
Toddlers’ Tears

Toddlers tend to get frustrated or upset 
when they:

Your toddler has grown and changed so much since he was born. Although he 
has many new skills, your toddler is a lot more like a baby than an older child. He 
still uses “cues” to tell you what he needs and wants. Just like when he was much 
younger, your toddler is still learning cues that work – including how to get what 
he wants after you say no.

• Can’t communicate what they want

• Can’t have something they want

• Can’t move the way they want

• Are overwhelmed or tired

Remember, toddlers are still too young to understand why they can’t have 
something they want. For example, if you won’t let her hold a toy that she reaches 
for in the store, she will think that you don’t understand what she wants, so she’ll 
use a bigger cue! She’ll point, stretch her body toward the toy, and make more 
noise. She may start to climb out of the cart as she gets louder and louder. As hard 
as it is to deal with a screaming toddler, if you let her hold the toy when she has 
screamed for it, she will learn that screaming and getting out of the cart is the best 
way to get toys.

Because your toddler is just reacting to what’s happening around her and not 
planning or thinking ahead, your own response can have a big effect on your 
toddler’s behavior. 

• Watching for cues so your toddler doesn’t get too tired, hungry, or 

overwhelmed     

• Responding to early cues to prevent your toddler from using more 

extreme behavior, like crying 

• Using distraction to take her attention away from something she can’t do  

• Using repetition to soothe to help her calm down if she starts to cry

• Explaining what is coming next so she knows what to expect 

• Giving her time to move around and play when she’s been sitting for a 

long time

You can prevent some crying by:
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Does it ever seem like your toddler gets overly upset about little things? You aren’t 
imagining it; your toddler really can’t always control her emotions. Her brain is still 
developing and the parts of her brain that control emotions aren’t fully functional yet. A 
little sadness can suddenly seem overwhelming to her. A little frustration can grow until 
she wants to lash out. This doesn’t mean that you have to prevent her from being sad or 
frustrated, you just have to understand what is happening so you can be ready to step in 
to keep her safe or help her calm down. 

Tantrums are more intense than typical crying 
Occasionally, your toddler may cry and try to hit you or throw things. Around 18 months, 
many children have crying bouts that follow a pattern typically called “tantrums.” During 
tantrums, your toddler is likely to do more than cry; he may stamp his feet, or try to push 
or kick you.

Shorter Tantrums: 
• Last only 1-3 minutes and he may be able to calm himself down.
• Usually include only crying and one other behavior like stamping or 

dropping to the floor.
• Still require your attention to prevent your toddler from hurting himself. 

Longer Tantrums: 
• Last more than 3 minutes and are more likely to include several 

behaviors like kicking, hitting, and crying.
• Require your help - make sure that he does not hurt himself or anyone 

else, then help him calm down. 
• Are not in your toddler’s control and are not intentional. 
• Will cause your toddler to literally run out of energy. He will feel very sad 

and tired, and turn to you for comfort and support. 

You can prevent some but not all tantrums
While making sure that your toddler doesn’t get too tired or hungry when you are 
busy or going out can help prevent some tantrums, you can’t prevent all tantrums. 
Your toddler will have better control over his emotions when he can use words to tell 
you how he feels. Until then, you can help by keeping him safe when he is upset. As he 
gets older, you can help him learn to use words to tell you how he feels. 

While it may seem like it takes forever, your toddler should outgrow tantrums by the 
time he is about 3 or 4 years old, right around the time when he can use words to 
express his emotions. 

Toddlers’ Tantrums
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