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Why toddlers run away 
 
No sooner do you lift your child out of the car, set him down on 
the sidewalk, than he suddenly darts away. When you finally catch 
up with him it's clear that he doesn't want to stay by your side nor 
keep in during your shopping trip.  Often he's not running away to 
be bad on purpose or to defy you. He simply has a new sense of 
independence combined with legs that can run. 
 
Wandering can occur on shopping trips, walks, picnics, or just playing in the back yard. You may turn away for 
just a second and find that your child has gone. This can be worrying because young children are often not 
aware of danger. 
 
What you can do about it 
No amount of teaching will ensure that your child is always as cautious as he should be, so it's vital that you 
take responsibility yourself for keeping him safe. That means being hyper-vigilant about always creating an 
environment that's safe for your child. We do not want them to be get lost or kidnapped but we also do not 
want to terrify the child in thinking that every stranger is going to steal them. 
 
Stay close to him. If you're in a safe, open space where you can see your child and he can see you, it's okay to 
let him run ahead of you. Most of the time, if you don't yell or run after him, he'll stop on his own, turn around 
to see your reaction, and run back to you when he sees you're not coming after him. But don't take any 
chances if you're in a crowded area or around cars. Young children love to hide, and letting them out of your 
sight is just too risky. You'd never forgive yourself if he were lost in the crowd. 
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Show him where he can run. Let your child explore a safe area (like a park, where he's safe from cars and you 
can see him from a distance) freely and at his own pace.  He'll accept these limits more easily and learn to 
police himself more quickly if there are lots of places that he is allowed — and even encouraged — to run. The 
message you want to convey is that running is fine as long as he runs in the right place at the right time. 
 
Engage and entertain him. Children often try to cut loose when they're out doing errands because they're 
bored or miss your attention. Try to engage your little one in the chores you do together to make them more 
fun. One mom's secret: "I ask my daughter to help me push a small trolley. It makes her feel like she's doing 
something important." Ask them to help you pick a bunch of bananas or show you where the apples are. 
Young children love to be helpers. 
 
Explain how you expect him to behave. Tell your child how you expect him to behave before you begin an 
errand. But make sure you really spell it out for him. Say, "Remember, you need to hold my hand when we're 
in the mall, stay close to mom as I need your help."  
 
Encourage him when he does well. When he resists the urge to run wild, reinforce his good behavior by telling 
him what he did well. But again, be specific. It's not enough to say, 'You behaved like such a big boy/girl today,' 
Encourage his actions by saying them back to him. Say, 'I really appreciated that when I called you, you came 
back to me.' Make remaining close more rewarding to your child than the excitement of running away or 
wandering on their own. 
 
Take him home. Taking your child home because he's made a break for it won't necessarily help him 
understand that he's done something wrong. He might see going home as a reward, or miss the connection 
altogether. Still, if you're really anxious and terrified about how he managed to get away from you, it's a good 
idea to take him home until you feel better.  
 
Teach him safety stories and songs. Read your child books about the importance of staying close to you, or 
make up a song about safety to press the point home — but only after you've tried everything else.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Key Steps 
 

• Set up short practice trips. 
• Remind your child of the rules for walking 

together. 
• Talk to your child while you walk. 
• Praise your child for staying close. 
• Deal with wandering the first time by holding 

your child’s hand. 
• Respond to problem behaviour with quiet time. 
• Review the trip with your child 



If Problems Persist 
 
If wandering persists, here is another strategy you can try: 
 

• Explain to your child that they can earn a stamp or sticker if they follow the rules for walking together. 

• Tell your child that these stamps or stickers can earn a special reward at the end of the walk. 

• Decide on how many stamps or stickers your child must earn to get the reward, and what the reward will be. 

• Get everything ready before you go. You will need a small self-inking stamp or a sheet of small stickers such 
as stars or dots. 

• While you are walking, if your child follows the rules put a stamp or sticker on the back of their hand and 
praise them. To begin with you may do this every 30 seconds. 

• Deal with problem behaviour as suggested above. 

• At the end of the walk, count the number of stamps or stickers your child has earned. If they have reached 
the goal, give them the reward. 

• Gradually increase the time your child must wait between stamps or stickers, until you can phase out the 
reward altogether. Praise your child from time to time for staying close. 
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