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Temper tantrums are an inevitable part of childhood and parenthood.  Understanding what causes tantrums and how to deal with them will help parents and children survive these embarrassing, loud, frustrating, power struggling and anger-producing natural childhood events.

Although it is typically thought of as the “terrible two’s,” temper tantrums can begin around age one and continue through adolescence.  Even though parents would like to do away with these “annoying expressions” of anger from their “little angels,” tantrums are an important part of child development.  They are normal and necessary as a means of expressing confusion, anger and frustration.  It is important to remember that tantrums cannot be avoided and all children experience tantrums at some point in their lives.

Some potential causes of tantrums may be changes in routines, free choice or too many choices, and/or inconsistency by parents when saying “No.”  Routines and consistency are extremely important for children in building internal safety, security and self-esteem.  However, since it is impossible to be consistent 100% of the time, parents need to understand how many children perceive change.

“…tantrums cannot be avoided and all children experience tantrums at some point in their lives.”

Any change in a child’s routine may cause disappointment, frustration, and/or anger.  These feelings arise because young children expect parents to know what they are thinking, and the discovery that parents are not mind readers may result in frustration.  For example, when a child is used to saying “bye-bye” to the bath water prior to getting out of the bath tub, and he/she is removed before these usual words, he/she may become confused and uncertain, leading to feelings of fear and insecurity, which can further lead to anger, frustration and tantrums.  From a child’s point-of-view, routines provide a warm, safe, secure, nurturing environment.  When the routine is interrupted, children display tantrums as a means of expressing frustration and insecurity.

Another cause of tantrums may be too many choices or free choice, which can be overwhelming for children.  When children feel overwhelmed, they also can become confused and frustrated.  Therefore it is important to limit your child’s choices.  For example, stating, “You can have bologna or turkey,” as opposed to, “What would you like for lunch?” makes meal time preparation easier for parents and gives children the ability to take responsibility for their choices, thereby decreasing the chances of feeling overwhelmed.

It is also important to remember that children do not have to like the limits/choices and that their dislike may stir a tantrum.  However, in the long run, children will have fewer tantrums due to feeling good about themselves from being able to make choices.  They will also feel more secure and exhibit less frustration when parents provide consistent expectations.  Firm limits do help children feel safe and secure even though it may not seem like it at the time.  Therefore, parents who limit choices and take charge help decrease the frequency of tantrums.

“When the routine is interrupted, children display tantrums as a means of expressing frustration and insecurity.”

Consistency and firm “No’s” are also important when dealing with tantrums.  However, parents need to choose their battles carefully.  Decisions about rules and discipline are necessary to establish, explain, model, and adhere to.  A firm “No” may be related to dangerous situations, not touching a parent’s clean outfit, not playing with a valuable object, etc.  Areas of flexibility may include the child’s own outfits, food, or a toy while grocery shopping, etc.  

It is acceptable to allow one’s child to have what he/she wants as long as parents are comfortable and consistent.  An example is allowing a child to have a wanted cookie or cereal box while at the market.  In this situation, it will be important to talk with the child ahead of time, offering him/her the choice of a cookie or a cereal, then getting that item first.  This will also keep him/her occupied throughout the shopping venture.

“…parents who limit choices and take charge help decrease the frequency of tantrums.”

Regardless of the cause, it is important to sit or stay with your child during a tantrum and make comments such as, “I know you are angry,” or “I can see that you are frustrated,” and “I’m going to stay with you until your feel better and are calm.”  One may also use phrases like, “It’s okay to be angry, but it is not okay to hit or kick or destroy toys.”  If a child becomes physically aggressive during the tantrum, it is imperative that you not only use these words, but make sure that he/she does not hit, kick, or destroy property.  By acknowledging your child’s feelings and your own, in addition to providing unconditional support, parents give the message that they understand their child.  These techniques teach children the works necessary to express their feelings, letting them know that parents are there for them.  This builds trust and openness in parent-child relationships.

Parents experience many thoughts and feelings about themselves and their children before, during, and after temper tantrums. One of the most common questions is “How can my cooperative, happy toddler turn into a screaming, kicking miserable child?”  Often parents feels abused, attacked, and like failures.  It is important to remember that children’s moods can change at the drop of a hat, tantrums are not personal attacks, and parents are not failures.

“…children’s moods can change at the drop of a hat, tantrums are not personal attacks and parents are not failures.”

It is okay for parents to feel angry when their child tantrums, but it is imperative that the anger is contained in a responsible manner.  When parents are in control, they are able to provide help, support, and safety for their tantrumming children. When parents are unable to contain their anger, a cycle of rage and punishment may begin.  For example, a child tantrums, the parent becomes angry and yells at the child to stop it, the child fights the anger because he/she is unable to stop him/herself, the parent becomes more angry, etc.  In this scenario, parents may punish their child by putting him/her in his/her room alone.  This creates a potential problem because at this level, the child’s rage is out of control and it leaves the child without any way to deal with his/her anger which can increase the existing rage, fear, and/or insecurity.  This can lead to a variety of behaviors such as head banging, destruction of property, self-biting, holding of breath, etc.

Parents need to teach children that while anger is okay, there is an appropriate manner in which to express it.  When children are punished for anger or tantrums, they may believe that all feelings are bad.  The result may be an adult who has difficulty expressing many, if not all, emotions.  On the other hand, parents who state, “I can see that you are angry.  Try to use your words and say “I’m angry (or mad)’” or, “I’m angry, and I still love you,” helps children know that feelings are okay, expressing themselves is important, and that negative behaviors do not exclude love.  The result may be an adult who has high self-esteem, open communication, and is comfortable with his/her emotions.

“Parents need to teach children that while anger is okay, there is an appropriate manner in which to express it.”
Parents may also feel manipulated by their children.  “Manipulation” infers that the child consciously plans an action in order to get parents to do something.  Toddlers do not typically do this due to their inability to take another person’s point of view, impulsiveness, and motivation based on wants and desires.  Older children, however, may attempt to manipulate parents with tantrums.  If children are successful in their manipulations, they gain too much power and can become out of control.  Parents need to take charge, setting limits and discipline, which allows children to feel safe and secure in being children.

If tantrums interfere with the ability to function in a healthy and positive manner, parents will want to examine their child’s sense of security and family’s situation.  Parents will also want to consider seeking help. Initially, it is recommended that physical problems be ruled out by a visit to the family physician.  Beyond a physical cause, parents will want to consider therapy for their children, themselves, and/or family.  Parents need to recognize that seeking therapy is a means of helping the family, not necessarily admitting that they are to blame.  Therapy can provide support and reassurance for parents while enduring the never-ending task of raising children. 

Whatever parents decide to do about the temper tantrums that their children display, it is crucial to understand and validate the child’s feelings and teach them appropriate methods of expression. Once parents accept that tantrums are inevitable, unavoidable, and not a mark of parental failure, they can look for the causes and learn how to deal with this behavior in a supportive manner.
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