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Learning About Biting in Children

Is biting normal?

Most infants and young children bite once in a while. Usually a bite is harmless and may not even
leave a mark. Most children stop biting on their own.

Biting in young children usually does not lead to behavior problems at a later age. But biting after
age 3 may be a sign that a child has problems with self-control or expressing feelings.

Biting occurs in a variety of situations, most often when many children are together, such as at a
day care center.

Why do children bite?

Children bite for different reasons, depending on their age.

Between 15 and 36 months of age, children may bite other people when they are frustrated or want
power or control over another person. Young children may bite out of frustration because they
cannot yet put their emotions into words.

After age 3, children usually bite when they feel powerless or scared, such as when they are losing
a fight or think they are going to be hurt by another person. Children older than 3 who often bite

other people need to be seen by a doctor. Biting that happens past age 3 or occurs frequently at
any age may need treatment.

How can you respond when a child bites?
Helping a child who has been bitten
When one child bites another, first take care of the child who was bitten.

* Move the child away from the situation.
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+ Comfort the child, and stay within sight of the child who bit him or her.

* Help the child express his or her feelings about being bitten. For example, say, "It's okay to cry.
Being bitten hurts." Do not say, "Johnny was bad to bite you."

 Examine the area where the child was bitten. Put an ice pack on the bite if needed. In rare
cases, a bite from a child will break the skin and bleed. If this happens, call your doctor.

Responding to a child who bites

* Let your child know that biting is not acceptable. React to the biting incident in a dramatic way
(but without violence or aggression). If you were the one bitten, act like the pain is worse than it
is, but do not react in anger.

+ Use a firm voice and stern facial expression. Say, "No! We don't bite."
+ Suggest ways for your child to use words to express feelings.

+ Children age 2 and older who continue to bite may benefit from time-out. Be sure to explain the
reason.

* When a child bites, do not:
+ Bite back to show how it feels to be bitten.
+ Wash out the child's mouth with soap.

+ Pinch, slap, or use other physical punishment.

How can you help prevent biting?

Most biting can be prevented with proper supervision that includes helping children express their feelings
appropriately.

* Praise your child for behavior you want to encourage, like sharing or being kind and patient. For
example, say, "Great job! You used your words when you were angry."

+ Set a good example by showing your child how to deal calmly with everyday frustrations. Avoid
angry outbursts and other forms of aggression.

+ Learn to recognize the signs that your child is about to bite. You may be able to stop biting
before it happens by distracting or redirecting.

+ Distract a child who is becoming frustrated with other types of play, such as dancing or working
on a puzzle.

* Help your child put feelings into words, like saying, “You must feel angry with Bobby for taking
your toy.”

« Teach your child empathy, which is understanding and being sensitive to the feelings of others.
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Where can you learn more?

Go to http://lwww.kp.org

Enter Z259 in the search box to learn more about "Learning About Biting in Children".

© 2006-2010 Healthwise, Incorporated. Care instructions adapted under license by Kaiser Permanente. This care instruction
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always ask your healthcare professional. Healthwise disclaims any warranty or liability for your use of this information.
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