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Mothers’ Beliefs in Young Children’s Autonomy
and Related Cultural Beliefs in Taiwan

Hui-Fen Lin”
ABSTRACT

The purposes of this study are three folds: (1) exploring mothers’ perspectives on
young children’s autonomy; (2) examining mothers’ cultural beliefs related to
children’s autonomy; (3) investigating the influences of SES factors on mothers’
beliefs in young children’s autonomy and other related cultural beliefs.

The participants are 1,171 Taiwanese mothers whose children aged between three
to six years old. The mothers completed measures of mothers’ beliefs in children’s
autonomy, which was composed by two concepts. One was functional autonomy
such as self-reliance and self-judgment. The other one was interactive autonomy
such as self-control and self-assertion. In addition, the cultural factors such as
mothers’ beliefs in co-sleeping with their children as well as mother’s beliefs in
negativism were also investigated. The statistical analyses applied to this research
are descriptive statistics and ANOVA.

Overall, most of the mothers believe that their young children are functionally
autonomous. However, due to the dynamic nature of interactive autonomy, it was not
revealed through this measurement. Observations on parent-child interactions in a
naturalistic context may convey more valuable data regarding interactive autonomy.
For example, the low value of Cronbach a of self-control could be that children aged
from 3 to 6 years old may have different levels of self-control; meanwhile, the
subscale of self-assertion is mainly measuring one dimension of self-assertion, that is
self-expression. In a naturalistic context, the meanings in self-assertion may appear
to be multi-layers; for example, self-assertion can be seen as showing one’s autonomy

or revealing one’s defiance. Interestingly, although the mothers expected their
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children to be functionally autonomous; emotionally they also wished to be close to
their children. 71.65% of the mothers co-slept with their children until their kids were
6 years old. Bed sharing is seen by the mothers as a way to enhance the intimacy
with their children. The results also indicate that mothers from different SES
backgrounds hold different beliefs in young children’s autonomy and related cultural
beliefs. Generally speaking, the mothers with higher SES backgrounds tend to
believe that their children have more autonomous competence. On the other hand,
the lower SES mothers tend to give less credit for their children’s autonomous
competence. Implications for parental education and further research are also

suggested.

Key words: young children, functional autonomy, interactive autonomy,
negativism, self-assertion, self-control, self-reliance, self-judgment,

co-sleep
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