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ABSTRACT

THE EFFECTS OF VARIATIONS IN PERCEPTIONS OF
BEHAVIOR ON DYADIC INTERPERSONAL BEHAVIOR

by

Rita Wendelin Larson

The present research consisted of two studies in the area of
person perception. Experiment I examined the consistency of a person's
perceptual style--the extent to which a person is differentially
sensitive to negative and positive behaviors—-across different stim-
ulus persons. Experiment II examined the relationship between
perceptions and interpersonal behavior through the investigation of
three separate types of perceivers (negative, balanced, and positive
behavior perceivers).

For Experiment I, approximately 1,100 male and female undergraduates,
in groups of 30-35, viewed a videotape of play interaction between an
adult and a male or female child actor. The child demonstrated on the tape
approximately equal numbers of behaviors that had differentiated
clinic-referred ("disturbed") from non-clinic referred ("normal')
children in previous research on parental perceptions. After viewing

the videotape, the subjects completed four separate rating scales.
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The Child Behavior Checklist (CBC) assessed the subject's perception
of the child's behavior in the playroom and "in general'; the Bessell-
Palomares Rating Scales and the Kaplan-Anderson Checklist Form I
assessed the subject's perception toward the adult in the playroom;
and lastly, the Kaplan-Anderson Checklist Form II assessed the con-
ception of a (general) person the subject's age.

A correlational analysis of the rating scales indicated that
college students were consistent when rating different stimulus per-
sons on a positive-negative dimension. This suggests that a person's
perceptual style might be a relatively stable characteristic of the
perceiver and a basic dimension in an individual's perception of
another person.

For Experiment II, three groups of behavior perceivers were
selected on the basis of their perceptual style score. The CBC for
the 1,100 undergraduates was scored for perceptual style by subtracting
the number of '"negative'" (i.e., '"disturbed") child behaviors checked
from the number of "positive" (i.e., '"mormal") behaviors checked.
""Negative Behavior Perceivers' consisted of 12 males and 12 females
who had the lowest perceptual style scores; ''Balanced Behavior Per-
ceivers" consisted of 12 males and 12 females who had perceptual style
scores closest to zero; and "Positive Behavior Perceivers' consisted of
12 males and 12 females who had the highest perceptual style scores.

The subjects were observed interacting with a peer (confederate)
in a structured situation which consisted of a 'revealed difference"
task. After the subject and confederate had completed an attitude

questionnaire, the experimenter selected three items (those the subject
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had responded to with a strong opinion) and instructed the dyad
members to try and reach an agreement for the items during the next
30 minutes. Two male and two female confederates were trained such
that they could always advocate, in a rational and nonthreatening
manner, a position opposite to whatever the subject defended.

The effects of the presence of a negative, balanced, or positive
behavior perceiver on dyadic interaction were examined via four
separate sets of dependent variables that were designed to measure
different aspects of the interaction: the Behavior Scores System
categories (Borgatta, 1965), which measured overt behavior; a post-
study questionnaire, which measured the subjects' (and confederates')
perception of their partner; a measure of the interaction which
consisted of the times to completion and the outcomes of the revealed
difference tasks; and the coders' global ratings which measured
observers' perceptions of the subject and the total interaction.

Several significant sex differences were found which support the
findings from previous research that males are more aggressive and
make more dominant attempts. However, the data did not support the
general stereotype that females are more submissive.

The results also indicated that a person's perceptual style had
consequences for the person's interpersonal experiences, as measured
by all four dependent measures of the dyadic interaction. More
specifically, when comparing the effectiveness of the dyadic inter-
actions for the three types of behavior perceivers, it was found
that in a conflict situation a positive behavior perceiver engaged

in the most dysfunctional interaction; a balanced behavior perceiver
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engaged in the most effective interaction; and the negative behavior
perceiver engaged in more effective interaction than a positive be-
havior perceiver.

Speculations were made in an initial attempt to explain the
childhood situations that might affect perceptions of behavior.
Implications for future research were discussed, particularly with
regard to examining the effects of perceptual style on spouse and

parent-child interactions.
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"Sometimes the lights all shinin' on me,
other times I can barely see, lately it
occurs to me what a long strange trip

it's been . . . just keep truckin' on."

The Grateful Dead
(Hunter, Garcia, Lesh & Weir, 1970)
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

How do we perceive and judge other people? This is an essential
question in the study of interpersonal relationships because the way
individuals behave in relation to each other is in part determined by
the manner in which they perceive and judge each other. As Asch (1946)
stated, '"To take our place with others we must perceive each other's
existence and reach a measure of comprehension of one another's needs,
emotions, and thoughts" (p. 258). Although only a few studies have
investigated the nature of the interaction between our perceptions and
judgments with interpersonal behavior, there is a sizable number of
studies investigating how people perceive and judge others. This area
of investigation has come to be known as '"person perception."”

The present research consisted of two studies in the area of
person perception. Study I examined the consistency of negative,
balanced, and positive behavior perceptual styles across different
stimulus persons. The stimulus persons were a child and an adult in a

"person in general."

videotaped play interaction, and a hypothetical
Study II examined the relationship between perceptions and interpersonal
behavior through the investigation of the interpersonal behavior of
three separate types of perceivers. Specifically, it was hypothesized

that an individual's perceptual style would have important interpersonal

consequences for the perceiver in adult peer relations. On a broader



spectrum, the present research provided some preliminary implications

for identifying "high risk" prospective spouses and parents.

Person Perception

Shrauger and Altrocchi (1964) broadly defined person perception as
"the attribution of psychological characteristics (e.g., traits,
intentions, emotions) to other people - either by describing them or
by making predictions of their subsequent behavior" (p. 290). Warr
and Knapper (1968) supplemented this definition with a schematic model
(Figure 1) of person perception. This model is an information pro-
cessing system with ten components. A perceiver selects only certain
aspects of the stimulus person and of the situation. This requires an
"input selector" which may be influenced by five components operating
upon it: present stimulus person information, present context infor-
mation, stored stimulus information, and relatively stable and relatively
transitory characteristics of the perceiver. Another system that
transforms information is the '"processing centre" which consists of a
set of "decision rules" (inference and combination rules) developed
by the perceiver. The output from the system (which feeds back into
earlier components) is seen as having three aspects: expectancy re-
sponses, attributive responses and affective responses.

Throughout the large research literature on person perception there
is a consistent, but not surprising, finding that there are individual
differences in person perception. Early investigators noted what they
considered a frequent source of "error" in predicting a particular
person's characteristics and thought it was an undesirable perceptual
bias that should be eliminated from psychological studies. However,

Bruner and Taguiri (1954) suggested that the precesses underlying the
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(Warr and Knapper, 1968).




apparent sources of error should be studied. Nowadays, investigators
do not view individual differences as an "error" but as a necessary
part of the process of person perception.

Many investigators followed Bruner and Taguiri's suggestion and
have studied the way a perceiver actively processes the stimuli to
infer characteristics (make judgments) about the stimulus person.
Perceivers make sense of the world by imposing stability on the char-
acteristics and behavior of others and as a result, need to process
stimulus cues.

A great deal of research indicates that the processing of stimuli
in person perception is "dominated far more by what the perceiver
brings into the situation than by what he [she] takes in during it"
(Gage & Cronbach, 1955, p. 420). In other words, pre-existing per-
ceiver characteristics account for most of the individual differences
in perception of the same stimulus object. When perceiving the same
stimulus object, perceivers receive the same cues but infer differently
from these perceptual cues. Jones and Thibaut (1958) suggest that the
person perception task primarily involves inference and interpretation
of cues. Therefore, a crucial problem is the identification of the
perceiver variables that account for different perceptual inference
rules among perceivers. Many studies have focused on just this area.
The major perceiver variables that have been identified are grouped
under four headings: 1) Personality variables, 2) Sex differences,

3) Implicit personality theory, and 4) Response dispositions.

Personality Variables

There are a sizable number of studies in person perception

demonstrating that personality variables of the perceiver account for



some of the individual differences found in person perception. Shrauger
and Altrocchi (1964), Taguiri (1968), and Warr and Knapper (1968)

reviewed many of these studies and provide a good bibliography, so
specific studies will not be cited here. In summary, some of the
personality dimensions that have been investigated are: authoritarianism,

"sensitizers'", intelligence,

a perceiver's hostility, 'repressors' and
degree of conceptual differentiation, maladjustment, and self concept.
Thus, several relatively stable characteristics of the perceiver can
influence the way s/he perceives other people. However, such findings
are very limited in their usefulness for developing a general theory
of person perception because, in themselves, they do not lead toward

identifying patterns of influence of personality factors in person

perception.

Sex Differences

A number of investigators also have found sex differences in
person perception. Most of the differences between male and female
perceivers are found in experiments that allowed subjects to give
free descriptions of stimulus persons; females tend to give more de-
tailed and favorable descriptions (Kohn & Feidler, 1961; Sarason &
Winkel, 1966), make more inferences (Gollin, 1958; Sarbin, 1954),
and may use different categories than do men (Brach & Wertheimer, 1961).
Warr and Knapper (1968) have examined the results of their experiments
separately for male and female subjects. They have collected re-
sponses to over fifty different stimulus persons perceived in a wide
variety of indirect situations. The perceivers did not give free
responses but rated the stimulus person using the semantic differential.

They found that women in general make more positive perceptual



responses, but this tendency was especially marked when the women were

not previously familiar with the persons being judged.

Implicit Personality Theory

The notion of implicit personality theory was first introduced by
Bruner and Taguiri (1954). They defined it as '"'the assumptions we
make about the nature of other people" (p. 649). Cronbach (1955) first
studied implicit personality theories by correlating subject's trait-
ratings for several stimulus persons and found different subjects used
different underlying dimensions. Gage and Cronbach (1955) elaborated
the original definition by stating that implicit personality theory
"is the 'built-in' correlations that the perceiver consciously or un-
consciously imposes on the traits, characteristics or behaviors of
others" (p. 420). 1In other words, the term indicates that many dimensions
of perception are implicit to the perceiver.

A historic study in this area was conducted by Koltuv (1962). She
obtained the names of personally relevant and nonrelevant traits and the
names of familiar and unfamiliar people for each of her subjects and
then had them rate these people on both kinds of traits. Based on her
findings, she reasonably concluded: (1) individuals have implicit
personality theories; (2) there are individual differences in implicit
personality theories; and (3) individual perceivers use similar patterns
of inference across many different stimulus persons. In other words,
implicit personality theories have consistency and individuality, they
vary among perceivers, and influence a perceiver's perceptions more so
than the stimuli of the person. Therefore, by knowing how a person

categorizes others, we can tell a great deal about the person.



Response Dispositions

Levy (1961) and Kaplan (1970, 1971, 1972, 1973) have stated that
individual differences in person perception are due to differences in
pre-existing response biases and not to differences in information
reception.

Early studies found people to have characteristic ways of rating
others, labeling these tendencies as "halo effect" (Thorndike, 1920);
"logical error" (Newcomb, 1931); and '"leniency effect" (Sears, 1936).

In one of the earliest experimental studies in person perception,

Asch (1946) observed that perceivers display consistent positive or
negative tendencies in their evaluation of a variety of stimulus per-
sons. Similarly, Gage and Cronbach (1955) suggested that people
possess global dispositions or tendencies to reach directionally (i.e.,
positive or negative) toward "others' both before and after specific
"others" are observed. More recently, Kaplan (1970, 1971, 1972, 1973)
found that people attach maximum importance to information about

others that is consistent with their own general tendencies to evaluate
others favorably or unfavorably.

The typical methodology used for the studies investigating perceiver
biases has an important limitation. That is, the stimulus person is not
actually observed by the perceiver. Instead, the data about the stimulus
person are presented in a brief written vignette consisting of a set
of personality traits. Following this the perceiver rates the stimulus
person on several scales. The stimulus person typically is assumed
to be an adult male. In the present study another methodology has
been employed. It was expected that the perceiver's positive-negative

response bias would affect a perceiver's inferences about real people



who have been observed in a video-taped play interaction, as well as
a hypothetical "person in general."

Levy and Dugan (1960) and Osgood, Suci and Tannenbaum (1957)
factor analyzed subjects' judgments of different stimulus persons.
Their results are consistent with the other studies cited, since they
indicate that the evaluative component of the response to another per-
son accounts for a substantial portion of the variance of the perceiver's
behavior.

It is apparent that many investigators have observed a basic
disposition of a perceiver to rate along a dimension of positive-
negative which affects the perceiver's inferences or judgments about a
person. Hastorf et al. (1970) stated '"this dimension is probably a
basic dimension of human experience" (p. 23). Therefore, the present
research identified three separate groups of perceivers along the
evaluative dimension: negative, balanced, and positive behavior

perceivers (Messe' & Stollak, 1974).

Person Perception and Interpersonal Behavior

Obviously, a basic assumption that underlied much research in the
area of person perception was that how a person categorizes and per-
ceives another person influences how the perceiver behaves toward that
person. Unfortunately, it is only an assumption, since the relationship
between perception and interpersonal behavior has been sadly neglected
in research. An overview of person perception research reveals that the
studies are seldom more than a symbolic response to a symbolic situation.

Only a few studies have investigated the behavioral consequences

of perception and they support the assumption that perceptions influence



interpersonal behavior. For example, Kelley (1950) found that students
interacted less in a class when they perceived their instructor to be
cold than when they perceived him to be warm. Kleck, Ono, and Hastorf
(1966) found that subjects interacting with an apparently physically
disabled confederate tended to demonstrate less variability in their
behavior as a group, expressed opinions that were less representative
of their actual beliefs, and terminated the interaction sooner than did
subjects interacting with the physically normal confederates.

To specify adequately the relationship between perception and
interpersonal behavior, researchers need to examine overt behavior.
Therefore, the present research studied the interpersonal behavior of
three separate types of perceivers. It was expected that the '"perceptual
style'" of a perceiver would have important behavioral consequences in
initial encounters between two strangers. Thus, each interactant
simultaneously was both perceiver and perceived. It was expected that
the results of this study would hlep identify more precisely some

interpersonal consequences of perceptual differences.

Person Perception, Interpersonal Behavior, and Adult Roles

In addition to the present study providing results for the general
area of person perception and interpersonal behavior, it also should
provide some preliminary implications for identifying "high risk"
prospective spouses and parents.

Probably two of the more important and demanding roles that people
assume in adulthood are those of spouse and parent. Both of these

dyadic relationships take place within the intimate and complex family
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system. As a result, adults are often simultaneously acting in the
role of parent and spouse. How does one try to integrate these two
roles? There are no easy answers to this question. An important
contribution to the understanding of families would be research that
begins to specify the relationship between interpersonal behavior
patterns of an adult with his/her spouse and with his/her child. For
example, do interaction patterns that are established with a spouse
generalize and affect the interaction patterns between parent and child?

There is a large amount of research literature exploring both types
of dyadic relationships--parent-child and husband-wife. However, much
of this research has used questionnaire techniques, individual inter-
view procedures, retrospective analysis, or clinically based material
rather than direct observation of interpersonal behavior. Most recently
there has been some valuable research conducted that has observed
directly and quantified the behavior of parent-child or husband-wife
relationships (Baumrind, 1967; Mishler & Waxler, 1968; Raush et al.,
1974). 1In addition, family interaction research has become prevalent
since the early 1960's (Riskin & Faunce, 1973). One would expect that
such research would be able to shed some light on the relationship
between parent and spouse behavior. Unfortunately, most of the re-
search has been concerned only with finding differences between

certain classes of '"pathological'" families and '"nmormal" families.

Parent Behavior

Mishler and Waxler (1968) conducted an innovative study in the
area of family interaction that does not pertain directly to the question

at hand, but does demonstrate the potential that direct observational



11

studies have in exploring important and complex questions concerning
family functioning. They compared parents interacting with a
schizophrenic child and with a "well" sibling and found that the
parents did not have a relationship with the schizophrenic child
that was qualitatively different from the relationship they had with
a "well" child. There was, however, a slight exaggeration of a
general style or a reduction in variability of behavior when the
parents were with their schizophrenic child. As Mishler and Waxler
stated, '"perhaps this was a way of saying that the parents behaved
like themselves, only more so, with their schizophrenic children"
(p. 288).

Thus, the observable parental behaviors measured by Mishler and
Waxler tended to be consistent across different children in the family.
Therefore, one could speculate that some of their behavior might be
consistent across spouse and children. In conjunction with this
speculation, Dollard and Miller (1950) have observed that the same
kinds of interpersonal behavior are likely to occur in different kinds
of social interactions, irrespective of the function or social pur-
pose of these involvements. Therefore, they stated that, "an analysis
of the stereotypic behavior of one dyad type may provide data which
will enhance the ability of the researcher to predict various behavior
variables in other dyad types'" (p. 261).

A major study of parent-child relationships was conducted by
Baumrind (1967). Nursery school children were rated by observers as
either: Pattern I - self-reliant, self-controlled, explorative, and
content; Pattern II - discontent, withdrawn, and distrustful; and

Pattern III - having little self-control, self-reliance, and a tendency
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to retreat from novel experiences. Observations were made in natural
and structured settings and data were obtained on parents and children
together and independently. Parents of Pattern I children were found
to be "notably firm, loving, demanding, and understanding.' Parents of
Pattern II children were found to be "firm, punative, and unaffectionate,"
and mothers of Pattern III children "lacked control and were moderately
loving" with the fathers of these latter children being "ambivalent

and lax" (p. 83). Baumrind did not specifically study the husband-wife
relationship, but one could speculate that the descriptions of the
parent-child relationships also might describe the husband-wife
relationship. 1In other words, it is possible that if parents are
"firm, loving, demanding, and understanding" with their child then it
may be expected that they would behave in a similar manner with each
other.

Determining the similarities and differences of interactions in
parent-child and husband-wife relationships should be an important con-
tribution to the understanding of family functioning and should provide
a new direction in family interaction research. Although there is
evidence to indicate that the same interactional qualities of empathy,
genuiness, and non-possessive warmth underly an effective adult-adult
relationship as well as an adult-child relationship (Bierman, 1968;
Liberman, Stollak & Denner, 1971; Moustakas, 1969; Truax & Carkhuff,
1968), researchers need to examine the similarities and differences

in dyadic interactions within the same family.

"High Risk' Adults

One of Messe' and Stollak's (1974) major objectives in initiating

their research project relating adult perceptions to child psychopathology
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was to develop procedures to identify "high risk" adults. There has

been a great deal of interest and research devoted to the early iden-
tification of children and methods of assessment. It is assumed that
if "high risk'" children can be identified early in their lives they

can most easily be helped and their problems most effectively removed
(Cowen et al., 1975). Messe' and Stollak '"believe that of equal impor-
tance and of equal feasibility is the dev<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>