
The Emotional Cup
Imagine every child had an ‘emotional cup’ which they try to fill every day. The cup gets filled 

when the child’s needs are met; when they experience love, affection and connection.

What can it look like to ‘fill a cup?’

The  
Emotional  

Cup

One-on-
one time

Children can use 
big behaviour to 

get your attention 
and show you they 

need a refill

Playing 
together

Children can 
appear ‘needy’ 
and constantly 

wanting your 
attention for  

‘top ups’

Delighting 
in them

Offering 
protection 
& comfort

Children can 
 try to compete 
with others to  

get a refill 

Help them to 
organise their 

feelings

Children  
can’t sit still 
for refills - or 

may even 
refuse them

Children are able to go about their 
play and learning best when they 
have a full cup. But throughout the 
day, their cups will empty. If they are 
feeling upset, tired, rejected, stressed 
or scared, they might find themselves 
with an empty cup and not know 
how to fill it in a pro-social way. 

Every child is different, and some 
might appear to have a full cup 
most of the time. But some children 
struggle when their cup is nearing 
empty and this is when we can often 
see some challenging behaviours. 
These behaviours are children’s 
attempt to communicate an unmet 
need – a need for CONNECTION.

What can it look like when children  
have an empty cup?

When we reconsider children’s 
challenging behaviour as an 
attempt to ‘fill their cup’ and seek 
CONNECTION, we can start looking 
beyond the observable behaviours, 
and start thinking about ways we can 
support the child by meeting their 
needs.

Next time a child shows you a big 
behaviour that doesn’t make sense 
to you – take a moment to consider 
what is going on for that child. Try to 
imagine them telling you that their 
cup is empty and they need you to 
fill it with love and connection!
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