
 
 

 
 

Why Your Toddler Says "No" (And What It Really Means) 
 

Around 18 months, children enter a critical stage of development known as the crisis of self-
affirmation, sometimes referred to as the oppositional crisis. This phase lasts until about 2.5 to 
3 years of age and marks a transition from infancy to early childhood. It is during this time 
that children begin asserting their independence more strongly, often expressed through the 
use of the word "no" or "mine." 
 
This behavior is a normal part of development and reflects the child’s growing awareness of 
themselves as an individual, separate from their caregiver. The child is starting to see that 
they can have control over their own actions, wants, and needs. It is also the time when they 
begin to develop key skills such as impulse control, empathy, and the realization that others 
have needs and desires too. 
 
While this stage can be challenging, it is an important step in your child’s journey toward 
independence and self-confidence. Here’s how you can support your child through this 
developmental milestone: 
 
1) Set Clear and Consistent Limits 
Toddlers are naturally curious and constantly exploring their environment. When they test 
limits, they are trying to understand the world around them. It’s important for parents to be 
consistent in setting and maintaining boundaries. If limits are unclear or inconsistent, the child 
may feel confused or insecure, as they rely on adults to create order in their world. 
 
When your child challenges a limit, it’s not about winning a power struggle—it’s about your 
child seeking reassurance that boundaries exist. For example, if a child insists on touching 
something dangerous, calmly say, “That’s not safe. We don’t touch that.” By being 
consistent, you help your child feel secure and learn that limits are in place for their safety 
and well-being. 
 
2) Offer Choices 
A toddler’s growing sense of autonomy means they want to make decisions. If we don’t give 
them opportunities to make choices, they may create their own power struggles. Offering 
controlled choices helps the child feel empowered while still maintaining adult authority. 
For example, instead of saying “It’s time to nap now,” you can offer a choice: “Would you 
like to read a book or go straight to bed?” By giving a limited choice, you are not giving up 
control—you are providing the child with an opportunity to express their preference. Keep 
choices simple and within acceptable limits, and once the child makes a decision, be sure 
they experience the natural consequences of their choice. If your child chooses cereal over 
eggs, and then wants to switch, gently remind them that they made a choice and they can 
choose again next time. 
 
 



3) Don’t Engage in Temper Tantrums 
Temper tantrums are common at this age, often triggered by frustration or anger. When a 
tantrum happens, the key is not to engage in a power struggle. Young children are not yet 
capable of reasoning or negotiating during a tantrum, so trying to talk them out of it can 
escalate the situation. 
 
Instead, offer comfort and space. Acknowledge the child’s emotions calmly: “I can see 
you’re upset. I’m here when you’re ready to talk.” When the child has calmed down, briefly 
revisit the situation in a matter-of-fact way, reinforcing the limit: “You were upset when I told 
you not to climb on the shelf. It’s not safe to climb on shelves. Now, would you like to help 
me with something?” 
 
4) Keep Explanations Simple 
While it may be tempting to give long explanations for why limits exist, toddlers are not yet 
able to reason through complex ideas. In fact, children don’t develop a full reasoning mind 
until around age six. Therefore, clear, simple statements are most effective. 
 
Instead of saying, “I don’t want you to stand on that chair because I’m worried you might 
fall and hurt yourself,” try, “Chairs are for sitting.” This simple, repeatable statement is easier 
for your child to understand and helps reinforce that the limit is consistent and permanent. 
 
Patience and Support During Challenging Times 
The crisis of self-affirmation can be a trying time for both parents and children, but it is an 
essential stage in the development of a child’s sense of independence and self-worth. By 
offering clear limits, consistent boundaries, choices, and space to work through their 
emotions, you help your child navigate this important stage with confidence and security. 
If a child is respected and supported through this developmental crisis, they will emerge 
more self-assured, independent, and empathetic. If, however, the child’s need for 
autonomy is not acknowledged or is met with inconsistency or frustration, it can lead to more 
challenging behavior later on, even into adolescence. 
 
With patience, understanding, and a steady approach, you can help your child move 
through this stage in a way that builds trust, fosters independence, and strengthens your 
relationship. 
 


