5/23/23, 9:27 AM Parent Survey Reveals Expectation Gap for Parents of Young Children | ZERO TO THREE

Don't miss out! Sign up for exclusive updates on this year's LEARN Conference happening September 19 - 20 in

Minneapolis. GET UPDATES

ZERO ToTHREE

Early connections last a lifetime

HOME (HTTPS://WWW.ZEROTOTHREE.ORG) /
RESOURCES (HTTPS://WWW.ZEROTOTHREE.ORG/RESOURCES/) /

Parent Survey Reveals Expectation Gap
for Parents of Young Children

Early Development (https://www.zerotothree.org/issue_area/early-
development/?post-type=resource)

October 13, 2016

ZERO TO THREE finds majority of parents overestimate
age at which children master some important
developmental skills.

WASHINGTON, D.C. — Tuning In, (https://www.zerotothree.org/parent-survey) ZERO TO
THREE’s national Parent Survey, shows a majority of parents overestimate young
children’s ability for self-control. They believe children start developing this ability as
much as one to two years earlier than brain science indicates is possible. We call this
discrepancy the “expectation gap.”

“Having realistic expectations for a child’s ability is critical for supporting healthy
development and minimizing stress for both parents and that child,” said Matthew
Melmed, executive director, ZERO TO THREE. “For example, if a parent thinks a child is
capable of greater self-control than he actually is, it can lead to frustration for the parent
and possibly more punitive — rather than supportive — responses.”

Results of the ZERO TO THREE national Parent Survey show:
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56 percent of parents believe children have the impulse control to resist the
desire to do something forbidden before age 3, and 36 percent believe that
children under age 2 have this kind of self-control. However, brain research
shows that these skills start developing between 3.5 and 4 years, and take many
more years to be used consistently.
43 percent of parents think children can share and take turns with other children
before age 2. In fact, this skill develops between 3 to 4 years.
24 percent of all parents believe that children are able to control their emotions,
such as not having a tantrum when frustrated, at 1 year or younger, while 42
percent believe children have this ability by 2 years. Research shows this type of
self-control is also just starting to develop between 3.5 and 4 years.

“The early years are about teaching, not punishing,” said Melmed. “When parents have
realistic expectations about their child’s capabilities, they can guide behavior in very
sensitive and effective ways.”

Parents express a desire to learn more about child development, which could help
reduce frustration and establish more realistic expectations about what to expect and
the cause for the challenging behaviors they encounter in the early years. For example,
almost half (45 percent) of parents told ZERO TO THREE they want to know how and
when children develop self-control, and what skills to expect at different ages (44
percent).

Parents’ ability to manage their own emotions in order to help children learn self-control
also surfaced as an important issue in our research. In fact, 60 percent of parents told
ZERO TO THREE that having enough patience is among the top three improvements
they would like to make as parents. Nearly half (47 percent) of parents said they want to
better control their emotions and reactions; 42 percent said they don’t want to yell or
raise their voice as quickly; and 35 percent said they don’t want to lose their temper so
fast with their children.

Throughout the month of October, ZERO TO THREE will partner with PBS Parents to
raise awareness about the expectation gap and provide parents with resources to help
overcome it. More information can be found at zerotothree.org/parent-survey
(https://www.zerotothree.org/our-work/national-parent-survey-millennial-connections/).
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