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Introduction

I fully understand why telling the difference between a tantrum and a meltdown can feel confusing.

In the moment it can be hard to know what to do. Both are expressions of big feelings and from the

outside they can look very similar.

Understanding the difference can completely change how we respond to our children during difficult

moments.

Sometimes a child is testing limits and learning about boundaries. Other times the child’s nervous

system is overwhelmed and they are no longer able to regulate themselves.

The way we respond in these two situations needs to be very different.

What Is a Tantrum?

A tantrum usually happens when a child becomes frustrated because they want something and

they cannot have it.

The child may cry, shout or protest, but their brain is still able to process what is happening around

them. Often you will notice that the emotion reduces or stops if they eventually obtain what they

want.

Children are learning limits and boundaries, and tantrums are a normal part of development.

Many parents are understandably uncomfortable with big emotions and may give in quickly just to

stop the situation. When this happens, the child can learn that insisting long enough will eventually

change the outcome.

This is why it is important for the caregiver to stay firm in the boundary despite the child’s big

reaction. Over time the child learns that parents set rules and that those rules remain consistent.

At the same time, the child still needs support and empathy while going through the tantrum. They

may need a hug or some reassurance. This does not mean you are giving in. It simply means you

recognise their frustration and help them regulate through it.

What Is a Meltdown?

A meltdown happens when a child’s nervous system becomes overwhelmed.

In this situation the child cannot control their behaviour because the emotions have taken over. A

meltdown is not about obtaining something. It is about the child trying to cope with an overwhelming

internal experience.

At this point reasoning, consequences or lectures will not work because the thinking part of the

brain is not accessible.
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The child is not choosing the behaviour. They are trying to cope with what their body and brain are

experiencing.

When looking at a meltdown it is important to consider the external factors the child may be trying to

process. It could be tiredness, too much noise, or sensory overload from bright lights or busy

environments.

For neurodivergent children these external factors can be even more intense and should be

considered when understanding the child’s reaction.

Recognising the Difference in the Moment

Although tantrums and meltdowns can look similar, the key difference lies in what the child’s brain

and nervous system are experiencing.

A tantrum usually happens when a child is frustrated because they want something and cannot

have it. The child is still able to process what is happening around them and is reacting to the

situation.

A meltdown happens when the child becomes overwhelmed and their nervous system can no

longer regulate the intensity of the emotions they are experiencing.

When a child is having a tantrum, it is important to stay calm while maintaining the boundary.

When a child is experiencing a meltdown, the priority shifts. The child first needs support so their

nervous system can settle.

When a Tantrum Turns Into a Meltdown

Sometimes a tantrum can turn into a meltdown.

A child may start by protesting because they cannot have something they want, but if the frustration

becomes too intense or the child is already tired or overstimulated, their nervous system can

become overwhelmed.

What started as a tantrum may shift into a state where the child needs support to regulate before

any teaching or discussion can happen.

Taking a Moment to Regulate Yourself

When a child is crying or melting down it can quickly become overwhelming for the parent too,

especially for single parents managing the situation alone.

Sometimes we are actually more overwhelmed than the child.

Before helping a child regulate, it is okay to take a brief moment to regulate yourself first.
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If your child is in a safe space, it is acceptable to step away for a minute or two and take a few deep

breaths.

Children need a regulated adult to help them regulate. Sometimes the most helpful thing we can do

is calm ourselves first and then return with the presence and patience our child needs.

Closing Reflection

Parenting often asks us to respond in the middle of intense moments when emotions are high for

both the child and the adult.

When we begin to understand the difference between tantrums and meltdowns, those moments

start to feel clearer.

The goal is not to avoid big feelings. The goal is to help children learn that emotions can be

experienced, supported and eventually regulated.
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Explore More Resources

You can explore more parenting insights and practical resources at The Practical Parent. On the

blog you will find articles about emotional regulation, neurodivergent children and everyday

parenting challenges. If you found this guide helpful, you may also enjoy the guide: Understanding

Your Child’s Brain States Visit: www.thepracticalparent.co.uk


