Tantrums - The Embarrassing Moment of Truth

You’re in the checkout line at the supermarket. Your 2-year-old begs for the candy that’s so temptingly displayed. You say no. Suddenly he’s kicking and screaming and flailing his arms. All eyes are on you, the “bad mother” who can’t control her child. Does this scene sound familiar? 

Tantrums like this are usually the result of frustration - when a child can’t have something he wants. Because he doesn’t have the skills to handle his strong feelings and has to let off steam, tantrums are his way of emotionally “blowing a fuse.” A major tantrum is embarrassing for parents and can be terrifying for the child because once it gets started, he can’t control himself. 

The most important thing to do is remain calm and resist the temptation to argue, scream, or have a tantrum of your own. Do not laugh at him, ridicule him or try to reason with him. Do make sure he can’t hurt himself. If you are in a public place, do not worry about public opinion. Some parent educators suggest that you try to ignore a tantruming child. Others advise parents to hold the child gently, sitting on the floor with him if you can, and let the tantrum run its course. 

When the tantrum is over, show your child that it did not change anything or “work.” If you give in and give him the thing that caused the tantrum, he may begin to “stage” tantrums just to manipulate you. Besides, it would be scary for your child to learn that he has the power to control his parents. He needs the security of parents who are in charge. 

As the saying goes, “When it’s over, it’s over.” This is, do not punish him or keep bringing it up. Instead, sit in a quiet place and hold him if you can. Use the post-tantrum time to teach some important things. Tell him it is OK to be angry, it just is not OK to kick and scream. Show that you understand (“You really wanted that candy.”) and how to express his feelings in words (“You were so mad that I wouldn’t buy it.”) Young children seldom have the language to express their feelings - that is one reason they have tantrums. 

If the tantrum seemed to come from nowhere, ask him why he was so upset. Give him a change to tell you what was so important to him and listen carefully. He will learn that you care and you may learn how to help him. It will strengthen the bond between you. 

If you child has more than two tantrums a day, has tantrums regularly after age four, or is intensely angry, sad, or aggressive, you may wish to seek professional advice. 

