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Abstract 

According to self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2002), autonomy is conceptualized 

as a sense of volition or agency. Much research indicates that parental autonomy support 

contributes to children’s well-being and academic achievement among middle-class 

families with school age children or adolescents (Lekes, Gingars, Philippe, Koestner, & 

Fang, 2010; NICHD, 2004; 2008; Niemiec et al., 2006). Research is scarce in 

understanding low-income parents’ autonomy support and autonomy restriction 

behaviors with preschool children. It is also unclear whether and how parents support or 

restrict children’s autonomy in various caregiving contexts, such as during mealtimes and 

pre-academic activities. This study helps address this topic via a mixed method design. 

Scenario-based interviews were conducted with 40 low-income mothers in the U.S. and 

China (nU.S. = 20, nChina = 20), followed by administration of Perceived Parental 

Autonomy Support Scale (P-PASS; Mageau et al., 2015). U.S. mothers and Chinese 

mothers were similar in terms of level of autonomy support and restriction. In addition, 

both U.S. and Chinese mothers’, levels of autonomy support and restrictions differed 

across the four caregiving scenarios. The study thus identified how specific caregiving 

contexts may elicit specific autonomy supportive and autonomy restrictive behaviors by 

low-income mothers with young children in the U.S. and China.
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Chapter 1: Literature Review 

Self-determination theorists (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2002) have suggested that there 

are universal needs in human development. One specific proposal of SDT is that 

autonomy is one of the three basic psychological needs evident across human cultures 

that contribute to positive child development (Manzi, Regalia, Pelucchi, & Fincham, 

2012; Sheldon, Kasser, Houser-Marko, Jones, & Turban, 2005). In SDT, autonomy refers 

to individuals’ sense of volition, (i.e., sense of agency that one can act according to one’s 

own interests; Deci & Ryan, 2002; Whipple, Bernier, & Mageau, 2011).  

There is abundant evidence that caregivers’ autonomy support contributes to 

children’s psychological well-being and school achievement (e.g., Lekes, et al., 2010; 

NICHD, 2004; 2008; Niemiec et al., 2006). However, several researchers have found 

evidence that the ways parents grant autonomy support to young children differ across 

specific caregiving domains (Smetana, 1988), across cultures (Rudy, Sheldon, Awong, & 

Tan, 2007; Yeh & Yang, 2006), and according to the historical, social and political 

experiences of caregivers (Alwin, 1990; Goodnow, 1985). Understanding of parental 

autonomy support strategies in children’s early childhood across cultures remains largely 

understudied in the current developmental and cross-cultural research literatures. In one 

exception, Mosier and Rogoff (2003) compared how young children were treated in the 

U.S. and in the Guatemalan Mayan culture. They found that Mayan mothers of toddlers 

allowed them considerable freedom to act as they wished because mothers assumed that 

such young children cannot fully understand rules yet. U.S. mothers, on the other hand, 

believed that young children should follow fairness rules the same as their older siblings. 

Given that the Mayan culture is collectivistic this might suggest that caregivers in 
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collectivistic countries (including China) may grant more autonomy to their young 

children than their U.S. counterparts.  

Family social class may also affect parental endorsement of autonomy support. 

Much of the previous research on autonomy support has focused on middle-class parents’ 

behaviors and values (Bernier, Carlson, & Whipple, 2010; Cheung & Pomerantz, 2011; 

Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; Keller et al., 2007; Lekes et al., 2010; Matte-Gagné & Bernier, 

2011; Wang, Pomerantz, & Chen, 2007). More research is needed to explore the extent to 

which low-income parents in various cultural contexts believe autonomy should be 

supported and how they say they would support their young children’s autonomy. 

Previous research on cultural differences has largely focused on comparisons 

between caregivers in individualistic (e.g., the U.S.) and collectivistic cultures (e.g., 

China; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Liu et al., 2005). The conceptualization and 

operationalization of autonomy supportive behaviors in these groups, however, has been 

inconsistent, and predominately focused on families in which parents are highly educated 

and economically well-off (Deci & Ryan, 2002; Rudy et al., 2007).  In an effort to extend 

research in this area and develop insights to address measurement challenges, I conducted 

a mixed-method study (Creswell, 2014; Yoshikawa, Weisner, Kalil, & Way, 2013). I 

used a semi-structured interview with low-income mothers from the U.S. and China to 

elucidate their meanings and practices of autonomy support, plus a questionnaire on 

parental autonomy support (Perceived Parental Autonomy Support Scale; Mageau et al., 

2015).  

Self-Determination Theory  
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In SDT’s broad framework (Deci & Ryan, 2002), three basic psychological needs 

- autonomy, relatedness, and competence - are identified as universal regardless of 

culture. Autonomy support is demonstrated by parents when they respect children’s 

perspectives, acknowledge their children’s feelings, give reasons and explanations for 

rules, and provide guidance when needed (similar to scaffolding; Vygotsky, 1978). 

Autonomy supportive parenting practices have indeed been found to nurture children’s 

sense of volition (i.e., that one can act in accord with one’s sense of self, or one’s own 

interests and values), and to contribute to children’s emotional well-being in collectivistic 

as well as individualistic societies (Chirkov, Ryan, Kim, & Kaplan, 2003; Lekes et al., 

2010; Niemiec et al., 2006) and fosters learning and achievement (e.g., Cheung & 

Pomerantz, 2011; Joussemet et al., 2005; Vansteenkiste, Zhou, Lens, & Soenens, 2005).  

Respecting autonomy does not mean letting children do all things on their own 

and being distant. Instead, it involves providing guidance when needed, giving 

explanations and reasons when talking about rules and goals, and acknowledging 

children’s feelings and perspectives on, for example, their needs and preferences 

regarding mealtime and pre-academic learning. Autonomy supportive parenting is 

believed to facilitate children’s ability to read parents’ messages accurately, willingly and 

gradually internalize message from parents, and eventually achieve optimal integration 

with social-cultural structures (Deci, Eghrarl, Patrick, & Leone, 1994; Grolnick, Deci, & 

Ryan, 1997; Ryan & Deci, 2002).  

In SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2002), caregivers’ autonomy support depends on their trust 

in organismic development, which is based on a belief that human beings have natural 

developmental tendencies for positive growth and actively fit themselves into their social 
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structures and cultural contexts. When parents have trust in organismic development, 

they are likely to respect their children’s sense of volition, believing that children’s 

perspectives are important and that children’s autonomy should be respected (Deci & 

Ryan, 2002).  

Autonomy Support across Cultures: U.S./Canada and China 

Culture influences parenting (Bornstein & Cheah, 2006). According to SDT, the 

benefits of autonomy are universal, though there is evidence that the ways caregivers 

express autonomy support might vary across cultures (Deci & Ryan, 2002). Caregivers’ 

concerns about children’s autonomy regarding clothing, eating behaviors, and language 

use generally reflect their beliefs about what is culturally appropriate (or inappropriate). 

The importance of autonomy and how autonomy is supported might differ among parents 

with different cultural beliefs. In recent years, scholars have investigated specific types of 

autonomy to better understand autonomy through a cultural lens. 

One of the earliest and most commonly proposed distinctions made across 

cultures is in regards to the concepts of individualism and collectivism (Markus & 

Kitayama, 1991). Individualistic cultures are characterized by independent views of self 

wherein there is a clear boundary between self and others, including close others. In 

contrast, individuals in collectivistic cultures are presumed to emphasize an 

interdependent self. As a result, within collectivistic cultures, trusted others (in-group 

members such as family members and friends) are especially likely to have strong 

influences on decision making.   

Researchers have found different levels of parental autonomy support in 

individualistic as compared to collectivistic cultures. For example, there is evidence that 
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Chinese Canadian mothers show less encouragement of toddlers’ autonomy (taking 

initiative and exploring during the free-play session) than their European Canadian 

counterparts (Liu et al., 2005). Similarly, Lekes and colleagues (2010) found that 

according to their adolescent children, U.S. and Canadian mothers’ autonomy support 

levels were much higher than Chinese mothers’ autonomy support level. While these 

studies speak to cultural difference in levels of autonomy support, we know less about 

cultural variation in the specific strategies parents use to support autonomy or the 

situations in which they think autonomy support is beneficial or harmful.   

 Cross-cultural comparisons of child outcomes associated with autonomy 

supportive parenting. In a landmark study that challenged SDT, Iyengar and Lepper 

(1999) discussed how self vs. other task-selection influenced children’s task performance 

and play preferences. Ivengar and Lepper (1999) found that Asian children spent more 

time playing an anagram game during a free play session and performed the best on a 

subsequent task involving the game when they knew it was their mothers who had chosen 

the activity. This suggested that children from collectivistic cultures enjoyed the choice 

made by a trusted other more than that made by themselves. In contrast, children from 

individualistic cultures embraced the choice they themselves made more than that made 

by their mothers. Children in individualistic cultures and collectivistic cultures might thus 

have different self-systems. Iyengar and Lepper (1999) suggested that personal choices 

might be more important for individuals in individualistic cultures than for individuals in 

collectivistic cultures. Rudy and colleagues (2007) found two kinds of autonomy support 

perceived by children based on their relative autonomy index scores (RAIs). They are 

perceived inclusive autonomy (e.g., “…in my family, we think it’s what  
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you are supposed to do,”) and individual autonomy (e.g., “…think it’s what I’m supposed 

to do.”). They found that inclusive RAIs were associated with Chinese Canadian’s well-

being (positively with self-actualization and negatively with depression), but were 

unrelated to European Canadian college students’ well-being. Conversely, individual 

RAIs were related to self-esteem only among European Canadians. Given these findings, 

several researchers have suggested that more research needs to be conducted regarding 

how different ways of supporting autonomy may occur across different cultural contexts 

(Deci & Ryan, 2002; Rudy et al., 2007). 

Deci and Ryan (2000) argued that cultural variation in how values are transmitted 

may help explain why East Asian children are more accepting of choices made by trusted 

in-group members than their European American counterparts. However, they also 

cautioned researchers against too much relativism, noting that it is important to be 

mindful of within-group variation in the extent to which cultural values are integrated 

within the self. For example, genital mutilation is likely not valued by all members of a 

culture even if it is widely practiced in that culture.  

Miller and colleagues (2011) argued that it is not that having choice is not 

important for individuals from collectivist cultures. Rather, researchers must understand 

how choice is perceived and consider the extent to which social expectations are 

internalized by people in individualistic as compared to collectivist cultures. In agreement 

with an earlier meta-analysis conducted by Oyserman, Coon, and Kemmelmeier (2002), 

Miller, Das, and Chakravarthy (2011) also described the centrality of duty, obligation, 

and sacrifice to in-group members in collectivist cultures. Miller and colleagues (2011) 

suggest that agentic choice must be understood within the context of internalized social 
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expectations. They contend that duty to in-group members in particular is experienced as 

more autonomy-based by people from collectivist cultures (in this case, India) as 

compared to people from individualistic cultures (such as the U.S). Among collectivistic 

people, when duty is highly internalized, behaving in accord with duty is experienced as 

volitional, not forced by others. Thus, fulfilling duties can be felt to be highly 

autonomous instead of forced. Such internalization may also explain why as long as their 

idea concurs with that of trusted in-group others, individuals feel autonomous instead of 

controlled. In other words, despite the fact that individuals may appear to be engaging in 

collective action, psychically it may in fact be experienced as an autonomous expression 

of agency. Of course the content of duty and obligation vary across cultures (Miller et al., 

2011). The strategies that parents use to facilitate internalization vary as well. For 

example, there may be variations in the extent to which parents provide agentic choices 

and reasoning to make their children feel autonomous while they fulfill social 

obligations. 

 Yeh and Yang (2006) argued for two types of autonomy when studying Chinese 

adolescents: individuating and relating. Yeh and Yang’s individuating autonomy (“I 

always feel confident about my own decisions”) emphasize individual’s choices. In 

contrast, consideration of family relationships when making decisions involves Yeh’s and 

Yang’s relating autonomy (“When making a decision, I evaluate the practicalities of both 

my ideas and my parents’ suggestions”). Yeh and Yang (2006) found individuating 

autonomy was more strongly related to adjustment in personal domains than relating 

autonomy, whereas relating autonomy was more strongly related to adjustment in 

interpersonal domains than individuating autonomy.  
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The strength of the association between autonomy support and individual well-

being has also been examined in cross-cultural research. In some studies, associations 

between autonomy and well-being are similar among U.S. and Chinese participants. For 

example, Wang and colleagues (2007) reported that in both China and the U.S., 7th 

graders’ perceptions of their parents’ autonomy support (via choice making: “my parents 

allow me to make choices whenever possible,” and opinion exchange: “my parents 

encourage me to give my ideas and opinions when it comes to decisions about me”) were 

negatively related to emotional ill-being (worries, anger, depression) and positively 

related to grades over one academic semester. There was no difference in the strength of 

this effect on U.S. and Chinese children. However, autonomy support was related to 

increased goal investment only in U.S. children. Lekes and colleagues (2010) also found 

that Chinese and North American adolescents’ perceived autonomy support, measured 

with the Perception of Autonomy Support Scale (sample item: My parents listen to my 

opinion or perspective when I’ve got a problem;” Robbins, 1994) was associated with 

adolescents’ intrinsic goals and well-being (affect and self-concept).  

Autonomy Support across Domains in Early Childhood 

According to Smetana (1988), parents may grant different degrees of autonomy in 

different life domains. In the current study, caregivers with young children will be asked 

about their childrearing practices in two domains: mealtime and pre-academic learning. I 

have chosen to focus on mealtime as one of the caregiving domains due to evidence that 

nutrition and eating-related routines are among the most prominent childrearing concerns 

of mothers of young children, at least in the U.S. (Connell-Carrick, 2006; O’Brien, 1996; 

Porter & Ispa, 2013). The domain of pre-academic learning is also included because 
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several cross-cultural comparative studies of autonomy support have focused on school 

achievement due to the interest it holds for parents, professionals, and policy-makers 

(e.g., Cheung & Pomerantz, 2011; Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; Vansteenkiste et al., 2005).  

There has been insufficient attention to variation in autonomy supportive 

strategies in different caregiving contexts. Suggestive evidence that parenting strategies 

differ across caregiving context can be found in a recent study. Fung and colleagues 

(Fung, Li, & Lam, 2017) explored what mothers said they would do when their young 

children were acting out in various situations. They found that not only did mothers say 

they would use different strategies (e.g., power assertion, reasoning, and conflict 

avoidance) depending on factors such as where misbehavior happened, its possible 

consequences, and the degree of conflict, and some of them said they would use more 

than one strategy. Moving forward, it is worth exploring whether and how autonomy 

supportive or restrictive strategies vary across different caregiving contexts with both 

Chinese and the U.S. mothers.  

Changing Parenting Beliefs in the U.S. and China  

Today’s U.S. and Chinese parents of young children may hold slightly different 

parenting values than caregivers from previous generations. Not only were there 

generational changes in both countries in the importance of supporting children’s 

autonomy; also young parents (in their 20s and 30s) in both countries might have more 

positive attitudes towards the other country (Wike, 2016; Pew Research Center) than 

older generations in both countries. Today’s parents of young children are more likely 

than their parents to be exposed to and influenced by globalization, suggesting that 

cultural values and parenting values of today’s mothers with young children might have 
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changed since data were collected for previous studies. Therefore, it is of great 

importance to explore and understand today’s Chinese mothers’ autonomy support 

instead of assuming that data collected a few decades ago reflects contemporary values 

and goals among young mothers.   

The key goals outlined in the Declaration of Independence are life, liberty, and 

the pursuit of happiness.  These values are passed down from generation to generation in 

the U.S., and constantly intertwine with the influences of technological, societal and 

economic vicissitudes. Wright and Wright (1976) found that between 1964 and 1973, 

U.S. parents’ preferred qualities in children changed, with decreasing valuing of 

obedience or conformity and increasing valuing of self-direction or autonomy. Later, 

Alwin (1989) replicated Wright and Wright’s research and found a similar pattern of 

change from 1964-1984. It is likely then that there are be generational changes in the 

ways children’s autonomy is supported. Also, contemporary research comparing 

autonomy support in U.S. and Chinese families was conducted predominately with 

parents of school-aged or teenage children (Cheung & Pomerantz, 2011; Lekes et al., 

2010).  There remains a need to understand how the views and strategies supporting or 

restricting autonomy are similar or different among Chinese and U.S. mothers of young 

children. 

In China, parents’ desired qualities in children seem to have recently changed 

from valuing shyness to valuing assertiveness (Chen, Rubin, & Sun, 1992; Liu, Chen, Li, 

& French, 2012), and, among affluent families with educated parents, from valuing 

obedience to valuing independence (Park & Lau, 2016). Zeng and Greenfield (2015) 

compared frequencies of certain words in Chinese children’s books and found that words 



ON AUTONOMY SUPPORT 

 

11 

that reflected collectivistic values decreased in frequency during the period between 1970 

and 2008. This change might be related to China’s urbanization, along with increasing 

educational opportunities and income levels occurring in the context of economic reform.  

In cross-cultural research on parenting, overwhelmingly, Confucius is referred to 

as the dominant influence on Chinese culture and parenting. Confucianism contends that 

cultivation is necessary to achieve five virtues or moral standards: ren (generosity and 

selflessness), yi (loyalty), li (politeness and respect), zhi (wisdom), and xin (trust). Filial 

piety is another important belief that is rooted in Confucianism, which includes the values 

of intergenerational caring, familial and societal hierarchy and patriarchy with the 

endorsement of interdependent social relationships (Dai & Dimond, 1998).  However, 

after the “new” China was founded by the Communist party in 1949, Confucian values 

were not highly endorsed because they were perceived as conflicting with Maoist 

theoretical perspectives. The antagonistic attitudes against Confucian values peaked 

during the Cultural Revolution. However, social scientists have argued that there is 

evidence of a resurgence of Confucian values in the most recent years (Ji, 2015). Many 

classics on parenting and morality that were heavily influenced by Confucianism have 

witnessed a revival. Examples include Di Zi Gui (Standards for being a Good Pupil and 

Child; Li, during Qing dynasty), Classic of Filial Piety (400 BCE), and Three Character 

Classic (Wang, during Song dynasty & Ou, 1234-1324). My impression, based on what I 

have read on the Internet, in the news, and on WeChat (a widely used App in China), is 

that these books have become increasingly popular among parents and teachers. As 

suggested by Russell, Crockett, and Chao (2010), cultural values are introduced and 

reinforced through popular media. Values of filial piety, following rules, obedience and 
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hierarchy are some of the main messages in these classics. When talking to parents in 

China, my impression is that along with the revival of traditional values, today’s Chinese 

mothers with young children are also frequently exposed to mass media reports on U.S. 

standards on how to be good parents. Given the current mix of traditional Confucian 

values together with U.S. influence, caregivers in Chinese mothers might be rather 

conflicted regarding the value of autonomy support during everyday childrearing 

practices. 

Accounting for Socioeconomic Status  

Though a handful of studies suggests the benefits of parental autonomy support 

for children in low-income families (e.g., Ispa et al., 2015), most of the research samples 

in studies of autonomy support have focused on middle or upper-middle class families 

(Bernier et al., 2010; Cheung & Pomerantz, 2011; Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; Keller et al., 

2007; Lekes et al., 2010; Matte-Gagn et al., 2011; Wang et al., 2007; Whipple et al., 

2011). There is substantial evidence that low-income families face more struggles than 

middle-class families in meeting the developmental and security needs of their children 

(Evans & Kim, 2013; Rubin, 1994; Seccombe, 1995).  

Previous research demonstrates that low-income families in the U.S. have strong 

desires to help their children negotiate unsafe neighborhoods with limited resources, and 

these parents are therefore more likely to enforce strict parent-child boundaries, more 

likely to use directives, and less likely to use reasoning than middle-class parents (Hoff, 

Laursen, & Tardif, 2002; Hoff-Ginsberg, 1991; Lareau, 2011). Lareau (2011) has also 

argued that children in poor and working-class families are not encouraged to negotiate 

on their own behalves. She suggests that low-income parents are less likely than their 
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middle-class peers to elicit their children’s thoughts and opinions, in part because they 

are preparing their children to subordinate to institutional authority. In other words, they 

want their children to be prepared feel satisfied in life even in the context of low sense of 

control. Research conducted in the U.S. has regularly shown that parents from low 

socioeconomic status households are less likely to have egalitarian parent-child 

relationships than parents in middle-class families (Gecas, 1979; Hess, 1970). They also 

tend to show lower levels of autonomy support than their middle-class counterparts 

(Bayley & Schaefer, 1960; Bradley, Corwyn, McAdoo, & Garcia Coll, 2001). 

Researchers have likewise found that Chinese mothers in low-SES (indicated by 

occupation and education) families tend to be more authoritarian - more likely to 

discourage children’s emotional expressions and use power-assertive discipline practices 

than parents with higher levels of education and occupations with higher social rankings 

(Chen, Dong, & Zhou, 1997).  

However, Wiley and colleagues’ research (1998) in the U.S. suggests that low-

income parents may believe that they also support children’s autonomy, though the 

practices they use to support it may be different than those employed by middle-class 

parents. Middle-class mothers in their study seemed to believe that it was children’s 

natural right to express their perspectives, whereas parents from low-income families 

seemed to believe that autonomy should be earned and defended by children.  

Understanding low-income U.S. mothers’ views on practices that are autonomy 

supportive, and whether low-income Chinese mothers’ practices and views are similar or 

different from those of U.S. mothers can provide further insight regarding the universality 

of self-determination theory. This will support the development and use of culturally- and 
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contextually-appropriate measures. Cross-cultural research comparing Chinese and U.S. 

mothers in terms of parental autonomy has also mainly involved families from middle-

class backgrounds living in metropolitan areas (Liu et al., 2005; Manzi et al., 2012; Wang 

et al., 2007; Wang, Chan, & Lin, 2012). It is unclear to what extent low-income parents 

living outside of major metropolitan areas support their young children’s autonomy.  

The Current Study 

In this study, I explored what mothers from low-income families in the U.S. and 

China said they would do in four different situations involving their young children.  

Their responses were analyzed in terms of the autonomy support or restriction of the 

childrearing strategies they said they would implement with their young children. 

Historically, mothers have spent more time than fathers taking care of their children 

(Bianchi, 2000). Therefore, I limited my sample to mothers in both countries. The U.S. 

and China are often held-up as prototypical examples of individualistic and collectivistic 

cultures, making these samples particularly interesting to compare. I chose to examine 

childrearing strategies used with young children (ages 3 to 7) because early childhood is 

such a fundamental developmental stage of life. Quality parenting in early childhood 

contributes to children’s developmental competencies (Ispa, Su-Russell, Palermo, & 

Carlo, 2017), well-being, and relationship with parents later in life (e.g., Ispa et al., 

2015).  

I collected data primarily through semi-structured interviews consisting of 

discussions of two hypothetical scenarios about mealtimes and two hypothetical scenarios 

about pre-academic learning situations, each followed by probing questions. This format 

allowed mothers to describe what they would do to support or restrict children’s 
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autonomy during mealtime and pre-academic learning contexts, and why.  Using mixed 

methods (Creswell, 2014) allowed me to not only explore in-depth responses from the 

mothers, but also to get numeric responses and comments on existing measures of 

autonomy support (in this case, a measure adapted from the Perceived Parental 

Autonomy Support Scale; P-PASS; Mageau et al., 2015), P-PASS assesses the extent to 

which parents say they would support their young children’s autonomy. The study was 

guided by the following research questions: 

Research Question 1: How do U.S. and Chinese mothers say they would support 

or restrict their young children’s autonomy?  

 Research Question 2: Are Chinese and U.S. mothers similar or different in terms 

of autonomy support and restriction? 

Research Question 2a: Do mothers in China and the U.S. differ in their levels of 

support and restriction of their young children’s autonomy in each of the four 

scenarios? 

Research Question 2b: Are Chinese mothers and U.S. mothers different or similar 

in their numeric responses to the Perceived Parental Autonomy Support Scale? 

 Research Question 3: Is mothers’ level of endorsement of autonomy support on 

the Perceived Parental Autonomy Support Scale related to their autonomy support and 

restriction levels as reflected in their scenario-based interview responses? Do these 

relations differ between U.S. and Chinese mothers? 

 Research Question 4: Are there any differences in the levels of autonomy support 

and restriction across the four scenarios? 
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Research Question 5: Are scores on the Perceived Parental Autonomy Support 

Scale related to autonomy support and restriction levels determined from responses to the 

four scenarios? 
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Chapter 2: Methods 

Participants 

From January to August, 2017, I recruited 20 mothers from the U.S. and 20 

mothers from China (N = 40). The 20 U.S. mothers were recruited from six early 

childhood childcare centers in a Midwestern college town. Three of these centers 

included families from both low-income and middle class families. The other three 

centers are Head Start programs. Participants met the following criteria: (1) Mothers had 

at least one child between the ages of 3 and 7. (2) Mothers were living with their 

children. (3) Participating families must have had family income less than twice the 

federal (U.S.)/national (China) poverty line.  

The study sample included 9 U.S. mothers of girls, 11 U.S. mothers of boys, 13 

Chinese mothers of girls, and 7 Chinese mothers of boys. Building on existing cross-

cultural research on autonomy support, it seems comparisons might be more likely to 

occur in samples that are European Americans in the U.S. and Chinese in China. When I 

was making decisions on the U.S. sample, my goal was to recruit low-income European 

Americans. However, when I started recruiting from child care centers, I realized that by 

limiting my sample to a White-only sample, I would be creating a sample that does not 

reflect the diversity that is typical in child care centers that serve low-income populations 

in much of the U.S. Therefore, I decided to recruit low-income mothers regardless of 

their racial backgrounds (nWhite = 8, nBlack = 9, nLatina = 3).  For other descriptive statistics 

on mothers’ education, marital status, income, employment, and number of people living 

together, see Table 1.  
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Chinese mothers often laughed at me or were surprised to hear my question when 

I asked them their marital status. They usually said something to the effect of, “Of course 

I am married; I have a kid; I am not that “open-minded” (kaifang). This was not the case 

for the U.S. participants. At the time when data were collected, the U.S. sample included 

participants who were married (n = 7), single (n = 7), divorced (n = 1), and cohabitating 

with their partners (n = 5). 

Recruitment Process 

Participants who met the previously mentioned criteria were recruited from local 

child care centers in one selected city from each country. Specifically, to obtain the U.S. 

sample, I made connections with the directors at selected early childcare/preschool 

centers through my academic advisor. To obtain the Chinese sample, I used personal 

connections. In both countries, the child care centers from which I drew participants 

provide high-quality care, have state/province level equivalent accreditations, and serve 

families from low-income backgrounds. In each city, there are higher education 

institutions, hospitals, and public transportation. The city in the U.S. had a population of 

120,612 in 2017 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017), and the city in China had a population of 

2,787,032, with 531,000 living in the city proper in 2007 (Wikipedia).   

I started by recruiting the U.S. participants from four centers, three of which serve 

only low-income families. One is open to both low-income and middle class families. I 

then added two more centers to increase my sample. The last two centers include children 

from various income levels.  

 Once I received permission from the directors to recruit participants, I submitted 

my research proposal to the University of Missouri Institutional Review Board (IRB). As 
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soon as I gained the IRB approval, I started recruitment in the U.S. and China 

simultaneously. In the U.S., I began by making folders that each included a recruitment 

flyer, a pre-screener consent form, and a screening survey (Appendix I). I prepared a total 

of 145 folders for all six centers. Directors and their assistants were very supportive of 

my recruitment efforts and welcomed me when I asked to spend some time during drop-

off and pick-up times to recruit participants. At almost all of the six centers, I spent at 

least one morning or afternoon during drop-off or pick-up times in preschool classrooms 

trying to talk to parents who might be interested in the study. To start off, I introduced 

myself and the purpose of this study, and told parents that to compensate their time, I 

would give them a $10 gift card. At the beginning of the recruitment period, as I was first 

contacting parents, I got the sense that their days were often packed or subject to change, 

as they were working multiple shifts or shifts that were unpredictable.  

As I learned this, I started telling parents that I could drive to their homes or work 

places, and I could also meet with them over the weekends. I could tell by their reactions 

that this surely made participation in interviews more appealing and feasible. This was an 

enriching process from which I learned quite a lot, such as the importance of sending out 

reminders just in case participants had to reschedule (again), the necessity of preparing 

myself for disappointment for no-shows or rescheduling, and the need to bring with me 

extra documents such as consent forms for participants’ families and friends who might 

spontaneously join the interview.  Once I confirmed the eligibility of participants, they 

were contacted via text messages, sometimes multiple times; through phone calls and 

voicemails; or in person at pick-up or drop-off times. Many of these contacts did not 

result in an interview. Occasionally, agreed-upon meeting times for interviews had to be 
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rescheduled. A firm decision made jointly by the participant and myself on a feasible 

time that was specific and a convenient meeting place (usually their homes) proved to be 

the most successful way to ensure that an interview would actually occur. 

All the recruiting documents, consent forms, and surveys were first finalized in 

English. I then translated these documents into Mandarin Chinese. I asked one of my 

colleagues who is a bilingual female professor to back translate these documents from 

Chinese to English. We compared and contrasted any discrepancies until we reached 

agreement that these documents were equivalent across both languages.   

Recruitment in China, via the strong support of the child care center director and 

to some extent due to the importance of authority, was considerably smoother. I had a 

personal connection with the director, and her assistant organized parent-meeting to 

introduce this project and ask parents to leave contact information. There were two 

rounds of recruitment from this child care center. Each time 20 parents were contacted by 

the director’s assistant. This resulted in 20 parents total agreeing to participate in the 

study (50% success rate). Once the parents got my contact information (my WeChat 

username), a few added me in their WeChat. For most of the parents, I initiated the 

contact with them by adding them as my friends and leaving a message letting them 

know who I am and the purpose of this study. Scheduling a time that worked for both the 

participant and myself was difficult at times due to some parents’ lack of awareness of 

the time zone difference and limited availability. Getting up in the morning at 5:30 a.m. 

was a norm during the weeks when I was collecting data with Chinese participants.  

Data Collection Procedure 
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Data collection took place virtually via WeChat with Chinese mothers. I 

interviewed the U.S. mothers in their homes, at fast food restaurants, and at the child care 

centers during pick-up times. Mothers who were teachers were interviewed during their 

breaks. Interview locations varied for the U.S. participants. Both groups were free to 

decide where (and when) was the most convenient and comfortable location (and time) to 

participate in the interviews. This is recommended practice that is justice-oriented for 

interview based research (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995). At the start of each session, I 

usually conversed with the mothers informally and introduced myself. I then gave a brief 

overview of the purpose of the study and the agenda of the interview, which include four 

scenarios, followed by open-ended questions, then the questionnaires, and finally a series 

of demographic questions.  

I started my interviews by reading out loud four scenarios (described below), one 

at a time, and asked mothers to tell me how they would respond to each of the 

hypothetical situations. Next, I administered the Perceived Parental Autonomy Support 

Scale (P-PASS; Mageau et al., 2015). I also asked mothers to write their comments and 

reactions regarding the items in each instrument.  Interviews and surveys were conducted 

in English with U.S. mothers and in Mandarin Chinese with Chinese mothers. Finally, 

after the questionnaires were completed, I asked the participants some demographic 

questions regarding their marital status, employment status, and educational levels. 

Interviews ranged in length from 30 to 60 minutes. 

The interview protocol and examples provided below are in English. U.S. mothers 

responded to the questionnaires by writing down numeric responses. Their comments on 

the questionnaires were either recorded or written on the questionnaires. For Chinese 
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mothers, I read each item of all the questionnaires and the demographic questions to them 

in Mandarin Chinese. I recorded their responses and comments in a Word document and 

saved and secured in my computer.  

The four scenarios. Semi-structured interviews proceed much like a normal 

conversation, in which there is a rich opportunity for the interviewer to ask questions. My 

questions were phrased so as to help me determine the extent to which caregivers 

supported autonomy during mealtime and pre-academic learning, and the practices they 

employed that supported (or hindered) children’s autonomy development. During these 

one-on-one interviews, I asked questions to try to understand mothers’ rationales for 

implementing or not implementing autonomy supportive practices. This allowed me to 

share participants’ perspectives as part of my findings (Creswell, Klassen, Plano Clark, 

Smith, & the Office of Behavioral and Social Sciences Research, 2011).   

I developed four scenarios and open-ended questions about caregiving practices 

during mealtime and pre-academic learning to elicit mothers’ thoughts about autonomy 

supportive and autonomy restrictive childrearing strategies. I began this segment of the 

interview by explaining that I was curious as to learn what they do as parents with their 

children in everyday activities.  

Scenarios. Below are a series of day-to-day scenarios that many families 

encounter at mealtime and during pre-academic learning activities.  These scenarios were 

used during semi-structured interviews in order to elicit mother’s beliefs regarding her 

role in supporting (or limiting) child’s autonomy. Examples of autonomy supportive 

behaviors involve respecting child’s voices, acknowledging child’s feelings, offering 

reasons and guidance. 



ON AUTONOMY SUPPORT 

 

23 

Mealtime scenarios. (1) Imagine you are at the dinner table, and your family is 

having noodle soup tonight. What if [Child’s Name] wants to mix something sweet into 

the noodle soup and you don’t think this would be a good idea? What would you say and 

do and why? (2) [Child’s Name] does not want to eat lunch, but you are not planning to 

have another meal until much later in the day and suspect [Child’s Name] will get hungry 

before then. What would you do and say and why? 

Pre-academic learning scenarios. (1) You see [Child’s Name] building towers 

with blocks with one block on top of the other, but you are thinking the tower is going to 

fall if it is built in [Child’s Name]’s way. What would you say and do and why? (2) 

[Child’s Name] is reading a book about animals, as [Child’s Name] is reading the page 

about ducks, [Child’s Name] makes the sound that you don’t think sounds like a duck’s 

quacks, but more like a pig’s oinks. What would you say and do and why? 

Probing. During my interview, I kept a copy of the interview protocol, with the 

key words highlighted, to make sure every participant got the chance to answer most of 

the questions, if not all. Most of the times, participants provided adequate responses to 

the scenarios. I also used follow-up questions to further probe participants’ responses to 

the scenarios. Example probes were as follows: 

1. How do you get [Child’s Name] to listen to you when [Child’s Name] disagrees 

with you about meals (e.g., how prepared, food choices, timing of snacks and 

meals)? What kinds of things does [Child’s Name] say? When that happens, what 

would you say to [Child’s Name] and why? 

2. Do you think it is important to get [Child’s name] to build with blocks the way 

you think is the best way? Why is that?  
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More open-ended questions were spontaneously generated to follow up on or 

clarify caregivers’ responses. Some examples were: 

1. What are some of the common conflicts/fights/arguments/disagreements at 

mealtime, and pre-academic learning activities you have with your child? And 

how do you usually handle it?  

2. Could you describe some situations where you think it is important for 

children to want to do what they are supposed to be doing? 

3. Are the situations where it is not as important to have children want to do 

what they are supposed to be doing? 

4. Sometimes children do things they shouldn’t do, what are some such 

situations you have experienced? How have you handled [a certain situation 

that Mother describes]? 

Sensitizing concepts. Based on previous research, I had sensitizing concepts 

(Blumer, 1986) in mind as I operationalized how mothers might support children’s 

autonomy (e.g., Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; Grolnick, Gurland, DeCourcey, & Jacob, 2002; 

Whipple et al., 2011). These sensitizing concepts led me to the following operational 

definitions of autonomy support: (1) Reasoning: Mother offers reasons to the child for 

setting limits and rules. (2) Suggestions: Mother offers suggestions to her young children 

when children’s decisions might have negative consequences. (3) Respect Ideas: Mother 

values and respects children’s voices. When children tell stories, share opinions, mother 

respects children’s ideas and opinions. Mother is positive and respectful towards children 

rather than ignoring, mocking, or defying children’s ideas, or opinions. (4) Mother 

acknowledges and cares about children’s feelings. (5) Guidance and mentorship: Mother 
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offers guidance rather than leaving children to do everything on their own when she sees 

children struggle and frustrate themselves. The goal of giving guidance, suggestions or 

scaffolding should be to help children learn and eventually become capable of 

accomplishing the tasks on their own. 

I constantly adjusted and improved my interview techniques as I interviewed 

more parents, trying out different wording, being more cognizant of leading questions, 

and using different levels of probing. These were dependent on how much each 

participant was willing to share and wanted to talk. Though I wanted to use the interview 

protocols to guide me and probe with all the open-ended questions on the list, the real 

interviewing processes were not like a script that could be planned as if in a template. 

During the data collection process, I noticed that sometimes parents were struggling to 

comprehend the open-ended questions that were in my interview protocol. I adjusted 

wording of the questions based on participants’ interpretations of the questions, so they 

could share their thoughts in response to those questions.  

An initial coding scheme was created based on the sensitizing concepts from Self-

Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2002) and agreement between my advisor and me. 

Definitions of each code were revised as needed. Then, I trained my research assistants to 

code the rest of the interviews based on the same coding scheme, following the constant 

comparison method. We met regularly throughout summer of 2017 to give my RA 

transcribing and coding assignments. When we started the coding process, my RA and I 

coded each participant independently. We used the sensitizing concepts but did not limit 

ourselves to the coding scheme. Each time, I randomly selected four participants for us to 

code independently. The following week, we met to discuss our codes in each scenario of 



ON AUTONOMY SUPPORT 

 

26 

each participant. We looked for agreements and disagreements in our coding. 

Disagreements were resolved through discussion and reference to the sensitizing concepts 

and how autonomy is conceptualized in the Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 

2002). Discussions on coding continued until coders reached agreement on the selected 

transcripts. I coded the rest of the transcripts based on the agreed-upon coding scheme. 

The final coding scheme is presented in Table 2. 

Questionnaires. The Autonomy Support questionnaire used in the current study 

was adapted from the Perceived Parental Autonomy Support Scale (P-PASS; Mageau et 

al., 2015). P-PASS was used to assess youths or young adults’ perceptions of their 

parents’ autonomy support. In the current study, my participants were mothers of young 

children. In order to capture mothers’ perceptions of their autonomy support to their 

young children, I changed the subject of each statement from “My parent” to “I.” The 

scale is comprised of 12 items assessing endorsement of autonomy support from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) (sample item: “When my child asks why s/he 

has to do, or not do, something, I give him/her good reasons.”). In the current study, the 

Cronbach’s alphas for the 12-item instrument were .70 and .64 for Chinese and the U.S. 

groups respectively. In order to enhance inter-item reliability, especially for the U.S. 

group, I dropped two items (“I am able to put myself in my child’s shoes and understand 

his/her feelings,” and “I hope that my child would make choices that correspond to 

his/her interests and preferences regardless of what mine are.”). The 10-item Cronbach’s 

alphas were .72 and .71 for the U.S. and Chinese groups respectively. An average score 

was created based on these 10 items for the Chinese group and the U.S. group. These two 

P-PASS averaged scores on were used in the analyses (MU.S. = 6.18, SDU.S. = .58; MCH. = 
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6.32, SDCH = .62). In previous research, P-PASS was mainly used among European 

descendent participants (Costa, Cuzzocrea, Gugliandolo, & Larcan, 2016; Mageau et al., 

2015; Mageau Bureau, Ranger, Allen, & Soenens, 2016; Won & Yu, 2018) with decent 

Cronbach’s alpha levels (αs > .83) (Costa et al., 2016; Mageau et al., 2015; Mageau et al., 

2016; Won & Yu, 2018). In these studies, scores predicted life satisfaction (β = .45) 

(Mageau et al., 2015), and negatively related to college students’ procrastination (β = 

-.27) (Won & Yu, 2018).  (The questionnaire is shared in Appendix II.)  

Relevant demographic information was collected after the semi-structured 

interviews and administration of the P-PASS questionnaire. The questions are in 

Appendix IV. 

My Social Position as an Interviewer 

I am a bicultural and bilingual person, born and raised in China, but in the U.S. 

for the last seven years for graduate training. I am familiar with both Chinese and U.S. 

cultures, and am married to an American of European descent. I am thus simultaneously 

an insider and outsider of both cultures. When I interviewed Chinese mothers, I had the 

impression that cultural norms may have changed in the last few years, especially in 

regards to childrearing beliefs, and therefore, I might not know what the norms are today.  

When interviewing mothers in the U.S., I recognized my limited experiences in the U.S. 

My experiences may have allowed me to easily build rapport with individuals from both 

groups because I was honest with participants in both countries that I had a lot to learn 

about their childrearing practices.   

Data Analysis  
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Mothers’ responses to scenarios and open-ended questions were transcribed and 

inductively analyzed following constant comparison strategies (Corbin & Strauss, 2014).  

NVivo, a software program, was used to manage the qualitative data (Gibbs, 2002).  

I hired two bilingual graduate research assistants who were Chinese international 

students in graduate programs at the University of Missouri. My research assistants and I 

shared the transcribing responsibilities. One RA stopped working on this research due to 

her internship in a different town. The other RA consistently worked on this research by 

transcribing, coding and interrater reliability discussions. During the coding phase, my 

advisor and I independently read through the raw texts and highlighted relevant text 

indicative of the extent to which mothers said they supported or limited children’s 

autonomy. We were independently looking for key indicators such as the extent to which 

they respected child interests, decisions, choices, ideas, and offered guidance and 

reasoning (Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; Grolnick et al., 2002; NICHD, 2004; Whipple et al., 

2011). We independently developed codes according to the operational definitions of 

autonomy and met every other week to discuss our codes and debrief on our open coding 

process. New codes were constantly compared with codes developed previously. When 

we met, we discussed our disagreements across the codes. The list of codes were adjusted 

by comparing similarities and differences among old codes and new codes to make sure 

the same concept was put under the same code.  
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Chapter 3: Findings and Implications 

Research Question 1: How do U.S. and Chinese mothers say they would support or 

restrict their young children’s autonomy?  

In order to answer Research Question 1, I conducted inductive coding of mothers’ 

responses to each scenario using the constant comparison method (Corbin & Strauss, 

2014). After reaching interrater agreement as described in the Method, I generated nine 

mutually exclusive codes to describe different ways mothers said they would support or 

restrict children’s autonomy: The codes and their frequencies by U.S. and Chinese 

mothers in each scenario are presented in Table 2.  

1. Mother lets child experiment: Mother allows or encourages child to explore, 

believing in the importance of trial and error. 

2. Mother recognizes child’s feelings: Mother is sensitive to and cares about 

child’s feelings. 

3. Mother respects child’s views and agentic choices: Mother acknowledges and 

values child’s perspectives and decisions in timing and methods for meal and/or 

learning activities. 

4. Mother compromises: Mother provides or allows for alternatives that are 

acceptable to her while also taking into account child’s preferences. 

5. Mother explains: Mother provides reasons for why child should do certain things 

certain ways, or makes the rules and alternatives clear to children. 

6. Mother teaches or helps: Mother tells child about her experiences and/or 

expresses willingness to provide information and strategies. 
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7. Mother does not let child experiment because it is against the norms, but 

does not tell child why: Mother says she would not let child try out new things or 

new ways of doing things because it is not what people usually do. 

8. Mother does not let child experiment; says it is unhealthful, but does not tell 

child why: Mother says she would not let child try out new things or new ways of 

doing things because mother is concerned about child’s health. 

9. Mother imposes agenda on child: Mother is in charge of routines and schedules 

of child’s daily life, with little to no room for flexibility.  

After developing the nine codes, I conceptually grouped them into two larger 

categories: autonomy support (codes 1 through 6), and autonomy restriction (codes 7 

through 9). Table 2 shows the number of Chinese and U.S. mothers whose responses 

reflected each of the nine codes. Below, for each of these nine codes, I share 

representative examples of specific autonomy-supportive and autonomy-restrictive 

strategies used by mothers in both countries.  These examples provide further insight into 

the kinds of behaviors that were coded as fitting each of the categories.  

Category 1: Autonomy support.  The following six categories were included in the 

overarching theme of autonomy support. 

  Mother lets child experiment. Clear examples of maternal openness to child 

experimentation were illustrated most frequently in mothers’ responses to Scenarios 

1(Soup) and 3 (Blocks). For example, in response to Scenario 1 (Soup), four Chinese and 

seven U.S. mothers said they would let their children put sugar in the noodle soup 

because, “Children’s ways don’t have to be the same as adults’, perhaps, children have 

curiosity,” as shared by a Chinese mother. In response to Scenario 3 (Blocks), almost all 
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mothers (nCH = 16, nU.S.. = 18) said that they would allow for and/or encourage their 

children to experiment when building with blocks.  

Mother recognizes child’s feelings. Mothers’ sensitivity to and acknowledgement 

of children’s feelings was found in each of the four scenarios, but was illustrated most 

frequently in mothers’ responses to Scenario 3 (Blocks). For example, nearly the same 

number of mothers in each country (nCH = 5, nU.S.= 4) said that they would attend to 

children’s feelings and come up with different strategies depending on how children 

would react to the falling of block towers. One Chinese mother reasoned, “[Child’s 

name] would be very sad, frustrated, might throw tantrums,” if block towers fell. That 

was why she said she would check in with her son to see how he reacted to unpleasant 

events like the falling of block towers. 

Mother respects child’s views and agentic choices. Mothers’ emphasis on 

children’s perspectives and decisions was found in each of the four scenarios. It was 

illustrated most frequently in mothers’ responses to Scenario 2 (Lunch). For example, 

over twice as many U.S. as Chinese mothers (nCH = 6, nU.S.= 15) said that they would 

respect their children’s thoughts and decisions, instead of forcing them to eat. A U.S. 

mother figure reasoned, “Cuz sometimes, just like you and me, we are not hungry at that 

moment.” 

Mother compromises. Mothers’ flexibility in coming up with alternatives that 

take into account children’s preferences was illustrated most frequently in mothers’ 

responses to Scenarios 1 & 2. In response to Scenario 1 (Soup), about equal numbers of 

U.S. and Chinese mothers compromised (nCH = 12, nU.S. = 10), among whom six mothers 

(two Chinese and four U.S. mothers) said that they would put a small portion of noodle 
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soup in a separate container so their children could experiment to see if they liked it with 

sugar. This way, they reasoned, if their children did not end up enjoying how the 

sweetened soup tasted, they would not have wasted an entire bowl of the soup. One of 

these, a U.S. mother, said, “I am pretty open to letting him figure things out, and figuring 

out the consequence to his action. So he really insists on trying something sweet, then I 

would take a little bit out of the bowl, and he can mix his own, he can try that way.”  In 

response to Scenario 2 (Lunch), only a few mothers in each culture (nCH = 3, nU.S.= 5) 

said they would save lunch for their children and the children could eat it later, or they 

would figure out some other alternative options.  

Mother explains. Mothers’ explanations as to when or why children were not 

allowed or encouraged to do certain things were illustrated most frequently in responses 

to Scenarios 1 & 2. In response to Scenario 1 (Soup), 10 Chinese and one U.S. mother 

said that they would explain to their children why it was not a good idea to mix sugar in 

the noodle soup. For example, one Chinese mother said that she would tell her child, 

“[Eating sugar] will decay your teeth, like bugs in your teeth damaging your teeth. The 

bugs like sweets. Sweets would hurt your teeth.” In response to Scenario 2 (Lunch), one 

U.S. mother said she would explain to her children why they should eat lunch before 

going out, “We’re going to the park, we’re gonna use a lot of energy, and you know you 

really need to make sure that you eat something.”  

Mother teaches and helps. Mothers’ emphasis on children’s perspectives and 

decisions was found in each of the four scenarios, but was illustrated most frequently in 

mothers’ responses to Scenarios 3 & 4. For example, in response to Scenario 4 (Books), 

11 mothers (nCH = 5, nU.S. = 6) said that they would take their children to see real animals 
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or use the Internet and media resources to support their children’s learning about animal 

sounds. This way, they reasoned, their children would learn how animals were supposed 

to sound via direct experiences. Another example of mothers’ teaching and helping came 

from a Chinese mother’s response to Scenario 3 (Blocks). She said this scenario 

happened in her home and that she would not intervene as her child was building the 

block towers. Instead, she would help analyze why her son’s towers fell, such as telling 

him that the tower he had built lacked a solid foundation. Further, she said, “It is just like 

now mom guans1 you, and you think I guan you too much, not letting you do this and 

that. But if you are not setting up a solid foundation when you are a child, what is going 

to happen to you in the future? Without a solid foundation, your future life is going to be 

like this tower, falling apart.” She used this opportunity to explain the importance of 

building a solid foundation for her son’s life. 

Category 2: Autonomy restriction. The following six categories were included 

in the overarching theme of autonomy restriction. 

Mother does not let child experiment, it is against the norms. Mothers’ 

prohibition of children’s experimentation due to mother’s beliefs that one should abide by 

the societal norms was evident in mothers’ responses to Scenarios 1 & 4. For example, in 

response to Scenario 1 (Soup), seven mothers (nCH = 5, nU.S. = 2) said sugar shouldn’t be 

added to noodles because it is not the way we eat noodles. Most mothers (nCH = 15, nU.S.= 

14) in response to Scenario 4 (Books) said they would correct their children if their 

children did not make the “quack” sounds, the correct sounds for ducks. As one U.S. 

                                                 
1 Guan is a term to describe Chinese indigenous parenting that entails caring, training, and educating (Chao, 

1994). 
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mother reasoned, “It is important to me that she understands which sounds go with which 

animals.”  

Mother does not let child experiment, says it is unhealthful. Mothers’ 

restrictions regarding children’s experimentation due to their concerns for children’s 

health were found in their responses to Scenarios 1 & 2.  This was the reason behind 13 

mothers’ (nCH = 6, nU.S. = 7) prohibitions around putting sugar in their noodle soup 

(Scenario 1 (Soup)). A U.S. mother said, “I really don’t like him to have sugar because 

he’s super hyper anyways.” Another example came from a Chinese mother in response to 

Scenario 2 (Lunch), “I need to consider his health and want him to have a healthful habit. 

Good habits should be cultivated when children are young.” 

Mother imposes agenda on child. Examples of mothers enforcing strict rules on 

their children were reflected most frequently in mothers’ responses to Scenario 2 

(Lunch). Thirteen mothers (nCH = 9, nU.S. = 4) said their children were supposed to eat 

lunch at lunch time. A U.S. mother said she would respond to her child this way, “Then 

he doesn’t eat. Then get away from the table, then go on and do something, you are not 

getting anything, and you are not gonna get a snack after, when it is snack time, because 

you didn’t eat your lunch; you have to wait until dinner.” A Chinese mother said, “It 

happened before, and he usually ended up eating his lunch. I told him if you don’t eat 

your lunch right now, there won’t be anything left later. Or it is going to be cold and I 

won’t warm it up for you. Also, I will not change dinner time to 2 or 3 p.m. just because 

you start feeling hungry around then.” She then reflected on her strategies and asked me 

if she was too harsh or authoritarian.  
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Research Question 2: Are Chinese and U.S. Mothers Similar or Different in Terms 

of Autonomy Support and Restriction? 

Research Question 2a: Do Mothers in China and the U.S. Differ in Their Levels of 

Support or Restriction of Their Young Children’s Autonomy in Each of the Four 

Scenarios? 

In order to answer Research Question 2a (whether Chinese and U.S. mothers 

differ in levels of autonomy support or restriction across the four scenarios), I conducted 

a 2-step analysis. Given that many mothers’ responses included codes that belonged to 

more than one category, during the first step of the analysis I quantified the qualitative 

data by generating a numeric score for each mother’s response in each of the four 

scenarios based on the following criteria. Maternal autonomy support was scored as 1 

(low level autonomy support), if the response to a given scenario had been coded as 

fitting only in Category 2. Maternal autonomy support was scored as 2 (medium level 

autonomy support), if the response to a given scenario had been coded as fitting both 

Categories 1 and 2. Maternal autonomy support was scored as 3 (high level of autonomy 

support), if from the response to a given scenario had been coded as fitting only in 

Category 1. Thus, mothers’ levels of autonomy support were indicated by three numeric 

scores (1 = autonomy restriction, 2 = medium level of autonomy support, 3 = high level 

of autonomy support).  Each mother received four scores, one for each scenario.  

During the second step of the analysis, a one-way MANOVA was conducted 

comparing the Chinese and U.S. mothers’ numeric scores for autonomy support or 

restriction level. Results revealed a nonsignificant multivariate main effect of culture, 

Wilks’ λ = .494, F (3, 36) = .66, p =. 582, η2 = .05, power = .175. Thus, Chinese and U.S. 
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mothers’ levels of autonomy support or restriction did not differ in any of the four 

scenarios.  

Research Question 2b: Are Chinese Mothers and U.S. Mothers Different or Similar 

in Their Numeric Responses to the Perceived Parental Autonomy Support Scale 

Assessing Autonomy Support? 

 In order to answer Research Question 2b, an independent samples t-test was 

performed comparing U.S. and Chinese mothers’ average P-PASS scores based on the 

final list of 10 items (Mageau et al., 2015). The results showed that the U.S. and Chinese 

mothers did not differ (p = .45) on their levels of autonomy support based on P-PASS. 

Table 3 presents means, standard deviations, ranges for each item, as well as the numbers 

of participants who had comments on the items.  

Research Question 3: Is Mothers’ Level of Endorsement of Autonomy Support on 

the Perceived Parental Autonomy Support Scale Related to Their Autonomy 

Support and Restriction Levels Reflected in Their Scenario-based Interview 

Responses? Do These Relations Differ between U.S. and Chinese Mothers? 

In order to answer Research Question 3, I conducted zero-order bivariate 

correlation tests to examine associations between the average scores based on the final 

list of 10 P-PASS items (Mageau et al., 2015) and average scores based on levels of 

autonomy-supportive practices indicated in response to the scenario-based interviews. No 

significant correlations were found between P-PASS average scores and scenario-based 

autonomy support or restriction levels in either the U.S. group (β = .21, p = .37) or the 

Chinese group (β = .42, p = .06). 
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Research Question 4: Do Levels of Autonomy Support or Restriction Differ Across 

Four Scenarios among U.S. Mothers and among Chinese Mothers?  

In order to detect whether mothers’ autonomy support or restriction levels varied 

across scenarios within each group, I conducted a one-way repeated measure ANOVA 

separately for the Chinese mothers and the U.S. mothers.  

First, a one-way repeated measure ANOVA was performed using the Chinese 

sample. Since Sphericity was violated [W (5) =13.76, p = .017], the Greenhouse-Geisser 

correction was used. The results revealed that Chinese mothers’ levels of autonomy 

support varies across the four scenarios, F(2.07, 39.32) = 12.71, p < .001, η2 = .40. 

Bonferroni post-hoc tests comparing Chinese mothers’ responses to the four scenarios 

revealed that the level of autonomy support was higher in Scenario 3 (Blocks) (Mean = 

3.00) than in Scenario 1 (Soup) (Mean = 2.35), (p = .001), higher in Scenario 1 (Soup) 

(Mean = 2.35) than that in Scenario 4 (Books) (Mean = 1.65), (p < .05), higher in 

Scenario 3 (Blocks) (Mean = 3.00) than that in Scenario 2 (Lunch) (Mean = 2.25), (p 

< .01), and higher in Scenario 3 (Blocks) (Mean = 3.00) than that in Scenario 4 (Books) 

(Mean = 1.65), (p < .001).  

I then conducted a one-way repeated measure ANOVA comparing U.S. mothers’ 

autonomy support across the four scenarios. Since Sphericity was violated [W (5) =20.39, 

p = .001], the Greenhouse-Geisser correction was used. The results revealed that U.S. 

mothers’ levels of autonomy support also varies across the four scenarios, F(2.21, 41.97) 

= 10, p < .001, η2 = .35. Bonferroni post-hoc tests comparing U.S. mothers’ responses to 

the four scenarios revealed that the level of maternal autonomy support was higher in 

Scenario 3 (Blocks) (Mean = 3.00) than that in Scenario 1 (Soup) (Mean = 2.30), (p 
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< .01), higher in Scenario 2 (Lunch) (Mean = 2.60) than that in Scenario 4 (Books) 

(Mean = 1.75), (p < .05), and higher in Scenario 3 (Blocks) (Mean = 3.00) than that in 

Scenario 4 (Books) (Mean = 1.75), (p < .001).  

Research Question 5: Are Scores on the Perceived Parental Autonomy Support 

Scale Related to Autonomy Support and Restriction Levels Determined from 

Responses to the Four Scenarios? 

 In order to answer Research Question 5, I conducted zero-order bivariate 

correlations between the average scores based on the final list of 10 P-PASS items 

(Mageau et al., 2015) and scores from the four scenarios, separately for U.S. and Chinese 

mothers. Results showed no statistically significant associations in either the U.S. (βs = 

-.15 - .36, ps = .13 - .52) or Chinese sample (βs = .05 - .38, ps = .10 - .83).  

Discussion 

Self-determination theorists argue that autonomy is one of the fundamental human 

needs for well-being and achievement across the globe (Deci & Ryan, 2002). Research 

on autonomy support has been conducted primarily with middle-class families and their 

school-aged or adolescent children (Grolnick et al., 2002; Lekes et al., 2010; Niemiec et 

al., 2006). This mixed-method study was conducted to provide descriptive evidence about 

how mothers in low-income families in the U.S. and in China support their young 

children’s autonomy across caregiving domains, and to explore associations between 

scenario-based autonomy support and restriction levels and levels of autonomy support 

based on the Perceived Parental Autonomy Support Scale. The data were gathered from 

20 U.S. mothers and 20 Chinese mothers.  

Qualitative Research Findings on Autonomy Support and Restriction  
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My inductive coding resulted in nine codes, which to a large extent are similar to 

those that have been found previously (Grolnick et al., 2002; Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; 

NICHD, 2008; Whipple et al., 2011) despite demographic differences between the 

current study sample and samples in previous research (predominantly White and 

relatively educated). According to SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2002), respecting children’s 

autonomy involves valuing their sense of volition and their voices, and willingness to let 

them experiment and make decisions within certain parameters. In contrast, if children’s 

perspectives and thoughts are not valued, then their autonomy is restricted. In the current 

study, I found six autonomy support strategies that both U.S. and Chinese mothers said 

they would use across various caregiving domains. The code, mother let child 

experiment, is similar to how autonomy was operationalized in previous studies, such as 

letting children be in charge, mothers following children’s pace (Whipple et al., 2011), 

and mothers’ not denying children’s right to certain desired activities (NICHD, 2008). 

The code, mother recognizes child’s feelings, was also operationalized as autonomy 

supportive in Grolnick and Ryan’s study (1989). The code, mother shows respect to 

child’s views and agentic choices, is in line with how autonomy support was 

operationalized in multiple studies (Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; NICHD, 2008; Whipple et 

al., 2011). The code, mother compromises, was in line with codes used in previous 

research to tap openness to negotiation and flexibility in rules (NICHD, 2008; Whipple et 

al., 2011). The codes mother explains and mother helps or teaches are also similar to 

those use in previous research (Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; Grolnick et al., 2002).  

I also found three autonomy restrictive behaviors that mothers said they would 

perform in response to the hypothetical challenges in a variety of caregiving situations. 
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Judging by mothers’ comments, autonomy restrictive behaviors seemed to involve firm 

control due to mothers’ socialization goals. I did not hear mention of harsh punishment or 

even use of rewards The code mother imposes agenda would have been scored low on 

Grolnick and Ryan’s (1989) nondirectiveness scale because it reflected imposition of 

mothers’ agenda or allowing few agentic choices. Mothers said they would use two of the 

autonomy restrictive methods (not letting their children experiment because it is against 

the norms, but not telling child why, and not letting their children experiment because it 

is unhealthful, but not telling child why) along with some autonomy supportive strategies, 

such as providing rationales or offering assistance and guidance. As suggested by Cheung 

and Pomerantz (2011), many parents use both controlling and autonomy supportive 

strategies to help children to achieve socialization goals.  

Cross-Cultural Similarities in Responses to the Scenario-Based Interview and the 

Perceived Parental Autonomy Support Scale  

In the current study, the levels of autonomy support and restriction did not differ 

between the U.S. and Chinese mothers based on data from both the scenario-based 

interview and the quantitative measure (P-PASS; Mageau et al., 2015). This null finding 

is in contrast to cross-cultural differences found in previous research (Lekes et al., 2010; 

Rudy et al., 2007).  

It is possible that my results differed from previous ones comparing U.S. and 

Chinese mothers because the target children’s ages in the current study differed from 

target children’s ages in previous research. Most research on perceived parental 

autonomy support has been conducted with school-age children, adolescents, or young 

adults (Lekes et al., 2010; Rudy et al., 2007). It is possible that the Chinese mothers, like 



ON AUTONOMY SUPPORT 

 

41 

the Mayan mothers studied by Mosier and Rogoff (2003) allowed children levels of 

autonomy comparable to those of U.S. mothers because the children were so young. At 

this age, fostering a close relationship may have been paramount in their minds. Greater 

control may be exercised when the children are older.  

Moreover, the order in which the research protocol was introduced should be 

considered.  Mothers responded to the P-PASS after they had had the chance to think 

about parenting during the scenario-based interview. When responding to the P-PASS, 

they may have been primed to think about the items differently than they might have if 

the study had only asked for questionnaire responses.   

 Further, Euro-centric measures might not be reliable or valid when used with non-

North American cultural groups (Lekes et al., 2010). Lekes and colleagues (2010) asked 

567 adolescents in Canada and the U.S. and 515 adolescents in China to respond to the 

Perception of Autonomy Support Scale (Robbins, 1994). Cronbach’s alpha was only .60 

for the Chinese sample (n = 515). Two items of this measurement, ‘‘My parents try to tell 

me how to run my life (reversed)’’ and ‘‘My parents help me to choose my own 

direction,’’ loaded negatively on the autonomy support construct. The researchers 

reasoned that it was due to translation problems and therefore decided to eliminate those 

two items. The final seven-item autonomy scale had a reliability coefficient of .79 for the 

Chinese sample. This example indicates that established measures might not work when 

used with samples other than North American middle-class families.  It is also possible 

that the surprising loadings might to some extent reflect differences between individual 

autonomy and inclusive autonomy (Rudy et al., 2007). This calls for future research to 
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understand how perceived autonomy might function differently across different cultures 

due to different processes of internalization of obligations and duties (Miller et al., 2011). 

 The similarities in autonomy support levels between U.S. and Chinese mothers 

might also be due to the fact that mothers in the current study were from low income 

backgrounds. Much of what we have known about parental autonomy support is based on 

samples from educated middle-class families in metropolitan areas (Bernier et al., 2010; 

Cheung & Pomerantz, 2011; Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; Keller et al., 2007; Lekes et al., 

2010; Matte-Gagné & Bernier, 2011; Wang et al., 2007). Additionally, mothers in the 

current study were recruited from childcare centers, where they are likely to be exposed 

to democratic ways of caregiving through their observations of and interactions with their 

children’s teachers at the centers.  

 Furthermore, the U.S. mothers in the current study were from various ethnoracial 

backgrounds (Whites, Blacks and Latinas), reflecting the racial diversity of the U.S. low-

income population. Most cross-cultural research comparing autonomy support and 

restriction by North American and Chinese parenting has been conducted with European 

Americans representing U.S. values and practices (Cheung & Pomerantz., 2011; Keller et 

al., 2007; Liu et al., 2005; Rudy et al., 2007; Wang et al., 2007).  

Also, researchers have pointed out that parenting beliefs have changed across time 

in both the U.S. (Alwin, 1989; Wright & Wright, 1976) and China (Zeng & Greenfield, 

2015). Most of the mothers in the current study were in their early 30’s or younger. Most 

of the Chinese mothers in the current study were under the influence of the Open-Door 

policy to boost the economy by encouraging foreign imports and exports and attracting 

foreign investment (Quach & Anderson, 2008; Wei, 1995). Many have access to the 
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Internet. For these reasons, the Chinese mothers could be the beneficiaries of 

globalization. For the U.S. mothers, information is also much more widely distributed via 

the Internet currently than it was for previous generations even for low-income families 

according to a recent Pew Research Center report (Pew Research Center, 2018). To some 

extent, globalization might have contributed to the beliefs of mothers in the current 

samples that it is children’s natural right to express their perspectives. Research on 

autonomy that was conducted even as recently as the early 2000s with infants or toddlers 

(Keller et al., 2007; Liu et al., 2005) or with adolescents (Lekes et al., 2010) might not 

reflect the younger generation of mothers’ beliefs and strategies.  

Another similarity between the two samples is that in both countries, there were 

no significant associations between autonomy support or restriction levels based on 

responses to the scenarios and those based on the Perceived Parental Autonomy Support 

Scale (P-PASS; Mageau et al., 2015). It seems that some items in P-PASS were worded 

too abstractly for some mothers to be able to give numeric responses, whereas the 

interviews facilitated responding because they asked mothers to think about concrete 

situations. It’s notable that Chinese mothers had comments on some of the P-PASS items 

explaining that they were not able to provide numeric responses to certain items because 

“it depends” on the situation. As argued by Markus and Kitayama (1991), East Asians are 

more likely to think contextually than North Americans. One more possibility is that the 

authors of the P-PASS used it to measure youths or young adults’ perceptions of their 

parents’ autonomy support. For this study, I adapted the P-PASS items by changing from 

“My parents …” (Mageau et al., 2015) to “I…”. Future research should survey a larger 
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group of participants to validate the use of the P-PASS for parents of very young 

children.  

Comparing Levels of Autonomy Support and Restrictions across Four Scenarios  

 Among mothers from both countries, levels of autonomy support or 

restriction differed across scenarios. The results revealed cross-scenario variations in 

the responses of both U.S. and Chinese mothers. In this section, I will discuss two salient 

variations distinguishing the four scenarios.  

For both the U.S. mothers and Chinese mothers, responses to Scenario 3 (Blocks) 

showed higher levels of autonomy support than responses to Scenarios 1 (Soup) and 4 

(Books). It seems that most of the U.S. and Chinese mothers said they would let them 

experiment, in their response to Scenario 3 (Blocks), because it was “just playing.” The 

U.S. and Chinese mothers were less autonomy supportive in situations concerning 

children’s health and eating habits, e.g., Scenario 1 (Soup) or children’s academic 

learning, e.g., Scenario 4 (Books). This interesting scenario-based difference stimulated 

me to reflect on how these scenarios were created when we were designing this study. 

Both my advisor and I have been trained in the field of human development and family 

science. When my advisor guided me to design these four scenarios, we grouped 

Scenario 3 (Blocks) and Scenario 4 (Books) in to one caregiving domain - the pre-

academic learning domain. We based our thinking on research showing that playing 

facilitates cognitive development, such as planning, problem solving, counting, self-

regulation, and even social skills (Nicolopoulou, 1993; Tamis-LeMonda, Shannon, 

Cabrera, & Lamb, 2004). In the current study, most of the U.S. and Chinese mothers said 

they would just let their children “do their own thing” when playing with blocks, 
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allowing and even encouraging their children to figure things out through trial and error. 

Most of the U.S. and Chinese mothers’ responses showed higher levels of autonomy 

support in regards to Scenario 3 (Blocks), when their children were building towers with 

blocks, than in regards to any other scenarios.  

In contrast, most of the U.S. and Chinese mothers’ responses showed lower levels 

of autonomy support (or higher levels of autonomy restriction) in Scenario 4 (Books) 

than in regards to any other scenarios. Most of mothers said they would not let their 

children experiment because it is against the norm. Most of the U.S. and Chinese mothers 

said they would correct their children right away if their children made the “oink, oink,” 

sounds when they were reading about ducks because they wanted their children to know 

the correct information as they are learning. (Ducks “quack,” and pigs “oink,” according 

to the norms2.) Higher levels of autonomy restrictions (frequently coded as mother does 

not let child experiment because it’s against the norm) might be explained by the age 

group of the target children in the current study. Most of the target children were about to 

transition to kindergarten. It is very likely that these mothers were concerned about their 

children’s school readiness (Holloway et al., 1995). Wiley and colleagues (1998) 

suggested that, among the six focal children from two socioeconomically different 

neighborhoods, low-income mothers might have the belief that the right to express one’s 

views needs to be earned by their children, which might be why low-income mothers 

were less likely to give in to children’s incorrect assertions.  Low-income mothers put 

more weight on the accuracy of children’s comments than their middle-class counterparts 

                                                 
2 Though most of the mothers said they would make the “correct” sound and wanted to make sure their 

children knew the correct sounds of ducks, the American and Chinese ducks sounded different to me when 

the U.S. mothers made the sound (“quack, quack,”) in their interviews compared to when Chinese mothers 

made the sounds (“ga, ga.”) 
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did. Would middle-class mothers in the U.S. and China be less strict on the accuracy of 

the information in the book-reading scenario? This would be a good question for future 

research to explore.  

Play might not be perceived as part of pre-academic learning by the mothers that I 

interviewed, whereas reading might be perceived as more relevant to acquiring 

knowledge that is helpful for achieving pre-academic competence.  Due to this belief, 

parents might prioritize correctness during language-related experiences (as during book-

reading) over other socialization goals such as creativity and self-confidence. Evidence 

suggests that in Hong Kong, parental control of adolescents is greater in the academic 

domain than in nonacademic domains (e.g., peer relations) (Shek & Lee, 2007). It should 

be noted that Joussemet and colleagues (2005) found that in fact, maternal autonomy 

support (measured when children were 5 years old) does predict academic achievement 

(measured when children were 8 years old). At the same time, it is important to note that 

their participant were White, and all children were from two-parent households. Parental 

autonomy support has been found to contribute to children’s academic success in the U.S. 

and China (Cheung & Pomerantz., 2011; Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; NICHD, 2008).Some 

of the Chinese mothers in the current sample said that their children’s childcare center 

emphasized playing whereas in other childcare centers in town (most likely private-

owned and small-scale), preschool-aged children were studying math, reading, and 

English along with hours of homework at the end of every school day. These Chinese 

mothers were conflicted and concerned that their children would lag behind when 

entering kindergarten and especially first grade. They said they had to make sure their 

children were school-ready and could be competitive. I also heard from U.S. mothers 
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who expressed conflicted feelings when choosing between promoting children’s 

creativity and helping children get ready for school. It is very likely that the book reading 

scenario, compared to other hypothetical situations, is more tightly connected to 

preparing their children to be ready for school than any other scenarios in the minds of 

both the U.S. and Chinese mothers. 

These scenario-specific variations echo domain theory (Smetana, 1988) that the 

importance of parental authority and parenting strategies might differ across different 

caregiving domains (Fung et al., 2017; Vansteenkiste, Soenens, Van Petegem, & Duriez, 

2014). The current study revealed that mothers said they would put different levels of 

emphases on autonomy support and restrictions across different caregiving contexts. 

Further attention is needed to consider variations in caregiving situations.  It would also 

be interesting to hear preschoolers’ perspectives on their mothers’ rules across caregiving 

domains.  

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions  

The current study unveiled scenario-specific parenting decisions reflecting 

autonomy support and restriction of young children by low-income mothers in the U.S. 

and China. As part of the mixed methods design, I conducted the scenario-based 

interviews, which allowed my participants to share their thoughts, not only on what they 

would do and say, but also what made them decide what they said they would say and do. 

Their responses vis a vis the scenarios could be compared to their numeric responses to 

an established questionnaire on parental autonomy support (P-PASS; Mageau et al., 

2015). Most of the existing research tapping autonomy support and restriction is based 

solely on questionnaires (e.g., Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; Joussemet et al., 2005). By using 
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scenario-based interviews, I was able to elicit mothers’ decisions and rationales across 

four caregiving situations and helped them contextualize autonomy support strategies and 

autonomy restriction behaviors. I believe it is important for researchers to consider 

maternal autonomy supportive strategies and autonomy restrictive behaviors across 

different caregiving contexts. Further, there were benefits to my being available while 

mothers filled out the P-PASS and my offer to comment on each of the items, indicating 

if it was difficult to apply a simple numeric score to give to certain items. If parents 

hadn’t had the opportunity to ask questions so that I could provide clarification, or didn’t 

have the options to provide comments, the survey results might not have been valid 

reflections of participants’ thoughts. Moreover, while many studies document higher 

autonomy restriction among low-income than middle-income mothers, my study 

contributes to knowledge about low-income mothers’ reasoning in regards to autonomy 

support and restriction.  

Despite the contributions of the current study, caveats are inevitable. First, only a 

small group of mothers were involved due to the time-intensive nature of qualitative 

interviewing and analysis. Therefore, the findings from the current study my not 

generalize to the broad population of low-income U.S. or Chinese mothers.  

Second, my ethnoracial and cultural identity may have been an influential factor. 

My interviews with Chinese mothers were relatively longer, and Chinese mothers were 

very vocal and open about their thoughts and experiences. In contrast, the interviews with 

the U.S. mothers were relatively shorter and U.S. mothers were less likely to provide 

comments on the questionnaires. It is possible that parents in the U.S. are more private 

about their childrearing, but it is also possible that the U.S. mothers perceived me as an 
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outsider. Chinese mothers might have felt especially comfortable because they knew that 

I was also born and raised in the same town where they were recruited. They might have 

been more likely to open up and share because they saw me as an insider and as an 

authority figure with expertise in child development and childrearing from a prestigious 

institution in the U.S. Future researchers should consider how the match or non-match of 

demographic characteristics between interviewers and participants affects study results.  

Third, the group compositions of participants in the U.S. and China also differed. 

The U.S. mothers were from three ethnoracial groups and with different marital statuses. 

Three were primary caregivers, two of which were grandmothers and one a target child’s 

older sister. In contrast, Chinese mothers were from a relatively homogenous 

background—all were married and all were biological mothers to the target child. It is 

very likely that these demographic characteristics played a role in similarities on levels of 

maternal autonomy support and restrictions between the U.S. and Chinese groups of 

mothers. Future researchers might consider what motherhood means in the U.S. and 

China, i.e., the identity of those who are raising our youngest generations in the U.S. and 

China, and how the ecology might influence the levels of maternal autonomy support and 

restrictions.  

Fourth, the questionnaire included in this study was adapted from the P-PASS 

(Mageau et al., 2015), which was created to assess youths’ perceived parental autonomy 

support and validated for participants of European decedent.  I had to modify it by 

dropping two items in order to increase Cronbach’s alphas for the U.S. and Chinese 

subsamples to acceptable levels (α > .07; George & Mallery, 2003). Though the P-PASS 

has been used in some recently published studies (Costa et al., 2016; Mageau et al., 2015; 
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Mageau et al., 2016; Won & Yu, 2018), issues related to inter-item reliability, construct 

validity, and cross-cultural invariance should be fully considered in future cross-cultural 

research.  

Fifth, though the current study was not designed to detect child gender differences 

regarding mothers’ autonomy support and restriction decisions, child gender is an 

important factor to consider when examining parents’ autonomy support and restriction 

levels (e.g., Tamis-LeMonda, Briggs, McClowry, & Snow, 2009). In the current study, 

the four scenarios (Soup, Lunch, Blocks and Books) might not elicit parents’ responses 

that are contingent upon child gender. It is very possible that parents might make slightly 

different decisions on whether and how to support or restrict children’s autonomy in 

other types of caregiving situations. Future researchers should consider child gender 

when studying parents’ autonomy supportive and restrictive behaviors across a wide 

range of caregiving domains.  

Finally, it is important to assess young children’s perceptions of autonomy 

support and restriction in their families. Ispa-Landa (2016) interviewed adolescents about 

their parents’ expectations and rules. She also asked her participants to talk about their 

mothers’ practices. Adolescents’ or young adults’ perceptions have also been repeatedly 

assessed in survey studies (e.g., Lekes et al., 2010; Rudy et al., 2007). SDT researchers 

should consider how pre-school-aged children perceive parental autonomy support and 

restriction (van der Kaap-Deeder, Vansteenkiste, Soenens, & Mabbe, 2017).  

Implications and Conclusions 

 The current study focused on U.S. and Chinese low-income mothers’ responses to 

scenario-based interviews. My findings suggest that there is rising similarity in 
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childrearing beliefs around the globe. The scenarios were useful for eliciting maternal 

autonomy supportive strategies or restrictive behaviors, and to show how they differed by 

caregiving context.  The use of qualitative inquiry and a caregiving context-oriented 

method allowed participants to share what they would say and do, and the rationale 

behind their parenting decisions. This information will be valuable in informing future 

research and study-designs on cross-cultural parenting. Research on cross-cultural 

parenting should consider the influence of globalization and cultural diffusion and how it 

might impact parenting beliefs and behaviors in contemporary societies. Failing to 

consider diverse cultural, economic, and caregiving contexts may result in a limited view 

of parents’ engagement in autonomy supportive or restricting behaviors. 
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Tables 

Table 1 

 

Participating Families’ Demographic Characteristics (N = 40) 

 

 U.S. China 

Child Gender   

    Girls n = 9 (45%) n = 13 (65%) 

    Boys n = 11 (55%) n = 7 (35%) 

Child Age (M, SD, range) Mean = 3.90, SD = .79, 

range = 3-6  

Mean = 4.66, SD = .71, 

range = 4-7 

Mother Figure Age Mean = 31.75, SD = 9.19, 

range = 20-56 

Mean = 33.60, SD = 3.93, 

range = 28-46 

Relationships with Child   

    Biological Mother n = 17 (85%) n = 20 (100%) 

    Biological Grandmother n = 2 (10%) N/A 

    Biological Sister n = 1 (5%) N/A 

Marital Status   

    Married n = 7 (35%) n = 20 (100%) 

    Cohabiting n = 5 (25%) N/A 

    Divorced  n = 1 (5%) N/A 

    Single n = 7 (35%) N/A 

Education   

    Less than High School  n = 3 (15%) n = 3 (15%) 

    GED n = 5 (25%) n = 3 (15%) 
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    Some College n = 8 (40%) n = 5 (25%) 

    Bachelors’ Degrees n = 4 (20%) n = 9 (45%) 

Family Income   

    Refused to answer n = 5 (25%) n = 6 (30%) 

    M, SD, range $ 20878,57 ($ 11232.38) 

$ 800 - $40,000 

¥85666.67 (¥30930.03) 

¥20,000 - ¥145,000 

Race (U.S.)   

    White n = 8 (40%)  

    Black n = 9 (45%)  

    Latino n = 3 (15%)  
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Table 2 

Codes, Categories, Definitions, and Quotes (N = 40) 

  Frequencies 

  Domain: Mealtime Domain: Learning 

  Scenario 1 

(Soup)   

Scenario 2 

(Lunch)  

Scenario 3 

(Blocks)   

Scenario 4 

(Books)   

Categories Codes U.S.  CH  U.S. CH U.S. CH U.S. CH 

Autonomy 

Support 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Autonomy 

Restriction 

Let C 

experiment 

7  

(35%) 

4 

(20%) 

0 0 18 

(90%) 

16 

(80%) 

5 

(25%) 

4 

(20%) 

M 

recognizes 

C’s feelings 

1 

(5%) 

2 

(10%) 

1 

(5%) 

2 

(10%) 

4 

(20%) 

5 

(25%) 

1 

(5%) 

2 

(10%) 

M respects 

C’s views 

1 

(5%) 

1 

(5%) 

15 

(75%) 

6 

(30%) 

1 

(5%) 

0 4 

(20%) 

4 

(20%) 

M 

compromise

s 

10 

(50%) 

12 

(60%) 

5 

(25%) 

3 

(15%) 

0 0 0 0 

M explains 1 

(5%) 

10 

(50%) 

4 

(20%) 

8 

(40%) 

0 0 0 0 

M teaches or 

helps 

0 0 0 0 4 

(20%) 

7 

(35%) 

6 

(30%) 

5 

(25%) 

M doesn’t 

let C 

experiment-

against norm 

2 

(10%) 

5 

(25%) 

0 0 0 0 14 

(70%) 

15 

(75%) 

M doesn’t 

let C 

experiment-

not good for 

health 

7 

(35%) 

6 

(30%) 

1 

(5%) 

2 

(10%) 

0 0 0 0 

M imposes 

agenda 

0 0 4 

(20%) 

9 

(45%) 

0 0 0 0 
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Table 3 

Autonomy Support Scale by Item, Mean, SD, Range, and the Number Items of “It 

Depends” in U.S. and China (N =40) 

 The U.S. China 

Items Mean (SD) 

Range 

# of “it 

depends” 

Mean (SD) 

Range 

# of “it 

depends” 

1. I give my child opportunities to 

make his/her own decisions about 

what s/he is doing. 

6.10 (1.25) 

2 - 7 

 

0 6.44 (.89) 

4 - 7 

2 

2. When I ask my child to do 

something, I explain why I want 

him/her to do it.  

5.65 (1.31) 

2 - 7 

 

0 6.40 (1.05) 

4 - 7 

1 

3. My child’s point of view is very 

important to me when I make 

important decisions concerning 

him/her. 

5.95 (1.32) 

2 - 7 

0 6.17 (1.65) 

1 - 7 

3 

4. I encourage my child to be 

him/herself. 

6.75 (.44) 

6 - 7 

0 6.50 (.95) 

4 - 7 

0 

5. Within certain limits, I allow my 

child the freedom to choose his/her 

own activities. 

6.40 (.68) 

5 - 7 

0 6.78 (.62) 

5 - 7 

0 



ON AUTONOMY SUPPORT 

 

69 

6. When my child is not allowed to 

do something, s/he usually knows 

why.  

5.55 (1.28) 

3 - 7 

0 6.33 (1.19) 

2 - 7 

2 

7. I am able to put myself in my 

child’s shoes and understand his/her 

feelings.  

5.80 (1.24) 

3 - 7 

0 5.95 (1.19) 

4 - 7 

0 

8. I hope that my child would make 

choices that correspond to his/her 

interests and preferences regardless 

of what mine are.  

6.30 (1.03) 

3 - 7 

0 6.05 (1.00) 

4 - 7 

0 

9. I am open to my child’s thoughts 

and feelings even when they are 

different from mine. 

6.75 (.55) 

5 - 7 

0 6.25 (1.00) 

4 - 7 

2 

10. I make sure that my child 

understand why I forbid certain 

things.  

6.25 (1.33) 

2 - 7 

0 6.35 (1.04) 

4 - 7 

0 

11. When my child asks why s/he has 

to do, or not do, something, I give 

him/her good reasons.  

6.30 (1.13) 

3 - 7 

0 6.30 (1.49) 

1 - 7 

0 

12. I listen to my child’s opinion and 

point of view when s/he disagrees 

with me. 

6.05 (1.15) 

3 - 7 

0 5.19 (1.64) 

1 - 7 

4 

Note. Items 7 and 8 were eliminated in the current study.  
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Figures 

 

 

Figure 1. Repeated Measure ANOVA comparing autonomy supportive levels of four 

scenarios across the U.S. and Chinese cultures.  

Note. Scenario 1 (Soup), Scenario 2 (Lunch), Scenario 3 (Blocks), and Scenario 4 

(Books). 
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Appendices 

Appendix A – Screening Survey 

1. Is there a child in your family who is between the age of 4 to 6 years old? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

2. What is your child’s gender? 

a. Girl 

b. Boy 

3. What is your relation to this child? 

_________ 

4. Are you currently living with this child? 

a. Yes 

b. No 
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Appendix B – Perceived Parental Autonomy Support Scale (P-PASS; Mageau et al., 

2015) 

To what extent do you agree on the following statements regarding your own behaviors?  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Do not 

agree at 

all 

Hardly 

agree 

Slightly 

agree 

Somewhat 

agree 
Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

Very 

strongly 

agree 
 

1. I give my child opportunities to make his/her own decisions about what s/he is 

doing. (1) 

2. When I ask my child to do something, I explain why I want him/her to do it. (2) 

3. My child’s point of view is very important to me when I make important decisions 

concerning him/her. (4) 

4. I encourage my child to be him/herself. (7) 

5. Within certain limits, I allow my child the freedom to choose his/her own 

activities. (8) 

6. When my child is not allowed to do something, s/he usually knows why. (9) 

7. I am able to put myself in my child’s shoes and understand his/her feelings. (13) 

8. I hope that my child would make choices that correspond to his/her interests and 

preferences regardless of what mine are. (14) 

9. I am open to my child’s thoughts and feelings even when they are different from 

mine. (16) 

10. I make sure that my child understand why I forbid certain things. (19) 

11. When my child asks why s/he has to do, or not do, something, I give him/her good 

reasons. (23) 

12. I listen to my child’s opinion and point of view when s/he disagrees with me. (24) 
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Appendix C – Demographic Information 

1. How old are you? 

a. ______ years old 

2. How many years of education do you have? 

a. ______years 

3. What is the highest degree or level of school you have completed? If currently 

enrolled, mark the previous grade or highest degree received. 

a. No school completed 

b. 8th grade 

c. 9th, 10th, or 11th grade 

d. 12th grade, no diploma 

e. High school graduate (GED) 

f. Some college (1-2 years) 

g. Associate degree (AA or AS) 

h. Bachelor’s degree (BA, or BS) 

i. Master’s degree (MA, MS,  Med, MSW, or MBA) 

j. Others:________ 

4. What is your relationship status? 

a. Single 

b. Cohabitating  

c. Married 

d. Separated 

e. Divorced 
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f. Widowed 

5. What is the total number of people in your household? 

a. _________ 

b.  

6. What is your employment status? 

a. Employed for wages 

b. Out of work and looking for work 

c. Out of work but not currently looking for work 

d. A homemaker 

e. Unable to work 

f. Retired 

7. What is your total household income? 

c. Less than $ 10,000 

d. $10,000 to $19,999 

e. $20,000 to $29,999 

f. $30,000 to $39,999 

g. $40,000 to $49,999 

h. $50,000 to $59,999 

i. $60,000 to $69,999 

j. $70,000 to $79,999 

k. $80,000 to $89,999 

l. $90,000 to $99,999 
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