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(November 4) Recently our seven-year-old grandson (who has a twin sister) has been 

going out the door and running away whenever he gets angry or doesn't get his own 

way. 

 

He also does this at home with his parents. He is off before we realize it, and in any 

case is too big and heavy to be held back by force. 

 

Rational discussion of the problem gets nowhere with him. We cannot convince him 

that this behavior is no solution, and that it would be better if he told us what he is 

angry about. We often have no idea. 

 

This habit is very worrying because of the dangers of traffic, undesirable meetings, 

even overexposure to the sun. We do not react with anger and try to reason with him 

calmly, but to no avail. 

 

In general, we have a very good and loving relationship with our grandson, but at 

such times he shuts us out completely. 

 

What do you advise? 

 

Alan Flashman, pediatrician and child psychiatrist, replies: 

 

Loving and communicative parents and grandparents are baffled when a child is 

baffled by himself. Your very wise instincts lead you to wonder what your grandson 

is angry about. 

 

This would indeed be the place to begin if the boy were 17. But at seven, there is a 

step that comes before content, and that is form, or balance. 

 

I'm assuming here that your grandson runs out because he can't control his anger, and 

not as part of a power struggle with you. He feels baffled because the intensity of his 

anger overwhelms him. He does not know why this happens, and you can be sure he 

is troubled by it even more than the adults in his family. 

 

Being emotionally swamped is no picnic; the child is not acting against you or anyone 

else, but despite himself. 

 

The goal is to restore to him the feeling that he is the master of his inner world, 

including his emotions, that he is bigger than his anger and can contain it, rather than 

the other way around. Children do not resist being made more "boss" over 

themselves. 

 

Here are several ways to approach this: 

 

1. Signals. The boy agrees to, say, blow a whistle or shofar, stamp his feet in a special 

way, beat his breast like Tarzan or issue a particular yell when he feels he is about to 



run out. Then an agreed-upon cooling off takes place, which does not include talking 

at that moment. 

 

2. Replacements. Either after the signal or without it, replacements for letting off 

steam can be useful. These can include more aggressive behaviors like hitting a doll 

or a pillow, or something interactive like staged, controlled screaming (he lets out a 

muffled scream, then you do the same) and/or dancing alone or together with his 

elders. (Possible scenes could be taken from Maurice Sendak's Where the Wild 

Things Are - humor never hurts here.) 

 

3. Change of venue. The boy plans - with you - a different direction for his running. 

For example, he can plan to run to the refrigerator or to a particular corner. The 

running itself can be encouraged and even relabeled as a sign of strength and vigor, 

which it indeed becomes so long as the boy feels he is master over it. 

 

4. Charms. Many children will make use of physical reminders. For example, the 

child can be helped to rely on special marbles or a necklace or other small toy such as 

a model lion, that magically restores his control over himself. 

 

5. Rewards. A child who reports that he felt like running but found a way not to is 

rewarded on the spot. It is well worth being "conned" a little here. Sometimes the 

whole program consists of the child "surprising" everyone by changing without the 

need for the program. 

 

You have probably noticed that this sort of approach is modular. You can combine the 

pieces to customize a program worth trying and, hopefully, worth improving until it 

becomes superfluous. 

 

There are four principles in putting the program together: 

 

1. Default. Children have trouble with too many choices. You can present the program 

you have in mind as an idea that can be improved upon by him, or accepted as is. 

 

2. Joint assessment. Evaluate the plan with your grandson every week or two. If the 

results do not prove themselves, don't blame the child. Just alter the program. It 

remains the adults' responsibility to put a plan together. 

 

3. Reward. Reward progress in a way that is meaningful and pleasurable to your 

grandson. And help him realize that his own improved feeling of balance and control 

is a reward in its own right. 

 

4. Meaning business. The boy needs to understand that he can have a say only about 

which plan to try, not if anything at all will be done. 

 

Ultimately, children bring themselves up. The role of adults is to help them do so. We 

do this best when we add from the outside what is temporarily missing inside the 

child, while respecting the child's side of the partnership. 

 



Not every child or family will get results with the program described. Some children 

inherit a disposition to become too easily or too deeply overwhelmed to be able to 

make use of such plans. Such children may suffer from a form of anxiety difficulty. 

 

Parents could try an herb called St. John's wort (or hypericum) to see if the child 

becomes more tractable and amenable to interactive work. Details are on the Internet 

at www.hypericum.com. 

 

A glitch is that the Health Ministry makes this solution available in Israel only by 

personal import at this time. An alternative would be professional help, perhaps 

involving medication of the Prozac type, at least temporarily 


