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Phase 1: Baseline
How do the parent and child normally
behave?

One crucial thing children learn from their parents in the preschool years is the skills needed
to regulate one’s own behavior. Regulatory skills, including executive function (EF), are
increasingly recognized as crucial for children’s successful development, and therefore
promoting these skills in early childhood has become a high priority. This study was an
experimental investigation of the parenting dimension of autonomy support and its effect
on children’s self-regulation. Parent and child behavior was measured at baseline, then
again during the manipulation phase in which parents were instructed to interact with their
child in a certain way. Child behavior was also measured at post-test. Parents were able to
adjust their behavior according to the instructions given, which affected the child’s behavior
during that task. There was little difference in the effect of mother vs. father parenting.
These results indicate that parent autonomy support is a promising target for improving
child self-regulation skills.
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Phase 2: Manipulation
Parent given instructions about how to
act: High AS or Low AS
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Phase 3: Post-Test
What did the child learn from the
manipulation interaction?
Child Solo
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Child EF

Table 2. Regression Predicting Change in Child Self-Regulation

• Self-Regulation: using skills that allow the control of ones’ own thoughts and actions to
direct behavior towards a long-term goal
• Autonomy Support (AS): Guiding a child just enough so the child is able to use
successfully use skills to contribute to the completion of the task
• Control: Helping too much, taking over the task
• Laissez Faire: Not helping enough, letting the child struggle
• What is known:
•Mother autonomy support is consistently correlated with child self-regulation.
•There is a lack of research on father autonomy support, but some evidence
suggests it is also important for child self-regulation.
•Previous studies linking autonomy support and child self-regulation have relied
mainly on correlational and longitudinal studies that cannot inform the direction of
causation.
• Study Hypotheses
• 1. At baseline, mothers and fathers will be equally effective at autonomy support
and both will be related to child self-regulation.
• 2. The instructions given during the manipulation phase will cause changes in
parenting.
• 3. Child behavior will be affected by changes in quality of parenting.

Model 1: Child Language, Gender, Parent Ed,
Involvement

Note: a p < .10, *p < .05

Main Variables:
• Parent autonomy support, control, laissez faire: All observed and rated at baseline and manipulation
• Child Self-Regulation: Observed and rated at baseline and manipulation
• Child EF: Measured using the Minnesota Executive Function Scale test, baseline and post-test
• Child Solo Puzzle: Self-regulation and success at puzzle, observed and rated at post-test

• Parent AS and LF were concurrently related to child self-regulation, and effects did not differ by parent
gender.
Table 1. Regression Predicting Base Child Self-Regulation
Model 1: Child Language*, Gender, Parent Ed, Involvement
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F Change
2.41a
7.10*
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• Parents in condition A significantly decreased in control but significantly increased in laissez faire.

128 children (65 female, 63 male) and one parent (64 mothers, 64 fathers).
90% White Caucasian, primarily Middle/Upper class
Mean child age: 40 months (SD = 1.5 ). Mean parent age: 35 years (SD = 3.9)
Randomly assigned into 2 conditions for manipulation phase:
Condition A: High AS/Low Control: given instructions to let the child make
decisions, ask questions rather than give instructions, etc.
Condition C: High Control/Low AS: given instructions to give a lot of
demonstrations and instructions, and not let the child struggle

Total Sample: 128
Condition A: 65
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• Parents in condition C significantly increased in control and significantly decreased in autonomy support.
• Parenting x Condition ANOVAS were significant for each dimension, Fs > 11.74, ps < .05
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• Child Solo Puzzle was predicted by baseline child MEFS and manipulation child selfregulation, but not by parenting.

• No differences were found between mother and fathers in autonomy support, control, or baseline (ts
< .64, ps > .05), or in children’s self-regulation (t = .62, p > .05).

Hypothesis 2: Parenting at Manipulation
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Hypothesis 1: Mother and Father Parenting at Baseline

Model 2: Added Autonomy Support*, Laissez Faire*
Model 3: Added Parent Gender x AS, Parent Gender x LF
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• At baseline, mothers and fathers showed equal quality of parenting.
• Mothers more closely followed the instructions in the manipulation phase.
• Parenting at baseline was related to concurrent child self-regulation, but not to the
child EF test (contrary to previous research).
• Possible reasons: only 1 EF task was used, and the range of parenting present in
this study may have influenced coding.
• Parents changed their behavior in response to the instructions. Condition C parents
changed as expected. Condition A parents became less controlling, but more laissez faire
rather more autonomy supportive.
• The increase in laissez faire was driven by parents who were very high in AS at
baseline. Condition A parents who were not as high at baseline showed
improvement in autonomy support.
•There may have been an expectation effect that all parents needed to change
their behavior.
• Change in parenting affected change in child self-regulation. This supports the idea of
an effect from parents to children, rather than only child-elicited relations.
• The effect of parenting did not transfer to the solo puzzle or the MEFS.
• Limitations: difficulties with the parent coding scales, a modest sample size, and a lack
of investigation of long-term effects.
• Strengths: including both mothers and fathers, measuring child self-regulation in novel
ways, and in showing that parents could change their autonomy support after a very
brief intervention.

Hypothesis 3: Effects on Child

• This study shows that autonomy support interventions are a promising direction for
promoting child self-regulation.

• Children in condition A showed a greater decrease in self-regulation than those in condition C (t = -3.66,
p < .05). This was likely due to the negative relation between self-regulation change and laissez faire
change (r = -.358, p < .05).
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