
We all have either witnessed it, lived it, or

we dread it . . . the full-on, complete, total

meltdown tantrum of a child in public.

It’s the stuff of nightmares.

Picture the scene: You listened to our

podcast, so you're ready to go out with

your kids in public. You are prepared with

positive reinforcement for good behavior,

and you’ve discussed the consequences

just in case. The kids know the drill, and

you leave the car. You’re having a nice

shopping trip, using the ideas for positive

reinforcement that you came up with

before heading out, and you’re feeling

like a pro parent. You’re even thinking to

yourself, “I’ve got this! Woohoo!” Then, out

of the blue, something happens, and like

a bolt of lightning, your kid has gone

from superstar child to full-on temper

tantrum faster than you can ask, “What

happened?!” Your child can’t even hear

you remind him of the consequence

because he is screaming louder than a

fire alarm. In the moment, it seems like

everyone in the store is staring and

shaking their heads at you. You are as red

as a tomato and sweating bullets. You

will do just about anything to make it

stop, and your lovely little angel knows

that. We’ve all been there, so what do you

do in this situation? 
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Don’t worry about the other people in the store and what

they might be thinking about you as a parent. Life is way too

short for that. If the stares of strangers bother you, don’t let

them. Trust me, if they have kids, they have lived it and will

understand. You might even get some “been there, done that”

comments and words of encouragement like, “It gets easier,

trust me.” It happens to everyone at least once. And if they don’t

have kids, they probably won’t ever understand, so don’t let it

bother you. You’re going to be the parent your child needs, so

stay focused on the mission and don’t be distracted by what

strangers may think.  

Adopt the motto, “We don’t negotiate with terrorists.”  

 Think of your child during a full-blown tantrum as a little

terrorist because that is exactly how he is acting. If you negotiate

with a terrorist, the behavior never stops, and you definitely don’t

want a repeat. Whatever you do, never, ever give in to their

demands, no matter what. If you do, you have just reinforced

their behavior. Now they know that all they have to do is have a

meltdown to get what they want, and the behavior will continue

to happen again and again. Remember that when you set limits

for your children, they are more secure.

Ignore the behavior. Stay calm and tell your kid one thing only:

“I will be happy to talk to you when you can talk calmly and

respectfully.” Otherwise, ignore everything they say and do. They

will be mad that you are ignoring them and likely escalate the

tantrum. They can’t stand it when they don’t get a reaction out

of you and will try even harder. It is crucial that they think this

isn’t bothering you. By staying calm and refusing to argue or

negotiate with them, you help them to understand that this

behavior isn’t working now and will never work. 

Get out fast. While you are ignoring the behavior, do what you

can to get out of the location as quickly as possible. Speed shop;

ask your other kids to help you get the things you need; get your

food to go if you are in a restaurant; if you have another adult

with you, one of you take the child to the car. If people stare at

you and give you disapproving looks, just smile and say “want to

trade kids?” or some other funny thing.  Finish up and get out

fast.  

TIP:  If (when) they throw themselves on the floor, give
them one chance to come with you, and then calmly
pick them up and remove them from the setting. This
can be awkward, but you won’t have to do it repeatedly
once you establish the protocol. This may mean leaving
cash on the table at the restaurant or leaving a grocery
cart with groceries near the checkout. Worse things
have happened, and the employees of the
establishment will understand (and probably silently
thank you for getting your screaming child out of
there). 
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 Stay calm.  I’ll admit that this is one of the most challenging

steps, but with practice and preparation, you can do it! They

are trying to make you mad, so do not play into their hands.

Remember that you are their teacher and that you want

them to learn appropriate ways to get what they want and/or

to accept that they can’t always have everything they want. If

you yell at them, you are just teaching them that yelling gets

you what you want. You have to break the cycle. Stay calm,

and if you must say something, just repeat simple things like,

“I can tell you are having a hard time with this. I will be happy

to talk to you about this when you are calm and respectful.” If

they start asking if they are in trouble, just repeat, “We will talk

about this later.” Remember, you need to finish your shopping

or whatever you are doing and get out of there. If they are

starting to calm down, you do not want them to lose it again.  

Get home and let them get it out of their system. Get

home, get them inside, and if they are still spiraling, put them

somewhere safe--crib, playpen, bedroom--someplace where

they can wear themselves out or just get it out of their system.

Walk away and ignore it. Act like it doesn’t bother you. That

makes them get even madder, but you are sending the

message that it won’t work now, and it never will. Talk to the

rest of your family, laugh with them, play a game with them. If

the child tries to engage you in conversation or join in the

game, tell them they are welcome to join once they are able

to speak calmly and respectfully. 

Let them join in. Once they calm down, let them join in with

whatever you are doing and act like it didn’t happen. Tell

them you are so happy they are feeling better and can talk

nicely, be respectful, etc.

Have a discussion. Later on, when they are really calm, like

maybe in a few hours, have a discussion about what

happened. Ask them what they wanted and why they had

such a meltdown. Acknowledge their feelings and really listen

to them. Repeat back what you think they are saying. “I hear

you, and I think you were so upset because you wanted to

walk, but I put you in the cart. Is that right? Why did that

make you so mad? Do you understand why I wanted to put

you in the cart?” Explain why you made the decision you did. “I

love you, and my job as your mommy is to keep you safe. At

that time, the cart was the safest place for you.” Ask them

what they could do differently next time. The bottom line is

that you are teaching many different skills here--

communication and negotiation, but also acceptance when

they don’t get what they want. You might be able to come to

some sort of compromise (e.g., at Hobby Lobby, I will let you

walk, but at the grocery store, you need to be in the cart). love

your
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You might need to wait on the discussion. Sometimes you

might need to wait until the next day to have the talk,

depending on the time the tantrum happens and how upset

your kid is. If you start the conversation and they start

screaming again, it’s not going to work. Try again the next day.

Understand what set them off in the first place. It is super
important to get to the bottom of what it is that set them off. It

could be obvious (like they wanted something and you said no,

for example), but it could be more, and you need to figure out

what it is. When my son was a little boy, he had a meltdown

every time we went into a specific store. I finally figured out

that it was a sensory thing for him. He just couldn’t deal with

the fluorescent lights and the sounds. Once we figured out

what it was, we were prepared. We talked about how the store

made him feel and how he could handle his emotions and stay

in control. We taught him how to deal with it, especially if he

found himself in similar places without us. As he got older, he

didn’t have the same sensory reaction to the store anymore; he

outgrew it. Sometimes, it could be that you or a sibling said

something that hurt their feelings and they didn’t know how to

handle it. Again, these are teachable moments--how to handle

hurt, anger, sensory issues, or anything. If you don’t take the

time to get to the bottom of what set your kid off in the first

place, you can never teach them how to handle it more

appropriately.  

Consequences. You have to follow through with the

consequence that you told them about at the beginning of the

activity. Calmly say, “You know that is not how you should

behave. Your consequence is no screen time like we talked

about in advance. Tomorrow will be a better day.”

Positive ending. The discussion is super important because

this is when you teach them the right way to behave in that

situation. Always end the discussion with something positive. “I

love how you were able to talk with me about this. You really

used your words like a big kid. We can work well together to

solve problems when you stay calm. I love you.”
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TIP:  There are some places that you can’t leave--
airplane, train, etc. Traveling with kids is a huge topic
for another podcast and article, but I would be
prepared with lots of things to distract and entertain
your child in these situations. I would even tell them
upfront, we are on vacation, so we have slightly
different rules; you can pick out three treats that you
can eat during the journey, etc.  

 

If you follow these tips, they will eventually realize
that they never get what they want with the

tantrum tactic. You will probably have kids who
become very logical negotiators, but I would

rather have that any day than kids who lose it
when they don’t get their way!
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