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Abstract

Purpose: The aim of this article is to present various parental reactions to displays of an-
ger in two- and three-year-old children (reactive parenting methods) and determine which 
factors (age, gender, education, and place of residence) differentiate parental reactions 
to a child’s behavior. Additionally, the study aimed to ascertain the reactive parenting 
methods parents use based on the type of situations reflecting behavioral manifestations 
of young children’s autonomy.

Method: A questionnaire-based study conducted with a sample of 120 parents of two- and 
three-year-old children (60 women and 60 men). An original questionnaire based on Lev 
Vygotsky’s theory of the third year crisis (2002) was utilized. Participants were tasked 
with describing their reactions to behavioral displays of anger in small children across 
seven everyday life situations (negativism, stubbornness, defiance, wilfulness, opposition 
–rebellion, deprecation, and despotism).

Results: Parents declared the use of all reactive parenting methods – both inductive and 
imperative (punitive and psychological aggression) in response to displays of anger in 
their two- and three-year-old children. Significant predictors for inductive and punitive 
methods were found to be the parent’s age and education level, while for psychological 
aggression, predictors were gender and place of residence. The study indicated that only 
women resort to psychological aggression in their relationship with two- and three-year-
olds, with its usage being more frequent when the mother’s authority is more threatened 
and the child’s opposition to her will becomes increasingly evident.
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Conclusion: Behavioral manifestations of autonomy in two- and three-year-olds are in-
fluenced by the natural developmental crisis of the third year. These are expressions of 
frustration in young children rather than displays of aggressive behavior, which require 
appropriate parenting methods. Based on the study, it was determined that parents pri-
marily declare simultaneous use of inductive and punitive methods, yet the more a child 
demonstrates autonomy, the higher the declared tendency of parents to resort to punitive 
methods increases.

Keywords: reactive parenting methods, displays of anger in two- and three-year-old 
children

The early childhood period marks the transition from dyadic emotion regula-
tion to self-regulation of the child’s nervous system (Czub, 2014). The increasing 
independence and development of a sense of autonomy during this phase broad-
en the scope for a two- or three-year-old’s free exploration of their environment, 
while simultaneously presenting the challenge of adapting to new circumstances. 
On one hand, recognizing their own needs and aspirations separately from adult 
intentions prompts the child to engage in protest behaviors and test the boundar-
ies between their actions and parental prohibitions, which can be a source of in-
tense frustration. The behavior of a two- or three-year-old, driven by the develop-
ment of self-awareness, may be impulsive, marked by high levels of arousal, and 
may transgress social rules and norms (Czub, 2014). On the other hand, the dis-
crepancy between the child’s intentions and their inappropriately high sense of 
competence conflicts with adult expectations (Białecka-Pikul, 2011). This implies 
that when attempting to restrain a preschooler’s intentions, they might intensi-
fy their emotional reaction further, and in the absence of mature self-regulation 
mechanisms, escalate into undesirable behavioral patterns.

In Vygotsky’s concept (2002), various behaviors exhibited by young children 
in interaction with their social environment can be identified. Among these, 
Vygotsky distinguished: negativism, stubbornness, defiance, wilfulness, opposi-
tion – rebellion, deprecation, and despotism, which are elaborated upon below.

	– Negativism in a two- or three-year-old child is a symptom of their grow-
ing independence. It reflects the child’s firm refusal not towards the con-
tent of an adult’s request but rather towards the  fact that the  request 
was made by an adult. It illustrates a shift in the child’s motivation. It’s 
associated with the child’s social orientation towards another person, of-
ten compelling the child to act contrary to their affective tendency. This 
behavior’s motive extends beyond the specific situation; the denial stems 
from the preschooler’s desire to emphasize their autonomy in interacting 
with adults, despite the  absurdity of their behavior and the  emotional 
costs incurred. Vygotsky’s understanding of negativism should be distin-
guished from a simple refusal in response to an adult’s request, driven by 
the child’s desire to fulfill their own aims.

	– Stubbornness characterizes a child’s consistent persistence in their actions, 
repeating the  same demand simply because “they said so.” It highlights 
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the preschooler’s tendency to relate to their evolving sense of self, difficul-
ties in modulating emotions according to context, and again, the lack of con-
nection between the child’s behavior and the content of the adult’s request.

	– Defiance is impersonal behavior. The preschooler rebels against parental 
rules and societal norms, often expressed in the phrase “yes, but!”, it’s 
an expression of the child’s desire to assert themselves.

	– Wilfulness means resisting limitations and acting according to one’s own 
plan of action. Wilful behavior involves the preschooler’s tendency to act 
independently, evident in their refusal of help offered by adults.

	– Opposition – rebellion involves a child expressing protest in various sep-
arate circumstances, as if constantly in conflict with their environment.

	– Deprecation of individuals and objects involves using nicknames or phras-
es that devalue people or things (objectively not leading to harm), describ-
ing them as weak and negative.

	– Despotic behaviors, also exhibited by young children, manifest in exerting 
power over their environment, expecting others to comply with their will, 
and demanding everything the preschooler desires or signals a need for.

Despite socially construed aggressive connotations, the behaviors of two- and 
three-year-old children need to be clearly distinguished from intentional aggres-
sion – the deliberate aim to harm another person (or oneself) with awareness of 
causing unfavorable consequences for the target while avoiding personal harm 
(Aronson et al., 1997; Baron & Richardson, 1994; Frączek, 1980; Krahé, 2005; 
Skorny, 1989; Surzykiewicz, 2000; Wolińska, 2004; Zimbardo & Gerrig, 2019). 
This publication adopts the developmental perspective of childhood aggression 
proposed by Obuchowska (2000), which identifies a phase of pre-aggressive be-
haviors in early childhood. This indicates that a child aims to remove obstacles 
hindering their goals and reacts with outbursts of anger when their pursuits are 
blocked. Therefore, the behavioral displays of anger in two- and three-year-olds 
represent an attempt to regulate their emotional tension rather than an inten-
tion to harm those who impose limitations.

Parental parenting methods play a significant role in shaping a young child’s 
independence, allowing them to communicate their needs and readiness to make 
autonomous decisions. In the context of the aforementioned, the responsiveness 
and availability of parents, serving as role models, hold immense importance. 
Based on positive experiences in the  parent-child relationship, a  child learns 
adaptive ways to regulate emotions. Positive parenting methods also rely on 
a democratic approach, striking a balance between respecting the preschooler’s 
autonomy and providing boundaries and support for their emotional, social, and 
moral development (Appelt, 2021; Obuchowska, 2000). However, other parenting 
methods might evoke shame, doubt, and helplessness in a child (Erikson, 2004). 
Literature also suggests that some adults may authoritatively direct a child’s 
behavior, critically evaluating their actions, displaying a  tendency to empha-
size their superiority through prohibitions or commands, and taking control of 
the child’s activities (Wojciechowska, 2003). In an authoritarian parenting style, 
there is also shaming, devaluing the child’s experienced emotions, and outright 
rejection of them (Engle & McElwain, 2010; Wojciechowska, 2003). In a bid to 
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limit emotional outbursts in young children, some parents resort to both physical 
and verbal punishments (Engle & McElwain, 2010). Heightened parental control 
may condition a  child’s compulsive drive to improve their regulatory skills to 
meet parental expectations, perpetually feeling imperfect. Conversely, this can 
intensify the child’s exhibited emotions and behaviors recognized by Vygotsky 
(2002) as characteristic of the autonomy manifestations during the developmen-
tal crisis of two- and three-year-olds (Keefer, 2005; Wojciechowska, 2003). Fur-
thermore, other parenting methods employed during a two- or three-year-old’s 
anger outburst may manifest extreme permissiveness, lack of disciplinary rules 
and boundaries, leniency, or submission towards the child (Lasota, 2017; Wojcie-
chowska, 2003). These can also signify limited responsiveness and unavailability 
of the caregiver, thus denying the child access to a role model (Lasota, 2017; Woj-
ciechowska, 2003). They might also express rigidity in imposing strict rules and 
expectations, creating a home environment with harsh discipline significantly 
restricting the child’s freedom (Lasota, 2017; Wojciechowska, 2003).

In conclusion, the  parental approach, characterized by its repetitive and 
goal-oriented nature, delineates the  disciplinary methods within the  family 
structure (Okoń, 1992). Within the literature, one can find descriptions of other 
parental responses to a child’s inappropriate behavior, denoted as reactive disci-
plinary methods by Dominiak-Kochanek (2017). Among these, the author distin-
guishes between inductive and imperative methods. Inductive methods leverage 
knowledge of psychological mechanisms that aid the  child in consciously and 
enduringly renouncing specific behaviors, facilitating their understanding and 
internalization of the rules breached by such actions. In the adult–child inter-
action, dialogue predominates, drawing upon the child’s cognitive capacities to 
foster their moral reasoning. The parent assumes the role of a model, and shifts 
toward desired behaviors are reinforced in the child through verbal praise and 
expressions of pride in their accomplishments. Conversely, imperative methods 
establish a hierarchical, authoritarian dependency in the parent–child relation-
ship. According to Dominiak-Kochanek (2017), these encompass physical pun-
ishments, punitive measures, and psychological aggression. Within an impera-
tive disciplinary system, the use of physical aggression, consistent imposition of 
penalties, temporary isolation, expectations of reparations for the child’s inap-
propriate behavior (punitive methods), as well as the application of psycholog-
ical aggression, are deemed acceptable. In such instances, the parent induces 
feelings of guilt, shame, ignores, feigns emotional rejection, or resorts to threats, 
insults, or humiliation of the child to enforce compliance with the parent’s expec-
tations through the child’s behavior. Such practices compromise the psychologi-
cal well-being of the child, rendering their value conditional.

The exploratory nature of this research aimed to address the ways parents 
respond to the displays of anger in two- and three-year-old children, as well as 
determine which reactive disciplinary methods are most commonly chosen by par-
ents. An additional goal was to identify parental reactions to various situations 
in which a child exhibits behavioral signs of autonomy. Considering the findings 
indicating the differentiating influence of parental age, gender, education, and 
place of residence on the disciplinary methods employed (Basiaga, 2020; Dakowicz 
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et al., 2015; Domański et al., 2022; Kozłowski & Matczak, 2015; Ostafińska-Mo-
lik & Wysocka, 2014; Walęcka-Matyja, 2013; Wąsiński & Górniok-Naglik, 2016), 
an attempt was made to examine whether these aforementioned demographic 
variables significantly differentiate the disciplinary methods employed by par-
ents of two- or three-year-old children. Recognizing a research gap in the area 
of parental reactions to the crisis of the third year of life described by Vygotsky 
(2002), where a child’s undesirable behaviors do not necessarily imply aggression, 
an effort was made to broaden the scientific perspective with new data. Currently, 
the assumption is that the gathered information could serve to expand societal 
knowledge concerning the developmental crisis in young children, allowing for 
a better understanding of the direction of parental interventions and their conse-
quences for the psychosocial development of growing children.

Method

Participants

The study involved 120 parents from the Kuyavian-Pomeranian Voivode-
ship, having children aged 2–3 years – comprising 60 women and 60 men, aged 
23 to 55 years (M = 32.53; SD = 5.55). The selection of participants was conducted 
using the snowball sampling method. Among the surveyed parents, 68% declared 
having higher education, 28% secondary education, 3% vocational education, and 
less than 1% primary education. The majority, 85% of the surveyed parents, were 
in a marital relationship. Another 8% of parents were in an informal relationship 
or were raising the child alone. As much as 60% of parents lived in large cities 
(over 100,000 inhabitants), 23% in small towns (up to 100,000 inhabitants), and 
17% came from rural areas. The majority of the respondents (88%) assessed their 
financial situation as average, while the remaining 22% rated it as either above 
average or below average.

Measurement Tools

The study employed a Questionnaire of Parental Reactions to Manifestations 
of Anger in Two- and Three-Year-Old Children, developed for the purpose of this 
research based on Vygotsky’s (2002) concepts. The questionnaire comprises sev-
en items describing behavioral manifestations of autonomy: negativism, obsti-
nacy, recalcitrance, self-will, rebellion –objection, depreciation, and despotism in 
young children, occurring in everyday life situations. For instance, the item char-
acterizing a child’s negativism was described as follows: “Your child, standing by 
the window, observes other children playing on the playground. Knowing how 
much joy your child derives from swinging on a swing, sliding down the slide, 
or playing in the sandbox among other children, you suggest going to the play-
ground at that moment. However, your child refuses, consequently, you propose 
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staying at home. In response to this message, the child clearly expresses objec-
tion.” Another item, obstinacy in a two- or three-year-old, was described as a sit-
uation in which: “Your child persistently and visibly annoyed tries to reach for 
your glass cup on the table containing juice, even though initially, it was pointed 
to the same juice in their plastic cup for them to drink.” Participants were asked 
to provide a free-form response to the question: “What will you do in the present-
ed situation and why will you act in this way?”, which was consistently formu-
lated in the same manner and presented under each of the seven descriptions of 
situations illustrating behavioral manifestations of child autonomy mentioned 
above. The theoretical consistency of the questionnaire items was verified us-
ing the evaluation method by four competent judges. High theoretical accuracy 
was achieved (p  >  .05; W  =  0.188), and after incorporating their substantive 
suggestions, full agreement was reached on all seven items of the research tool.

Research Methodology

The study was conducted using a paper-and-pencil method in February and 
March 2021 within the  Kuyavian-Pomeranian Voivodeship. The  participants 
gave informed, written consent to participate in the study. They received a sheet 
containing information about the study’s purpose, a demographic questionnaire, 
and clear instructions on how to respond to the questionnaire items: “Below are 
descriptions of 7 situations that depict various behaviors of children aged 2–3 
years. Please imagine that they refer to the behavior of your child, and then an-
swer the indicated questions. It is important that the response you write down 
is the first one that comes to your mind.”. After completing the questionnaire at 
their convenience, the participating parents returned it to the institution from 
which they received the tool.

Methods of Data Analysis

The data obtained from the research material underwent qualitative anal-
ysis of each response provided by the  participating parents. The  aim was to 
classify the respondents’ statements into appropriate categories of reactive par-
enting methods, as outlined by Dominiak-Kochanek (2017). However, the indi-
cators proposed by the author for inductive and imperative parenting methods 
appeared too narrow, leading to their expansion with additional descriptions of 
parental behaviors. These descriptions remained consistent with the main as-
sumptions of the presented typology (see Table 1, p. 139). Additionally, due to 
the lack of reported use of physical punishment by the participating parents, this 
category was removed from the classification of imperative parenting methods 
as described by Dominiak-Kochanek (2017) (see Table 1 , p. 139). Consequently, 
three categories of reactive parenting methods were finally distinguished: induc-
tive methods, punitive methods, and psychological aggression, which were sub-
jected to quantitative analysis. Given that the quantitative data had a normal 
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distribution, statistical analyses to determine the relationship between the anger 
of two- and three-year-old children and the parental response methods employed 
such as analysis of variance and multiple regression analysis.

Table 1

Division of Reactive Parenting Methods

Inductive Methods Imperative Methods

Punitive Methods Psychological  
Aggression

	→ discussing consequences and providing ra-
tional justification for disciplinary actions 
according to the child’s cognitive abilities

	→ pointing out alternative adaptive ways to 
handle a similar situation

	→ modeling desired behaviors
	→ using positive reinforcements (verbal 
praise, expressing pride in the child’s be-
havioral changes)

	→ providing opportunities for making choic-
es or independent decision-making (creat-
ing conditions for reflection, allowing time 
for consideration)

	→ allowing exploration and learning through 
experience

	→ dialogue concerning the circumstanc-
es leading to the specific outcome or 
the child’s behavior (with a determination 
to understand the child’s perspective)

	→ following the child’s needs
	→ ignoring unwanted child behavior while 
ensuring their safety

	→ reframing a challenging situation into one 
that’s appealing to the child

	→ making an agreement with the child 
based on mutually established conditions

	→ reducing privileges
	→ isolating from 
others, placing in 
a different location

	→ expecting compen-
sation

	→ enforcing obedience 
through commands 
and prohibitions

	→ imposing limita-
tions on the child’s 
activities

	→ inhibiting 
the child’s indepen-
dence

	→ disregarding or ne-
glecting the child’s 
needs

	→ diverting the child’s 
attention

	→ dictating one’s will 
and expecting abso-
lute compliance

	→ ignoring
	→ threatening. 
	→ imposing decisions 
under extreme 
conditions “ei-
ther… or”

	→ inducing fear
	→ pretending to ex-
perience unpleas-
ant emotions due 
to the child’s un-
wanted behavior

	→ displaying emo-
tional indifference

	→ sulking 
	→ pretending to be 
offended

	→ evoking a sense of 
guilt in the child

	→ provoking feel-
ings of shame in 
the child

Source: Own elaboration based on Dominiak-Kochanek (2017) and empirical data analysis (Szczęsna, 
2021).

The Results

Reactive Parenting Methods Declared by the Surveyed Parents in Response 
to the Tantrums of Two- and Three-Year-Old Children

The statistical analysis commenced by determining the percentage frequen-
cy index of the use of various reactive parenting methods among the surveyed 
parents. To accomplish this, three variables were established: inductive methods, 
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punitive methods, and psychological aggression. These variables were populated 
with the frequency (expressed as a percentage) with which each parent employed 
these reactive parenting methods in comparison to the other declared methods.

Subsequently, an examination was conducted to identify the most frequent-
ly used reactive parenting methods among the surveyed parents in response to 
the tantrums of two- and three-year-olds (refer to Table 2).

Table 2

The distribution of the most commonly used reactive disciplinary methods by surveyed 
parents (N =120)

The percentage 
rate of reaction 

frequency

Inductive Methods Imperative Methods

Punitive Methods Psychological  
Aggression

N % N % N %

0 1 0.83 42 35.00 102 85

14.29 3 2.50 27 22.50 15 12.50

28.57 6 5.00 21 17.50 3 2.50

42.86 14 11.67 11 9.17 – –

57.14 8 6.67 12 10.00 – –

71.43 25 20.83 3 2.50 – –

85.71 26 21.67 3 2.50 – –

100 37 30.83 1 83 – –

Total 120 100 120 100 120 100

A detailed analysis of Table 2 reveals that 37 surveyed parents (30.8%) declared 
a tendency to exclusively employ inductive methods in response to the tantrums of 
their two- and three-year-old children, with only 1 parent showing no inclination 
toward this method. Regarding punitive methods, the observation was the inverse – 
only 1 parent declared the exclusive use of these disciplinary methods with their 
children, and 42 parents (35%) did not declare the use of punitive methods at all. 
Similarly, a small number of parents (18 individuals) confirmed employing psycho-
logical aggression – among them, for 15 respondents, this method comprised 14% 
of all their employed parenting methods, while for 3 individuals, it constituted 29% 
of their reactions. The study indicates that 102 parents declared that they do not 
consider psychological aggression as a means of disciplining their child.

Furthermore, the study established that parents declare the simultaneous 
use of multiple parenting methods as well as the use of only one method (refer 
to Figure 1, p. 141). 
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Figure 1

Trend in the most frequently used reactive parenting methods reported by surveyed par-
ents (N =120)
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From the data presented in Figure 1, it is evident that parents most fre-
quently declare the simultaneous use of two parenting methods (inductive and 
punitive methods).

Reactive Parenting Methods Declared by Surveyed Parents in Response 
to the Manifestations of Anger in Two- and Three-Year-Old Children Based 
on the Type of Situation

In the next section of the analysis, the declared frequency of use of reactive 
parenting methods by surveyed parents was examined concerning the type of sit-
uation that reflects the behavioral manifestations of autonomy in young children 
(negativism, stubbornness, obstinacy, wilfulness, opposition – defiance, depreci-
ation, despotism).

The information presented in Figure 2 (p. 142) indicates that surveyed par-
ents declared the use of both inductive and punitive parenting methods in each 
of the aforementioned situations (consistent with the results presented in Ta-
ble 2, p. 140). However, only in selected situations (obstinacy, opposition-defi-
ance, depreciation, despotism) did they declare using psychological aggression. 
For clarity, in the case of manifestations of negativism, 95 caregivers declared 
the  use of inductive methods, while 25 opted for punitive methods. Then, in 
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situations of stubbornness, 102 respondents indicated the use of inductive meth-
ods, and 18  chose punitive methods. In response to obstinacy, 81 parents de-
clared choosing inductive methods, 36 punitive methods, and 3 psychological ag-
gression. In situations of a child’s wilfulness, 114 caregivers opted for inductive 
methods, while 6 chose punitive methods. Regarding behaviors characterized by 
opposition – defiance, 70 surveyed parents reported using inductive methods, 
46 punitive methods, and 4 psychological aggression. In situations of depreci-
ation, 85 caregivers confirmed using inductive methods, 22 punitive methods, 
and 13 psychological aggression. In response to a child’s despotism, 79 parents 
declared using inductive methods, 40 punitive methods, and 1 psychological ag-
gression. However, it’s essential to note that the group resorting to psychological 
aggression is represented predominantly by females, as surveyed males did not 
declare using this form of disciplining their children in any situation.

Regression analyses confirmed that the identified situations are good predic-
tors of all types of reactive parenting methods (R2 = 0.942; p < .001 for inductive 
methods; R2 = 0.832; p < .001 for punitive methods; R2 = 0.508; p < .001 for psy-
chological aggression) (see Table 3, p. 143–144). Each type of behavioral manifes-
tation of the crisis in two- and three-year-olds is related to the frequency of par-
ents using inductive and punitive methods. The more instances of autonomous 
behavior a young child displays (i.e., more situations where they exhibit nega-
tivism, stubbornness, obstinacy, wilfulness, opposition – defiance, depreciation, 

Figure 2 

The distribution of the frequency of parents’ use of specific forms of reactive parenting 
methods according to the type of situation
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despotism), the lower the reported frequency of parents using inductive methods 
in favor of punitive methods. Concerning psychological aggression, the more in-
stances of opposition and depreciation in a child’s behavior, the more frequently 
surveyed parents (mothers) declared resorting to psychological aggression. More-
over, the more stubbornness, the less frequently surveyed parents (mothers) re-
ported using psychological aggression. 

Table 3

Determinants of frequency of inductive and punitive parenting methods and psychologi-
cal aggression by surveyed parents (N =120) based on the type of situation

Predictors beta SE with beta 
included

b SE with b 
included

t p

Inductive Methods

Constant     190.486 3.359 56.715 .001***

Situation 1 
(negativism)

–.217 .001 –13.158 1.406 –9.361 .001***

Situation 2 
(stubbornness)

–.227 .001 –15.635 1.699 –9.198 .001***

Situation 3 
(obstinacy)

–.277 .001 –12.956 1.145 –11.314 .001***

Situation 4 
(wilfulness)

–.132 .001 –14.908 2.738 –5.446 .001***

Situation 5 (opposi-
tion – rebellion)

–.269 .001 –11.843 1.131 –10.475 .001***

Situation 6 
(deprecation)

–.239 .001  –8.733 0.857 –10.187 .001***

Situation 7 
(despotism)

–.285 .001 –14.209 1.347 –10.551 .001***

Punitive Methods 

Constant     –5.815 .386 –15.082 .001***

Situation 1 
(negativism)

.227 .001 .933 .161 5.782 .001***

Situation 2 
(stubbornness)

.283 .001 1.322 .195 6.776 .001***

Situation 3 
(obstinacy)

.265 .001 .839 .131 6.383 .001***

Situation 4
(wilfulness)

.126 .002 0.961 .314 3.060 .001***

Situation 5 (opposi-
tion – rebellion)

.219 .001 .651 .130 5.015 .001***
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Predictors beta SE with beta 
included

b SE with b 
included

t p

Situation 6 
(deprecation)

.068 .089 .169 .098 1.716 .089

Situation 7 
(despotism)

.314 .001 1.058 .155 6.841 .001***

Psychological Aggression

Constant     –.519 .175 –2.972 .004**

Situation 1 
(negativism)

 
–.011

.871 –.012 .073 –.163 .871

Situation 2 
(stubbornness)

–.184 .011 –.228 .088 –2.576 .011**

Situation 3 
(obstinacy)

.081 .257 .068 .059 1.138 .257

Situation 4
(wilfulness)

.041 .565 .082 .142 .577 .565

Situation 5 (opposi-
tion – rebellion)

.227 .003 .178 .059 3.031 .003**

Situation 6 
(deprecation)

.678 .001 .442 .045 9.923 .001***

Situation 7 
(despotism)

–.071 .370 –.063 –.070 –.900 .370

Inductive methods: F (7,112) = 276.84, p < .001, standard estimation error = 5.970; R2 = 0.942 
Punitive methods: F (7,112) = 85.347, p < .001, standard estimation error = 0.685; R2 = 0.832 
Psychological aggression: F (7,112) = 18.566, p < .001, standard estimation error = 0.310; R2 = 0.508

*** p ≤ .001; ** p ≤ .01; * p < .05

Determinants of Reactive Parenting Methods Used in Response to Two- and 
Three-Year-Old Children’s Anger

Based on the study, it was established that the reactive parenting methods 
declared by the surveyed parents are differently influenced by the parent’s gen-
der, age, education level, and place of residence (see Table 4, p. 145).

The information in Table 4 demonstrates that both the age and education 
level of the parent proved to be significant predictors of the frequency of using 
inductive and punitive parenting methods by the surveyed parents. The study 
revealed that concerning inductive methods: the younger the parent, the high-
er the reported frequency of using these methods. Additionally, a higher level 
of parental education was associated with a higher reported frequency of em-
ploying these parenting methods. Conversely, for punitive methods, an inverse 
relationship was observed. This suggests that older parents with lower levels of 
education more frequently declared using these forms of disciplining their child. 
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The gender of the parent and place of residence did not differentiate the frequen-
cy of using inductive and punitive methods. However, they played a significant 
role in explaining the  frequency of using psychological aggression by the sur-
veyed parents in response to their two- and three-year-olds’ displays of anger. 
In situations involving their children’s displays of anger, only women resorted to 
psychological aggression, whereas men did not declare using such forms of dis-
ciplining their children at all. The study also established that residents of small 
towns and rural areas declare more frequent use of psychological aggression.

Table 4

Determinants of the frequency of use by surveyed parents (N =120) of inductive and puni-
tive parenting methods, as well as psychological aggression

Predictors beta SE with beta 
included

b SE with b 
included

t p

Inductive Methods

Constant 90.386 20.721 4.362 .001

Parent’s age –.229 .089 –1.023 .396 –2.586 .011**

Education .180 .090 7.523 3.773 1.994 .049*

Place of residence .144 .089 4.677 2.878 1.625 .107

Parent’s gender –.163 .092 –8.064 4.563 –1.767 .079

Punitive Methods 

Constant 3.350 19.722 .17 .865

Parent’s age .26 .089 1.120 .383 2.922 .004**

Education –.193 .091 –7.789 3.659 –2.129 .035*

Place of residence –.099 .088 –3.128 2.752 –1.137 .258

Parent’s gender .108 .091 5.157 4.309 1.197 .234

Psychological Aggression

Constant 11.815 4.660 2.536 .013

Parent’s age –.12 .087 –.137 .099 –1.382 .172

Education –.118 .086 –1.309 0.953 –1.374 .172

Place of residence –.183 .084 –1.518 .695 –2.184 .031*

Parent’s gender –.375 .085 –4.721 1.073 –4.399 .001***

Inductive methods: F (5,114) = 3.300, p < .008, standard error of estimation = 23.660; R2 = 0.088
Punitive methods: F (6,113) = 3.511, p < .003, standard error of estimation = 22.520; R2 = 0.112
Psychological aggression: F (5,114) = 6.305, p < .001, standard error of estimation = 5.720; R2 = 0.182
*** p ≤ .001; ** p ≤ .01; * p < .05
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Discussion

The discussion in the  study reveals that parents, in response to displays 
of anger by their two- and three-year-old children, present two tendencies in 
the use of reactive parenting methods. On one hand, they declare a propensity 
for simultaneous use of inductive and imperative methods (punitive methods 
and psychological aggression), which aligns with the  findings of Taillieu and 
Brownridge’s research (2015). On the other hand, in line with Dallaire et al.’s 
stance (2006), an orthogonal character of the indicated parenting methods is ob-
served. The reasons for this observed discrepancy may be found in the parental 
approach to upbringing (Dominiak-Kochanek, 2017). The study indicates that 
parents find both reducing their child’s subjectivity through punishment, de-
manding reparation, and exploiting the emotional dependence of their child, as 
well as opposing methods, acceptable. Within the  latter methods, parents tap 
into their child’s cognitive potential, model appropriate behavior, and aim to 
understand and internalize a norm for the child, determining whether a specif-
ic behavior is desirable or violates the rules of the upbringing system. External 
factors might also contribute to the varied use of reactive parenting methods. 
Literature suggests that fatigue, sleep deprivation, health issues, low mood, or 
experiencing stress might influence a parent’s behavior towards their child, lead-
ing to the use of imperative methods with low socialization and educational val-
ue (Dominiak-Kochanek, 2017; Grzegorzewska, 2012; Mash & Johnson, 1990). 
The obtained results from the current study are concerning as they indicate that 
with the increase in behavioral manifestations of autonomy in young children 
and the intensification of their undesirable behaviors, the declared inclination 
of surveyed parents to use inductive parenting methods, considering the child’s 
subjectivity, decreases in favor of punitive methods. Moreover, situations involv-
ing a child’s opposition, their recurring tendency to reject adult proposals, and 
devaluing the parent’s worth contribute to an increased reported frequency of 
a parent’s use of psychological aggression. Consequently, the use of this parent-
ing method by a parent may shape the belief of a lack of acceptance for express-
ing one’s own will in the child. This implies that the child may abandon attempts 
at autonomous functioning to maintain a sense of security and avoid aggressive 
reactions from parents. This presents a significant obstacle to the successful ac-
complishment of the developmental task crucial at this stage of a young child’s 
life (Erikson, 2004; Vygotsky, 2002). The child’s sense of competence, indepen-
dence, or ability to self-regulate gives way to feelings of shame, helplessness, un-
certainty, and inappropriate ways of expressing emotions and engaging in social 
interactions (Czub, 2014; Erikson, 2004). The study also suggests that parents 
resorting to inappropriate forms of disciplining young children (psychological ag-
gression) might stem from a flawed interpretation of the child’s behavior (e.g., re-
lated to devaluing the parent).

McKay et al. (2013) similarly describe that a parent assigns negative inten-
tions to a child’s behavior, particularly when their authority is threatened, influ-
encing the parent’s behavior aimed at maintaining an authoritarian position in 
the parent-child relationship. Another significant finding from our research was 
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that the predictor of psychological aggression in response to the anger expres-
sions of two- and three-year-olds is the parent’s gender. It turns out that only 
surveyed women declared using this form of disciplining their child. These find-
ings support the conclusions of many scientific publications that indicate a great-
er tendency for women to use relational aggression compared to men. Relational 
aggression focuses on manipulating the  quality of relationships through acts 
of ignoring, threatening, insulting, or breaking off relationships to gain control 
over the other person. The justification for this type of aggression can be found 
in socio-cultural concepts (Eagly & Steffen, 1986; Kielar-Turska, 2011; Szczepa-
nik, 2007). Another differentiating factor in the frequency of using psychological 
aggression by surveyed parents was their place of residence. It was observed 
that exploiting emotional dependence in interactions with young children oc-
curs mainly in smaller towns and rural areas. This result aligns with the find-
ings of Truskolaska (2010), who demonstrated that living outside metropolises 
is associated with a traditional parenting approach largely based on authoritar-
ian parenting methods. Additionally, other researchers point out a higher risk 
of unemployment in smaller towns and rural areas, which might impact a par-
ent’s emotional state and their relationship with their immediate environment 
(Sypniewska & Rawa-Siarkowska, 2015). Also, the degree of popularization of 
knowledge about child development, factors promoting or limiting their growth, 
differs in urban and non-urban areas, influencing a parent’s use of psychological 
aggression. However, for the frequency of using inductive and punitive parent-
ing methods, significant determinants were the parent’s age and education level. 
Based on our study, more frequent use of inductive methods was associated with 
a higher education level, while resorting to punitive methods was characteristic 
of individuals with lower education. Explanations for this relationship may lie in 
the level of parental knowledge about a child’s psychological development and fa-
miliarity with parenting methods and the consequences of employing a system of 
punishment and rewards for a child’s psychosocial functioning. Żurawski (2011) 
demonstrated that parents with higher education are more inclined to expand 
their knowledge about child needs by utilizing specialized literature, parenting 
guides, or psychological-pedagogical journals. Conversely, among parents with 
basic, vocational, and secondary education, there prevails a belief in the effec-
tiveness of punishment as a perceived form of disciplining young children. These 
individuals also more frequently employ parenting methods prevalent in their 
family of origin and transfer the responsibility for a child’s socialization to edu-
cational institutions (Żurawski, 2011). Additionally, regarding the parent’s age, 
it was observed in our research that the older the parent, the higher the report-
ed frequency of using punitive methods. Conversely, among younger parents, 
inductive methods were more frequently reported. Hence, it can be inferred that 
younger parents more accurately recognize a child’s autonomy manifestations, 
which enables their responses to be more aligned with the developmental needs of 
the child. Research on parents’ knowledge about the psychological needs of young 
children confirms the aforementioned connection: younger parents are capable of 
considering the child’s potential in their approach, which contributes to the suc-
cessful internalization of rules for desired behavior in two- and three-year-olds 
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(Wójtowicz-Dacka, 2012). Investing time in seeking reliable sources of knowledge 
about the psychological needs of young children and actively involving parents in 
implementing acquired knowledge in their daily lives may be crucial for the har-
monious psychological development of a young child. It can also serve as an op-
portunity to prevent both internalizing and externalizing disorders in the child’s 
further development (Dominiak-Kochanek, 2017). Therefore, the various reac-
tions employed by parents in response to the anger expressions of their two- and 
three-year-old children not only determine the quality of the socialization and 
upbringing functions fulfilled but also can significantly impact the mental health 
of their offspring and the emotional reactions displayed by young children.

Limitations 

The conclusions drawn from our research have certain limitations. Primar-
ily, the analysis of factors differentiating parents’ reactive parenting methods 
only included selected demographic variables, such as gender, age, education, 
and place of residence. This was a deliberate choice stemming from an analysis 
of earlier literature that primarily focused on these variables. However, it would 
be worthwhile to consider including additional variables in future studies, for 
instance, parents raising a child alone versus those in full families2. Additionally, 
the overrepresentation of participants with higher education residing mainly in 
large cities, compared to those with lower education and living in smaller towns 
or rural areas, might partially limit the generalization of the study’s findings to 
the entire population of parents. This discrepancy was due to the fact that this 
study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic when access to participants 
was partially restricted. Future research should ensure a more balanced selec-
tion of participants based on the criteria for inclusion and exclusion. It’s import-
ant to note that due to space constraints in the published text, it was not possible 
to present the full range of conducted analyses, such as demonstrating the vari-
ations in the frequency of using reactive parenting methods exclusively in male 
and female samples or separately by the  parent’s and child’s gender. Hence, 
there is a consideration for developing another publication, offering an opportu-
nity to broaden the perspective of the analyses undertaken so far.
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