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Insensitivity to Children: Responses of Undergraduates to Children
in Problem Situations®

GARy E.STOLLAK,? ALLAN SCHOLOM, JAMES R KALLMAN,
AND CAROL SATURANSKY?
Michigan State University

A study focused on insensitivity of adults to children was presented and
discussed. The responses of 100 male and 100 female college undergraduates to
hypothetical parent-child problem situations indicated a general lack of
communication concerning the child’s and their own feelings. However, when the
problems involved adult needs being aroused and thwarted, the Ss’ responses were
both more insensitive and destructive than when the confrontation centered
around only the child’s aroused needs. In the latter case the Ss did focus their
communications more on the child’s feelings and how he or she could express
them. The results have implications for understanding effective adult behavior and
reciprocal adult-child influences on the development of child-behavior
dysfunctions. :

.

Our understanding of . the development and - maintenance of many
child-behavior dysfunctions increases with an increase in our understanding of
adult-child interaction and communication patterns (Haley, 1963; Leighton,
Stollak, & Ferguson, 1971; Wimberger & Kogan, 1968). Detailed analyses of
such interaction have also proven useful in attempts to modify directly deviant
child behavior at home (Hawkins, Peterson, Schweid, & Bijou, 1966; Patterson,
1971) and in the classroom (Buckley & Walker, 1970; Patterson, 1971 ; Sulzer &
Mayer, 1972).

- Yet aside from the behavior-modification literature, there have been few
- observational or experimental studies in the important area of adult reactions to
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children ‘in specific problem situations. All children encounter daily situations
(especially in relationships with adults) that are disappointing and frustrating,
that generate anxiety and arouse anger. It is in these critical moments that we
can obtain valuable information concerning those specific adult attitudes and
messages that significantly affect the child’s feelings toward himself and others.
" Often, during such moments, the child learns many of the escape and avoidance
responses that distinguish varieties of behavior dysfunctions.

However, a limitation of almost all investigations involving observation—
either of those examining adult-child interaction in a playroom (e.g., Hatfield,
Ferguson, & Alpert, 1967; Saxe & Stollak, 1971) or of those employing
naturalistic observation at home (e.g., Baumrind, 1967, 1971)—can be traced to
the infrequency of need-arousing activities. For many reasons, the interaction
viewed under these conditions often does not simulate the daily problem
situations encountered by children. As an attempt to overcome this limitation,
the present study, using a procedure similar to that developed by Jackson
(1966), confronted adults with a series of hypothetical problem situations and
asked them to write their exact reactions to such situations. Such a projective
procedure enables the gathering of data from a large number of Ss quickly but
does not, of course, necessarily yield data predictive of actual social interaction.

Theory and research in adult-child interaction has also focused on specifying
the adult behavior that should maximize the development and maintenance of
positive prosocial child behaviors, including children’s feelings of esteem,
self-reliance, and self-control and interpersonal skills (Axline, 1969; Baumrind,
1967, 1971; Coopersmith, 1967; Dreikurs, 1968; Ginott, 1966; Gordon, 1970;
Moustakas, 1966). One goal of the present study was to describe the responses
of male and female adults (in this case college undergraduates) along affective
and behavioral dimensions indicative of sensitivity to children. The literature
suggests that effective adults would respond as follows: (@) clearly indicate
awareness of child feelings, (b) help the child understand the relationship
between his feelings and behavior and the adult’s feelings and behavior, and (c)
help the child find appropriate outlets for his or her feelings, needs, and wishes.

Another goal was to explore Gordon’s (1970) interesting speculation that
sensitivity to children expressed by adults is to some extent dependent on whose
needs, the child’s or the adult’s, are most affected in a problem situation.
Gordon (1970) designated “child-owned” problem situations as situations in
which the child is being thwarted in satisfying a need. The situation is not a
problem for the adult because the child’s behavior in no objective or tangible
way interferes with the adult satisfying his own needs. In “adult-owned”
problem situations, the child is satisfying his own needs but in so doing
interferes with the adult need’s being satisfied. A situation in which both the
child and adult’s needs are equally aroused and thwarted is termed a ““child-aduk:
equally owned” problem situation. Gordon (1970) also specified 12 categorie:
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of ineffective messages that have destructive effects on the adult-child
relationship and ultimately on the child’s mental health. The present study
tested Gordon’s contention that when the needs of adults are aroused, the adults

would be more ineffective in their communication than when the child “owned”
the problem.

METHOD

Subjects

To obtain Ss for a project involving training in communication skills (Stollak,
1973), the following advertisement was placed in the University newspaper:

If you are a college sophomore or junior and interested in helping young children
with emotional problems and/or learning about and practicing techniques which
could help you become a more effective parent, teacher or child care worker, and are
willing to invest 3-4 hours a week during the Fall, Winter and Spring quarters in an
intensive practicum experience please come to . . . .

Over 400 male and female students appeared and were told that their scores
on several instruments would be used to select participants in the project. The
questionnaires analyzed for this research (and described in the following section)
consisted -of 100 male and. 100 female protocols selected at random from the
larger pool of over 400. Approximately 30% of the questionnaires included in
the sample were completed by psychology majors, 44% by “social service”
majors (education, nursing, premedical, social work), and 26% by others,
including undergraduates who had no major.

Questionnaire

Among the instruments was a “Sensitivity to Children” (STC) questionnaire.*
The instructions were as follows:

A series of situations will be found on the following pages. You are to pretend or
imagine that you are the parent (mother or father) of the child described. All the
children in the following situations are to be considered six years old. Your task is to
write down exactly how you would respond to the child in each of the situations, in
a word, sentence or short paragraph. Write down your exact words and/or actions,
but please do not explain why you said or did what you described. Again, write down
your exact words and/or actions as if you were writing a script for a play or movie
(e.g., do not write “I would reassure or comfort him”; instead, for example, write *I
would smile at him and in a quiet voice say, “Don’t worry, Billy, daddy and I love
you”).

4Copies of the STC are available from the senior author.
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The first four of 16 items were as follows:

(1) You are having a friendly talk with a friend on the phone. Your son Cail
rushes in and begins to interrupt your conversation with a story about a friend in
school.

(2) You and your husband (wife) are going out for the evening. As you are leaving
you both say “goodnight™ to your son Frank. He begins to cry and pleads with you
both not to go out and leave him alone even though he doesn’t appear sick and the
babysitter is one he has previously gotten along well with.

(3) After hearing a great deal of giggling coming from your daughter Lisa’s
bedroom, you go there and find her and her friends Mary and Tom under a blanket in
her room with their clothes off. It appears that they were touching each other’s
sexual parts before you arrived.

(4) Your daughter Barbara has just come home from school; silent, sad-faced, and
dragging her feet. You can tell by her manner that something unpleasant has
happened to her.

. The remaining items involved (5) Stealing; (6) Sibling fighting; (7) Bedtime
disagreement; (8) Hiding an accident; (9) Masturbation; (10) Cigarette smoking
in a group; (11) Temper tantrum in public; (12) Child denouncing self; (13)
Child questioning parental love; (14) Child requesting support after punishment
by spouse; (15) Child expressing anger at school; and (16) Child expressing fear
of being attacked by older children. These problems were derived from reports
of parents in various parent-education courses taught by Stollak over the last 5
years. The items have been rewritten several times to minimize ambiguities and
eliminate certain interpretations.

Along with the responses being coded into various categories, the 16 STC items
were divided into adult-owned, child-owned, and child-adult equally owned prob-
lems. Three coders independently rated each STC item into one of the three
possibilities, and the few disagreements were resolved by discussion. For
example, item 1 was considered adult-owned, item 2 child-adult equally owned,
item 3 adult-owned, and item 4 child-owned.

Scoring the STC
Responses on the STC were scored for the following categories:

(1) Is there a statement of the child feelings? “You seem sad.” “You look happy.”

(2) Is there a statement of the adult feelings? “I feel sad.” “I am happy,”

(3) Is there a relating of child feelings to adult feelings? ‘“When you look upset, I
become sad.” .

(4) Is there a relating of child feelings to adult behavior? “When you look upset, I
try to cheer you up.”

(5) Is there a relating of child behavior to adult feelings? “When you yell, I get
angry.”

(?)y Is there a relating of child behavior to adult behavior? “When you yell, I tell
you to stop.”
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(7) Are general directions given to the child to change behavior? “You must stop
playing now.”

(8) Is the child given specific directions regarding how he is to act—specific ways to
act in the present? “You must stop hitting your sister and apologize.”

(9) Is the child given specific directions regarding how he is to act in the future?
““You must never hit your sister; come to me instead.”
(10) Is the child given specific directions regarding present feelings—the way to
handle feelings now? “If you are angry at your sister, tell her so, right now.”
(11) Is the child given specific directions regarding future feelings—the way to handle
feelings in the future? “Whenever you get angry at your sister, you must tell her so.”
(12) Is there an attempt to obtain more information regarding child feelings? “Can
you tell me what you’re upset about?”

(13) Is there an attempt to obtain more information regarding child behavior? “Tell
me what happened.”

This scoring system was designed to specify clearly how adults respond to
children in problem situations with regard to three developmental issues. The
first involved being aware of and concerned about the child’s feelings (categories
1 and 10-12). This issue was presumed to relate to the development and
maintenance of the child’s feelings of self-esteem and worth. The second dealt
with relating the child’s feelings and/or behavior to adult’s feelings and/or
behavior (categories 2-6). These responses should bear some relationship to the
child’s development of interpersonal skill and competence (how one person
affects another). The third involved the issue of communicating directions to the
child regarding his behavior (categories 7-9 and 13). These responses should
relate to the child’s ability to master his environment through the socialization
process (learning what he can do and how he can do it).

The responses were also coded for the 12 categories developed by Gordon
(1970).5 They can be found as categories 14-25 in Table 1.

All categories were scored for each STC item as being present or absent in
that item. Each item could be scored for more than one category, but a category
could only be scored once for each item.

RESULTS
Reliability

Four undergraduate raters, unaware of the nature of the research project,
were trained to score for the first 13 categories. After group training, the first

5 Detailed descriptions of each category, examples, and the possible effect of such adult
responses can be found in Gordon (1970, pp. 41-44, 321-327). Although many of these
category titles do not seem to imply *“destructive’ adult behavior and appear to overlap
with the first 13 categories, a close reading of Gordon's definitions and examples of each
category will indicate their minimal overlap and their undesirability. For example, rather
than being similar to categories 1-5, Gordon includes under Reassuring, Sympathizing,
Consoling, and Supporting (category 21) behaviors such as “talking him out of his feelings,
trying to make his feelings go away, denying the strength of his feelings [p. 43].”
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reliability measures were computed by having them complete independently five
additional protocols not included in the final analyses. Reliability was calculated
by the percentage of agreement between each rater and an “expert” (E).
Reliabilities ranged from 72% to 95% with an overall mean of 86%. To
determine consistency of agreement, after completion of the scoring, three
protocols were chosen at random from each of the raters and coded by E. These
percentages of agreement ranged from 83% to 98% with an overall mean of 95%.

After completing the scoring of all STC’s for the first 13 categories, the four
coders were then trained to score for Gordon’s 12 categories. The first
measurement of percentage of agreement with the “expert” ranged from 80% to
98% with an overall mean of 92%. At the completion of the scoring £ coded
three additional protocols from those completed by each rater. These
percentages of agreement ranged from 81% to 98% with an overall mean of 96%.

Analysis of Responses by Categories

The mean scores and standard deviations for each category summed across all
STC items for males and females and the total group are shown in Table 1.

What stands out in Table 1 especially, with regard to the first 13 categories, is
the relatively low mean scores. In the eight categories involving awareness and
communication of either the feelings of the child or aduit, or both, the mean
scores never exceeded 2.0. In only three of the categories did the mean scores
exceed 3.0 (categories 6-8); these categories involved only the behavioral aspects
of the adult-child relationship rather than the affective components. It is clear
that this group of adults only rarely focused their communication on their own
or the child’s feelings in situations that obviously involve strong feelings, needs,
and wishes.

Analysis of Variance: Sex of Subject x Ownership of Problem

A 2 x 3 analysis of variance (Winer, 1971) was performed for each STC
category. The main effects of sex, problem-ownership, and the interaction of
these factors were examined. When appropriate, the Newman-Keuls method
(Winer, 1971) was used to study within variable differences. A summary of the
results is shown in Table 2.

Although no meaningful sex differences or interaction effects were found, the
main effect of problem ownership did produce significant differences in the~
adult responses. When the problem situation was primarily, and only, child
owned (C>A and C-A), the adults responded with more . statements of
children’s feelings, more statements relating child feelings to adult behavior, and
more specific directions regarding the handling of present and future feelings.
Adults also responded with more praising, agreeing, reassuring, sympathizing,
consoling, and supporting responses than when the problems included adult
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176



178 STOLLAK,ET AL.

behavior (it will make the child feel one way or another). Herein is the first link
in a reciprocal chain of frustrating communications. For example, on STC item
9, in which the child is found masturbating, most adults angrily tell the child to
stop. If this occurs in real life, the child may then respond with some kind of
self-defense, such as denying the act; the denial may in turn result in more anger
from the adult or in passive acceptance and guilt. In either sequence the child
perceives that his behavior has had some negative effect on the parent. Because
the child does not want,to continually incur the wrath of his parents, he will
take an inappropriate degree of responsibility in attempting to minimize parental
anger. In the process he may deny his own feelings, and/or experience anxiety
and guilt, which will in turn negatively affect future interactions in that his
capacity for self-differentiation will be impaired.

To the extent that reciprocal adult-child influences are always operating, the
notion of adult and child-owned problems might be qualified. In retrospect, this
could be a somewhat misleading system of classification when we consider that
any interaction between adult and child could be seen to involve the needs of
both. However, the data from the present research point toward the existence of
some dimension of need frustration and satisfaction affecting the ability of adults
to respond sensitively to children in various problem situations.

Further, it may be that the interaction of child and adult needs in any given
situation may be the more prepotent variable in determining what is
communicated. If so, it follows that measuring the reciprocal effects of
adult-child communication would reflect more accurately the interdependency
of adult-child needs. Dat from the present study may suggest a set to respond
perhaps more indicative or predictive of attitudes than behavior. In this regard,
studies aimed at dealing with microscopic sequential analyses of actual
interaction (e.g., Moustakas & Schlalock,1955) would appear to be most useful.

A final point concerns the impetus for this research. The study of abnormal
child psychology must adopt a perspective that extends'beyond child behaviors
that are so provocative that they impel an adult to bring the child to the
attention of a mental health professional. It must also include the study of
variables involved in the relative absence of positive personal and social behaviors
in the child’s reportoire. For example, Baumrind (1967) found that only 12% of
a sample of bright young children (mean IQ of 123) of middle-class,
well-educated parents met her criteria for competence. Why are loving, caring,
generous, and altruistic acts not more frequent in children and adolescents? Why
are the vast majority of children not highly imaginative and creative, not highly
self-assertive, self-controlléd, and self-reliant?

It is likely that the actions of adults toward children in problem situations
not only contribute to the development of child behavior dysfunctions but also
to the absence of self-actualization. The present findings suggest that future
research will indicate that most adults, in real-life confrontations with children
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n problem situations, do not clearly convey understanding and acceptance of
hildren’s feelings, needs, and wishes; do not clearly communicate their own
eelings about the child’s feelings and behavior; and do not provide the child
vith constructive solutions or outlets for their aroused needs. There is no
Juestion that, at present, we have little knowledge in these areas. As relevant
nformation and evidence does accumulate, we will be able to develop and
mplement increasingly more effective therapeutic and education programs that
vill treat, prevent, and minimize child-behavior dysfunctions. Perhaps of even
yeater importance is the impact that such knowledge will have on. the
levelopment and implementation of programs that are designed to maximize the
‘otal growth and humanness of every child.
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