, and 
engage the child directly (valuing eye contact, behavioral matching, authoritative 
but non-threatening stance). Repeated use of behavioral scripts will make them 
automatic.
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WHEN ITS OVER, ITS OVER, 
IMMEDIATLEY RETURN TO 

LEVEL ONE
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LEVELS OF RESPONSE



22



Level 3: Calming Engagement

• Challenge: At this level, the challenge is accelerated, and the child or 
youth may be at risk of becoming violent. Adults must remain laser-
focused and  attentive in order to help the child de-escalate.

• Opportunity: An unexpected opportunity arises out of this more 
significant level of challenge because the child will learn to trust the 
adult who can see them through this “hard place”. Handled correctly, 
a level 3 challenge can become a tremendous opportunity for 
connection and growth.

• Goal: Give the child an opportunity to self-regulate. Another goal is to 
prevent a full-blown crisis. 

• Adults must remain calm and focused. 

• Voice should be firm but not threatening. 

• Use fewer words and talk more slowly because cognitive areas of 
the brain are less active during these fight-flight-freeze times.
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LEVELS OF RESPONSE



• LEVEL 3 ENGAGEMENTS ARE GREAT PLACES TO ASK 

QUESTIONS SUCH AS “WHAT DO YOU NEED RIGHT 

NOW?” OR “CAN YOU TELL ME WHAT YOU NEED?”

• AGAIN, WHEN IT’S OVER, IT’S OVER, 

IMMEDIATLEY RETURN TO LEVEL ONE
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• Create a “calming space” somewhere in the home or facility. Invite a child 

who appears to e overwhelmed to go to the space and think about what 

they need. After a few minutes, the caregiver (who should remain close by) 

can check on the child and see if they can co-regulate and solve the 

problem.

• Have an adult take a brief walk with the child to help them calm ( the 

bilateral movement helps the brain organize).

• Develop sensory tables with buckets of rice/beans/etc. where the child can 

calm, and self regulate.

• Create a sensory area- where a child can, for example site in a bean bag 

chair and cover up with a weighted blanket until they can calm an “use 

good words”.
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ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES FOR 
CALMING ENGAGEMENT



Level 4: Protective Engagement

• Challenge: At this level there is active threat of danger and of physical harm. 
Protection must be provided for the acting-out child or youth as well as others 
who are near by.

• Opportunity: The most powerful message an adult can give an acting-out child 
is the knowledge that the adult can keep them both safe and that the adult still 
knows that the child's behavior is not what defines him or her.

• Goal: The immediate goal is to provide safety for all who are involved, 
including the out-of-control child. More importantly, when it is over, the goal is 
to demonstrate to the child that his or her worth was never in question, and 
they are not defined by the episode.

• Remove the acting-out child or the “audience”

• If necessary, seek help from an adult who can stay with the other 
children.

• Find a private, quiet space where the child can be kept safe.

• Remove objects that might become harmful to the child or others.

• Administer the type of violent reduction in which you are trained.
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Level 4 continued:

• During the episode, the adult remains calm using few words.

• As the child begins to calm, the adult encourages them to breathe with them 
and to continue calming.

• “Calm Plus 5” works for some situations, meaning after the child begins to 
calm the adult asks them to breathe and relax further for 5 minutes.

• When the child is coherent again, the adult asks them to sit and talk. Looking 
into the child’s eyes, the adult asks “Buddy (or child’s name) can you tell me 
what you need?”

• Based on the belief that an unmet need or fear drives most irregularity in 
behavior, this question disarms the child and helps them begin to problem-
solve with the adult.

• Meet any physical needs, since the episode may have left them exhausted.

• NOTE: when the child has returned to a calm state, a re-do can be requested 
when possible. Only request a re-do to encourage learning, never to shame or 
punish.

• RETURN TO PLAYFUL ENGAGEMENT! WHEN IT’S OVER IT’S OVER!

• Success means getting the child back on track and the train moving.
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LIFE VALUE TERMS
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QUESTIONS?
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THANK YOU FOR LISTENING
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CONTACT INFORMATION:
JASON LEE
Marshfield Clinic-Child Advocacy Center
Trauma Education Specialist & Family Advocate
Email: lee.jason@marshfieldclinic.org
Phone: 715-389-7991

mailto:lee.jason@marshfieldclinic.org
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