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Crabby Kids
What’s going on with my snappy child?

Jillian M. Russo, Psy.D.

Staff Psychologist

PediMIND Program

Child Outpatient Program
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About me

Clinical psychologist who has worked with kids, teens, and 
their families for over 10 years

Research psychologist at McLean Hospital’s PediMIND
Program and Outpatient therapist at the Child and 
Adolescent Outpatient Program

Enjoy spending time with my husband, toddler, and 2 dogs

Disclosures: None
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Learning Objectives

1) Discuss developmental trends in irritability

2) Discuss irritability as a part of mental health and 
when to seek help

3) Discuss the function of emotions and emotion 
regulation strategies
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Definition

• A paper published in 2021 found that irritability 
was identified as a top problem by over 58% of 
those seeking mental health services

Evans et al., 2021
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Definition

• What does irritability mean?

Irritability Aggression

Outbursts

?

?
?

?
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Definition

• What does irritability mean?

• Irritability
• Increased proneness to anger

• Proclivity toward negative affect, especially anger and temper 
outbursts

• Relative disposition toward anger and frustration in response to 
blocked goals

• Tonic: a persistently grumpy, grouchy or angry mood vs. phasic: 
behavioral outburst of intense anger

• Aggression
• Tendency towards behaviors intended to cause harm

• Outbursts
• Conceptualized as a part of severe irritability
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Definition

• Vs. Emotion dysregulation?

• Recognition: attending to and appraising emotional stimuli 
to identify emotions in self and others

• Reactivity: intensity and duration of an immediate response 
to a stimulus

• Regulation: responding to reactivity in and adaptive manner 
that promotes goal attainment



9

Why is this an area of concern?

• A longitudinal study in 2008 found that irritability 
was the sole predictor of emotional disorders at 
follow up

• Internalizing and externalizing disorders

• Greater tendency for development of 
maladaptive coping skills

• Poorer long-term functioning

• Suicidal thoughts and behaviors
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Child and Adolescent Development

• Appropriate development

• Roughly half report phasic irritability and over a 
quarter report tonic irritability

• 90% of participants reported either phasic or tonic 
irritability over the course of 
childhood/adolescence 

• Age-appropriate emotion regulation abilities

• Reactivity is closely connected to irritability

• Toddlerhood

• Preschool

• School-age

• Teenager
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Child and Adolescent Development

• The brain
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Child and Adolescent Development

• The Limbic System- aka emotion brain
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Child and Adolescent Development

• Typical brain development

• Total volume reaches 95% of its maximum by age 
6

• “Full biological development of emotion regulation 
does not emerge until the prefrontal cortex is fully 
developed in the mid-twenties.”
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Child and Adolescent Development

• Child and adolescent brain

• Cognitive control

• Cognitive flexibility- ability to change perspectives to 
approach a problem and to adjust to new demands, rules, 
and priorities

• Inhibitory control- ability to control one’s attention, 
behaviors, thoughts, and emotions

• In children, the limbic system and prefrontal regions are 
developing simultaneously while in adolescence, the 
limbic system is more functionally mature

• Areas involved in reward processing show significant 
maturation during adolescence while areas involved with 
cognitive control become more finetuned with age
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Child and Adolescent Development

Casey et al., 2008
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Summary

• Irritability, while there is no concrete definition, is 
a normal part of child and adolescent 
development AND chronic has long term 
negative implications. 

• The frontal lobe is not fully developed until a 
person’s mid 20s. However, the parts of the brain 
that are associated with irritability mature at a 
faster rate, especially in adolescence. 
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Psychosocial influences

• Sleep

• In 2014, the AAP identified sleep in adolescence as a 
worldwide public health concern

• Stress

• Food and exercise
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Psychosocial influences

• Peers

• Hormones

• Perfectionism



20

Irritability in a clinical setting

• Over 10 psychiatric diagnoses list irritability as part of 
their diagnostic criteria

• Major Depressive Disorder

• Bipolar Disorder (manic/hypomanic episode)

• Generalized Anxiety Disorder

• Posttraumatic Stress Disorder

• Disruptive Mood Dysregulation Disorder

• Oppositional Defiant Disorder

• Also commonly associated with diagnoses because of 
the functional impairment that subsequently occurs

• Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

• Obsessive Compulsive Disorder
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Getting help

• When to seek help?

• A cluster of symptoms becomes a clinical disorder when it 
causes functional impairment

• However, you can seek help if you’re starting to notice a 
steady change, even if still functioning overall

• How do I find help?

• Pediatrician

• Massachusetts Child Psychiatry Access Program 
(MCPAP)

• Insurance companies

• Psychology Today

• Moms' groups
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Summary

• Many modifiable factors influence irritability 
expression in children and adolescence, including 
sleep and stress

• Irritability is a symptom for 10+ mental health 
disorders, which can have diagnosis and 
treatment implications. There’s no such thing “too 
early” when getting help.
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Understanding Emotions

• 5 basic emotions

• All emotions have a function and are not 
objectively good or bad

• Motivate and prepare us

• Communicate to others

• Communicate to ourselves

• Anger

• Losing power or respect

• Being attacked or threatened

• Having an important goal blocked

• Pain
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Emotion Regulation Strategies

• ABCs of emotion/behavior

• Every behavior has a function; what function is irritability 
serving your kid?

• Antecedent, Behavior, Consequence

• TIPP skills

• Temperature, Intense exercise, Paced breathing, 
Progressive muscle relaxation

• Self-soothe with 5 senses
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Emotion Regulation Strategies

• DBT skills- TIPP
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Emotion Regulation Strategies

• DBT skills- self-soothe
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Emotion Regulation Strategies

• Sleep hygiene

• Stick to a schedule

• Establish a bedtime routine

• Bed is only for sleep

• Modeling

• Practice what you preach!
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DIY tools

• Worksheets!
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DIY tools

• Meditation apps

• Calm, Headspace, YouTube

• Mood tracker apps

• Daylio

• Moodfit
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Treatment

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy Dialectical Behavior Therapy



CBT skills- Thought record
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Problem Solving skills

• IDENTIFY your GOAL in solving the problem.

• Identify what needs to happen or change for you to feel OK.

• BRAINSTORM lots of solutions with NO JUDGMENT.

• Think of as many solutions as you can. Ask for suggestions from people you 
trust.

• CHOOSE two solutions that are likely to work.

• Do pros and cons to compare the solutions. Choose the best to try first.

• Put the solution into ACTION.

• Identify the steps

• Act on it

• EVALUATE outcomes.

• Did it work? YEAH! Reward yourself !

• It f not, reward yourself for trying and try a new solutions



• DBT skills- Model of Emotions



• DBT skills- ABC PLEASE
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Treatment

• Family component to treatment can be helpful. At younger 
ages, parents are the ones primarily engaged in treatment.

• Alan Kazdin’s Parent Management Training (PMT)
• Connection between behaviors and consequences and how parents can 

use reinforcement to respond to and shape behaviors

• Russell Barkley’s Defiant Child Treatment
• Help understand the causes of behavior at home or in school; take 

systematic steps to reduce it; and reinforce positive change

• Shelia Eyberg’s Parent Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT)
• Teaches new skills that can help improve the parent-child relationship 

and help them become better able to provide a positive environment 
for both the child and the family
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Treatment

• Important to understand and have reasonable 
expectations of behavior change

• Reinforcer- any consequence that INCREASES a 
behavior

• Positive- increases the behavior by adding 
something

• Negative- increases the behavior by removing 
something aversive 

• Variable reinforcement

• Think of stray cats
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Treatment Options at McLean

• Inpatient treatment at McLean Southeast in Middleborough 

• Residential programs

• 3 East

• OCDI-Jr

• ART

• Partial Hospitalization/Intensive Outpatient

• Belmont Adolescent PHP

• 3 East PHP and IOP

• McLean Anxiety Mastery Program (MAMP)

• https://www.mcleanhospital.org/treatment/youth-programs

1-877-626-8140

https://www.mcleanhospital.org/treatment/youth-programs
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Outpatient Treatment Groups at McLean

All for HS students, covered by insurance

• Cognitive Behavioral Therapy for Anxiety

• 10 weeks, meets virtually on Wednesdays

• Dialectical Behavior Therapy

• 20 weeks, meets virtually on Mondays or Thursdays with 
parent group
• Parent group charges a nominal fee

• Acceptance and Commitment Therapy

• 10 weeks, meets in person on Wednesdays

• All groups are currently accepting referrals

• Contact: MCLCOP@mgb.org
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Research on Irritability

• It’s both a normal part of development and an 
impairing psychopathological symptom that can 
have long term negative outcomes

• Currently, there is no well known, established 
biomarker to guide clinicians in terms of 
diagnosis and/or treatment

• Neuroimaging and behavioral tasks are working 
to change that

• https://pedimind.org/
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Research on Irritability

• Magnetic Resonance Imaging

• Structural image- volume and shape
• Magnet interacts with water molecules 

and measures how long it takes the water 
to rebound

• Functional image- brain activity
• Measures an index of oxygenated: 

deoxygenated hemoglobin as more active 
regions extract more oxygen from blood

• Diffusion tensor image- white matter 
integrity
• Tracks the diffusion of water along the 

length of the neuron to measure integrity 
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Research on Irritability

• Computer tasks

• Can measure response 
inhibition, reward 
processing, and cognitive 
flexibility

• Response inhibition- people 
become irritable as they 
make errors
• Go/No-go tasks: told to press 

a button to indicate if an 
arrow points left or right, 
unless they hear a beep 
indicating they should not 
press anything



Dickstein et al., 2012



47

PediMIND Lab

• We are interested in studying specific symptoms that are 
present across diagnoses in kids and adolescents

• Irritability

• Suicide attempts

• Non-suicidal self injury

• We want to identify different brain mechanisms and 
cognitive and behavioral patterns that can help mental 
health professionals, families, and kids understand what’s 
going on to help identify risk and get the right type of 
treatment and support they need

www.PEDIMIND.org 
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PediMIND lab

• We are currently recruiting for 3 studies

• Ages 8-17 with and without a mental health history

• With no implanted metal

• Can earn from $200-680

• Families also get diagnostic interviews, brief IQ 
test, and MRI structural images

• https://pedimind.org/

• pedimind@partners.org

• 617.855.3900
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Summary

• ALL emotions are normal and serve a function

• There are many evidence based parenting and 
individual treatment protocols that are effective. 
There are components to these treatments that 
can be a part of daily life.

• Researchers are working on understanding more 
about irritability in the brain and in real life with 
the goal to have a positive impact on treatment



Questions?
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