Why Do Kids
Have Tantrums?

Understanding Tantrums in the Toddler Years:

Tantrums are especially common in children’s second year, around age 2, because
this is when they're developing language skills. Young children often struggle to
express what they want or feel because they may not yet have the words. When a
child can’t say what they want, it can lead to frustration and, in turn, a tantrum. As
they grow and learn more words, tantrums usually decrease since they can
communicate their needs better.

The Desire for Independence:

Toddlers are also in a phase where they want to explore and feel more
independent. They like to feel they have control over their surroundings. For
example, a child may think, “I can do it myself” or “l want it, give it to me.” When
they find out they can't always have their way, they may throw a tantrum because
they're frustrated by this limit on their independence.

Learning to Manage Frustration:

Managing frustration is a skill children develop over time. Tantrums are part of this
learning process. Gradually, they understand that they can’t always get everything
they want, and they start learning ways to handle disappointment.
tantrum-handling checklist for parents
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Tantrum-handling checklist for parents

Ages 2-4: Toddlers

Characteristics: At this age, tantrums often stem from frustration due to limited
language skills, a desire for independence, and the challenge of controlling
emotions.

Examples of Common Tantrums:

1. Refusing to leave the park after playtime.

2. Insisting on eating only a specific food.

3. Throwing a fit when told “no” to a favorite toy.

Metaphor: Think of a toddler as a “balloon filling with air"—they need gentle ways
to release pressure, or they'll “pop” with frustration.

Handling Techniques:

1. Offer Choices: Give them simple choices to feel in control, like “Would you like to
walk to the car or hop like a bunny?”

2. Redirect Attention: If they refuse to leave, shift their focus to something
exciting waiting at home, like a favorite toy or snack.

3. Use Simple Language: Clearly explain boundaries with short phrases, like “We
hold hands to stay safe.”

4. Stay Calm and Reassuring: Lower yourself to their level, use a gentle voice, and
say, “l understand you're upset. I'm here with you.”
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Ages 5-7: Early School Age

Characteristics: Children in this age group seek independence and may become
frustrated when their ideas are not immediately accepted. They're learning social
norms and may test boundaries.

Examples of Common Tantrums:

1. Throwing a fit over homework.

2. Melting down when losing a game.

3. Getting upset when asked to clean up toys.

Metaphor: Think of them as a “young tree growing roots”—they need structure but
still want freedom to explore.

Handling Techniques:

1. Encourage Responsibility: Link tasks to rewards, like “Once you finish your
homework, we can play a game together.”

2. Use Positive Reinforcement: Praise them when they handle situations well,
saying, “I love how you stayed calm when things didn’t go your way.”

3. Break Down Tasks: Simplify overwhelming tasks by breaking them into steps,
like “Let’s first pick up the blocks, then the cars.”

4. Model Emotional Regulation: If they get upset about losing a game, share a
personal story: “I feel disappointed when | lose, but | try to learn from it.”
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Ages 8-10: Middle Childhood

Characteristics: Children this age are developing logic and reasoning. They want to
feel valued and heard, and may resist if they feel their opinions aren’t respected.

Examples of Common Tantrums:

1. Arguing about bedtime or screen time limits.
2. Refusing to attend a family event.
3. Throwing a fit over unfairness, like a sibling getting more attention.

Metaphor: They are like “co-pilots on a journey”—they want to contribute to
decisions while still needing guidance.

Handling Techniques:

1. Involve Them in Decision-Making: Ask for their input, like “What bedtime works
for you if we need to be up early?” This encourages cooperation.

2. Use Logical Consequences: Explain natural outcomes, like “If you stay up late,
you'll feel tired tomorrow.”

3. Acknowledge Their Feelings: Validate their perspective by saying, “l understand
it feels unfair. Let's talk about how we can make things better.”

4. Encourage Problem-Solving: Ask questions that lead to solutions, such as
“What do you think is a fair way to split time with the TV?”
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Ages 11-13: Early Adolescence

Characteristics: Tweens are starting to form their own identity and may challenge
boundaries as they navigate their independence. They value autonomy but still
need structure.

Examples of Common Tantrums:

1. Refusing to follow a family rule or curfew.
2. Insisting on having a friend over even when it's inconvenient.
3. Getting angry about school responsibilities or chores.

Metaphor: Think of them as a “seed growing in a unique direction”"—they need
space but also a stable foundation to support them.

Handling Techniques:

1. Respect Their Opinions: Show respect by listening to their point of view, even if
you disagree. Say, “l understand where you’re coming from.”

2. Set Clear Boundaries: Clarify rules and consequences, like “Curfew is to ensure
everyone's safe. If you're late, you'll lose the privilege for a week.”

3. Guide, Don't Control: Emphasize teamwork rather than authority. “We're a team,
and each of us has responsibilities that help our family.”

4. Use “I" Statements: Express needs without blame, e.g., “I need help around the
house, and I'd appreciate your support.”
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Ages 14-15: Adolescence

Characteristics: Teenagers have a strong sense of independence and may resist
authority as they form their own values. They often seek privacy and autonomy
but need guidance.

Examples of Common Tantrums:

1. Arguing about curfews or personal boundaries.

2. Refusing to participate in family activities.

3. Expressing anger or frustration over personal beliefs or values not being
respected.

Metaphor: Think of them as a “tree with deep roots”"—they need space to grow but
still need support to stand tall.

Handling Techniques:

1. Encourage Open Dialogue: If they disagree with a rule, encourage them to
express why. Say, “Let’s discuss what bothers you so we can find a compromise.”
2. Allow Independence with Responsibility: If they want more freedom, set
conditions, like “You can go out with friends if you complete your assignments.”

3. Set Clear Boundaries and Consequences: Establish boundaries like curfews and
explain the consequences of breaking them, maintaining consistency.

4. Use Empathy and Active Listening: Show understanding by listening without
judgment, saying, “I'm here to understand what matters to you.”
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