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Knowing it is different to doing it
 
“When my five year old Talia gets upset 
because she’s heard “no” or doesn’t get 
her way she spins right out of control, 
and its fast! There’s always screaming 
and telling us off, and anybody who 
tries to intervene gets punched, kicked 
or smacked. At this moment, there’s 
nothing I can do to calm her down. 

I know I shouldn’t give in to her. I know 
the theory about what I should do 
and at home I tend to do it, mostly. 
However, when she tantrums in public 
I feel judged by onlookers. That rocks 
my confidence and I turn to jelly. I 
know they just want me to shut her up. 
That’s when all the theory goes out the 
window. I simply don’t have the time or 
the courage to do what I know I should.”

Ingredients:

    Recipe rescue:
 
designs to phase-out tantruming behaviours in children and young teens

The scenarios…

•  A child or teen who wants control
•  A parent who wants control
•  An audience of onlookers
•  A frazzled parent
•  A tired, hungry or overstimulated kid
•  A child who believes throwing a 
   tantrum gets results!
•  A parent with a history of giving in  
   to tantrums
•  A parent still learning how-to reward 
   positive behaviour and disengage  
   from negative behaviour
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At the supermarket 

Five year old Timmy begins tugging at Mummy’s shirt while 
they are at the supermarket checkout. Timmy has spotted the 
Kinder Surprises. Well, they weren’t hard to miss - conveniently 
shelved at his eye level. 

“Timmy, you can’t have one. Please don’t do that”
“Timmy, that makes me sad when you do that. Now be a good 
boy and leave Mummy’s shirt alone”
“Darling, you can see I’m busy with the lady”
“Timmy, be a good boy and do what I ask?”
“Timmy, let go please”
“Timmy, stop that please”
“Timmy, stop it!”
“Timmy, stop that now, please?”
“Timmy, if you do what Mummy says there’s a chocolate frog 
in my bag for you”
“Timmy, leave my bag alone. Mummy will get the chocolate 
frog out for you later.

“Timmy, be a good boy. Don’t make me sad”
“Timmy, put Mummy’s bag down please”
“Timmy, come back with the bag”
“Timmy, we don’t hit, do we?”
“Timmy, if you hit Mummy again, there won’t be a frog”
“Timmy, if you hit Mummy again, there won’t be a frog”
“Timmy, if you hit Mummy again, there won’t be a frog”
“Once more Timmy, no frog, remember”
“Timmy. That really hurt Mummy. Did you want to hurt 
Mummy? Do you want to make mummy sad?”

Mum and Timmy get through the checkout and Timmy finally 
throws a tantrum next to the service counter.

Mum hurriedly gives him the chocolate frog from her bag to 
quieten him down, but that’s not enough, Timmy is entranced 
by the Kinder Surprise. The tantrum escalates as Timmy 
throws the chocolate across the floor. “Oh for goodness sake, 
I’ll buy the Kinder if you just be quiet!”

Tantrums are dirty bombs!

The word ‘tantrum’ strikes dread into 
the hearts of most parents. Some carry 
memories etched into their minds, 
some are still experiencing their 
children’s tantrums and a few unlucky 
ones have young teens who’ve not 
grown through them and now produce 
expert performances. It seems no place 
is safe when it comes to throwing a 
temper tantrum - the supermarket, kiss 
and drop at school, birthday parties, the 
bank, at home, with relatives or friends 
- anywhere. In fact, it seems that the  

 
more we’re on guard for ‘tanty-styled 
behaviours’, the higher the likelihood 
of one of our kids throwing it.  Just as 
sharks smell blood, kids and young 
teens seem to smell that we’re on edge 
or our resources are depleted, and it’s 
time to pounce!

Many tantrums are designed to happen 
in front of an audience - this adds all 
the more clout to control parents. 
Other temper explosions just happen 
in the moment, but one thing is certain, 
tantrums are dirty bombs. They’re  

ugly and loud, and sometimes there’s 
the added bonus of tears, snot and 
expletives! Tantrums send emotional 
shockwaves that triggers distress in all 
human beings within earshot. In such 
moments, our brain cells scramble 
and find it hard to connect with one 
another. The idea of making a sensible 
decision about how-to stick to the plan 
we decided on earlier fades fast.

Let’s begin by looking at a few FACTS 
about tantrums. By the way, our advice 
applies to all children - 3 to 14 years.

Fact one:

Step back from the noise, the irritation and the embarrassment. Accept that temper tantrums are 
a normal part of a child’s behaviour. The tantrum is a horribly misguided way for kids to take con-
trol of situations as they nudge towards making more independent decisions. It’s all very healthy 
stuff! Most kids will give tantrums a ‘red-hot-go’ between eighteen months and four years of age. 
If a child learns early that their tantrum gets them what they want, a seed is planted and they’ll 
use them more often, and well past the classic tantrum ages. 
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Fact two:

Tantrums come in all sorts of flavours - they are very much a part of a child’s personality. Think 
about your child’s personal qualities. Is your child strong willed, knows their mind, a perfectionist, 
anticipates how things should work out, proud, stubborn, intelligent, sensitive or independent? 
These are wonderful human qualities. However, in kids who will not or cannot self-regulate, these 
qualities jump to full-throttled, angry explosions. Personality plays a big role in how tantrums 
look and how long they last. In younger kids, tantrums can be angry explosions where they com-
pletely lose it. Some involve screaming, crying, tensing the body, stiffening of limbs, throwing the 
head about and flailing arms, resembling the moves of a break dancer. In extreme cases, kids will 
break things or find somebody to hurt in order to achieve indiscriminate revenge. A few upset 
themselves to the point of vomiting or holding their breath until their colour changes!  

Fact three:

A tantrum usually involves at least one, or all, of these ingredients - disappointment, tiredness, 
stress, hunger or overstimulation.

Fact four:

When a kid explodes, it may not be a sign of disobedience or defiance.  For some kids, overstimu-
lation comes all too easily because their sensory system hits overdrive all too fast. This is often the 
case for children who are on Autism spectrum. The tantrum is their body’s immediate defence 
response against a loud or frightening environment. Their senses are literally being assaulted! 
Similarly, a tantrum styled eruption may indicate intense emotional overload by a child who is 
usually mild mannered, but cannot process or intellectualise an appropriate course of action 
just at that moment.  Where a computer will freeze when it has too much input, some kids will 
tantrum. With this in mind, try not to jump to conclusions the next time you see a parent dealing 
with their child’s tantrum. There may well be deep-seated, invisible reasons at play.

Fact five:

The supermarket, shops and the shopping mall are not your friends. Marketing researchers 
confirm what most of us intuitively know. Many of the kids who tantrum in these situations are 
actually set up by clever shop psychology to do so. These vendors know how and what appeals 
to kids - a tin of Barbie spaghetti shapes, a box of cereal with a kid’s movie character smirking at 
them, or sweets and soft drinks strategically placed at the checkout. Make no mistake, advertisers 
and retailers are frighteningly efficient at finding the triggers to make kids want. A larger percent-
age of their sales than you might imagine are reliant on parents giving in to demanding children.



Tantrums

Chapter 6:

Fact six:

A few older children and young teens continue to tantrum to get their way. While there are many 
varied and complex reasons for this, it is often linked to the fact they believe tantruming will get 
them what they want. Here’s a compelling reason to start early to fine-tune your response, even 
if it challenges what feels ‘natural’ to you. It is a fact - teenage tantrums evolve into something far 
trickier to deal with than those of young children. Their tantrums are usually sophisticated, calcu-
lated and sustained, and can leave families deeply distressed and in hardship. We have seen teen 
tantrums specialising in threats, theft, credit card fraud, running away from home, forgery, lying, 
violence, publicly humiliating parents and so on and so on - all in order to get their way and have 
their immediate ‘wants’ met. Outside of the family in real life, such actions towards others would 
be regarded with a criminal intent.

    Recipe rescue:
 
designs to phase-out tantruming behaviours in children and young teens

So, what’s a parent to do when their little darling, or not so little darling, turns into a raging bull? This Recipe rescue explores a 
few very practical ideas to handle these tricky behaviours.

  Golden Rules:
          Never respond to your child’s tantrum with your own brand of ‘bad’ behaviour

          Do not give into tantrums, otherwise you reward your child’s anti-social behaviour

          Learn how-to behave in tantrum moments so you don’t strengthen them and associated negative behaviours. 

          In time, because of the cool, calm way you react, your child will learn that this is not an effective way to get what they want

Timing is everything!

Sometimes kids get locked into phases 
where they tantrum, and all your 
talking, bribing and threatening doesn’t 
seem to make a bit of difference. If 
you’re facing this, a good approach is 
to stop bringing them to the shops or 
the supermarket for a while in order to 
break the cycle. Later, when you begin 
taking them again, be sure to get the 
timing right. At the end of the day, just 
before dinner is a recipe for ‘the perfect 
storm’- they’re hungry, tired, worn out 
and restless, even before you walk in 
the doors! Plan ahead and consider 
when the kids are likely to have optimal 
tolerance. 
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Triggers and distraction

All behaviours have triggers. Kids are 
generally triggered into tantrums 
because they want something, have 
been told ‘no’, or have been asked to do 
something. Most outbursts take place 
in vibrant, stimulating, public situations 
because there’s so much on offer and so 
much at stake.  If you’re not sure about 
their triggers, then start to gather a 
little data so you’re able to build a 
clearer picture. Keep some notes about 
where and when tantrums take place 
and look for patterns.  This is invaluable 
information. 
 
Once you have their triggers broadly 
worked out, think creatively to find 
ideas to ‘circuit break’ those flashpoints. 
For littlies; take a muesli bar from your 
bag and give it to your child as you 
reach the supermarket checkout, have 
20 cents ready for them to put it in 
the plastic charity dog once through 
the checkout. For not so littlies; get 
them to tally the shopping bill as you 
go and if they’re within $5 of the final 
amount give them a small prize! Get 
them to push the trolley or drag along 
their own trolley, or give them a small 
supplementary shopping list and let 
them track down the items and meet 
you back at the checkout.  

Clever parents become masters of 
distraction and continue to tweak what 
they do to match the maturity of their 
children. They realise that distraction 
effectively bumps kids of all ages away 
from the road to ‘tanty-town’. Keep a 
few essentials in your bag that can be 
pulled out when you sense the storm 
approaching - something to eat or play 
with can quickly short circuit tantrums.

Plan ahead - be upfront and call it!

If you anticipate a tantrum over the small 
packet of Mentos, perfectly positioned 
at four year old eye level at the checkout, 
why not tell your child that they can 
have the packet? The deal is if they are 
helpful during shopping - give them 
something to do - their reward will be 
the Mentos! If their behaviour becomes 
ugly or they tantrum, endure the storm 
but do not give them the Mentos.  

Say what you mean

“Last call. We’re leaving in three 
minutes” 
“The Xbox has to be off at ten o’clock”
“In five minutes it will be time to get out 
of the pool”
“One more turn and then its hop  
off time”
“One more ad break, then it’s time  
for bed”

As soon as these words fly out of your 
mouth, they actually become a living 
contract with your kids. If you break this 
contract, you have broken a promise. 
This is serious! If your kids are used 
to you saying “in five minutes” and 
it really means “in twenty minutes”, 
or later, of course they will argue the 
point or tantrum when you finally get 
round to expecting their cooperation. 
To understand the frustration they 
feel from your unpredictability, just 
imagine how you would feel if you had  
 

a boss that constantly let you miss work 
deadlines and one day, sacked you for 
not meeting one deadline. You’d feel 
like throwing a tantrum too.

Be confident and authoritative 

When your child starts to complain; 
“how much longer”, “why can’t I have 
it?”, “we’ve been here for ages”, “I’m 
bored”, or wants something you’re not 
prepared to give, do not go defensive!

	 EXAMPLES of DEFENSIVE 
 one-liners from parents

    “Not much longer. Please, please be 
good for mummy”

    “I know darling. Sorry! Can we stay just 
five minutes longer?”

    “We’ve only been here five minutes. I’m 
going as fast as I can”

    “You were the one that said you 
wanted to come. Now you’re  

upsetting me”
    “We’ve only been here an hour - how 

much longer can you last? You tell me?”
    “When I was a kid I had to …”

    “You kids are so spoiled …”

	 EXAMPLES  of  CONFIDENT 
 and  AUTHORITATIVE  
 one-liners from parents
       

“Yeah, me too. I’m tired of being  
here as well”

   “I’m over it too – thanks for hanging in 
there!”

    “It’s a pain when you can’t have 
something you want isn’t it?”

    “I get how you feel - I’d love a  
new car!”

    “Buck up. Not much I can do, but time 
goes faster when you put yourself in a 

happier mood”
    “I agree. It’s disappointing when the 

fun has to end. That’s the way it is”

Statements delivered in an authoritative 
tone are more likely to settle the frayed 
emotions of kids or a child looking for a 
fight. When we choose to go on attack, 
or offer sooky defensive statements, 
we’re more likely to trigger poor or 
hostile behaviour in our children.
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Being clear reduces 
misunderstandings and tantrums 

As you leave home make it crystal clear 
to the kids what will be happening.  
For instance; 
“Kids, we are dropping over to Josh’s 
house to return his bathers. We won’t 
go inside - it’s not a play over because 
we are due at Nanna and Pop’s in  
fifteen minutes”. 
Every time you do this, you minimise 
the chance of nasty disappointments 
arising. Kids who know what will happen 
naturally feel more settled and better 
able to cope. It’s worth mentioning 
here, that if you were invited into Josh’s 
house while dropping off his bathers, 
you’d need to politely decline and 
explain that you cannot stay. You made 
a contract with the kids - it’s a promise 
worth keeping for all sorts of reasons!

Check your paranoia!

When a child is tantruming at full-
throttle it’s hard for anyone to turn 
a blind eye. Who could ignore such 
an energetic and compelling force of 
nature? The added attraction, of course, 
is that most passing by have been in a 
similar situation themselves. Their odd 
looks mightn’t be unkind, judgemental 
or disapproving. The smirk on their face 
and downcast eyes likely has more to 
do with them recalling an incident that 
they’ve faced, and a sense of relief that 
it’s you dealing with it this time. And, 
for those few who shoot an obvious 

disapproving look, well, you can 
survive without their approval. They 
don’t matter. 

There’s a flip side to this as well. The 
next time you’re near someone with a 
tantruming child, make a sympathetic 
comment to them; “Hang in there, it will 
pass”, “Tough stuff. Better you than me”, 
“It’s such hard work. May the force be 
with you”, or “I dealt with one of these 
last week. It’s exhausting!”

Kind words are always appreciated, even 
if a stressed parent takes a few moments 
to process what you said to them.

“Don’t look at them, don’t talk to them 
and don’t let them win”

If there’s ever a time to develop a steely 
resolve and a planned approach as 
a parent, it has to be in the moment 
when your child is tantruming. During 
this, you’ll need to gather all of your grit 
to help your child over this ugly hump. 
The worst thing you can do is to give  
in to their demands. This will encourage 
them to continue temper tantrums 
every time they want something, or 
when something goes wrong. The 

winning recipe - “don’t look at them, 
don’t talk to them and don’t let them 
win” - but this takes poise and self-
control on your part. The skills you’ve 
developed around ‘tactically ignoring’ 
misbehaviour will come in very handy 
here (to recap on tactical ignoring see 
the chapter, How-to catch and build 
positive behaviours).

How do you manage not to look at 
them and not to talk to them while 
they’re tantruming? Distance will 
help. There are two types of ‘distance’ 
parents can use to communicate that 
they won’t be part of a child’s negative 
behaviour. One is emotional distance 
and the other is physical distance. 

Emotional distance

This is created as you switch your 
attention away from your child to 
something else. You might turn away 
and check your phone for messages, 
have a drink, or gaze at an interesting 
person in the distance - your look and 
your body language literally imagines 
that the tantrum has no impact on you 
whatsoever. If you are in a place where 
a tantrum can go on without seriously 
affecting others, most onlookers 
will quickly work out that you are  
tactically ignoring your child. And 
who knows, you might end up in 
an engaging conversation with a 
sympathetic onlooker that really 
switches your attention right away 
from the tantrum! 

Physical distance 

This is created as you physically move 
away from your child. Move far enough 
so you are clear of the emotional vortex 
they are busy generating. Keep yourself 
safe from flying emotional shrapnel. 
This should help you to keep your poise 
and your resolve. The tantrum will pass.

The worst thing you can do is to give in to their 
demands. This will encourage them to continue 

temper tantrums every time they want something, 
or when something goes wrong
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Take them out! 

No, not in the gangland sense! Suppose 
the tantrum takes place somewhere 
you cannot ignore it? What if it happens 
in church, or during a concert where 
others are a captive audience to your 
child’s tantrum and it will badly affect 
their experience? The not-so-easy 
answer is to remove the child from the 
environment - take them out! 
This is where many parents go 
wobbly at the knees. They know that 
moving towards their child, picking 
them up and removing them will 
result in ear-splitting screaming and 
shameless protests. Naturally, they 
feel uncomfortable about being ‘the 
spectacle’ as their child squirms and 
struggles with them. There is no doubt 
that this will be a less-than-graceful exit 
and is likely to replace the main event, 
well, just for a moment! This is the point 
where a few parents decide it’s easier to 
give in to their child or ignore their anti-
social behaviour. This is not a good way 
to go, because fairness to others must 
always be considered. It’s just not fair 

to keep a tantruming child in a space 
like this. This is the time to take charge. 
Trust us, your decisive leadership in this 
moment will be appreciated by every 
onlooker. You will earn their sympathy 
and respect, and instantly the audience 
will think, “I’m glad that parent took that 
poor child out”. They will understand. 

Once removed, your child is likely to 
continue their tantrum for a while.  
As it subsides, let them know that 
having a tantrum was a poor choice. 
Reassure them that you’re pleased the 
‘silly’ tantrum has gone keep it very 
brief. A lecture or a telling off won’t help 
at this point.

A consequence always follows a 
tantrum 

Let your children know in advance, 
in happier times, that a tantrum will 
always result in a consequence. The 
consequence doesn’t have to be 
delivered or even mentioned while 
your child’s tantrum is in full swing. It 
can be applied later, at home. Your child 
does not choose the consequence, you 
do. And, once you announce it another 
tantrum may be set off, and when this 
happens, our advice is to ignore this 
next tantrum and follow through with 
the one consequence that you have 
chosen. Simple negative consequences 
include; the loss of a privilege, missing 
out on the next scheduled visit to 
where the tantrum happened (if it 
was a place the child wanted to be), 
missing out on something expected, 
time alone, early to bed and so on. 

Negative consequences should never 
be vengeful. They are used to get 
the message across that the child’s 
behaviour was unacceptable and they 
are capable of making much better 
choices.

On the flip side, remember the theme 
of the chapter, How-to catch and build 
positive behaviours. In this chapter 
we share the art of how-to positively 
influence the behaviour of children by 
orchestrating situations to catch them 
doing the behaviours we value. Giving 
attention to kids in this way is like 
fertilising the behaviours we want to 
see more of. 

Catch the tantrum early - give your 
child choice 

As you see the early warning signs 
building, move close to your child, 
gently meet their gaze and quietly 
help them check their behaviour; 

Try giving them a choice rather than 
becoming demanding or trying to 
intimidate them into submissiveness. 
Giving permission to choose will 
give some kids permission to jump 
tracks and respond in refreshing ways. 
The element of surprise can deliver 
stunning results!

“I can see you’re 
thinking about a 

tantrum. You don’t have 
to, we can talk.” 

“It’s your choice; you 
can tantrum or you can 
make a better choice.”

 
“If you tantrum 

here, there will be a 
consequence when you 

get home.”
 

“You choose; you can 
have a tantrum or have 

an ice-cream after 
we’ve finished.” 

Let your children know in advance,  
in happier times, that a tantrum will always  

result in a consequence.
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With fewer words, a firm promise and decisive follow through, Timmy begins to see that Mummy is a woman of her word. 
He gets a sense that she’s trustworthy, in charge and is leading. Next time at the supermarket checkout, Timmy is far more 
likely to listen to his Mum. 

How might have mummy handled 
Timmy differently?

Isn’t hindsight infuriating? But let’s use 
it anyway. Go back to the beginning 
of the chapter and quickly review the 
scenario, ‘At the supermarket’.  This 
is where five year old Timmy started 
tugging at his mother’s shirt while they 
were closing in on the supermarket 
checkout.

In the space of a minute or two, Mummy 
used about 180 words to reason 
with Timmy. Yet Timmy’s behaviour 
went from bad to worse. Mummy felt 
flustered and Timmy won the Kinder 
Surprise. Why? 

 
 
Well, mummy wasn’t up for the 
challenge. A tired child, her inexperience 
with handling tantrums well and the 
cleverly placed chocolate were too 
strong a combination. Mummy tried to 
appeal to Timmy’s better nature. Alas 
at four years of age, and in this kind of 
moment, Timmy isn’t developmentally 
ready for this wordy, moral style of 
parenting. Timmy had only one goal – 
to get the Kinder Surprise! 

Timmy is a normal little boy who spun 
out of control because he was tired, 
hungry and influenced by shrewd 
shop psychology. He needed decisive  

leadership from his mum, but didn’t 
get it. Mummy failed to tell Timmy 
what she wanted him to do - she 
failed to promise him a consequence 
after asking him twice to be a “good 
boy”, and rewarded his meltdown 
with the frog that was initially offered 
for cooperative behaviour. 
How utterly confusing for 
Timmy! The consequence 
of this is that next time 
at the checkout, we’re 
likely see the very same 
performance by Timmy - 
not what mummy wants 
at all!

TIMMY’s and Mum’s replay

Mummy and Timmy enter the checkout. 

Before Timmy starts to ramp up his complaining, Mummy 
says, “We’re almost finished Timmy. When we are done, there’s 
a chocolate frog in my bag for you for being so patient”

Timmy spots the Kinder Surprise. He grabs Mummy’s shirt, 
and directs her to look at it.

“Timmy… I’m not buying that today. Let go.”
“Timmy, if you pull my shirt again you won’t get the chocolate 
frog. You won’t get anything. Use your patience” 

Timmy’s Mum has a history of following through with 
promises. Timmy begins to surrender and Mummy provides 
appropriate feedback, “That’s great Timmy. It helps when you 
are patient”

After 10 seconds Timmy pulls Mummy’s shirt again and 
groans longingly as he looks at the Kinder Surprise.

 
“Timmy… you just pulled my shirt again. That’s a shame. We’ll 
have to keep the chocolate frog for next time”

Timmy cries loudly. Mummy ignores. Many eyes are on her, 
but hers stay fixed on the groceries as the checkout attendant 
scans items and bundles them into bags. She’s well aware of 
Timmy’s loud sobs, but determined to give no attention to 
them. After 30 seconds of ignoring mummy turns to Timmy 
and firmly says…

“That’s enough Timmy, you can stop crying now”
“Okay, let’s get some lunch”

Timmy asks if he can have the chocolate frog with lunch. 

“No Timmy, you pulled my shirt after I asked you not to. That 
was a bad choice. Never mind. I’ll keep the treat safe for 
another time”. 


