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ABSTRACT 

Children's Perceptions of Parental Responses 

to Boys' and Girls' Aggressive Behavior 

by 

K.B. Rohrbach, Master of Science 

Utah State University, 1979 

Major Professor: Dr. Ramona Marotz-Baden 
Department: Family and Human Development 

The purpose of this study was to investigate differencea in 

children's perceptions of mothers' and fathers' to aggressing girls 

and boys. A picture test of children aggressing was devised and 

administered to 52 fourth grade children from upper middle socio-

economic backgrounds attending school in an Idaho community. 

Sex of aggressor, type of aggression (verbal or physical), and 

sex of parent were investigated as factors possibly related to 

children's perceptions. None of these variables were found to be 

significant in this sample. However, boys' perceptions of how 

parents respond to children aggressing were significantly different 

from girls' perceptions. Girls perceived parents verbally helping 

or redirecting children and boys perceived parenta physically punish-

ing children more often than any other type of responae. 

(94 pages) 



INTRODUCTION 

There are many factors which contribute to one's personality. 

Gender is an obvious and important biological variable which prede­

termines certain physiological functions, but its effect on emotional, 

cognitive and intellectual development i s a controversial topic. FOr 

example, many authors suggest that a process of sex-typing in early 

childhood reduces the range of emotional and cognitive development 

for both sexes resulting in sex differences in human behavior (Levin, 

1972r Maccoby, 1966r Maccoby and Jacklin 1973• Sears, Maccoby and 

Levin, 1957). Unfor•unately, there is limited empirical infonnation 

describing specific factors involved in this socialization process. 

In the past, aggressive behavior has been linked to innate dif­

ferences and has been considered a differential sex characterietio in 

itself. However, there is direct evidence that adult responses can 

reinforce and sustain aggression or decrease its occurrence (Brown 

and Elliot, 1965: O'Leary, Kaufman, Kaae and Drabman, 1970). There­

fore, it is not surprising that recent research reviews concerning 

aggression conclude that the nature-nuture controversy still prevails 

and sustains much interest (Maocoby and Jacklin, 1974r Nelson, 19741 

1975). 

In an effort to investigate a specific socialization factor 

(parental reinforcement) resulting in differential sex-typed behavior 

(aggression) there have been several studies which have tried to de­

termine and then describe any differences in the way adults respond 



to boys and girls when they aggress. However, as Yarrow and Campbell 

(1963) reported in their literature review, there were many contra­

dictory findings. They attributed these contradictions to weak 

methodology that relied too excessively on parental reports. For ex­

ample, Exstein and Komorita (1965) suggested parents were likely to 

distort and be defensive in their reporting. Even parents' daily 

diaries and later recollections concerning their responses to 

aggressive behavior demonstrated significant discrepancies, as shown 

in Goodenough's (1931) study of childrens' anger. 

In an effort to correct this bias, children's perceptions of 

parental responses to aggressive behavior have been suggested as a 

new source of data (Ausbel, et al., 19541 Serot and Teevan, 1965). 

The rationale for an a ttempt to acquire perceived parental responses 

rather than actual parent reports or rater observations has been 

based on two assumptions. First, even though parental behavior can 

be observed, it affects the child's development only in the form and 

to the extent that the child perceives it. Second, it seems that 

children's perceptions of parental behavior and attitudes would be 

more easily disguised from children, and because parents and observers 

are more likely to perceive the parental role in & favorably stereo­

typed way due to their similar experiences and preconceived ideae. 

2 



Therefore, in an attempt to contribute to an understanding of 

children's perceptions of parental responses to aggression, the 

purpose of this study vas to investigate children's perceptions of 

parental responses to pictures of boys and girls engaging in aggres­

sive behavior, 

H.Ypo theses 

1. Children perceive that parents respond differently to boys 

aggressing than they do to girls aggressing, 

2. Children perceive that fathers treat aggressing children 

differently than mothers do. 
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REVIEW OF LITERA Tl1RE 

Definition of Atqjression 

The word aggression has been used to cover a variety of behavior, 

For the purpo8e of this study Berkowitz's (1969) widely used and 

accepted definition will be used. He defines aggression as "bellavior 

that delivers noxious stimuli to another organism or surrogate 

organism." 

In order to clarify the different facets of aggressive behavior, 

three types of aggTeeeion will be described. These are dichotomized 

and described by Buss (1969) as: physical-verbal, active-passive, and 

direct-indirect, At one time or another most individuals engage in 

all of these types of aggression. Yet, according to Buss (1969) 

the mode of aggression that any one person consistently engages in 

also indicates most of that person's modes of interactions with other 

people. For example, an individual who physically rather than ver­

bally aggreseee would be a predominantly physical, active, and direct 

person in most realms of his behavior, 

Physical aggression is an assault (cause injury/pain) against 

an organism. The hierarchy of physically aggressive responses is 

culturally determined but usually dependent upon the degree of injury, 

For example, the more a victim is injured the worse the aggressive 

response is considered. 



Verbal aggression is a vocal response that delivers noxious 

stimuli to another organism. Grading the intesity of verbal 

aggression is extremely difficult because the amount of injury can-

not be directly observed and measured. Thus, grading of verbal 

aggression such as rejection, hostile remarks, cursing, derogation, 

criticism and verbal threats haa been avoided. 

Physical and verbal types of aggression are classified as direct 

aggression because the aggressor and his aggressive behavior are 

easily identified. When the identity of the aggressor is difficult 

to identify it is classified as indirect aggression. An example is 

gossip. The noxious stimulus (gossip) is delivered by vay of other 

people and their negative reactions. Arson is another type of indirect 

aggression because it affects the victim's valued possessions. Indi-

rect aggression is considergd a $afer method of aggression in that 

counter at t ack is avoided becausa the aggressor's identity is more 

likely to remain obscure . 

The third dichotomized type of aggression is passive verBUa 

active aggression. Active aggression is exactly vhat the vord im-

plies--the aggressor attacks. Most aggressive responses are active. 

Passive aggression is the aggressor's blocking of a victim's attempts 

to achieve goals or the aggressor's non-verbal rejection of the victim
1 

Passive behavior may be the aggressor's presence, his self denial, 

or the rejection the aggressor implies by his obvious, consistent 

1Note 1 The author of this research has classified non-verbal 
rejection as passive aggression rather than verbal aggression, con­
trary to Buss's ( 1969) description, vhich placed it in the "verbal 
aggression" category. 

5 



avoidance of the victim. FOr example, a child who avoids eye 

contact with his teacher may be displaying passive indirect 

aggression. 

These three dichotomous types of aggression have been addressed 

in some detail to clarify future references in this literature re­

view concerning various perspectives of aggression. 

The Innate Theory of Aggression 

There are two basic theories concerning the origin of human 

aggression1 the innate theory of aggression and the social learning 

theory of aggression. According to Storr (1968) the innate theory 

states that in man, as in other animals, there are physiological 

mechanisms which cause aggression. Freud (1920) stated that life 

was an 11ternal conflict betwean a creative, growing force (Eros), 

and a destructive force (Thanatos or Death). He believed tha t there 

was a driving force within all humans to kill and destroy. This 

drive could be re-directed, but suppression would only cause the 

aggressive drives to accumulate into a more and more destructive 

force resulting in violence against the self (i.e. neurotic die­

orders or suicide), violence to others, and on a societal scale, 

war. 

6 

Lorenz (1966), a man who studies animals in their natural 

habitat through observation, views aggression as a necessary instinct; 

because without an animal's instinct to protect his terri tory and 



defend hie young, survival and evolution would not occur, Like 

Freud (1920), Lorenz (1966) believes that this aggressive instinct 

must be released or it accumulates. 

When Storr (1968) referred to physiological mechanisms which 

cause aggression there were many studies which had provided a basis 

for biological aggressiveness in humane, For example, Bronson and 

Desjardins (1971) reviewed the role of hormones in aggression and 

found that androgens, specifically testosterone, acted on neural 

substance underlying aggression which enhanced development and re­

sponsiveness in organisms. Resko, Feder, and Guy (1968) found that 

the lack of proper amounts of testosterone in neonatal mice would 

result in low aggressive behavior. Extensive studies have discover­

ed that in man, postpubere.l castration was followed by a decrease 

in aggressiveness, but if testosterone were administered aggressive 

behavior returned. Suchowsky, Pegrasei, and Bonsignori (1969) 

found that the castration of male mice at birth left them unaggres­

sive regardless of attempts in adulthood to inject androgens, But 

if shortly following birth and castration injections of testos­

terone were administer, then the male would demonstrate normal 

adult male aggressive behavior, 

The following are descriptions of several studies which have 

been used to indicate that aggressive behavior is biological or 

innate. Eible-Eibesfeldt (1963) found that rats isolated since 

birth exhibited the same aggressive behavior to a rat of the same 

species placed in its cage as did experienced rata who had learned 

to be aggressive. Von Holst and Saint Paul (1962) found that by 

electrical stimulations of a particular area of the brain, cocks 

would look for an object to aggress against while stimulation of 



another area of the brain released patterns of courtship. Kinsey 

(1953) listed fourteen PhYSiological changes common to both aggres­

sive and sexual arousal and suggested that aggression be viewed as 

no lees instinctual than sex. In support of Kinsey's hypothesis, 

Heiligenberg (1965) found that when an aggressive fish was placed 

in isolation the percentage of ita biting into the substrata of the 

tank was much higher than when it lived among young fish that it 

could bite at any time. This was interpreted as evidence that 

aggressive tension can be stored up like sexual tension supposedly 

is . According to Storr (1968) physical mechanisms for aggressive 

behavior are indeed "inborn." However, there would be no contra~ 

versy if the extent and effect of human physiological mechanisms 

were verifiable. As Gough (1977) points out it is important to 

remember that studies of animals should not be generalized to humans 

and be expected to produce perfect results. 

In conclusion, innate theorists believe that humane have an in­

born, biological drive to aggrese. They believe that physiological 

stimulants such aa male hormones and electrical stimulation to cer­

tain parts of the animal brain support their theory of innate aggres­

sion in man. 

The Social Learning Theory of Aggression 

e 

In direct opposition to the innate theory is the social learning 

theory of aggression which states that agffresaion ie a learned re­

sponse void of any internal mechanisms. According to Baldwin (1967) 

the basic tenet of this theory ia that aggressive behavior is learned, 

reinforced, and is the result of many independent learning processes. 
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Accordin~ to Gerwirtz (1969) there are two conventional types 

of learning processes by wnich children learn social behavioral pat­

terns and values . The first type is direct instruction whicn involves 

differential reinforcement of responses and clear goals of sociali­

zation. The other type is an indirect method of learning which 

occurs wnen a child matcnes hie behavior to cues provided by another 

persons's behavior. 

Mueeen (1969) described how parents, family and friends use 

direct instruction to teach children sex-appropriate responses . 

These people model the type of behavior that boys and girls should 

exhibit. They reward any of the child's behavior that is similar 

to the desired sex appropriate behavior they desire the child to dis­

play. On the other hand , sex-inappro~riate behavior is likely to be 

punished and, thus, diminish in strength. 

In respect to il'li ta tion, Miller and Dollard ( 1941) described how 

a person's capacity to imitate combined with the reinforcement he 

receives affects his learning. They suggested two basic ways of how 

imitation may be reinforced. For example, reinforcement may be ex­

trinsic , as when a father praises his son for copying his older bro­

ther 's desirable behavior. The reinforcement occurs because, by 

imitating someone else, the younge r brother expects to achieve the 

same reward as his older brother . Or reinforcement may be intr insic, 

as when a child says to himself the supporting words an absent, nur­

turant father might say if he were present. Thus , the child internal 

ly reinforces the stimuli necessary to produce the appropriate be­

havior . 
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Several d1fferent aspects of lJlli tation have been studied. For 

example, Bandura and Huston (1961) found that children imitated nur­

turant models more than they 1mltated non-nurturant models. Bandura , 

Roes and Ross (1963) J.lluatrated that subjects would imitate modele 

even though they did not apparently re ceive any additional rein­

forcement . i•lischel and Grueec ( 1966) discovered how imitation is 

affected by a person's perceptions of ho w much power the model has . 

In their study children imitated a strange person introduced to them 

as an adult visitor in the room lees tnan they imitated an adult in­

troduced aa tneir teacner. 

In eurnmar~, social learning advocates believe that aggressive 

behavior is learned tnrougn reinforcement or imitat1on. Their stu­

dies suggest that Rggressiv., oehavior is learned, sustained or de­

creased through proper reinforcement and tne provision of modele for 

obaervation and irni tut•on. 'l'heoe findings , nowever, do no1. invalids te 

tne theory tnat a;;greaawn J.B innate in origin or that physiological 

mecnanieme cause aggreas1ve behavior. The fact remains that research 

has supported both theories and the nature-nurture controversy remains 

open. 

Sex Differences in Aggression 

In their review of sex differences concerning aggress i on , 

Maccoby and Jacklin (1974) related the difficulty in reviewing 

literature reporting sex differences because s ex differ ences have 

not always been of concern to researchers . This i s expecially t rue 

concerning aggression, The reason researchers have he l d this 
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seemingly narrow perspect~ve will be presen~ed and the innate versus 

the social learnine studies will be reviewed separately in order to 

provide a clearer conception of research perspectives . 

Support for sex differences being innate 

Broom and Selnik (1957) report that historically males have 

appeared to be more aggressive tnan females. This is confirmed by 

an extensive review of research by l1accoby and Jacklin ( 1974). 

Many s"t.udies have oeen conducted to distinguish male and female 

aggressive behav10r from a. strictly hormonal perspective . Effects 

of testosterone on males were presented earlier (Bronson and Dea­

js.rdina 1971; Reske, Feder and G1zy 1968). These studJes supported 

the innate theory by supply lllt> phye ioloo;lca.l causes for aggression, 

but, until Reske's studies (1970), there wa.e no direct evidence that 

testosterone was even pr~sent during gender differen'tiation. Resko 

(1973) has since demonstrated oy gas liquid chromatography and radio 

immunoassay that the averaoe quantity of testosterone in the male 

rhesus fetus is higher than in the female from day 59 (earliest time 

sampled) to day 163 of ...,station. According to Phoenix (1974) these 

biochemical findings support the hypothesis that testosterone in the 

fetus is a mechanism whereby the psychosexual differences between 

sexes are translated from genetic substrata to mediating sexual 

tissues ana sex related behaviors. 

Accordin6 to Edwards (1968), and Bronson and Desjardins (1968) 

single ~jectiona of testosterone to females early in life, follo wed 

by concurrent testosterone illjectiona through adulthood increased the 

frequency of fighting among adult female mice to male-like levels. 



An interesting etudJ reported by Bronson and Desjardins (1972) 

illustrated how testosterone administered to female rhesus monkeys 

between six and one half to fourteen and one half months of age in­

creased aggressive, dominant behavior whereas their untreated male 

"playmates" decreased their aggressive sexual behavior. 

Studies done by Rose, :::Ordon, and Bernstein (1971 , 1972) have 

indicated that highly a~gressive male monkeys and male hormones 

have high levels of testosterone, and also that testosterone levels 

12 

in males change w~~ ;nair experiences. For example, defeat for the 

male animals in tneir studies resulted in a lowering of their testos­

terone level; whereas the testosterone ,evel rose with an active sex 

life and opportunities to dominate others. In other words , it ·appears 

that ag.,resaive behav1or Cal'l cause or be a result of hi.;:h levels of 

testosterone. 

In the past ag""eea i •1eness has been viewed as basically a. 

male behavior and tee~osterone studies have resulted in fascinating 

positive results wnicn may have been the primary reason why the study 

of females has been much too mea~~r. However, the fact remains, 

females are aggressive. 

Research taking female hormones into account has found that 

female hormones also stimulate aggressive behavior. In Michael's 

study (1969) female hamsters displayed pronounced aggressivenees 

when estrogen was administered. In another study using female hor­

mones, Bronson and Desjardins (1968) administered estradiol to male 

and female rats and found that estradiol increased aggressiveness 

in females wnile it decreased in males . Bronson and Desjardins 



(1972) referred to a study by Van•lerberg (in press) which reported 

that both testosterone and estradiol cause aggressiveness in cas­

trated male hamsters. 

1} 

In conclusion, hormones affect aggressive behavior, but con­

trary to previous assumptions, botn male and female hormones can 

produce aeSgression. However, t.h~s ae;gresaive behavior can be 

strengthened, weaKenea, altered, or redirected by experiences . These 

findings nave important implications for ~e study of sex differences 

in aggressive behav~or. 

Sueport for sex d_:. 7ference~ OPinK learned 

Social 1earnin0 advocates a~ee that t~e apparent differ~nces 

in male and female ae,e)I'edsicn is due to aoc1e ty' s socialization pro­

cess. Larwood, O'Neal, and llrennan t 1'3TI) su!>gested that Allerican 

·•omen learn to inhibl t tn8 diract P.xpression of instrumental aggres­

sion , and instead react in other socially appropriate ways . 

Tne following studie~ support this hypothesis . Maccoby and 

Jacklin ( 1974) reported that i'eshba.~k ( 1969) found six- year-old 

girls to be less accepting (more hostile) toward a newcomer ~an 

boys. In this study children were encouraged to form t wo per s on 

(same sex) "clubs". Bad!)eB and other materials were given t o t he 

children to encourage cohesion . Then a third child was i ntroduced 

to the clubs and reactions of club members were re corded . Boys 

were more directly aggressive (displayed physical aggress ion, verbal 

aggression or threatenin6 gas tures) than girls . Girls were more 

indirectly aggressive (displayed avoiding, ignoring and excluding 
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behavior) than boys. Ana tner study by Feshbach ( 1972) fo und differen­

tial aggressive responses of boys and girls reported by first grade 

teachers . Tne teachers related that boys ~ere mo re physically aggres­

sive but girls ~ere more "mean and devious." In another study Sears 

and his colleagues (Sears, Rau and Alpert, 1965) distinguished boys as 

aggressing in an anti-social manner and girls aggressing in a pro­

social manner . Anti-social acta were destructive in their effects 

where&8 pro-social acts were more insistent or rationalized punitive 

ac tions to maintain law and ord~r. 

The above research supports the idea that females inhibit or dis­

play different types of aggression than do males. Ho~ever, these find­

ings are not conclusive. Results concerning sex t yped aggression are 

often contradictory. Maccoby and Jacklin (1974) cited methodological 

problems in data collec,ion as the cause of these contradictions. 

Buss (1969) concluded from his Leaearch and observations that 

males and females appear to use different types of aggressive 

behavior. Like Maccoby and Jacklin (1974) Buss (1969) believes that 

the cause of these differences is difficult to verify and measure so 

he suggested studying different cultural ideas and human responses 

which may shape sex typed behavior. He believed that this might 

clarify the extent of environmental reinforcement in shaping appro­

pria•e aggressive responses in human males and females. 

A good example of cultural differences haa been reported in 

Head's (1935) studies of three Nev Guinea 'l'ribee. In one tribe (the 

Arapesh) , both men and women were non-aggressive and domestic; in 

another (the Mundugurr.or), both sexes were equally aggressive, ruth 

less, violent and domestic; and in the third tribe (the Tchambali) , 



the aggressive behavior patterns for men and women were reversed from 

the U. S. culture. Das Gupta (1968), as reported by Lacey (1975) , 

also found that Indian women were more aggressive than Indian men . 

Mead (1935) and Das Gupta's (1968) studies concluded tha t mas culine 

and feminine traits were no mere inherent than the s ex appr opriat e 

clothes that humans wear. 

15 

The differences bPtween aggressive responses of mal es and f emales 

in the U. S. culture and the cultures that Mead (1935) and Daa Gupta 

(1968) discovered accentuate the importance of the social learning 

theory of aggression. In order to more clearly understand these 

differences it is n'O'cessar; to study 1f Md/or what types of differen­

cial treatment parents give their sons and dau0hters. For a long 

time in this culture it was popular to assume that aggression was a 

masculine trait. Therefore, ~r.en Sears, Maccoby and Levin (1957) 

reportgd that mothers of boys allowed their aone to show more aggres­

sion than did mothers vf 6irl5, the r~sJlts were not surprising. 

Through parental interview3 Baumrind and Block (1967) reported that 

mothers of boys were more tolerant of resistive behaviors toward 

parents than were motners of girls. Maccoby (1966) , Lamber t , Yackley 

and Hein (1971), and Block (1971) all found indications that f a ther s 

permi tted more aggressive behavior from their daughte r s t han from 

their s ons , while mothers accepted aggressive behavi or from s ons 

more readily than from thoir daughters. Tasch (1952) repo r t ed t hat 

i nterviews with fathers indicated that they worried i f their sons 

were not aggressive, whereas they had no concern if their dau ghters 

were nonaggressive. r1ore recent studies Lambert , et al. (1971 ), 

Minton, et al. (1971), and Sears, et al. (1965) , found that parents 
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reacted more harshly to thpir boy's aggressiveness than to their 

daughter's aggressive behavior. Recent studies conducted by Moss 

(1974) illustrated differential treatment shown to male and female 

babiefl by mother~<. t~alPA ~ended to show more fussy behavior than 

females (the difference was suggested to be a result of males being 

more prone to physical distress) which resulted in more mother-child 

interaction between male babies and their mothers. Mothers tended 

to be more vigilant in attempting to control and anticipate irri­

table behavior in male infante. Female babies showed more brief 

protesting behavior ~han males but they quieted themselves without 

as much maternal intervention as males. 

There is no clear cut understanding concerning the inconsistency 

of the above data. One factor may be that most of the information 

is denved from adults reporting and observing their own actions 

or the actions of their peers (other adults). Maccoby and Jacklin 

(1974) sug6est that t~e in~onsistency may stem from the wide variety 

of personal definitions of aggression. Though the data is inconsis­

tent concerning exactly how parents differentiate their responses 

to boys and girls it has been suggested by various authors (e . g . 

Biller and Weiss, 1970; Mussen and Rutherford, 1963; Sears et al ., 

1965; Heilbrum, 1965; and Baumind and Black, 1967) that fathers 

play an equal if not a more important role in their children's 

development of sex appropriate behavior than the mother. This is 

important in that Maccoby and Jacklin (1974) reported that aggres­

sion is often thought to be sex appropriate behavior for males . 

In a study by Mussen and Rutherford (1963) fathers of girls con­

sidered highly feminine encouraged their daughters more in s ex 
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appropriate activities than did fathers of unfeminine girls, Sears 

et al , (1965) found a significant correlation between girl's femi­

ninity and father's expectations of their girl' s participation in 

feminine activities, Heilbrum (1965) concluded from his study of 

the content of sex role differentiated behavior that fathers were 

more proficient in differentiating sex roles than mothers. Tasch 

(1952 , 1955) interviewed fathers of boys and girls to try to explore 

their perceptions of the father role, Fathers reported that they 

more frequently used physical punishment with their sons than with 

their daughters. Sears, Pintler and Sears (1946) stated that on the 

basis of their findings in projective doll play sessions, girls with 

fathers not living in 'he home were more aggressive than girls whose 

fathers were present. Droppleman and Scheffer (1963) , Rosenberg and 

Sutton-Smith (19o8), and Rothbart w1d Maccoby (1966) conclude that 

differences in paren•.-child interactions seerr. to be both a function 

of the sex of the child as well as the sex of the parent, 

The data are still inconclusive concerning how or even if parents 

differentiate their responses to male and female children's aggressive 

behavior. It is interesting to note that preconceived ideas con­

cerning aggressive behavior are still prevalent, For example, in a 

study by Fagot (1973), 102 unmarried men and women (20-25 years of 

age ) were asked to rat& 38 behaviors as appropriate to 24 month old 

boys, girls, or equally appropria te to both sexes, Only 6 out of the 

38 behaviors were sex typed, "Rough house play" and "aggres sive be­

havior" were typed for boys by bo-ch the men and women raters. One 

might speculate how influential such preconceptions and stereotyping 

are to adult's responses to boys' or girls' aggressive behavior 
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To conclude this section of social learning theory, the follow­

ing represents an overall conception of how social learning theorists 

view the way children learn aggressive behavior. In the first year 

or two the parents reinforce behavior they think is appropriate for 

~heir child. Their ideas usually stem from culturally approved sex 

roles. Thus, the child l~arns sex typed behavio r (boys-aggressive, 

girls-passive) the same way s/he learns any other appropriate response 

rewarded by their parents. The child does not understand nor realize 

that there are cultural rules behind the parent's reinforcement until 

s/he becomes older and learns to internalize the rule, and act accord­

ingly. In the past these internalized rules, motivating without 

apparent reinforcement, have been called modeling behavior. Ho wever, 

indications show that the young child, before seeking to model be­

navior, is already knowledgable in some appropriate sex role responses. 

Children's Perceptions 

According to Piaget (1955), adults and children perceive things 

differently . Children substitute a fragmentary world of their own 

in which everything can be simply justified. The young child's ego­

centrism is closely connected with his incapacity for true causal 

explanation and logical justification. The adult and the child 

function on different cognitive levels perceiving the causality of 

what happens around them from different vantage points. For example, 

a study conducted by Yarrow and Campbell (1963) found that children 

perceived other people's behavior differently than adults did . 

These children's descriptions of the behavior of their peers was found 
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to be extremely different than descriptions ~ade by trained adult 

observers , This is i mportant to !mow because, as Serot and Teevan 

(1965) reminded us, children react to the·ir percep tions of a situatior., 

not ~o the situati~n itself. ~hus, explorin6 children's perceptions 

of parental behavior and attitudes would be expected to produce a 

clearer understandin6 of children ' s benavior (as opposed to adult's 

reports an~ observations ). Tne following studies are concerned with 

differences in boys' and girls' perceptions , children's perceptions 

of parental responses, plus age and social class influences, 

Yarrow and Campbell (196}) hypothesized that the different 

perceptions of boys and girls are related to different experiences, 

e:.:pectations and p~rsonal needs. The research of Emmerich (1959) , 

Kelland Aldous (1960), and Kohn and Fiedler (1961) indicated that 

boys and girls perceived si~ificant adults in their lives different­

ly . For example, girld were more favorably oriented to parents and 

teachers than were boys. In a study conducted by Stouwie (1972) 

second and third grade children had difficulty in perceiving or re­

porting that a female can be dominant f ace to face to a male 1 or 

that a male can be warm face to face to a female after a brief 

(6-7 minute) interac tion period. 

Kagan (1965), Kagan and Lemkin (1960) , and Hoffman (196}) re­

ported that children perceived fathers as a major source of authority 

and mothers as the major source of affection. Parental roles were 

differentiated by seven year old children in Finch's (1955) study. 

The children perceived the father's role as that of an economic pro­

vider and the mother's role as a homemaker and child care provider . 

Obviously children recognized and defined male-female, father- mother 



20 

roles quite early in their lives . According to Cox (1962) and 

Jourard and Remy (1955) a child's personality can be shaped by the 

reactions of significant adults to the child and the attitudes that 

the child formulates towards those aignifican t adults tend to genera­

lize to others. 

In regard to children's perceptions of adult controls, Dropple­

man (1963) reported that tne same sex parent uses more direct methods 

(more involved, emotional types of negative behaviors defined by 

scales of nagging and irritability) of control than the opposite 

sex parent . They also reported mothers as using more indirect 

(more detached types of negative benaviors defined by scales of re­

jection, neglect and ignorin.5) cor:trolling methods than fathers. 

Kell and Aldous ( 1960) believe that most mothers have an ideo­

logy of what they want ~heir child to be like and what they must do 

to encourage such behavior in their children. In return the child ' s 

perception of his ~other is influenced by his contacts with her as 

she tries to instill in the child proper attitudes and behavioral 

patterns. The Kell ~~d Aldous (1960) study sought to explore any 

relationship between mothers' control of children 's behavior . The 

results indicated that males and females perceived very differential 

treatment from their mothers. 11iddle class mothers were perceived 

by their children as being leas ri;;id with their sons than wi th 

their daughters. 

Both age and social class have been studied and found to be 

significant variables in children's perceptions. Emmerich (1959), 

and Kohn and Fiedler (196 1) found that the older a person is, t he 

better able she is in perceiv1ng distinctions in sex roles . 
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Davidson and Lang (1960), and Rosen (1961) found that the lower social 

class child perceived the teacner's attitudes toward him or her 

less favorably than the child from a higher social class, 

In conclusion, children perceive causes and intentione and/or 

meanings of human behavior differently than adults, Therefore, 

exploring children's perceptions of parental responses to boys' and 

girls' aggressive behavior may provide more understanding of the 

observed differences in male and female aggression. Since age and 

social olass have also been reported as f actors affecting children's 

perceptions, these variables should be taken into consider& tion, 

Summary of Literature Review 

Two basic theories of human aggression have been discussed, A 

review of research indicates that there is support for some upects 

of both theories, i.e. certain kinde of aggression can be caused by 

physiological factors while other kinds of aggression can be caused 

by environmental factors,) 

Unfortunately the study of observed differences in male and fe­

male aggression has been hampered by the assumption that males were 

more aggressive than females, Thus, biologists have centered their 

studies on male hormones and social learning researchers have focused 

theirs on male subjects. Studies comparing the effects of male and 

female hormones and male and female subjects are necessary to clarify 

causes of human aggress ion. 
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Many authors attribute contrad ictions in social learning 

research concerning differences in male and female aggression to the 

methods researchers have used in collecting their data (i . e . parental 

reports and rater observations), and to the limited types of aggres­

sion which have been studied (i.e. mainly physical aggression). This 

is a significant criticism because it has been suggested that females 

learn to channel their aggressive responses into verbal, indirect , or 

pro-social aggression; whereas physical, direct , antisocial aggressive 

benavior has been culturally attributed to males in the U. S. There­

fore, children's perceptions of how parents respond to boys and girls 

engaged in aggressive behavior have been suggested as an alternate 

to previously used methods of data collection concerning differential 

reinforcements in sex typed behavior. This may prove to be a more 

informative method of gathering the type of data that will answer the 

researcners' questions. Thero is aleo e•Fidence that children ' s per­

sonalit~es are shaped by tneir p~rceptions of other people's responses 

to them. Additionally, studies indicate that child=en perceive peo­

ple's intentions and attitudes differently than adults do . These 

reasons strongly suggest that we need to determine children ' s per­

ceptions of adult responses to boys' and girls ' aggressive behavior. 

In an effort to provide data consisting of children ' s percep­

tions rather than adults' perceptions of how parents respond to thei r 

sons' and daughters' aggression the following two hypotheses were 

formulated: 

1 . Children perceive that parents respond differently to boys ' 

aggression tnan they do to girls' aggression . 

2. Children perceive that fathers treat aggressing children 

d1fferently than motners do . 
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,.!,uiUDS A.:]) PkOCJillJ!i£S 

The description of the roe thodology includes an evaluation of the 

PPS (Parental Punitive Scale), an existin6 instrument used to collect 

chilrtrcn's perceptions of parental responses, weaknesses of the scale , 

and a brief chronolo.,ical description of the development of "the in­

strument and :nethodolo5-y used for this stud;,-. 

Bpste1n's and K~morita's (196?) Parental Punitive Scale is the 

only ins"tru:nent -,;nat has oeen devised to measure children's percep­

tions of adult responses "to 266ressive behavior. The PPS seems too 

~eneral in its available responses, especially i~ collectin~ data 

rc~ardin0 differential parental responses to a,gressive behaviors of 

boys and <)irls . 'f.1t? only reuponse alternatives 1n the PPS , from 

laast to most punitive, are: (1) "liave a long talk with me ; " (2) "take 

O.'.¥aJ my television:" ( 3) "send me to oed ·.wi thot.. t supper: 11 and ( 4) "whip 

rr.e . " How accura~e a::-e tl-.ese dt:scriptions? Does "nave a long a long 

talk with me" mean that tr,e cnild is strongly criticized and shamed , or 

does it mean t.at tne pare~ wants to help tne child solve his probl em? 

If one or botn parents are usine, more vertal respor:ses in dealinfS with 

c:>ildren ' s aggress~ve behavior, could they be usino. differen t verbal 

responses for sons tnan for dau h ters? 

Data collected in the formulation of tile PPS revealed no "problem 

solvir.:; , " "verbal .1elpin~ benavior, " or , what Afr onfreed (1969) t Prms 

''inlluctivc discipli:le." Since the PPS data was collected in the- early 

1960', it may oe tnat parental response alternat i ves have shifted em­

ph'lsi!'l in tne pas~ cecade, or that the scale i s no"t suffici ently com­

plete . 



In order to more objectively and effectively measure contem­

porary children's pPrceptions of parental responses to children's 

aggressive behavior, a picture test was devised . This type of in­

strument had the advantage of controlling many variables; sex of 

aggressor, sex of parent and type of aggressor . 'rhis measure should 

identify the content of children's perceptions more accurately since 

the catego ries were determined on the basis of children's open ended 

responses rather than predetermined categories . 

Instrument 

The Picture Test for Assessment of Aggression (PTAA) consists 

of eight drawn pictures depicting lifelike boys and girla engag·ed in 

physical and verbal aggression against another child with either an 

adult male or an adult female wa tchin,s. A professional artist drew 

eight pictures to tne following specifications: 

1. Each picture shows a front view of a ch~ld wither physically 

or verbally aggressing towards another child . 

2. Only the victbn's back is pictured . The sex of the victim 

is undistinguishable . 

3. All pictures contain a full body , hackside picture of an 

adult (whose gender is readily identifiable by attire , hair , 

etc . ) facing the aggressive act. 

4. There is no background to cue the child as to the time or 

place of the aggressive act. 
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The following situations were depicted: 

1. boy hitting child with adult male watching 

2. boy hitting child with adult female watching 

3. girl hitting child with adult male watching 

4· girl hitting cnild with adult female watching 

5. boy yellint:~ at child with adult male watching 

6. boy yelling at child witn adult female watching 

7. girl yelling at child with adult male watching 

B. girl yelling at child with adult female watching 

After pretest 1 a simple drawing of either a boy or a girl 

engaged in prosocial benavior was inserted between each test pic­

ture to break up any response set. The pretest 1 pictures were 

placed in Appendix B. The final Pl'AA pictures were presented in 

Appendix E. 

Pretests 

To establish the precision of the instrument , the best pro­

cedure for administering the test, the most appropriate age level 

for subjects, and the reliability of the instrument, three pretests 

were required. First, the pictures were redrawn to clarify the 

gender of the aggressor, tne identity of the victim, and the uni­

formity of the adults' posture. Secondly, it was determined that 

questions which were prefaced with, "What do you think ••• ?" yielded 

more frequent and extensive responses from children. All questions 

were changed accordinbly. Thirdly , three different ages (four, five 

and n~ne year old) levels were tested . After examining the data , 
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it was decided that fourtn 6rade ( nine year old) subjects would be 

used because they gave less repetitive, more extensive and i nforma­

tivP. answers . Finally , a test-retest yielded a reliability quotient 

of 77% for the fourth grade students' perceptions . A detailed de­

scription of the procedures and conclusions concerning the three 

pretests were recorded in Appendix A. 
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The subjects who were used to test the hypotheses of t his study 

were 52 fourth grade onildren (26 boys and 26 girls ) attending Higbee 

Elementary School in Idaho Falls, ldaho. In order to control for socio 

economic status , Hi gbee school was selected becaus e it is l ocated in 

an upper middle income area in Idaho Falls, Idaho . Consequently, the 

cnildren were from upper middle income homes. Al l subjects were 

Caucasian. All fourth grade subjPc ts who attended school on the se­

lected testing afternoons participated except one child who had not 

returned hie permission slip. Data from three children were not used 

because both parents were not present in the home . 

Test Administration 

The PTAA was individually administered at the school the subject 

attended. Each child was called out of nia/her classroom and directed 

to the testing room by the experimenter. The procedure was identical 

to that of the previous pretests except that the adult in the test 

pictures was identified as either a mother or a father rather than 

"thP woman'' or ~'the man ." 



After the subject had entered the testing room the female ex-

perimenter said, 

"Hi! We're not going to sing today but would you be willing 
to answer some questions for me about some pi ctures I have? 

I have my tape recorder here so I'll turn it on , O. K. ? 

Because you are willing to help me you will receive some 
sugarless gum when we are finished. This is not a test. 
There are no right or wrong answers. I want you to tell me 
what you see in the pictures or wnat you think will happen. 
It ' s fun and easy . Let's start . " 

The experimenter showed each subject one picture at a time and 

asked the following questions: 

1. What do you think is happening in this picture? 

2. What do you think that the mother (father) will do? 

If the subject gave too general of an answer such as, "He'll 

punish the little boy." then the experimenter picked the cue word 

(in this example, punish is the cue word) from the child's response 

and asked another question to clarify the ch1ld' s response. For 

example , "What kind of punishment do you think tne father will 

give his son?" When the relief pictures were shown the experimenter 

asked only the first question. 

In order to facilitate scoring and data analysis the follo wing 

list of 39 perceived adult responses to the pictures of boys and 

girls aggressing were assessed and classified : 

Have them talk it over 

Try and make them friends again 

27 



Ask, "Why did you do that?" 

Help 'em solve their problems 

Have a little talk 

Tell them to stop 

•rell 'em you ' re sorry 

Tell him to hit the boy back 

Tell him to be nice 

Ask her nicely to quit doing that 

Say cut 

Go play 

Go play 

Suggest 

Go watch 

Scold 

Get mad 

tha t out 

a ,;arne 

with your toys 

something for them tc> do 

TV and knock it off 

Say, "It's not nice to hit another person." 

Get mad cause girls don't fight boys 

Yell back 

•rell not to hit or he'll gat in troubl e 

Spank 

Whip 

Spank and go to bed 

Smack him 

Hit back 

Slap 

Ground him/her 

Send to room 
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Go outside (inside) and make her/him do work 

No more playing 

Sit in the corner 

Go to bed 

Send friend home 

Bring ins ide 

Do some chores for punishment 

Send to bed without food 

Set them apart 

Do nothing 
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Assessment of these 39 perceivhd responses were categorized into five 

basic categories: 

Verbal Help- Any adult verbal helping or problem solving 

response in which the adult encourages the children 

to talk about their fighting. 

Verbal Direction - Any verbal response directing ( redj recting) 

the child (or cnildren). The adult tells the child 

what to do without conveying anger and/or punishment. 

Verbal Discipline - Any verbal response indicating disappro val 

or reprimanding the child such as lecturing, warn­

ing, getting mad, or talking angrily. 

Physical Punishment - Any response indicating physical harm to 

the aggressor such as slapping, hitting, spanking. 

Physical Restriction - Any response which physically r estricts 

the aggressor from being free to do as he wants 

to do. Punishment is obvious . 
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CoMbinations - All combinations were recorded under appropriate 

separate headings denoting the exac~ combination . 

As responses were catecl'orized , whenever a 11 t{et mad" response was 

accompanied with a physical punishment or physical restriction re­

sponse and there was no other reference indicating that the "get 

<'lad" was a verbal reaction then it was considered to be an aspect of 

the physical punishment or restriction response not a combination . 

·ro insure scorer reliability two individuals independently 

scored all responses. There were discrepancies on 38 or 9.1% of the 

total responses. The interscorer reliability was 90 . 9%. 

Categorization of the data produced 11 response categories: the 

five previously mentioned categories, five combination categories and 

one "do nothing" category. These eleven categories were originally 

used to test both hypotheses (see Appendix F) . However, in an attempt 

t.o clarify the data and facilitate the analysis of more variables, the 

eleven categories were condensed into four majo r categories: verbal 

discipline , verbal help plus verbal direction , physical punishment , 

and physical res triction . 

Data Analysis 

Chi square was used to analyze the data and establish differences 

between children's percep~ions of the manner in which parents respond 

to boys and girls when they aggress. The level of confidence used in 

this study was . 05 . 
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FINDINGS 

The purpose of this study was to determine if fourth grade child­

ren perceived that boys and girls who aggressed towards another child 

were treated differently by fathers and mothers, 

The hypotheses in this study werer 

1. Children perceive that parents respond differently to boys 

aggressing than they do to girls aggressing, 

2. Children perceive that fathers treat aggressing children 

differently than mothers do, 

Hypothesis One 

The results of testing the first hypothesis are presented in 

Table 1. As can be seen, the subjects did not perceive any signi­

ficant differences in the way boys and girls were treated when they 

aggressed. 

It can also be seen from Table 1 that children perceived parents 

using verbal help and direction more often than verbal discipline. 

However, girls were seen receiving more verbal punishment than boys, 

Physical punishment was perceived as being used more often than phy­

sical restriction . Physical punishment and verbal help plus direction 

were used about an equal number of times for boye and girls. 
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Table 1 

Children ' s Perceptions of Parental Responses to 

Aggressing Boys and Girls 

Perceived parental response Sex of the aggressor in the 
icture 

Boy Girl 

N % N % 

Verbal discipline 19 9.2 28 13.5 

Verbal help + direction 69 33.3 66 31.9 

Physical punishment 69 33.3 65 31.4 

Physical restriction 50 24.2 48 23 . 2 

207a 100,0 207 100.0 

Degrees of freedom = 3 Chi square = 1.9502 N.S. 

8 The total number of responses for pictures of boys aggressing 
was 208 ( 4 test pictures of boys aggressing X 52 subjects= 208.) 
The total number of responses for pictures of girls aggreasing was 
was also 208, Two responses were eliminated because they fit nane 
of the response categories. This left both totals a t 207 rather than 
208. 

Hypothesis Two 

The reaul ta of testing the second hypothesis are presented in 

Table 2. Children perceived fathers responding primarily the same 

way they perceived mothers responding to children aggreasing. There 

was a tendency for mothers to be perceived as using more verbal dis-

cipline than fathers, while fathers were perceived as using more 

physical restriction than mothers . These differences were not eta-

t istically significant , however . 



Table 

Children's Perceptions of Nethers' and Fathers' 

Responses to Aggressin& Children 

Perceived parental responses Sex of the adult 

Father Mother 

N % N % 

Verbal discipline 18 a. 7 29 14.0 

Verbal help + direction 63 30.4 72 34.8 

Physical punishment 68 32.9 66 31.9 

Physical restriction ~ ~ ...4Q .1.2.:2 
Total 207a 100. 0 207 100.0 

Degrees of freedom = 3 Chi square = 6.5104 N.S. 

aThe total number of teet pictures vi th a male adult observing 
vas 4. Fifty-tvo boy and girl subjects gave their perceptions of 
hov the father vould respond. Total perceptions of a father re­
sponding equalled 208, This vas the same for perceptions of a 
mother responding. Hovever, one female subject perceived that 
both the father and the mother would "do nothing" to a girl and a 
boy aggressor in two different pictures, causing the total of each 
category to be 207 rat her than 208. 

The findings of this study provide no support for either the 

firot or the second hypothesis, Chi square tests indicated that 

fourth grade children perceived no differences in the way boys and 

girls are treated vhen they aggressed nor in the way fathers and 

mothers treated children vhen they aggressed. 
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Despite the lack of significant differences concerning the 

hypotheses, when the data were being tabulated it appeared that the 

boy and girl subjects responded differently. Thus, the data were 

further analyzed to investigate this observation . 

Additional Findings 

This section includes the results of chi square testing to 

determine any differences between perceptions of male and female 

subjects, an explanation of how the data were reanalyzed, and a 

report of the outcome of the reanalyzed data. Findings concerning 

the perceived gender of the neutral figure (the victim) in the test 

pictures have also been presented. 
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The results of testing differences in male and female subjects; 

perceptions of parental responses to children aggressing ie presented 

in Table 3. It should be noted that females' perceptions are signi­

ficantly different at the .005 level of confidence from males' percep­

tions . 

As Table 3 shows, 68 percent (39+29) of male subjects' percep­

tions of parental responses to aggreseing children were physical type 

responses comp~ed to 44 percent (26+18) of the perceptions of the 

female subjects. 

Verbal help plus direction is the only parental response that 

is nonpunitive. This category includes verbal helping responses such 

as, "he'll help the child work out the problem" and redirecting state­

ments such as, "go watch TV" or "go play a game . " Girls perceived 

that parents would respond to children aggressing in this nonpunitive 

manner more often than boys did. Even though boys perceived parents 
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responding with verbal type responses (combination of verbal help 

plus direction and verbal discipline) much lees than girlBI the boys 

perceived that parents would use more verbal discipline responses than 

t he girls did. 

Table 3 

Perceptions of Parental Responses to Aggressing 

Children by Sex of Subject 

Perceived parental responses Sex of the subject 

boys girls 

N % N % 

Verbal discipline 30 14.4 17 8.3 

Verbal help + direction 36 17.3 99 48.0 

Physical punishment 81 39.0 53 25 . 7 

Physical restriction 61 29.3 37 18. 0 

Total 208 100. 0 206a 100.0 

Degrees of freedom = 3 Chi square= 44.7265 P=.005 

aTwenty-eix male subjects viewed eight pictures of either a 
boy or a girl aggressing. There were 208 responses from male sub­
jects. There were also 208 responses from the female subjects but 
two responses could not be coded into any of the response categories. 
These two responses were from a female subject who stated that the 
parent would "do nothing." 

Both male and female subjects perceived parents using more phy-

sical punishment than physical restriction (39 percent vs. 29 percent, 

and 2 percent vs. 18 percent). Girls perceived parents using the non 



punishing response, verbal help plus direction, more often than any 

o t her type of treatment to chi ldren aggressing. Male subjects per­

ceived parents using physical punishment more often than any other 

type of response to children aggressing, 
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Given these findinge, a re-examination of the original hypotheses 

seemed critical, The data were analyzed again examining the effects 

of the sex of the parent, the sex of the aggressor, the type of 

aggression (physical or verbal) and the sex of the subject. In order 

to accurately test four types of independent variables and possible 

variable interactions the Utah State University computer vas employed 

in analyzing the data. Goodman's loglinear model was implemented, 

All variables were tested and as previously discovered only the in­

teract i on between the sex of the subject and the type of perceived 

parental response was found to be significant, A detailed descrip­

tjon of the computer analysis and results are reported in Appendix G. 

In each test pict ure the aggreesee (victim) was depicted ae a 

child whose gender was undistinguiahable. As reported in Table 4, 

chi square testing indicated no significant differences at the .05 

level between male and female subjects' perceptions of the gender 

of the victim. 

As can be seen by Table 4, about 50 percent of both male and 

female subjeots perceived the neuter viotim as a "person" of un­

distinquishable gender, However, both boys and girls perceived the 

victim as a male more often than they did as a female. 



Table 4 

Children's Perceptions of the 

Sex of the Victim 

Perceived sex of the victim Sex of the subject 

Male Female 

Boy 

Girl 

Neutral figure 

Degrees of freedom 2 

N 

76 

31 

101 

36 .5 

14. ~ 

48 . 6 

Chi square = 5 . 518 

N 

56 

44 

108 

N. S. 

25.9 

21.2 

51. 9 
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Discussion 

Although the literature review indicated inconsistant findings 

concerning how parents differentiate their responses to boys and 

girls, there is considerable evidence that adults treat boys and 

girls differently. Rothbart and Maccoby (1966) concluded in their 

literature review that fathers treat boys and girls somewhat differ-

ently than mothers treat boys and girls. These findings stimulated. 

the formulation of the hypotheses for this study. Instead of study-

ing adult reports and observations , children's perceptions of adult 

responses to children's aggression were collected, The fir> dings in-

dicated that children perceived no differences in the way men or wo-

men treat boys and girls when they aggress. However, further analy-

sis indicated the perceptions of mal e and female subjects were dif-

ferent at the . 005 level of significance. Hale subjects reported 

that they thought parents would respond more often with physical 

rather than verbal type responses. Female subjects reported that 

they thought parents would more often respond with verbal rather than 

physical type res ponses . 

The problem seemed obvious in that the original l~otheses 

shoul d have separa "ted the data by the subjac ts • gender ( 1. 9 , 4th 

grade boys' perceptions should have been separated from 4th grade 

gir!s' perceptions rather than grouped toge ther and referred to as 

"children 's perceptions") and then analyzed . When this waa done , it 

was fo:.~nc! tl:at boys perceived (68 ,3 percent of their perceptions) both 

bcy3 e.nd ,o ir l s as , enerally ::-eceivin~ physical typP ::-esponses , ·•hile 
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fourtr. ,;rad& girls more often perceived (56. 3 percent of their per­

ceptions) both boys and girls as receiving verbal ~ype responses 

from both fathers and motners . Boys' perceptions were significantly 

different from girls' perceptions. 

Verbal help plus direction was the only category that contained 

nonpunishing parental responses. If parents responded in a helping 

manner they merely "helped the child solve his problem" by asking 

questions or encouraging the children to talk about the problem, 

If parents responded in a directive manner , they told the child 

what to do such as, "go watch TV," or "go play a game ." Female sub­

jects perceived that adults would respond in a nonpunishing manne r 

twice as often as male subjects did . It was also interesting to note, 

that pven though boys perceived adults responding verbally mu ch lese 

than girls , the boys perceived that adults would verbally punish 

(verbal discipline) children more often than girls did. In other 

words, male subjects perceived that adults would punis h aggressing 

children more often than female subjects . Female subjects perceived 

that adults would help plus direct aggressing children more often 

than male subjects. 

Why these differences in male and female perceptions exist is 

not clear. Could it be that the subjects perceived parents respond­

ing to children aggresaing in the way that the children themselves 

are treated when they aggresa? It is difficult to understand w~ 

nine-year-old boys and girls would not perceive differential treatment 

by men and women if they consistently learn, generalize, imitate, 

receive reinforcement, receive punishment and/or through a process 
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of identification recognize and imitate gender appropriate behavior. 

One might hypothesize that the significant differences in boys' and 

girls' perceptions stemmed from differential treatment from adults but 

that the boys and girls in this study were so egocentric they did not 

recognize that boys and girls receive different treatment. Each child 

merely assumed that adults respond to others the same way that adults 

respond to him/her. 

Data concerning the perceived gender of the victim basically sup­

ports previous findings in that both males and females perceived the 

victim of aggression ae a male more often than they did a female. How­

ever, about 5~~ of both the male and female subjects in this study per­

cPived the victim ex~tctly as "it" wA.s depicted • a child of undietin­

guishable gender. 

Maccoby and Jacklin (1974) reported that there are no clear cut 

answers as to why males are perceived as the victims of aggression 

more often than females. In their review of literature it was re­

ported that girls and women were lees often the objects as well as 

the agents of aggressive action. After exploring various hypotheses 

(i.e. girls are non-reactive to aggressive acts, boys give positive 

reinforcement to aggressive acts, boys are more active than girls, 

etc.) Maccoby and Jacklin could not find support for any particular 

hypothesis, They concluded that aggression ie learned but that bio­

lo&ical functions might also be determining factors in the apparent 

sex differences in aggressive behavior . However, this study strongly 

suggests that the reason girls and women are leas often the objects 

rather than the agents of aggressive actions, is because boys perceive 



that children are taught (i.e. paren~s model and negatively reinforce) 

and/or are put in a posi~ions (restric ted and thus frustrated) +0 ag-

gress more often than girls. 
Implications 

Research seems to indicate that verbal responses to children's 

aggressive behavior might be more advantageous to children than phy-

sical responses. These implications primarily address this issue and 

also indicate which type of verbal response would be most beneficial 

to both boys and girls. 

Maccoby and Jacklin (1974) reported in their literature review 

that girls have greater verbal abilities than boys. The results of 

this study indicate parents respond to girls' aggression more often 

in a verbally ra~her than a physically disciplining manner. This may 

be a reaction to their daughter's greater verbal fluency or a contri-

huting factor to girls having greater verbal skills. If it's the 

latter, boys are being disadvantaged. 

Another possible advantage to the female is related by McCand-

less (1968) in that phys ical punishment is likely to turn a child into 

a rebel and rebels are usually punished in our society. This may be 

another source of continued learned aggression for the male. Since 

our society appears to be presently changing it ' s values from an 

aggressive, power welding leadership style to a more contemporary , 

supportive, verbally skilled leadership style geared to guiding 

groups toward agreement rather than an impoei~ion of one's will on 

snotner , it may be wise to look at and reconsider parental r~sponees 

~o boys in terms of what we want to teach. 
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It appears that adults should study the consequences of their 

responses to children's aggression and act according to their values. 

For example, Afronfreed {1969) reports that a number of studies sug­

gest the use of reasoning or explanations by parents in disciplining 

situations to be positively correlated with a child's future skills 

of positive self direction. Even if males prove to be innately pre­

disposed towards aggression it appears that parental responses to 

children's misbehavior may have a significant effect on their future 

emotional and social development. 

Limitations of this Study 

The two primary limitations concerning this study are variable 

control and independence, The ultimate original limitation of this 

study was in not considering and testing for the sex of the subject. 

Ho~ever, this limitation was corrected and the study yielded interest­

ing results. Another possible limitation ~as independence, A common 

assumption in chi square testing is that each test is independent. 

In other words, each teet picture should not have affected the sub­

jects ' responses to the following teet picture . Unfortunately, it 

was impossible to determine independence. Often times subjects' 

perceptions were similar from one picture to another but whether or 

not this was due to a lack of independence or the actual perception 

of the child is not known. Ho wever, one relief picture (a non test 

picture depicting pro-social behavior) was placed between each teat 

picture in an attempt to limit repetitive , non attentive, dependent 

perceptions . 



SUI1MARY AND CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this study was to investigate and compare 

children 's perceptions of fathers' and mothers' responses to pic­

tures of boys and girls engaging in aggressive behavior. Fifty- two 

fourth grade children from an upper middle economic school in Idaho 

Falls , Idaho constituted the sample for this study. 

The data were collected by the use of a picture test consisting 

of eight pictures of either a boy or a girl PhYSically or verbally 

aggressing towards a child of undistinguishable gender. Either 

a father or a mother was depicted as watching the aggressive act. 

The subjects were asked to tell what they thought the mother 01' the 

father would do, Children's perceptions were recorded and then 

categorized . Chi square testing was used to identify any signifi­

cant findings, 

This study investigated the following hYpotheses: 

1. Children perceive that parents respond differently to boys 

aggreaeing than they do to girls aggressing, 

2. Children perceive that fathers treat aggressing children 

differently than mothers do, 
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There was no support for either of these hypotheses , The fourth grade 

children in the sample did not perceive differential treatment to boys 

and girls or differential treatment from fathers and mothers during 
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aggressive situations. However, further analysis indicated that when 

the data were separated by the gender of the subjects and compared, 

the perceptions of male subjects were significantly different at the 

. 005 level from the perceptions of female subjects. Again the data 

were separated by gender of the subjects and differences between 

parental responses to boys and girls, between fathers and mothers, 

and between physical and verbal pictures of aggression were "tested, 

Combinations of variables were a l so analyzed but no significant 

differences were found except by the sex of the eubject. Male eub­

jects perceived parents responding to children aggressing with a 

physically punishing or restricting response more often than female 

sub,jects. 

There was only one response catego1'Y where the adults were 

primarily nonpunishing; this was verbal help plus direction. When 

the adults responded in this manner they either "helped the child 

work out the problem" or they told the child what to do rather than 

punish or get angry at him/her . Forty-eight percent of the girls 

perceived parents responding in the nonpunishing manner but only 

seventeen percent of the boys perce ived adults responding this way. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the results of this study did not support the 

hypotheses . The fourth grade subjec ts did not perceive that parents 

treat boys d i fferently than they treat girls when they physically 

or verbally aggress. However , when the subjects ' responses were 

separated by the sex of the subject, male subjects' pe r ceptions 



were found to be si!STJificantly different than female subjec"ts' per­

ceptions. Male subjects perceived parents using physical type re­

sponses more often than verbal type responses. Female subjects per­

CP.ived adults using verbal type responses more often than physical 

type responses. Even though both boys and girls perceived that 

adults usually punish aggressive behavior , girls perceived that pa­

rents help and direct aggressing children more often than boys . 

~uggestions for Further Study 
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Several areas of investigation for further study a r e suggest~d 

by thE' pr·e"•':ot stu cJ . ;,,;, and culture are recommended. It is evi­

dent that more studies using subjects of various ages would he in­

teresting. However, studies with samples from populations with dis­

similar backgrounds and characteristics might yield the moat signi­

ficant findings in reference to learning about a specific socializa­

tion factor (parental reinforcement) as a cause of differences in male 

and female aggression. 
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Pretest No . 1 

APPENDIX A 

Description of Pretests 
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Sixteen four-year-old boys and girls attending the Weber State 

College Nursery School in Ogden, Utah were subjects for the pretest. 

In an effort to build rapport and insure that subjects were unafraid 

and cooperative before and during the testing procedure the experimen­

ter spent about ten minutes with the group of subjects singing songs 

before the day of data collection. 

On the test day, each subject was individually called from his 

or her classroom and interviewen by the experimenter in a separate 

room. A tape recorder was placed on th~ table and each subject grant­

ed permission for the interview to be recorded. The experimenter 

showed each subject one picture at a time and asked questions ac­

cording to the following procedure: 

1. "What is happening in this picture?" 

If the child did not describe the adult's response from 

this f i rst question the experimenter asked, 

"What about the man (woman)?" 

After the child described what he thought the adult would 

do or say then the experimenter r e- defi ned the sex of the 

adult and asked , 

2. "Will the man (or woman) do anything else?" 

When the subject had finished she/he was offered a piece of sugarless 

gum and was thanked for talking with the experimenter. 

Results of this pretest suggested that two of the pictures needed 

to be redrawn to clarify the gender of the femal e aggressor . J1ost of 



the subjects perceived the gir l aggressor in two of the pictures as 

a little boy. I t was also noted that the subjects t ended to give 

quick , repetitive responses to test pictures. This i ndicated that 

four-year-old children might be too young for this type of test. 

Two older age groups were selected for the second pretest. It was 

als o concluded that pictures of animals or children playing should 

be interspersed between test pictures to break up any response set. 

Pretest No . 2 
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Sixteen five-year-old and twenty nine-year-old boys and girls 

attending the Higbee Elementary School in Idaho Falls, Idaho were 

subjects f or t he second pretest . The test pictures had been revised 

to clarify the gender of the f emale aggressor. Eight pictures of 

either a boy or ~irl engaged in pro-social behavior were selected. 

One of these pictures was placed between each test picture and the 

next to break any possible response se t . The procedure was identi­

cal to pretest no . 1 in all other ways. 

Results from this pretest indicated that the experimenters needed 

more training (one experimenter did not follow precise testing proce­

dures and added judgemental comments or asked additional biased ques­

tions such as, "You mean your Dad never spanks you?"), more precise 

questions needed to be used (the words man or woman needed to be 

changed to father or mother so that principal , teacher, aunt, etc. 

would not be referred to), and the procedure had to be more flexible. 

The exper i menter needed to feel free to pick up on the child's cue 

and ask probi ng ques t i ons to f ind out what " bad trouble" , "punish 

hard" , etc . meant . Often times during the testing period a child 



would answer , "I don 1 t know." When this happened one of the experi­

menters said , "There is no right or wrong answer. What do you think 

is happening'?" Then the child would proceed to answer the question, 

This indicated that more success would be gained if the questions 

were re-worded to include, "What do you think?" at the beginning of 

each question . Questions were changed accordingly. 

Pretest No . 3 

The following year after pretest no. 2, twelve five-year-old and 

sixteen nine-year-old subjects from the Higbee Elementary School were 

selected for the third pretest. Changes discussed in the results of 

pretest no. 2 were incorporated. The questions used to collect data 

were changed to ask what the subject thought was happening and the 

adults in the pictures were referred to as "mother" and "father." 

The experimenter was free to ask additional probing questions if the 

subject's answers were ambiguous. 
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This pretest was set up as a test-retest to establish the reli­

ability of the instrument. Two weeks after the pretest was given, the 

same children went throu~h the test procedure again. ~~en comparing 

each child's individual responses on the two tests 71% of the time 

fourth grade students and 76~ of the time kindergarden students answer­

ed questions identically or identically with elaborations (See Appen­

dix D). 

A comparison of the answers of the five and nine- year-olds 

suggested that the five- year- old children were not always able to 

perceive differences between test pictures. Five- year- olds would 

even comment that the pictures were all " the same." Answers from 



five- year-olds were usu~lly simple and repetitive. This was not the 

case for the nine-year-old subjects. Piaget (1955) offers a plausi­

ble explanation for these differences. He states that children 

younge r than eight years of age do not have the ability to perceive 
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a picture in its entirety. In addition, the young child is extre­

mely egocentric , which has the effect of making him unable to view 

situations from other peoples' vie'Opoints . Both of these inabilities 

of the young child provided explanations of why this picture test 

might be an inappropriate instrument to use with children under 

7- 8 years of age. Based on Piaget's general suggestions for age 

levels and on the nine-year-olds' perceptions gathered in this pre­

test , nine- year-olds were selected as the appropriate age level for 

subjects for the final test. 

A close examination of the data indicated that the following 

chans-es wo11ld be beneficial. First, the posture of the verbal aggres­

sor needed to be facing the victim more directly to ensure that the 

subject knew to whom the aggressive act was directed (two subjects 

perceived that the child in the test picture was verbally aggressing 

towards the adult rather than the child- victim). Secondly, the arms 

of adults in all of the pictures needed to be held in front of their 

bodies to control for possible biases introduced by different pos­

tures . 'rhe pictures were redrawn accordingly (See Appendix E) . 



APPENDIX B 

Pretest Pictures 
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APPENDIX C 

Pretest No . 3, Test-Retest Results 

% Identical 
Test-Retest 
Responses 

100. 0'76 

87 . 5 

75 . 0 

62.5 

50.0 

25 .0 

12. 0 

Fourth Grade Boys and Girls 

N 

4 

2 

0 

X= ?7')!, 

100.0')6 

87.5 

75 . 0 

62 . 5 

50 . 0 

37 . 5 

25 . 0 

12,0 

Kindergarten Boys and Girls 

5 

2 
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APPENDIX D 

Permission Letter 

Dear Parents: 

I am a gTaduate student at Utah State University in the Family and 
Human Development Department, I have been granted permission by 
the Idaho Falls elementary school administration, your child's prin­
cipal , and your child's teacher to collect the required data I need 
to complete my research at Utah State University, 

The purpose of this letter is to inform you of my plans and to con­
firm your permission for me to include your fourth grade child in my 
study. 
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I am studying how children perceive common human interactions and sit­
uations . I plan to call each fourth grade student attending your 
child's school out of his/her classroom for several minutes to show 
him/her 15 cartoon like pictures of children engaged in everyday acti­
vities . I will then ask each child several questions in an attempt 
to find out what they see in the pictures. There are no right or 
wrong answers. This is not a test of any kind . I am only interested 
in trying to understand fourth grade children and how they perceive 
their world, 

Thank you for taking the time to read this letter. Without this 
paper signee and returned to me I will not feel free to include 
your child. Your cooperation will be appreciated. 

Sincerely yours, 

Kari B. Rohrbach 

I have read the above information and give permission for my child 
to participate in this project. 

Parent Signature 

Child 's Name 
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Test Pictures 
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Appendix F 

Test Results of Original Categories 

Table 5 

Children's Perceptions of Parental Responses to 

Boys and Girls Aggressing 

rype of response perceived 

Verbal help 

Verbal directive 

Verbal discipline 

Verbal direction + verbal discipline 

Physical punishment 

Physical restriction 

Physical punishment + restriction 

Physical restriction + verbal direction 

Physical punishment + discipline 

Physical restriction + discipline 

"Do nothing11 

Total 

Degrees of freedom 10 Chi square 6.2978 

Sex of aggressor 

Boy Girl 

62 

18 

16 

34 

44 

8 

9 

8 

...l 

208 

59 

25 

15 

40 

44 

6 

...l 

208 

N. S. 
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Table 

Children's Perceptions of Fathers' and Mothers' 

Responses to Aggressing Children 

Type of response perceived Sex of adult 

11an Woman 

Verbal help 

Verbal directive 

Verbal discipline 

Verbal direction + discipline 

Physical punishment 

Physical restriction 

56 

16 

14 

4) 

Physical p'.miehrnent + restriction 

Physical restriction + verbal direction 

Physical punishment + verbal discipline 8 

Physical restriction + verbal discipline 6 

"Do nothing11 

Total 

Degrees of freedom 10 

_l 

208 

Chi square 7. 6495 
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27 

17 

29 

42 

6 

_l 

208 

N. S. 
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Table 7 

Male and Female Subjects ' Perceptions of Parental 

Responses to Children's Aggression 

Type of response perceived 

Verbal help 

Verbal directive 

Verbal discipline 

Verbal direction + verbal discipline 

Physical punishment 

Physical restriction 

Physical punishment + restriction 

Physical restriction + direction 

Physical punishment + discipline 

Physical restriction + discipline 

"Do nothing" 

Total 

Degrees of freedom 10 Chi square 

Sex of subject 

Male Female 

0 14 

36 85 

30 13 

0 

14 17 

47 27 

55 33 

9 4 

12 

5 6 

...Q ..1. 

208 208 

71.0931 p; , 005 
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APPENDIX G 

Description of Computer Analysis and Results 

In order to accurately teet four types of independent variables 

and possible variable interactione the following statistical model 

using STATPAC/ECTA from the U.S.U. statietical computer library wae 

usedt 

The formula for calculating the chi square is 

x2 ~ 2E (observed) 
f 

The objective of the model wae to predict the response of the 

subject ae either verbal help plus direction, verbal discipline, 

physical punishment or physical restriction. The factors used in 

predicting the subjects' responses were 1 

1. Sex of subject 
(1) male 
(2) female 

2. Sex of adult in the picture 
( 1) father 
(2) mother 

3. Type of aggression depicted in the picture 
( 1 ) phye ical 
(2) verbal 

4. Sex of aggressor depicted in the picture 
(1) boy 
(2) girl 



Chi square teats analyzed1 

A, the interaction between variables 1 & 5, 2 & 5, 3 & 5, 

and 5 & 5. (The numbers 1 ,2,~ and 4 correspond with 

factors previously mentioned and numbered on page 92. 

Number 5 corresponds to the perceived adult responses.) 

B. the interactions between variables 1,2,5; 1,~,51 and 1,4,5. 

-1,2,5 meant that if boys and girls responded differently then 

the nature of the difference in the response may depend upon 

the sex of the adult in the picture, 

H
0

1 interaction between 1,2,5 was rejected 

chi square = 19.67 df = ~5 

-1,~,5 meant that if boys and girls responded differently then 

the nature of the difference in the perceived responses might 

depend upon the type of aggression depicted. 

H
0

1 interaction between 1,~,5 wae rejected 

chi square = 24.57 df = ~5 

-1,4,5 meant that if boys and girls responded differently then 

the nature of the difference in the perceived responses might 

depend on the sex of the aggressor. 

H
0 

1 interaction between 1, 4,5 was rejected 

chi square= 21.60 df = ~5 

(The degrees of freedom for this model are obtained as the 

total number of cells minus the degrees of freedom in the model 

which is analogous to an analysis of variance model , That is1 

1 df for the connection term, the number of levels minus for 

each main effect, multiply df's for main effect together to get 

the df's for the interaction terms) . 
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All variables "ere tested and only the interaction bet ... een 

the sex of subject and type of perceived response "ae found to be 

significant. 
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