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EBSTRACT .
n This paper bresents a structural-developmental mddel

of social cognition and discusses the implications of this approach

for social intervention research. This model of social development is *
concerned with social reasoning and judgment. The basic assumptxon of
this model of social cognitiom is that the structure of social

reasoning develops through an invariant sequence of U stages: (1) the
tegocentric level,™ at which a child assumes that othdrs feel or act

as he does in similar situations, (2). the "subjective level," at

which a ¢hild recognizes that others' thouglits, feelings, and .
intentions are distinct from his own, (3) the ngelf-reflective

level,® in which the child becomes awvare that-perspectives of self

and others exist reciprocally, and (4} “The "third person perspective .
level,®" at which a person, in a dyad,. is aware of éach other's J
- subjectivity. These levels of perspective-taking are considered
necessary, but not.suffxc:ent for parallel stages of interpersonal
reasoning. Examples. of this relationship, based on childhood
friendship concepts, are provided. i hierarchical model of social
cognition as it relatés to interpersonal and moral stage theories is
~..aevelsped. Implications for social cognition intervention prograns. v
derived from a study comparing the cognitive developnent.
perspective-taking, and interpersonal :and moral reasoning of 2u boys
betwveen the ages of 7 and 12 fnom Special classes with that of a
matched normal group of beys were discussed..(BRT)
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Part 1: Basic assumptions in social-cognitive research e

-

Although the study of social cognition‘is relativelglnew to the.field of
developmental research, it has already begun to have an impact on the thinking
" of educa?ors and interventionists. It 1s my impression that such interest has
generated some misunderstandings of the claims for intervention and education '/
that can be made from a structural-developmental'approach Proponents, psy-

" chologists and educators alike, interpret the evidence fPr invariant stage p\\\hﬂﬁ
sequénces in social develdment as ; cal} for the 1mmediace_elevat16n of all
humanity to the next higher stage. Opponents'point to psychological phenomena

o vhir.h the dzvelomta.l approaches o not ﬁi:actlr spaak, amd because the
structural or cognitivewdevelopmental model does not explain everything, they
assume it really cannot explain anything. '

It is my inténtion in this intreducltory statement to present a mode} of
sociallcognition which ﬁight help to clarify whatmthe st;uctural-developmental
apprbach does imply for social interventién regeérch and application, aﬁd what
it does not. ll o .

-The structural-developmen;él appreach to:social deavelopment is concerned
witk social reasoning.and judgment; with how children reason about social
phenomena, not just gggéfthay reason. ' The how oé social reasoning is caliéd
structure, what' is reaSoned*abbuq,-content--thus, the term structural—éevelopgéhtal
st??éses the.how, i.e., stresses the d;Veloping‘prdcéss of reasoning.’

. kY . i

T?e baslec assumption of éhis approach is‘that the structure of social 3
refsoning develops tHrough an invariant sequence of .stages; .each gtage is
qualitatively d%stinct from the previoés stage, but hierarchically related to -

the prior stage insofaxr as it is hased,upon'the reorganization of the ideas or

concepts of prior stage into more adequate and inclusive cogcepts and ideas.
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*. "eontent" areas.

" In addition, this approach’is iﬁteres%ed in the developmeﬂfal relatfons among

- .of water do not. To cognize persons in social relations requires an understanding

&

various domains of reasoning; reasoning aﬁou: logico~mathematical eXkperiences,
about the experience of the physicai=wor1d, as well as about the experience of
the social @omaih. Research in each of these areas Has generated stage descrip-
tions and it ;s assumed that there are structural similarities across each of’ ¢
the developmental stages among the domains. By Ps:ruétural similarity” I simply

mean that certain patterns of thinking agpear“to be conmon across the disparate

This assumption generates a basic developmental questiou. If a child 1is .
functioning at a certain stage in ope domaing wﬁan can this tell us about his

_ _ - \
stage of reasoning in the pext? Does stage theory imply strict uniformity of

thought about all realir( at a given point in dgvelapment? Of course not. A
chilﬁ's stage performance at any g;Ven giﬁe is as mucﬁ alfuncnion of what he ;s, -
reasoning about (the éontex:) as of hi§ general cogni:ige capability. Conceptually,
however, there do‘apﬁear':o be similarities in stages across vario;s doéains. *
Given some recent empirical evidence of structural relations across social oo
and physical cognitive stages, a controversy rages‘;s to whgther-one canﬂreduce
social to logico-physical thinking. Although there’ are basic similarities there
are also basic distinetions betw?en stages of physical and of social &ognition;
most salient}y, the latter involvé_the process of social perspective-:ak;ng.

Humans as objects of thought have subjective pérspectives, balls of clay and beakers

of the subjective characteristics of active interacting humans, a process of knowing
ﬂmuéh different from the knowing of the relatively passive, impersonal world.

In kegping with the structural-developmental approach, our research has
been focused on developmental levels in the child's form of understanding of the

relation of his perspective to the perspectinze of ‘othier, a process we call

soclal perspective-taking; a process G. H. Mead claimed to be the core of
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’fmmgn :l.nl:eil:l.gence (1934 . Using both so'cial'games' and soc:i.al gpd moral

.dilemmas, we have developed procedurqs to observe ;r';nfer the developmental

progress of tgis process, . Between early childhood and preadolescence, welhave
identdfied four such levels (Seﬁ;uni & Byfne, 1974).’ - _ (

. At the egocentric ievel (0), although the child can‘sepa:ate the atti-
tudes or viewpoints of self and other (you like ‘carrots, I 'den't), he assumes
pnreflectively'that in similar contexts, othgrs wiii.feel or act as ﬁe wquld'in
that situation. At level 1, the subjéctive level, there comes atcleér recogni-
tion that therelf's_perspective is Sepérate,ﬁram other's and is thuys unique; :
other's subjectivity, his thoughts,'feelings, and intentions, are distin;t from
those of the self. At level 2, the,self-reflective level, the child becomes '
aware th;t the perspectives of self 'and other are seen to exist in:a state of

reciprocal influence - the child recognizes that his own subjestive judgménts

are opeﬁ to thé scrutiny and evaluation qf others, and his coﬁceﬁt;on of ‘other

[ .

persons is reconstructed to fit the new realization that others can view the

self as a Subjzct. At level 3, the’third person perspective level, the pre-
- - o .

adolescent 1s able to hypotheticallf step outside of the dzadic relation

and becomes aware from this third ?erson‘viewlthat persons can simultaneéusly

be aware of each other's subjectivity - of each ot?er's mutuaiity. - Higher

levels pmay occur in adolescence and adulthood. - ‘
Although we believe the levels of social cognition we have described are
Feal, it is also obvious that they are also formalistic in

the sense that they lack psychological content. The very fact that it

may be easy to recognize ﬁhe logic behind the claim of dnivgrsality of the

developmental séquence of social perspectivée taking levels also puts constraints
on their implications for social psychological development. This is a very real
problem, particularly for intervention or clinical practice. 1f descriptions

are too structural, they preéent a universal but very skeletal déscription of

53




soclal development, particularly of the indivi@uai.child. On the other hand,

if stage descriptions are too broadly based on content, they may paint a rich picture

», 4

L of soma.but not all children. PerSpécgive taking levels are skeletal struétufesl_
- ‘in search of some content to which theyxh@n be applied. Conv%rsely, the
» emergence of thgs; levels is always in part\Qkfﬁgctibn of the content to which
- they aré applied. We always 1nféf these leveig\yithin a social cqntext; that

u‘context may be social problem solving, cammunica;;bg skills,.interpersonai

*

w s . \
relations, moral reasoning, eté. In the real world se developing skills

- -

intersect with one anotheyr; for theoretical purposes howéver it is useful td*

explore the role of perspective taking in each area separa;ély and in relation
N, “ !
to one another. 4nd although we claim the order of emergence of the perspective- .

* 1

taking levels is iﬁvariqnt, it appears that the age of functional emergepce of
a given .level will vary to a certain degree as a function of the context within

. which it is applied or the mode of assessment.
In our own work we have examiﬁed the role:;f perspective.takinq rﬁ two -
domains, mo;al rgasoniné (Selman ; ﬁamon, 1975; Selm;n, in press) énd reasoning
. about v;rious t&pes of‘interpdiépnal relatioﬁships,,e.g., peer relations,
parent-chil& ;alations,_group relations, etc.:(Selman, 1975; Selman, in pre;s). )
- Qur basic working hypothesis is that, logically or conceptually, eacg'level
of perspective-taking 1s necessary but not sufficient for each structurally
parallel'gtége_of interpersonal or mo;al reasoning. We believe thaé a stage of
interpersonal or ﬁoral reasoning implies a spahific level of perspective-taking
but that a specific level of perspective-taking do?s not necessarily imply the
structurally parallel interpersonal or moral stage, i.e., the child may have a

- .

perspective~taking level in one area but not see or seek to use it ip another. i b
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To exémplify and concretize this point, I will draw upon some evidence -~

from our descriptive research into the development of stages of interpersonal

role relationships, in this . case the gtructure ofa feveloping friendship cencepts.”

'I'o study this area of social dev_?lopm nt in ch{.ldhood and preadoq.escence ve
\

present children with comonp{ace and fa.miliar interperscral dilemas depicted

on audlio-visual f‘ilmstrips of eigb.t ‘to ten.minutes duration. Each dila is

oriented toward issues revolving around a particular role-relationship'- pee:s;
siblings: group;; parent-child;-etc. For example, in one dileuua, a(yeung
girl, Kathy, has been asked by a new girl in town; Jeauette, to go to :ﬁe clreus
with her’ the neut afternoon. Unfortunately this conflicts with a long standing
date with.a.longtiue friend, Debby, to play in the*{irk. To complicate matters
Debbie, the old friend, does not like Jeanette, the new girl. Fojlowing the
presentation of the dilemma, we i)k questions to which the child, <4ina responding, must
- apply his or her friendship concepts. For example, we are interesteﬂ‘iﬂ.cdncep-
S : C .
tions of how friendships are formed, how they are maintained, and what factors
cause the breakup of friendships. We find that each level of perspective-taking,

as a structural pProcess, helps us to understand each of the stages in'the .
et ~

developing conceptions of interpersonalfrole relationships.
At level 1 perspective-~taking, although the cgfld can const:ﬁﬁt a plcture
’ of self and other:as unique subjects, he does not view th; reciprocity of per-
gons as asconcern for each other's particular view. Eence, at stage 1 of interper~-
sonal concept, he or she sees friendship pPredominantly frou the perspective pf‘énly
‘one of the parties, not both. Relations are based more on whether the actions

of one party please the person whose perspective'the child is taking, rather than
- -~ r '

g focusing on the underlying intentions. A¢cording to'the child reasoning at
{

Stage 1, if Kathy's act of going tg the cirqg; with Jeanette is viewed with

displeasure by Debby, this is sufficient to enS:the friendship.

7K'ﬂ: Y
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At level 2 perspective-taking-we noted an aﬁareneSS of the reciprocity of
.subjective viewpoints - an awareness that other's perspective 'is inclusive of the
fseif's. At stage 2, interbessonal relationships are stil} determined by‘the

particularlsocial event,_rather than the social act beizg based on the strength
of the re1ationsﬁip. However, there 1s now an awareness of the need to consider
\both party's perspectives in a reciprocal tradeoff. If she cafes about keeping
Debbie 'bs friendsll;ip, Kathy has to weigh both how she will feel and how Dfebbsie
will feel. If either party is unhappy with an event, the friendship is ové%;
Fortunately, friendships can be reccastituted at stage 2 as quickly as they‘are
dissolved friendships are speciflc to the immediate context.

The formal characteristics of 1eve1 3 perSpective‘taking invelve the

abilitx to stand outside of the dyad and view it as a mutually interacting sys-
tem. At stage 3 of interpersonal relation concepts, the relationship (frféndship)

determines the act and not. the reverse as at the previous stage. Friendship

ig seen as based on mutuality or common interest buflt up over time, not simply

“ the reciprocity of the here and now as at stage 2. There is a shift from friend-

ship as gooperation for self interest to collaboratiod for mutual interest.

Qur claim'is that the third éerson perspective is a basic understandiny which

underlies this particular restructuring of frieddship concepts.
Psychologically, the claim that a given level of perspective”taking (A) .

is necessary but not suf ficient for a parallel interpersonal stage (B) means
’ b

" that there can exist in realicy only three of four thedretically possible rela-
tions between the two. At any given stage there can be subjects withoutlthe

given level for either perspective taking or interpersonal reasoning-(ﬁ°§)&

There can be subjects with that structure for both ﬁerspective-taking and inter-
personal reasoning (A<B), or there can be subjects with the perspective-taking
level but not the interpersonal level (A-ﬁ). But the model élaihs there can be

no subject at a-given interpersonal stage who does not also have the parallel

perspective~taking level (E‘B); hence logical implication.

g .
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It must be stressed that logical implication is pot the same as psycho- ..

leogical causation. A giv;n level of perspective-taking does not °§Pse an inter-
perscnal stage, bu; is mérely prerequisite to ;t; In practice, this legicaliy :
prerequisite pef&pebtive taking level may be onlﬁ requisite, that is, it‘may
develop synchronously as a function of thé sapge’ conditions that stimulate
development in interﬁersonal raasoning;- To refterate, we are ;imply—claiﬁinéthat
a level of perspective taking is logically a deep,sﬁructure which underiies the more

surface structure of interpersonal or ‘moral stages; it may develop before or

A

with‘intérpersonal or moral reasoning but it canmnot develop after.

‘Pért 2. A.hierardhical model of soclal cognitian

— e ——y -

This model can be expandeq-to consider the place of perspective-taking
in relation on the one hand to logico-mathematical stages as described by
Plaget, and on the otheg to socio#moral stages as described3by Kohlberg, Damon,
myself,and other researchers. Figure 1 aiesents 2 model of the hierarchical
relation amoné these domains of social.and physicai cognition. Keeping in
mind that this model represents a logical, not psychological, hierarchy, there

» - +

: are two points which can be made. Firét, the terms structure and content as we

" "w

defified them earlier in this paper are relative terms. Each perspective-taking-
level is a’'content in relatian to each of the general Piagetian stages,-hut'q
structure in relaginn';o ihterpersonal and moral stages. Interpersonal and

moral stages in turn gre the content of perspective-taking levels but the

a
- ‘

structures of more differentiated concepts at the thiyd order of amalysis. In
'othér words, 1nt3rpersonal and moral stages are more content based than

perspectiveilaking which in turn is more content bound than general formalistic

s - »
* Piagetian logico-mathemgtical stages. it is in this sense that we speak ot i

r
- N . o

- structures as being deep or surface. Note that according to this model, whereas

both physical and 3deial cognition have basic logico-mathematical strﬁcpures, e.8.,

3 > »

v .
[:R\I:‘ reciprocity, negation, inversiom, etc., one domain is not reducible to the other.

-

.
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"General logico~mathematical stages of cognition
(as defined by Piaget)

] N - ‘
i of Analysis

Physical Cognition Social: Cognition
{social perspective-taking level)

O ‘ - = = = = «Second Order.
& . . of Analysis

Descriptive Social Réasoning ‘ Prescriptive Judgments
Interpersonal_Role-Relations ' Conceptions of Justice Relations

-

.
ST e S~ esceem e a~en~o o~ ~Third Order
- ) of Analysis
Persons- Dyadic Group Institutiona

(e.g. peers) (e.g. gangs)

{(e.g. societal)

parent/child peers authority/child - ‘
Y

*

Figure 1. Relations ameng domains of physical and soecial cognition
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In other wokds, this model implies that the logical structures are not
necesgarily developed in one area (the physical) and'appliéd to the other (the
social). More likely is that they®are developei.independentiy 1n each domain
or that there is interpla} in the development of the structures between domains.
While most researchers have found that logical structures first appear in the:
physical and later‘in the social &omain, it 1s conceivable that under certain
circumstances, the opposite might obtain; Logical operations might appear to
develop earlier when dealing with physieal objéﬁts than with human subjects ¢
because of the greater practice with objects, the less emotionﬁl arousal involved

.in dealing with objects,or the greater consisténcy of the object world, not to’
mention the possibilily of methodological artifacts. "There may be less diffi-
‘culéy in the structuralization of the contené of the physical domain, However, )
certain case$ can be imaéined in yhich the operation is developed in social
interactions earlief than in physlcal: e.g., where emotional arousal is-great

in t%: physical domain (repeated learhing failures iﬂ“s&hool)&‘in gr&ups or
cultﬁres’where social interaction is heavily stresseq and th;:e is little oppof—
tunity for practice with physical objects; or'in specific cases of deprivation or
manipulation with regllrd to the physical environment. .

There are two related sets oé implications of this model for intervention,
implications which not only come from the theoretical model but also receive some
support from a r;cently completed comparative study of logicé-physical, perspective-
taking, interpersonal, and moral reasoning in socially we;l adjusted and poorly
adjusted preadolescents (Selman, in preparation). The poorly adjusted or clinic
group in the study was defined by referral to special classes for children with Both

learning and 4nterpersonal diffiéulties but with no obvious or known organic

difficulties. Twenty-four boys between the ages of 7 and 12 comprised this’ -

11 - -
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sémple and they were compared to a relatively well functioning sample of peers
(matched for age sex, race, I.Q., and S.E.S.) on a range.of social and logico-
physical reasoning measures.

T

Keeping aur ‘model 1n mind the é@rst set of implications comes from our

£

3 camparison of levels of logico-physical and social reasoning for the clinic and
normal group. Whereas the well adjusted group pergprmaﬂ at roughly parallel stages acroq
the four domains, the clinic group performed at increasingly lower levels as one
progressed from the deeﬁer structural concepts (lﬁgico-physical and perspective-
taking) to the more surface strucfure or content bound domains {interpetsonal and
moral). In other words, using tﬁe model,that the clinie !rﬁﬂp,tn'genernL,Lhadzthc sSane
cognitive (loglco-physical) performance, were slightly behind in their perspective
taking capabilities in comparison to the matched group, but the} were not applying

* - e
these more basic caéabilities in the demains of interpersomal and moral reasoning.

M
For this kind of pepulation, the aim of intervention may be to raise the child's

'l

interpersonal reasoning up to the level of his more basic cognitive and souial-

coguitive functioning,

Unfortunately, many proponents of the structural-developmént#i approach
have interpreted this type of data, combined with the neceésary but not suffi-
clent model, as indicating that 1f a child does not give evidence of a pre-

{

requisite level on the deeper structures (logioo-mathematical or perspective-

taking), intervention aimed at the more surface scructures of interpersonal or\

moral stage will be a waste of time. This misconclusion arises from the con-

fusion of loglical necessity and psychological causality. . .

o~ + T
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Perspect::l.ve-taking does not dévelop magically in a vacuum devo:l.d of' social

a

experience. As we stressed prev:l.ously, parallel levels of perspective-taking

and int:erpersonal reasoning tan develop synchromously (A:B,, A-B, A-B). . In fact, ,
57

it is likely that tbrpugh :l.nter[fersonal and/or moral experientes or- interventions
{which by I:he way m.[e not necessarily mutually e.xclus:l.ve) Ehe deve loppent of the
deeper structural domains of Perspec_tive-taking or "logical th_ogght is stimulated.

Certainly this -:l.'sl an interdsting area open to reséarch: R

"

.Having said this, confidence that such intervention is worthwhile reauims

-
1

some assurance of’a relat;i.on of developing conceptions of social relationships
:'o actual social relations. 1In the study -reported ab'a,re, we found that althoughas a -

“group the clinical population was functionming at lower levels of interpe.rsonal_ and moral

n

-reasoning than ﬁheir peers,' this was not true of every child-in th:l.sngroup. The .

!

data show that: whereas t:he matched sample of normal ch:l.ldren did normally or _ :
N ]

betterson the soc:l.al cognitive measures, d:l.sturbed ch:l.ldren did everywhere from

+

very poorly to very well: "Some very interperscnally dis:.r:urbed children dild very’
well on all gf our interpersonal and moral concept measures. C, ’ ,
However, ‘:I.f_ a chfld was at an extremely low level of interpergonal reason~-

i !ing; ehances were extremely high th.at he would-be a child in the clinic group.

‘Or, to paraphrase an old adage, a {sociaMy) wise child can behavé like Y

' fool, “but a fool gannot reason. like a tjise child. Children with ave'rage or

- » -

adequal:e level of sbc:l.al cogn:l.t:l.on for thelr age may act matu ely or immaturely, we .

cannot reliably predict wh:l.ch: However, children who do lag far behind their peers

-

in 'social cognitive stage also .appear to have difficulty relaging to peers.
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The second jimplication, then, is that average or adequate interpersonal or T )
social cognitiveereasoning is necessa-; out not sufficient'for adequate inter-. ‘
personal ralating. This does not mean that low levels of interpersonal conéeption
cause poor social behavior, but that they are closely associated to behavioral \
difficulties in a way that is different from-the relation of average or adequate
'social reasoning to social relations, i.e., extremely lcw levels of reasoning.may )
have a ceftain limiting effect ‘on maturity of social benavior. 0f course, this

model also implies, in its strictest interpretation, that by improving behavior

_one must also improve reasoning.
. . In sum, the implications of these findings in'conjuuctiqa with'fhe model
e fave put forth ave a3 follows:' 1) It is probably saster toeducatichally .
stimulate change in the more content bound domaing such as interperéonal or
.moral reasoning than in the relatively deeper structurak domains of logical’and

perspéctive-taking. 2) For no:mal.bhildren who function adequately, social cognitive

- education may have the effect of,strengthening'the;deeper structures"t§erspective-
taking) through stimulatiom»of a wide'range of skiils which are based on this
process and in_so doing, prepaxe the groundﬁork'of general structural mqvement'
" to the next stage. Honever for'chiidren who lag behind 13 domains such as
interpersonal or moral reasoning, but who have adequate perspective-taking abiIities
interyention may. be construed as the application of perspective—taking to these
more apolied sgilis. 3) Finally, even 1f social-cognitive training is important,
it is not everything; aitﬁough_it is a critical step,:raising the level of

social cognlfion does notrguarantee concomitant change in behavier. For we know
from "our research.that even when interp?rsonal reasoning ## at age normative |
levels, interpersonal relating may still’be ipmature. Inte;vention research

can help to clarify not only the relations among social.and.cognitive domains, .

4

but also hetween reasoning and relating. | .
L i . ‘
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