
Why Are Limits Important? 

 

Sometimes, amid the battle of limit setting, we feel like giving up and giving in. At these times, it can be helpful to remind 

ourselves why we need to stick with it. And here’s why: 

 

Limits help children feel safe, physically and emotionally: It may seem like our children hate us when we tell them what 

(not) to do, but unconsciously (and sometimes even consciously), children often have their fingers crossed that we will 

take charge. Why? Because they don’t have total control over themselves and this is scary for them! Until they learn self-

control, which happens slowly over the years, our children rely on us to provide that structure and control. In fact, it is 

partly how they learn self-control, by internalizing the structures and limits we provide them. It is how they feel safe. 

 

Limits teach children how to regulate their different needs (hunger, tiredness, transitions, etc.): Children need to learn how to 

listen to their bodies and respond appropriately. This is not something that comes easily or quickly. By having routines 

and limits for our children, we are helping to regulate our children in ways they are not yet capable of. We are also 

modeling for them the importance of listening to one’s body and needs. 

 

Limits teach children important social skills (turn taking, being polite): It is important for children to feel whatever it is they 

feel, no matter how difficult it may be for them or their parents to handle. However, feeling something and acting on it are 

two very different things. While a 1-year-old may not be capable of distinguishing between the two, a 5-year-old certainly 

is. 

A five-year-old is probably capable of sitting at the dinner table for a reasonable amount of time, assuming he is 

developmentally more or less on track. At some point, trying to understand why a child has trouble sitting at the table will 

be helpful, but understanding is not a substitute for setting the limit. 

Parents are one of the primary carriers of culture for our children in these early years. It is our responsibility to teach our 

children how to be in the world in a way that won’t annoy everyone else. Introducing some of the social graces—sitting at 

the dinner table, taking turns, greetings, thank yous, etc.—and limiting the no-nos—hitting, biting, grabbing, etc.—is an 

important part of that job. 

 

Limits help children build self-esteem: When children are able to predict and meet our expectations, they feel more 

competent. As children learn through our limits how to regulate their needs, handle their feelings, and function effectively 

in the outside word, they become more confident. However, when we expect too much of them, the opposite can happen; 

kids can become very frustrated and disappointed in themselves.  
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