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ABSTRACT

Knovledge about guns and the relation between play
%ith guns and aggressivity vas assessed in a group of 5-9 year old
children. Pach child was questioned about his gun play and his
understanding of guns after he vas shown a ‘isplay of two toy and two
real guns. This data was then correlated wit . a teacher rating of
aggression for each child., Children's play vith guns was not
significantly related to their rated aggressiveness. Purther, the
children vere not able to discriminate reliably betwveen toy and real
guns and they held some distorted beliefs about guns. The results are
discussed in terms of the aggressive cue hypothesis. (Author)
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e of the most controveraial exnlanations for ageressive hehavior 10
{ndividuals is the appressive cue hvnothesis (Rerkowitz, 1962: 10/4) ,
According to this hvnothesis certain stimuli, of wvhich suns are a major

cateporv, function as cues in eliciting agpressive hehavior, nrovided
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that the individual is aroused .and not strduglv inhihited. 'hen the
stimulus is a pun, this aggression can be viewed as a conditioned resnonse
vhich not only functions as a cue, hut also nruovides the aggressor with a
means of agpression. Thus Berkowitz (1968) suepests '...Muns not onlv
nermit violence, thev can stimulate it as well, The finrer nulla the
tripper. but the tripper mav also he nulline the finper" (n, 22).
Rerkowitz (1968, 1070) has used the controversial "weanons effect"
renorted in the Rerkowitz and LePage (1067) studv as the basis of hia
qvidence for the apgressive cue hvnothesis. Berlowitz and LePape found
that college males who were angered administered more shocks to their
nartner (1.e., a confederate) when a shotpun and nistol vere on the
table with the shock Fev than vhen onlv the shocl lev tas on the table
or two hadminton rackets were nlaced next to the hev, lovever, attemnts
to renlicate the 'weanons effect" penerallv have met with failure.

Page and Scheidt (1971) obtained the effact trith college students onlv
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when thene students trere aware of the revenpe imnlicatfons. This result,
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according to Page.and Scheidt (1071), indicates that the "veanons effect"
is contiminated bv demand characteristics. |

Perhaps the most extensive test of the veanons effect is that renorted
by Buss, Booker, and Buss (1972) who conducted a series of ’ive.studies
where collere subjects shocked a confederate for making errors in a learninp
task. In the first studv where half of the subiecta shot an air rifle
nrior to engaging in the learning task, Buss et al. found no sienificant
differences in the number of shocks administered. This non-aigmificant
finding also anpeared in a second study vhere the subjects shot a heavv
pistol. Some évidence of a weanons effect occurred in a third studv when
the subjects had a historv of weanons use (e.g., hunted, etc.), hut non-
user subjects increased the intensitv of the shock more than users. A
fourth studv found that firing the nistol had a verv slight effect on gun

users. In a fifth studv which used the same nrocedure as that renorted bv

" Berkowitz and LePage, Buss et al., ohserved that the nresence of weanons

resulted in a decrease in the number of shocks piven the confederate.

In general, the research bv Busa, Booker and Buss (1972) nresents little
evidence to support the appressive cue hvnothestis.

Interestinglv, the appressive cue hvnotheais has not received much
attention in the aggreséion research with children. Teshback (1056)
renértod that lov appressive bovs, but not girls, showed increased agpressive~
ness in a free plav situation after nlaving with appressive tovs such
as muns, The high apgressive groun gshowed little chanpe, A more
definitive test of puns as an apgressive stimulus was conducted hv Mallick
and McCandless (19A6), Third grade éhildren were frustrated or not
fruntrated and then nplaced in an activity when thev shot a nlav pun at a

human or animal target, a bullseve, or solved arithmetic nroblems. The
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suhjects were then given an onnortunity for revenrembv shocking their
frustrator. Nhile frustrated suhiects pave more shocks than the nonfrustrated
subiects, shooting a g&n did not influence siprificantlv azpressive scores. |
In a second study, subjects in the apgreasive nla~ with puns condition rave
more shocks than those children who discussed the fruatrator's hehavior
with the exnerimenter, but the effect was not significant.

Althouch neither the Feshback nor the Mallick and McCandless studies
sunoort the agpressive cue hvnothesis, one could argue that the duration
of contﬁct with the appressive stimulus was not long enourh, Buss et al,
(1972) found some evidence of'a weanons effect onlv amone those suhiects
with a historv of pun use. Veshback's subjects nlaved with aggressive |
tovs for a 21 minute nericd once a week for four weeks. Children in the
Mallick and McCandless stuav on1§ had an eieht .ainute neriod of sh-oting
a gun, Similarlv, a long neriod of exnmosure to vinlence in television
over time scems to influence agpressivencss in children (e.p. Ernn, Leflowite,
Huesman, & Walder, i072). Therefore, the effect of guns on argressive
behavior may be more evident among those children with a historv of nlav
with guns. | |

The aim of tﬁe nresent studv was to investirate the relationshin hetween
children's nlay with funs and their agqresai§itv, and also to assess the
extent of children's knovledpe about puns. - Rovs and eirls ages S to 1N

vears were shown a disnlas of two tov and tvo real puns and asked a series

. of nuesgions to determine their Fnowledpe about guns and the extent of their

pun nlay. Measures of the ch!ld's verbal, and nhvsaical areressiveness were

obtained from teacher rating: o the child, TNased nn the nrevious discussien,

4t was nredicted that:

(1) children who nlav with guns are more agpressive®
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(2) children's knowledge about puns increases with are.

Method

Subjects

The subiects were 73 largelv middle class children (37 hovs and 36 rirls)
ranging from 5-10 vears of age, The children were prouned into the followine
aﬁe cateaories: S5-A vear olds (z = A8,18* g = 7,80: n = 3 hovs and 8 girls):
6-7 vear olds (¥ = 77.69: 8 =336 n=8hovs and 8 pirls) ¢+ 7-R vear
olds (X = 88.64: 8 = 3.00: n = 0 hovs and 5 girls): 8-9 vear olds (X =
99.29: 8 = 2,f4: n = 7 bovs and 7 pirlg) + and 9-10 vear olds (X = 11&.3§:
8 = 5.96; n = 10 bovs and 8 girls). The sublects were vhite with the
excention of threa 5-¢ vear old hlack children., The suhiects were randomlv
gelected from a nre-school in a lower middle class area and an elementarv
school in a middle class suburban area. All of the suhjects were of
average I0 or higher.

Stimulus Disnlav

[

<. . During the course of the interview each of the suhiects was nuestioned
about four guns which were disnlaved on the table at vhich the suhiect was
seatad. Two of the suns were tov or nlav cuns and consisted of a rifle
" and 8 pistol. The other two suns were a 22 caliber nistol and a 22 caliber
rifle. The puns were labele& A through D with a tane label. Each
subject was nermitted to look ot the puns, but not to nick them un since
.their different weights mav have influenced the subject's responses to
questiona about the puns. The tov rifle and the real rifle were ouite
similar {n annearance and hoth the tov and real nistols had ivorv handlea..
Procehuro
Fach of the subjects vas intervieved individuallv, bv tﬁe senior
author, 4n a small room where he/she was seated at a tahle containing the

gun displav. All of the interviews were recorded on a cassette recorder.




BEST COPY Avaiagy

The children were asked a series of 16 auestions relatinp to puns and

their understanding of guns., Fach child was snecificallv asked 1f thev
nlaved with guns, the tvnes of guns thev nlaved with, whethar their

father had guns at home, what tvpe of neonle use guns, and what guns

.are used for, Then the subject's attention was focused on the pun

display. The subject was asked: what hannened when one was shot with a
gun: vhether egch of the guns could hurt someone: the name of each fun ¢

and the differences hetween the guna. FVinallv, each suhiect was handed the
toy nistol and asked to show the interviewer how he/she would shoot

this gun.

At the end of the interview the subiect was asked not to discuss the
gun disnlav or the auestion with the other hovs and pirls in his class,
tv reauce coutaminatioﬁ of resnonses.: Tne interviewe.”s ncobing of
subjects and teacher renorts indicated that 1ittle discussion actuallv
occurred among the children,

Aggression measure,

Fach child was rated on an 18 item agpression scale, constructed from
items from Sears, Maccobv and Levin (10752,b§ the child's teachef. The
teacher was asled to rate the child‘on each item using one of five rasnonses
ranging from verv frenuentlv to verv gseldom, The teachers were further
instructed to check over their ratines for each child to male certain that
they had considered individual differences among children., Thev were
also instructed that insofar as nossible children should he distributed on
-narticular behaviors across the different frecuencv catepories,

The 18 {tem scale consisted of A items measuring vérhal agpression
with the remaining 12 items measuring nhvaical agpression. The anl{t-half

reliahilitv corrected vith the Snearman-Rrowm formula was .05 for hoth
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subscales.” The reliahilitvy estimate Fog the total scale was .97. The
intercorrelation between verhal and nhvsical aperession scores was 8,
Each item on the agpression scale was scored from 5 (verv freauentlv)
to 1 (verv seldom), Thus a hiph sdcore indicated hish appressiveness.
" Three scores were generated from the rating scale: verhal amgression
score, phvsical agpression score, and a total aggression score. These
scores nrovided the derendent measures for the agrression analvses.
Pesults
The sﬁbjects' responses to the interview questions vere analvzed
with chi sauare and hinomial analvses to deterinine agme and sex differences.
These data are nresented in Table 1. |

Children's Contact with Guns

As exnected, more bovs (95%) than girls (477) renorted that thev
played with guns. Table 1 shows the sex difference to be significant.
However, age was not a significant factor fn gun nlav as noted hv the chi
saquare value, althouch binomial tests show that more fA-7 vear olds and
7-8 vear olds nlaved with puns (n { .N05). Tahle 1 further shows that
bovs of all apes vere involved in gun nlav, vhereas pun nlav among pirls
was confined to those pirls who were vounger than eight vears of age.

The nattern of results for cuns at home,i{ncluding narent ownershin
of guns, which is nresented in Tahle 1, is verv similar to that renorted
for nlav. More hovs than pirls renorted that funs vere nresent in their
home, and the chi square value for age was not sipnificant, although
binomial téats shased that more A=7 and 7-8 vear olds renorted that funs

were nresent in their homes.

Insert Tahle 1 about here

7
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]
Children's Knowledge About uns i

Table 1 indicates that as children increase in age thev nerceive that
guns are used mostlv to shootpgoél.(77z of the suhiects gave this resnonse).
The chi square value for ape is significant. Only a few children (237 of
the total samnie) reported that the major use of guns was for shooting
at targets or animals, Children's helief that puns are most often used to
shoot neonle §s clarified further in their resnonses to the auestion, "Vho
uses guns?”’ Cowhovs and Indians were the most freauent resnonses given
by nreschooljkinderzarten children. The annarent imnlication is that these
individuals shoot at each other. Cowhovs, nolice and robhers were the
most frequent choices of first and second praders, vhereas hunters and
police were the main users of puns according to the third prade subiects,
Althe .ph older children did not name sipnificamtlv more different users
.of guns, according to the dataiin Tahle 1 hovs were more knowledpeahle
about different gun users than girls, and children vho nlaved with puns
named more different users of puns than children vho did not nlav with
guns (‘,,2 = 20,48, df = 9, n L .N5). Children's knowledpe about guns vas
evide;:-also in their skill in correctlv shooting a pun. Manv of the
S vear olds (677 of the bova and 387 of the rirls) could correctlv aim and
fire the nistol and this sV1ll increased with age, esneciallv among hovs,
who were more adent than girls.

The series of auestions which focused on the %f’ects of guns nroduced
some unexpected resnonses. Nver 787 of the children indicated that death
would result from a gunshot and this resnonse increased witﬁ ace, although
sex was not a factor accordine to the data in Table 1. Also, nlav with
guns did not 1nf1uencé this resnonse EZ? = 3,43, df = 2, n {.N5). However,
children wvere not verv accurate in their discrimination of those euns which

vere capable of inflicting hodilv infurv. Neither ame of the child nor

RS 4
LA




BEST COPY AvAILABLE 3

sex of the child increased discriminahilitv of those puns which could inflict

bodilv injurv (see Tahle 1). Purther, nlav with guns also failed to increas2

the child's discrimination abilitv. Children who nlaved with guns were not

more accurate in discriminatine those guns vhich could inflict injurv than

children wvho did not nlav with guns fﬁ?‘L 1 for all four gun ﬂiacriminations).
When children were asked to indicate which guns were canable of inflicting

death, the data in Table 1 indicate that ape was an influential factor.

Most children up to @ vears of ape stated that the tov rifle, real nistol

and real rifle could inflict death, Some of the vounpger children indicated

the toy nistol could inflict death, and girls thoughtall guns were capable

of producing death, nltﬁough this nercentape decreased with a&.e. Onlvy 257.

of those subjects who indicated thev regularlv nlaved with tov puns were

able to discriminate thosé guns with lethal canabilities. This inabilitv

to discriminate guns vae subhstantiated further kv the data in Tahle 1 relating

to detection of tov versus real puns, Most children under 9 vears of age

were unable to detect the tov cuns and even 307 of the 9-1N" vear old hovs

did not make a correct discriminatioh. Plav with puns also d{id not sieni-

' ficantlyv increase this diécriminahilit_v (1.24 1). The realness of the tov

rifle seemed to nresent a nroblem for all of the children. Overall the
data do not uneauivocallv sunnort the nrediction that children's knowledpe
ahout puns increases with age,

¢hildren's Contact with "una and Appressivity

In the first series of analvses, a 5 (ape) X 2 (sex) X 2 (nlav with
funs) ANOVA was nerformed on the verbal and nhvwaical aceression auhacores
sud total aggression score. Ape was a éigni'icant factor in total
apgression (F = 3.67, df = 4, 57, p &L.M1), verbal appression (7 = 5.12, .

4af = 4/57, n £.001) but not nhvaical appression (7 = 2,17, d¢ = 4/57,

R
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p £ .10), Total apgpression, verhal aperession, and nhvsical apgression

scores increased for S5- to 9-vear olds, but then decreased for the 9-10
year olds. Sex also was a significant factor in that hovs scored highér
than pirls on total agsression (¥ = 16,90, df = 1/57, p £ .N1), verbal
aggression (P = 10,97, df = 1/57, p £ .N1) and nhvsical aepressiom
(P = )8.31, df = 1/57, n &£ .01), These natterns of results are recurrent
findinps in the agpression literature,

Contrary to nredictions children who nlaved with cuns did not score
higher on total agpression, vgrbal agpression, or nhvsicel asgression
(PF's {1 i.'o-r all three measurea). The mean scores for eacl of these measures

are nresented in Fipure 1, In order to ascertain more clearlv the relationshin

Insert Wgure 1 about here

hetween nlav'ﬁith guns And agpressivitv, hiserial correlations vere nerformed
on each of the three measures of aggreasion. The resulting correlations

were total aggression (his. p = .06), verbal aperession (bis. r = -.N04),

and vhvsical apgression (his. r = .13). In a further test of the relationshin
betveen nlav with guns and apgression, a median snlit was nerformed on

total agaression score, and a chi snu;re analvsig nerformed. The resulting

value was nonsignificant SE?‘L 1). A second chi sauare analvais was ner-

formed usinp those subjects whose total aggression scores were in the first

and fourth quartiles. This chi square value also was nonsignificant GZL 1).
The interaction hetwveen age and nlav was nonsignificant for total

apgression (T = 1,00, df = 4/57, n» .05), verhal agpression (F = 1.26,

di = 4/57, p 7 .05), and nhvsical arpression (F £ 1). The Sex of child X

Play with runs interaction also was nonsignificant (®'s £ 1 for all

three measures), 1 U
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Niscussion

Tha”contention that puns have aggpressive cue nronerties, and therefore
a historv of gun use should influence aggreasivitv, does not ohtain much
support from the results of the nresent studv. Children with a historv of
play with guns were not significantlv more agpressive according to teacher
ratings of aggfessivitv._ This absence of a significant effect needs to
be internreted cautiouslv, howvever. One can arpue that cuns are most likelv
to function as aggressive cues when the individual is aroused and then
placed in an internersonal situation., This astudv did not use such maninu-
lations, rather it relied on interview data and teacher ratines, Vet it
seems reasonable to assume that teachers observe children in manv diverse
settings, such as in the classroom, on the nlavground, in the hallwavs,
etc.; where frustration nroducing srongal is lilely and vhere apgression
occurs, If puns function as aggressive stimul{ then children who have a
history of nlaving with such obiects should be more agpressive., Converselv
aggressive children mav he more likelv to nlav vith guns. The temnoral
oqauenciné of the effect doesn't make anv dif ference in the nresent studv.
The mijor concern is with the relationshin between nlav with guns and
aggression. There is little evidence in this studv that children's nlav
with guns functions as a stimulus antecedent of aggression. A similar
conclusion was reached bv Buss, Booker, and Buas (1972), in discusasing the
results of their five attemnts to find a weanons effect. Thev concluded
",..neither the lonp term use nor the transient firing of a weanon enhances
subsequent aggression” (n, 12)

While one can arpue that the weanons effect nronosed bv Berkowitz (19AR)

ig based on a single lahoratorv studv, the lack of a significant relationshin

< 1
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batween children's plav with puns and their apgressivitv in thias studv mav
be attributed to other factors as well, It seems likelv that much of
children's nlay with puns involves fantasv appression in that children
engage in nretend pames such as cowhovs and indians and cons and robhers,
Thé subject's resnonses to the ﬂueation'who ugses puns suggests that chidren
are freaquent narticinants in these games. While much shooting occurs and
the "bad suvs" are killed dead, vet evervone Imows that the "bad guv"
quicklv recovers to nlav the game again. That is, death in these circum-

stances is also fantasv. Through these tvnes of nlav exneriences children
are‘;xpresaing agpressiveness in an imapinarv context and thev are aware
that it is all make helieve, Therefure these tvnes of exneriences with
gurs have little effect on agpressive hehavior and mav actuallv result in
deétaased agpressiveness. Peshhack (1971) nresents some evidence vhich
sugpests that fantasv agpression is nenativelv correlated with overt

- aggression. '

One c;n argue also that the nredicted relationshin hetween nlav with
guns and apgressivitv would have anneared in a situation vhere the child
nlg;ed w@th the actual eun, was aroused, and then slaced in a notential
aggfesuion aituation, MNowever, the findinas of “allick and Mcfandless
(1966) as vell as Russ et al., (1972)' largelv nepate this argument. Even
" a historv af plaving with guns does not influence appressiveness, as noted
bv the absence of a significant interaction between are and nlav with guns,
- 4n the nresent study, It seems more reasonable to assume that ameressive
behavior is the resultant of manv factors, the most influential of which
are familial., Thus aggressive stimuli such as puns and vinlence in the

mass media mav have their preatest effect on children vho are highlv

agpressive. This seems to he the conclusion emerpinp from much of the

.‘, )
g,".
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research on the effects of violence in television (e.z., Stein & Predérick,
1972) .,

The data on children's un&erstanding about funs nresent some unexnected
findings; While guns are a masculine nlav obj;Ec. 477 of the airls indi-
cated that thev nlaced with puns,and with the excention of skill in shooting
a gug’there were fe sex differences. Thus, vhether or not girls nlav
with guns, thev are ahout as Pnerledpeable as hovs, The mass media effect
undoubtedlv conteracte the exnected sex difference. The helief that guns
are used to shoot neonle, that guns kill, and the catepories of pun users
possessed by these children suggest that mass media has influenced their
responses., Children's understanding of guns seems to he nuite distorted
hv the contexts in which thev see suns used. fMnlv 647 of the children's
narents had discussed cuns with their children and the major content of
the discussion was a fear annroach Tocusing on the lethal asnect of puns,

The exvectation that todaQ's children are sufficientlv knowledgeable
sbout runs is not sunnorted hv the data of this studv, Turther evidence
for this statement is nresent in the peneral inabilitv of children to
correctlv discriminate tov from real guns, This lack of discriminabilitvy
was also nrasent amonp those children who nlaved with guns. Not onlv did
children generallv fail on this discrimination but thev aleo helieved
that the tov rifle was canable of inflicting death. The tov rifle had
a verv real annearance and this nualitv mav havg nercentuallv seduced
the child even though the child was encourared to carefullv examine each
.- gun without handling it. Ue do not knov how children actuallv discriminate
between real and tov guns, but annearance mav he a maior attrihute. This
observation also mav exnlain in nart whv robbérv victims are somtimes

fooled bv a tov pun, 'hat effect this misnercention mav have on children
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{38 not imovm. It certainlv seema nossible that children mav miatake a real

eun for a tov and thus hecome a victim of a serious accident, Alternatelv

children mar helieve that one auicklv and mapicallv recoveras from a punshot
since that occurs in their nlav, “hatever their nercentfon it would scem
wise to adeauatelv secure all real guns in the home, -
Some notential nractical imrlications of this studv should not be
overlooked. In addition to the exnressed need to adequatelv store real
guns, some comment needs to he made on the distortion in children's under-
standing of guns and the effects of pun nlav, Recause children helieve
the major use of puns is to shoct individuals, and children lact discrimin-
ative abilitvy about guns, more formal instruction seems to he needed, This
instruction mav also reduce the numher of accidents involvine children and
| guns, Secondlv, the concern. vhich emerged after the aasassination o; John
Kennedv, Martin Luther Kinp, and Robert Kennedv, ahout children's eun nlav
resulting in more violence does not seem to he well founded. Children annear

to be using gun nlav in an imaginative context and hv so doing thev mav

be reducing the need for internersonal apgressiveness,

VY
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Figure Caption

Figure 1, Mean aggression scores for verbal, physical, and total aggression,
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