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Abstract

Four experiments were conducted to analyze cooperative and

competitive behavior of Anglo-American city and Mexican rural children.

Results of Experiment I failed to support the hypothesis of a cultural

difference in motivation and ability to cooperate. In Experiment II

both Anglo-American and Mexican children appeared highly motivated to

take a toy away from a peer when they could keep it for themselves.

Anglo-American children, however, were more highly motivated than

Mexicans to lower another child's outcomes even when it meant no gain

to themselves. In Experiment III Anglo-American more than Mexican

children responded with conflict to a peer's rivalrous intents in an

interpersonal interaction situation; Mexican children were more submis-

sive. In Experiment IV Mexican children were more avoidant of conflict

than Anglo-American children. The irrational reaction to conflict of

both Anglo-American and Mexican children is discussed.



Experimental Analyses of Cooperation

and Competition of Anglo-American and

Mexican Children
1

Spencer Kagan and Millard C. Madsen2

University of California, Los Angeles

This paper reports the results of four experiments comparing the

behavior of children from two settings: Los Angeles, Cali'ornia and

Nuevo San Vicente, Baja California, Mexico. Children from these two

cultures have been shown to differ profoundly in the degree to which

they cooperate or compete at a choice point. Two experiments (Madsen

& Shapira, 1970; Kagan & Madsen, in press), each using different

techniques to force a choice between cooperation and competition, have

demonstrated that Mexican children are much more cooperative and less

competitive than their Los Angeles counterparts.

In view of these clear results, it was decided to inquire further

into the psychological basis of the differences in cooperative-competi-

tive behavior of children in the two cultural groups. Previous experi-

mental situations forced children to choose betwe n cooperation and

competition. Experiment I was designed to assess the motivation and

ability of children to cooperate in a problem situation with no obvious

conflict of interest cues. In the absence of substantial differences

between cultural groups in Experiment I, Experiments II, III and IV

were designed to successively increase the possibility of interpersonal

conflict.

Experiment II assesses the degree to which children in the two

cultural groups are competitive and rivalrous in a situation without



direct social interaction and the necessity of mutual assistance.

Experiment III examines rivalrous behavior in the presence of direct

soCial interaction. Experiment IV measures the tendencies of children

to engage in and avoid direct interpersonal conflict.

Each subject in the following experiments participated in only one

condition of one experiment, with the exception of a few Mexican Children

who participated in one condition of the Cooperation BOx experiment and

also one condition of another experiment. The Cooperation Box experi-

ment, however, was concluded a year before the other three experiments

were begun, and the subjects who participated in a second experiment did

so with a different pair-mate.

Experiment I: Cooperation and Helpfujness

Previous research which forces a choice between cooperation and

competition indicates that rural Mexican children are more cooperative

than Ang1O-American city children. The apparent cooperativeness of the

Mexicans, however, may have little to do with their motivation or

ability to cooperate. The Mexicans may be more cboperative than Anglo-

American city children only in situations which force a choice between

cooperation and competition because of strong motivation to avoid

competition (Madien, 1967; Kagan & Madsen, in press). Also, in the

forced choice situations cooperative tendencies of the Anglo-American

children may be masked by a strong tendency to compete. The 'question,

therefore, remains as to whether the Mexican children are more coopera-

tive than Anglo-American city children in situations which have no cues

for competition.



One reason to believe rural Mexicans are more able or motivated to

cooperate than Anglo-Americar; children is that rural children more than

city children work with their parents and peers to help supply and

maintain the basic necessities of the household. Further, because

poverty forces the members of most rural Mexican families to share a

limited supply, they may have a heightened realization of their inter-

dependence and need for mutual assistance. However, interpersonal

relations in a Mexican community have been described as independent

and non-cooperative (Foster, 1960). Further, observations of rural

Mexican children's play have revealed little tendency tbward spontan-

eous cooperation (Maccoby4 Modiano, & Lander, 1964). Thus, the basis

for believing rural Mexican children to be more cooperative than Anglo-

American city children is at best equivocal.

In order to put to empirical test the hypothesis of a cultural

di ference in ability and motivation to cooperate independent of

motivation to compete, an experimental task was cheated which had no

cues for competition or the avoidance of competition; the task could

be completed only by cooperation. The task was presented under two

conditions, one to assess the ability of children to cooperate When

motivated to do so, and the other to measure children's spontaneous

motivation to help a partner. To test for developmental arid sex trends,

pairs of boys and girls of two ages were selected.

Method

Subjects : Subjects for all four experiments were drawn from the

same areas in which previous research had shown cultural differences in

cooperation-competition situations. The Mexican children were reSidents



of Nuevo San Vicente (pop. 800), 88 km,south. of Ensenada,'Mexico;

The children lived either in or within a few miles of the town. The

economy of the area is largely agricUltural with a few small businesses

in the town proper. The Anglo-American children were drawn feta one

elementary school and several day care cente.s located in lower income

districts in and aeound Los Angeles, California. Eighty children in

each culture, 40 of age 7-9 and 40 of age 10-11, equally divided bY sex,

Served as subjects.

Apparatus: The apparatus was a Coopee ion box (68 cm long, 18 cm

high, 23 cm wide) with a hinged lid that was secured in the closed

position by four spring latches (Figure lb). the latches are spaced so

that the simultaneous use of f6ur hands is neceSsary to open the box,

thus requiring the cooperation of two children. A smaller box (18 cM

square) with two latChes, was used to pee-train children individually

(Figure la).

Insert Figure 1 about here

Procedure: To: minimize'the posslbility that subsequent differenceS'

.between groups was due tO differential faMiliarity.With mechanical

latches all'children--were given a -oneminute-experience.in-,Attempting'

to o, en -hp tWo7latch box. The-boX.-waS'placed-in-front -of the Child-and

the- experimenter.then.plaCed a toy in-the 66x Clpeed the lld And

..inforM64 the Child:--that'he. could.-MaVe. the tOy if he-could open the box.

'Only 15 of the 1.60 .-Oi1deen seVeninHMeXico and_pight

pf the- youngerge -volv ',exCept .one coUld not open.. trie box Within one'

-ni.nPte. -.these-children:were given InstruCtion



Following pretraining, half of the children in each culture, age,

and sex subgroups participated in the Cooperation condition and the

other half in the Help condition. In both conditions the Cooperation

Box with the lid open was placed an a small table in front of Pairs of

like-sexed children. In the Cooperation condition, the experimenter

showed the children two identical toyS, and asked the children if they

would like to have the toys. After an affirmative answer, the experi-

menter placed the toys in the box, shdt the lid, and said, 'If this box

is opened, you two may have the toys inside. You may do anything you

like with the toys, they are for you to keep. You may talk with each

Other if you like, and you may both do anything you want.h The experi-

menter then presented the Cooperation Elox to the children and recorded

the time to solution with a stop-watch. If the box was ndt opened in

one dinute, children were insthicted in opening the box and allowed to

keep the toys. Pairs received five trials, each trial with a different

set of toys.

In the Help condition the experimenter showed only one toy and

asked one of the children if he would like to have it. After an affirm-

ative answer, the toY was placed in the CooPeration Box, the lid closed,

and the following instructions given; "If this box is opened, illobert'

may have the toy inside. Robert may do anything he likes With the toy,

it is his to keep. You may both talk to each other if you like, and

you may both do anything you want.' In both conditions children received

five trials, each trial with different toys.

Results .andiDjsCussion_.

-71-be.mean- tithe reqUired-..by "each Subgroup to:open the..CooperitionloX

i indicated in Tapiel -ialS -collapsed). --Tne-diff,erOnces -among
. .

. . . . .
.



Insert Table 1 about here

means were analyzed bya2x2x2x2x5 (culturexconditionxsex

x age x trial) analysis of variance. All analyses of simple effects

were performed by the Newman-Keuls procedure.

The results indicated no significant effects due to culture, sex,

or age, but significant effects due to condition (p 4.05) and trials

(p ..001). Children in the Help condition averaged 7.8 seconds per trial

as compared with a mean of 4.1 seconds under the Cooperation condition.

The direction of this difference iS the same for all subgroups. The

trial effect indicated that children required more time to open the box

on trial one than on successive trials. The mean time on trial one,

16.6 seconds, differed significantly from the mean time on each success-

ive trial (p 4.001). Mean times on the remaining four trials ranged

from 4.9 to 3.1 seconds and did not differ significantly from each

other. The age difference approached, but did not reach, the .05 level

of significance.

The only two way interaction that reached significance was culture

x sex (134(.05). As is evident from Table 1, the mean time was lower for

Mexican girls than boys under both conditions at both ages. In the U.S.,

in contrast, boys were faster than girls in three of the four subgroups.

This interaction was due to scores on the rirst t ial. On trial one,

Anglo-American boys were faster than girls (p 4.05) and Mexican girls

were faster than boys (p 4.01) No Significant sex differences were

found on subsequent tlials. This culture x sex x trial interaction is

significant at the .05 level,



In view of these results, previous findings that rural Mexican

children are more cooperative than Anglo-American city children at

cooperation-competition choice points appear due to a cultural differ-

ence in tendency to compete rather than a difference in motivation or

ability to cooperate. The results of the Cooperation condition fail to

support the hypothesis that the Mexican children are better able to

cooperate than are Anglo city children. The results of the Help

condition fail to support the hypothesis that the Mexican and Anglo-

American children differ in their motivation to help a peer. Typically,

following instructions in the Help condition, children would either

begin working together or after only slight hesitation would ask, "Can

I help him?" or "Can he help me?" When the instruction "You can both

do anything you want" was repeated, almost all children worked together

vigorously to open the box.

Opening the Cooperation Box requires a certain amount of assertive

leadership because at least one child must communicate the need to

coordinate efforts. It has been noted that rural Mexican boys are

reluctant to assert themselves or to take on leadership roles (Maccoby

et al. 1964). This reluctance is consistent with the finding that

Mexican boys were initially slower than Mexican girls to open the

Cooperation Box. That Anglo-American girls were initially slower than

both Anglo-American boys and Mexican girls may be due to their relative

lack of familiarity with mechanical things and their desire to appear

helpless and coy.



Experiment 11: Rivalry and Competition

The competitiveness of Anglo-American children at cooperation-

competition choice points appears even more formidable in light of

their ready cooperativeness in Experiment 1. The results of the

Cooperation Box experiment are consistent with the cooperation-

competition experiments if we assume that when both cooperative and

competitive behavior is possible, the intense competitiveness of

Anglo-American children masks their motivation and ability to cooperate.

While there is strong evidence to Support the hypothesis of Anglo-

American competitiveness, the basis of that competitiveness needs

explanation. Competitive children in cooperation-competition situations

are unwilling to allow their pair-mate a toy even when they have no

chance of receiving the toy themselves. Thus the competitiveness of

Anglo-American children may be due not only to a strong individual

rather than mutual goal orientation, but also to a motivatiOn to worst

one's partner. The hypothesis of a strong motivation in Anglo-American

children to lower the outcomes of their peers is consistent with the

finding that Anglo-American children tend to be strongly oriented

toward relative rather than absolute gain (McClintock & Nuttin, 1969).

The nature of Mexican non-competitiveness also needs further

explication. Mekican children 'may appear non-competitive in cooperation-

competition situations either because of a simple absence of competitive

motivation or because of a,reluctanCe to,express competitive or riValrous

-behavior. Previous research has placed Children in direct social inter-

action so that motivation to compete may not have found expression

because of avoidance of direct competitiye social interaction. Direct

coMpetitive interaction is considered taboo in at least one Mexican



rural popUlation ( omney & Romney, 1963).

In an attempt to separate absence of competitive and rivalrous

motivation from inhibition of such motivation in active interpersonal

interaction, the present experimInt tested rivalry in a situation

relatively free of direct social interaction. To distinguish compe-

tition (pursuance of one's own interest in a conflict-of-interest

situation) from rivalry (pursuance of negative outcomes for another

-competition was operationally defined in the present experiment as

taking a toy from another for oneself and rivalry as taking the toy

away to prevent one's pair-mate from keeping it.

Method

Subjects. In both Mexico and the United States 32 like-sex pairs,

ages 7-9 were randomly assigned to competition and rivalry conditions

so that each condition contained 8 pairs of boys and 8 pairs of girls

from each culture.

Apparatus. The Circle Matrix Board (Kagan & Madsen, in press) was

used in this experiment. The Circle Matrix Board is a 38 cm square

playing surface on which are drawn 7 rows of 2.5 cm diameter circles

with SeVen. Ci cies to a ro .Figure-2). The circles are connected by

Insert Figure 2 about here

2.5 cm lines along which children can move a marker from one circle to

another.

Competition_ Condition. Children-were seated on opposite sides of
_

the Circle-Matrix Board. The marker was Placed the center circle (04.



One child was handed an inexpensive ball point pen and was told, "This

is a present for you; you may keep the pen and do anything you like

With it."

After the child had time to admire his present, he was asked to put

it down by the center circle of the row nearest him (G4). The second

child was then informed, "You may move the marker along the lines

wherever you want, one circle at a time. You cannot move more than six

times. If the marke reaches this circle (04), you will take name pen

away from him and keep it for yourself. If the marker reaches this

other circle (A4), then (name) will keep his pen. You may move wherever

you want."

The second child then moved the marker until it reached either the

"take" or "let keep" circle, or until six moves were made. If no goal

was reached by six moves, the experimenter stated that since the marker

reached neither goal, the first child could keep his pen. After the

first trial, the procedure was repeated three times with different toys

(magnifying glass, magnet, and ring).

Rivalry Condition. The Rivalry condition was identical to the

Competition condition except the second child had no opportunity to ke p

the first child's present. Instead, the second child was told that if

the marker reached the "take" circle, the first child's toy would be

taken from him and haither of the children would keep it When the

marker-r6aChed:this circle the.experimenter-simply placed the irst

child's present out of sight.

Results

In both the RivairY,end Competition conditions, -trials ended When

the marker reached the take" or "let Keep" circle or when the six



alloted moves were exhausted. The percentage of each type of response,

for subjects in each culture and condition, is presented in Table 2.

Insert Table about here

Because frequency of outcomes were not significantly affected by trials,

trials were collapsed in all analyses so that each subject received a

score representing the sum of his performance over trials. The Mann-

Whitney U test was used for all analyses unless otherwise stated. No

significant sex differences were found.

Take. Children in the Competition condition took the toy from the

other child more often than children in the Rivalry condition (p.z.001).

Anglo-American children took more often than the Mexican children

001). This cultural difference was significant p<.01) in the Rivalry

condition, but a trend in the same direction did not reach significance

in the Competition condition (See Table 2).

The cultural difference in rivalry is mirrored also in the number

of children always er never taking. Seven of the 16 Mexican children

and only two Anglo-American children never took a toy in the Rivalry

condition (p <-06, Fisher test). Six Anglo-American children but only

one Mexican child took on all four trials of the Rivalry condition;

p<.05 Fisher test).

Let Keep. Children in the Rivalry condition let the other child

keep the toy more often than those in the Competition condition p....1.001

Mexican children let their pair-mate keep the toy more often than Anglo-

American children 01). This cultural difference was somewhat

greater in the Rtvalry 02) -than in the Competition ( .c.05) condition.



In the Competition condition seven Mexican and three Anglo-American

children ever moved to let the other child keep his toy. In the Rivalry

condition 13 Mexican and only five Anglo-American children ever moved to

let the other child keep the toy. This difference is significant

(p<.02, Chi Square

Avoidance. If children reached neither goal in the six alloted

moves, the trial was labeled avoidance. Avoidance was the least common

of the three outcomes. More avoidance behavior occurred in the Rivalry

than in the Competition condition (p(C.05). Considering both conditions

together, more than twice as many Mexican (12) as Anglo-American (5)

children used avoidance on at least one trial. This difference is a

significant trend (p <JO, Chi Square). The trend toward a cultural

difference is indicated by the percentage of avoidance trials in each

condition. The cultural difference in frequency of avoidance outcomes

is marginally significant only in the Rivalry condition (p <JO).

DiscUsslon

In this situatien, which involves no active interpersOnal inter-

action, both Mexican ond Anglo-American children are quiu willing to

take'a toy away from a peer-to keep for themselves If we acept the

generality of this-finding it Would mean that_ previous cultural

differences in cooperation-competition situations may not be due to

simple absence of -6omPetitive motivation in Mexican children

more likely that- MexiCan'Jmn-cOmpetitivenest is -due ta'avothnce

conflict in situations involving direct interpersonal interaction.

The results indicate a strong cultural difference in willingness tb

express rivalry. On 78% of the Rivalry condition trials Anglo-American

children took the other child's toy away for apparently no other reason

14
1 2



than to prevent the other child from having it. This rather striking

willingness to wors- another is expressed about half as often in the

Mexican as in the Anglo-American children.

In the Rivalry condition, Mexcan children most often moved to 1

the other child keep his toy. That 22% of the Mexican trials ended in

avoidance, however, suggests that Mexican children often had an impulse

toward rivalry to which they did not give full expression. The relative

absence of avoidance In the Anglo-American pairs suggests that they

experienced little conflict in moving to separate another child from hi8

toy.

Experiment III: Social Interaction in a Rivalry Situation

The results of Experiment II, when examined together with previous

research, suggest that Mexican children are competitively motivated, but

that they avoid competition which involves direct social interaction.

In the third experiment, a rivalry situation was created so that children

actively responded to the moves of their peers. It was thus possible to

observe the tendency of Mexican children

interactiOn.

Ihe behavior of the Anglci-Atherfcan thjjdrOn

to avoidAirect tOmpetitive

in Experiment II is

on'istent .wfth the -results--. Of--cooperationtompetftionsitUations and-

raise8 the-. queStjein---Of--hOWfar .AngloAMerican,thjldren;Wi41.. go to-
. '

relge.the-=outcpme..alLaHpeer.--
. .

examine outcomes worse than losing a toy, it did allow quantification

of the extent children would compete in attempting to prevent another

child from keeping his toy=

13



By comparison of the first moves of children in the present

experiment with those in the Rivalry condition of Experiment II, it is

possible to examine the way in which a responding peer, and the potential

for subsequent competitive social interaction, modify initial expression

bf rivalrous intent.

Method

Subjects and Apparatus. In both Mexico and the United States,

eight pairs of boys and eight pai s of girls 7-9 years of age partici-

pated. The children were seated, as in Experiment II, on opposite sides

of the Circle Matrix Board.

Procedure. The goal contingencies and the method of presentation

were the same as for the Rivalry condition of Experiment II. The only

differences between the two situations were that in the present

experiment children were informed they would take turns moving the

marker, and that trials were terminated after a total of 20 moves if no

goal were reached. Each pair received four trials- 'The child Without

the toy always moved first..

Results

The data were analyzed in three ways. First, analysis %es made of

the direction of the first move on each trial and-these results were

compared With the first moves of the Rivalry condition in Experiment II.

Second the responses-to initial "take" moVes were examined. Third, as

in Experiment II analysis was made of the frequency of "take", "let

keep" and avoidance outcomes.
_

Unless otherwise stated all analyses
_

were made by the Mann-Whitney U test.

14



First Moves. Children began each trial with a move in one of

three directions: forward, to deny their peer his toy; backwards, to

let the peer keep the toy; or sideways, in the direction of neither

goal, avoiding the decision. See Table 3.

Insert Table 3 about here

Anglo-American children more often than Mexicans began trials with

a move to separate the other child from his toy. Anglo-American pairs

made an initial "take" move on 81% of their trials; Mexican children

did so on 48%. This cultural difference is significant (p4:.05). The

number of pairs beginning all four trials with "take" moves also

reflects the cultural difference in initial intention. More Anglo-Ameri-

can (10) than Mexican (3) pairs always began with "take" moves (p< .05,

Chi Squa e

The tendency f r Mexicans to more often begin trials with a sideways

move reached only t end proportions (p4( 10). The tendency for Mexicans

to more often begin their trials by moving to let the other child k-

his toy was not sta istically significant Comparison if initial moves

of the present experiment with those of the Rivalry condition of

Experiment 11 reveals no significant differences in frequency of any

type of initial move for either cultural group.

Response to Initial Take Moves. Fifteen Anglo-American and 12

Mexican children had an opportunity to respond to at least one initial

"take" move. The 15 Anglo-American children were forced to respond to

initial "take" moves on an average of 3.3 times; the 12 Mexican

children were presented with' an average of 2.6 initial "take" moves.



Children could make three types of responses to an initial "take"

move: 1) Conflict, moving the markeis back into the circle from which

the other child had just moved, away from the "take" goal; 2) Sideways,

moving the marker sideways to the other child's advance; and 3) Submis-

sion, moving the marker in the direction of the other child's initial

"take" move, toward the "take" goal. The percent of moves in each

direction for responding children of each culture is presented in Table 4.

Insert Table 4 about here

Nine of the 12 Mexican children never responded to an initial "take"

move with a Conflict move; only one of the 15 Anglo-American children

was similarly restrained. This difference is significant (pc.005,

Fisher test). Such an extreme difference cannot be explained by the

fact that Anglo-American children had more opportunities to respond to

initial "take" moves.

Most Mexican children preferred to move Sideways rather than make a

Conflict or Submission move. Eight of the twelve Mexican children

moved Sideways on 75% or more of their responses. Such a high frequency

of Sideways responses was observed in only two of the 15 Anglo-American

children. This difference is significant (p-v: 01, Fisher test

In both cultures the least common of all responses to initial "t ke"

moves was Submission. No Anglo-American child ever submitted. Four of

the 12 MeXican children responded at least once with .Submission; two

did so t every oppPrtunity. The cultural difference in number of pairs

ever resorting ,to SubMission is -significant < .05 Fisher test



Trial Outcomes. The most frequent trial outcome for both Anglo-

American and Mexican children was to reach neither the "take" nor the

"let keep" goal circles see Table 5). Anglo-Americans reached no

goal on 80% of all trials; Mexicans failed to reach a goal on 42%.

The cultural difference in frequency of no-goal outcomes was signifi-

cant (p .02).

Insert Table 5 about here

The intensity of the cultural difference in reaching goals is

reflected in the number of pairs always and never reaching a goal.

Eight Anglo-American and only three Mexican pairs never reached a goal

Six Mexican and only one Anglo-American pair reached a goal on every

trial (p .05, Fisher test).

Anglo-American children reached the "let keep" goal on 9% of

the trials; Mexican children did so on 36%. This difference in

frequency of "let keep" outcomes is not statistically significant.

The difference in number of Mexican (6) and Anglo-American (1) pairs

moving to the "let keep" circle more than once, however, is

significant (p .05 Fisher test).

Reaching- the 'take" icircle was the rarest trial outcome, occurring

on 22% of all Mexican and 11% of all Anglo-American trials. This

difference is nOt statistically significant.-



Discussion

The initial response to a rivalrous move and the subsequent inter-

actions differ dramatically in the Mexican and Anglo-American children.

In response to another child's initial move to take away a toy, Anglo-

American children most often made direct conflict moves. Although the

Anglo-American children also sometimes moved Sideways, they never

submitted to the rivalrous intent_ The Anglo-American refusal to

submit to rivalry is analagous to their refusal to be exploited in a

Maximizing Difference Game (McClintock & Nuttin, 1969). Mexican children,

in contrast, almost always moved Sideways or submitted; they almost

never made conflict moves. The avoidant behavior of Mexican children in

this experiment is similar to their behavior in cooperation-competition

situations (Kagan & Madsen, in press).

The initial responses set the pattern for the remaining moves in

both cultural groups. Anglo-American children competed quite actively,

with one child attempting to reduce the other's outcomes, and the

second child attempting to defend himself. As a group the Anglo-

American children made 581 conflict moves, or an average of approxi-

mately nine such moves per trial.

96 conflict moves or approximately

The Mexican children totaled only

1.5 per trial.

The presence of active interpersonal

experiment reVersed the

American

interactions the Tresent

tendency observed in Experiment II for Anglo -

goals.- Although-,Angio-Ariericah

initial moves troWard.the "take":.

children to more often reach

children more often than Mexicans mad



goal, the peer willingness to defend their toys by persisting in inter-

personal conflict prevented rivalrous children from reaching the "take"

goals. Ironically, as a group the Mexicans significantly less often

expressed initial rivalrous intentions but non-significantly more often

reached the "take" goal. As a group more Mexicans reached the "take"

goal because the few consistently rivalrous Mexicans met little opposi-

tion; their partners avoided conflict and allowed their toys to be

taken away.

That the first moves of both cultural groups did not differ

significantly from those of Experiment II indicates that the mere

presence of a responding other and the potential for subsequent competi-

tive interaction does not significantly modify the initialsetial

ExPeriMeht'ili:TAVoidande'cif''Conflict-

The ,tendenty observed. in ExperiMent III for rural MeXlcan children

avoid interpersonal conflict has also been noted'in anthropological

(Romney & Romney, 1963) and experimental (Madsen-, 1967; Kigan &Madsen; in

press) studies The fourth experiment represents a more direct attempt

to quantify ,the tendency of children to avoid interpersonal conflict.
_

To'measure aVoidance of conflict, Childi'en Were set Off in a

direction which would necessarily result in conflict. Children in
, _

conflict had the alternatives of- avoiding'the 'conflict bY Moythg aside
-

or prolonging the-cohflict bY-refUSing'tO Move., 'The-experimental
_

situatioh was-struttured -so -that, if both children remained-in conflict

fork- ill 6f the al 1 oted -trioYes--,- 6h any trial neither childwould

toy -for whiCh° he was strivin chilcr.ilWays-responded to confliCt
_

,

,-
by-steppin -aside, howver, he also would never:mobtaim any-toys.



Thus, in terms of the children's own goals, strategies of uncompromising

conflict or compulsive avoidance of conflict were irrational. The

experiment therefore allows conclusions about the type and rationality

of responses to conflict by children of each culture.

Method

Subjects and Apparatus. In both Mexico and the United States

subjects of the experiment were eight boy and eight girl pairs-of 7-9

years.. The children were seated, as in Experiments II and III, on

opposite sides of the Circle Matrix Board.

Procedure. A marker was placed-in the center circle of the row

nearest each subject- 14 and G4 . Sbbjects-were informed that they

would-take turns, each commanding his omi marker,. On each _turn a

sUbject chose_ to- move hismarker.or .not, stating "move" or "stay".

The marker could be- moved along the_connectinTli.nes to another circle,

but it could not enter a circle occupied bsctlie other child's marker.

BeforeAhe ..eVerimentaLtMals,.all subjects .practiced taking bOth

-"stay" and -"move turns at.10-ast-.-three-:.tiMes After practice. the

markers were-returned to the mi.ddlei"circlp -of-the:,row -nearest pach

-subjeCt SUbje.cts--attentiorLwas thendrawn to'eight-plastie Chips:and

to-a.lArge assortment'. f-,:.tbyt.-_00-11.point

magnets, whistles etc. It was explained that

could be-traded for_one t y.

later each plastic chip

chip would go to the first child

whose marker reached the circle initially occupied by the other chilJ's

marker. It was further explained that if neither marker reached its

goal by a total of 24 turns for the pair, neither child would receive

Plastic chip for the trial. Children alternated moving first for the

eight trials.

:20
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Becati-1- children began by moving their markers toward each other in

the direction of their goals, after the first child had completed three

turns and the second child had completed two, each marker stood between

the other marker and its goal with no circles between them. The second

child was then forced either to block the first child's approach by

"staying," or to move aside out of conflict. If the second child chose

to block, the first in turn was forced to choose bet een blocking and

moving. The number of "stay" or blocking moves made by pair when

their markers each stood between the other marker and its goal with no

circles between them is thus a measure of the willingness of the pair to

remain in conflict. Because the pair was limited to 24 turns and because

it takes five turns for the markers to meet, children could total from

zero to 19 blocking moves per trial.

Results

Data from this experiment were analyzed in three ways: amount of

blocking, number of toys lost by blocking, and distribution of toys

received.

Blocking. All 16 Anglo-American pairs displayed at least some

blocking. In contrast, only five of the 16 Mexican pairs ever blocked.

This cul ural difference in number of pairs ever blocking is significant

(p ..001, Chi Square). The cultural difference in intensity of block-

ing is equally significant. No Mexican pair averaged over t o blocking

moves per trial; 10 Anglo-American pairs averaged over that number

(pc.001, Chi Square ) In total the Anglo American pairs averaged 4.5

blocking moves per trial; Mexicans averaged 35 per trial. This

difference is significant p< .001, Mann-Whitney U test).



The Anglo-American children appeared increasingly willing to block

as trials progressed. Fourteen of the 16 Anglo-American pairs showed

more blocking on the second four than on the first four trials. This

split-half difference is significant (1)4.005, Binomdal test). Of the

five Mexican pairs displaying blocking, three blocked more times on the

second four trials. No significant sex differences were observed.

Toys lost. Twelve of the 16 Anglo-American pairs blocked each

other sufficiently so that on at least one trial neither child received

a toy. Seven Anglo-American pairs lost more than one toy. No pair lost

more than three of the eight possible toys. As a group, Anglo-American

children lost 22 toys. No Mexican pair lost a boy by blocking. The

cultural difference in number oF pairs ever losing a toy by blocking is

significant (p4.001, Chi Square).

Distribution of toys. Eleven Mexican and only two Anglo-American

pairs divided the toys with four for each pair member. This difference

is significant (p<.01, Chi Square). Considering those pairs failing

to distribute the toys four each, 12 of the 14 Anglo-American and only

one of the four Mexican pairs dis ributed the received toys within one

toy of equality (i.e., so that to make the distribution as equal as

possible the child with fewer toys need take only one toy from the child

with more toys). This difference is significant (pez.01 Fisher test).

The two most unequal of all distributions occurred among the Mexican

children: in one pair, one child received all eight toys and in another

pair, one child obtained seven of

In this experiment Anglo-American pairs tended tb remain in conflict

even when to do so prevented them from getting as many toys as possible-



The number of trials in which neither child obtained a toy may be seen

as a measure of the pair's inability to avoid conflict when to do so is

in their interest. Given this measure, Anglo-American children are

significantly more irrational than Mexican children.

The Mexican children, however, tend to move aside even in the cases

when to do so is irrational in terms of their individual interest. In

those few cases where one Mexican child blocked in an attempt to receive

more than half-the toys, the other child seldom resisted, either by block-

ing or by verbal statements. In such cases the most extremely unequal

distributions of toys resulted. Assuming that-both children want as

many toys as possible, failure of- one child to block another from taking

more than half the available rewards is-irrational in:terms:of self

interest. Thus, considering those pairs in which some biodking octurs,

the extent the received toys-are-distributed less equally than poSsible'

is a measure-of irrational avoAdance of. donflidt. ,Giventhis-measure

Mexidan children are irrationally .aVoidant. The bTocked:Mexican-thild

appeared to move aside autoMatical131.- An.. two.: MeXican pairs. both-childrehi

moved aSide.even thoUgh:itwas.necetsary--for.only.fpne_t0..* so.. This .

tendency- for'coMpOsive aVoidance-jn--the.Mexitan-..childrenis-consistent.

wfth the .resultS Of Experiment III .and. p'reviouseriMents (MadSen
. .

1967; Kagan kM-adsen, inpress-).

..-AMong ithe,Angto-Ameritati.children--, eVery timerone--childattempted

to obtain:more than balf_the,toys,by bloCRing.,:theother--thild 'blocked-

in return. The willingness of Anglo-American chi 1 dren to block had a

1 eyeling"---effeCt.:Whith.:--.0reVented.,:..the'.extreMely:.001iloi '4i74-1.041-60 of
'

toys sometimes observed in the Mexican pairs Sometimes, as noted,-
.

blocking led Anglo-AMerican children to lose toys, but other times

2



blocking was part of a heated interaction which allowed a just

resolution of conflict. For example, when two Anglo-American girls had

both stayed" for some turns, the girl with fewer toys shouted at the

other, "You pig! You try to grab everything." The girl with more toys

thereupon moved aside.

Spontaneous verbal comments and informal discussion with the

children after the experiment revealed an interesting difference in the

way children of each culture conceptualized the experimental situation.

When Anglo-American children were asked why they moved aside in the

conflict situation, they most often phrased their response in terms of

self-interest (eg. "so I can get a chip next time"). The Mexican

children never responded in terms of self-interest. When asked why they

moved aside in the conflict situation, Mexican children most often

responded, "to let him pass."

General Discussion

Previous research has tended to show the irrational competitiveness

of Anglo-American children in contrast with the rational cooperativeness

of the-.Mekitans..-::_The:preSent ftiLW:ItOdlesAJI"esentAttOe Wanted-

picture deMontratingthatthe dhildrentofbOth-::CUltUres-are-:eaCh:An-

a different way, systematically irrational.

.Thejrrational.-.:Compe.titiVeneSs of the Anglo-Americanchildren,

seen in Experiment IV. Taken as a pair,. the Anglo-American Children

behave irrationallY: they remain in conflict_ bp an extent which-denies

them toys for which they are striving. The extreme rivalry of the Anglo-

American children' in Experiments II and III aims at decreasing their

Pair-mate's outcomes tOthout increasing-their 6wn. That almost all



Anglo-American children find it reinforcing to lower the outcomes of

their peers, throws into question the quality of peer interaction in the

Anglo-American culture.

The Mexican children appear irrational in the opposite direction.

In Experiment III a significant proportion of Mexican children made no

attempt to defend their toy against the advances of a rivalrous peer.

The Mexican child's submission to the peer's attempts to lower his

outcomes is irrational in terms of self interest. Those MexiCan

children in Experiment IV who alloWed -their peers to take all or alMost

all the-toys demonstrated compulsive rather than rational avoidance of.

conflict.

The present.experiMents demonstrate rhat..Mexican.children tend to

aVoid and Anglo-American children-tend to reMain in conflict to an..

irrational extent, -That each.cult6re is-..Orbduting childreh.whO are

systematically irrational

of:

in opposite directions suggests the possibility

cultural therapy. The pr'esent experiments have made no attempt to

determine the institutions and child-rearing prattices responsible for

the,..obterVed-Cultural differentes.--if-CausalTelationg.. tanThe-eStab_

hOWeyer,.-ilie706$$ibilltY-XiStS of Making':SYSteMatitChanges_ _

which would provide children of both cultures alternatives to irrational

behavior.
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Figure Captions

Figure 1. (a) Training Box, (b) Cooperation Box

Figure 2. Circle Matrix Board



Table I

Mean Seconds to Solution in Coope ation and Help

Conditions as function of Culture, Age, and Sex

(trials collapsed)

Cooperation Condition Help Condition

Age & Sex Groups Anglo-
American Mexican

Anglo-
American Mexican

7 - 9 Boys

7 - 9 Girls

10 - 11 Boys

10 - 11 Girls

2.8

5.5

2.8

5.8

8.9

1,8

3-.7

1.5

8.0

9.9:

5.0

1.5

13.6

6.4

---1.1 8

--3,2



Table 2-

Experiment 11 Trial Outcomes: Percentage of Take,

Let Keep, and Avoidance in each Condition by Culture

trials collapsed)

CompetitionCondition Rivalry Condition

Take Avoid Let Keep Take Avoid
I
Let Keep

Angio-American

Mexican

92

77

5

14

78

36

8

22

14

42



. Table

-Experiment .-Percent of

..Take, Let. Keep. and Avoidance. in .Each Culture

(trIals collapsed

Take Avoidance Let Keep

Anglo-American

Mexican

81

48

16

8 14



Table 4

Experiment III Responses to-Initial Take Moves: Percent of Conflict,

Sideways, and Submission in Anglo-American and Mexican Children

( rials collapsed)

Conflict Sideways Submission

Anglo-American

Mexican

72

14

28

65

0

21



Table 5

Experiment III Trial Outcomes: Percent of

Take, Let Keep, and No Goal Outcomes in each Culture

(trials collapsed)

glo-Ame ican

Mexican

11 9 80

22 36 42
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