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ABSTRACT - .
L This study examines the differential effects of

spatial density on five-year-old children who were divided into “low"

and *hiqgh* on dimensions of hypetactivity-@isﬁ;actibility, anxiety,

hostility-aggressiveness, behavior disturbance, and motor imhibition. -

sex differences in interaction with the above behavioral dimensions

vere also investigated. High-anxiety children expressed more negative

‘affect and liked others less in the high-density condition “compared

to the low-density condition, while no demsity.effect was fcund for
the low-anxiety children for these variables. The high demnsity.
condition intensified the distress and anger of high-anxiety children
but not low-anxiéty children. High-anxiety children tended to resgond
to a high density condition with emoticnal helplessness whereas
low-anxiety childrem responded with motoric coping behaviors such as
reduced walking and increased facing cut. In addition,
low-behaviorally disturbed children were more physically inactive in
the high density condition than in the low, while the
high-behaviorally disturbed childreu showed ‘no such effect. Density
did not differentially affect low- froa. high-hostile-aggressive
children. In general, norsal children ‘motorically adjusted to a
high-density -condition to a greater degree than children with
behavior problems. (Autkor/PFS)
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F =3 Research on the effects of crowding on children has been motivated by

practical concern for how classroom size affects the behavior 'of children

* o2

and by'ecological concern over the ef%ects of ihcrgasing ﬁrbéﬁ éfnsity on
families and communitie;. While reseérch has been conducted on éhe effects
of den;ity on groups of children, little is known aboug.indi;idugl differenées
in children's response to crowding. The purpose of this study was to examineé’

the differential effects of spatial density on children who score low and high

on dimensions of hyperactivity-distractibility, anxiety, hostility-aggressiveness,

H

F

behavior disturbance, and impulsivity.

The study of individual differences_among children has been of great

concern to educators and psycholdgists who work with children in applied:«

settings. The Behavior Rating Scale for the Presch601 Child was developed by
Behar and Stringfield (1974) to assist educators and psychologists in

identifying preschoolers with behavior problems on four dimensions: hyperactivity-

distractibility, anxiety, hostility-aggressiveness, and behavior disturbance.

This scale consists of a checklist of specific behaviors with.a weighting based

¢

on'frequency of occurrence of these behaviors. The Preschool Behavior

Questionnaire (PBQ)} was given to each teacher to fiil out on ‘each participating £

child. The Dxaw-A-Line-Slowly test, a measure of motor inhibition, was

%

3
1This paper was presented at the Western Psychological Association
Convention, April 22, 1977 in.Seattle, Washington and at the Workshop in
Psychosocial Factors in Population Research in St. Louis, Missouri, on
April 20, 1977. This research was funded by Grant MH25522-01 from the
National Institute of Mental Health, Applied Research Branch.
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a&ministered to each™ugild as well. "

Seventy-two children (36 girls and 36 boys) from nearby preschool classe§
participated in the study. There wére 12 groups of six children each; three
girls and three boys comprised cach group. Each'group participated in two

free-play sessions of 54 minutes each and were rated from behind one-way

mirrors on numerous variables deaiing with extent and quality of social

inteFaction, activity mode and level, instability of activity, avoidance

behaviors, and affect. Measures of degree of ,liking of others and the room
i- - B

were also obtained through a post-experimental interview with each- child d

o

separately. A rcpeated measures design was used in which childiren underwent

A

. : . \\
both a low and a high density condition. The low density condition was a room

v n
.
.

, . » of 260:5 square feet, or 43.4 squaré feet per person; the high densittj
_ - -condition comprised 130.8 square feet, or 21.8 square feet per person.

-

A median split was performed on the scores for hyperactive-distractible,

anxiety, hostility-aggressiveness, behavior disturbance, and motor inhibition.
Those children who scored below the mediaé were designated as "low's" and
those who scored above the median were designated as "hi%gh's" for cach of the
'behavior[problem dimensions.
An analysis of variance with unequal cell sizes was performed for
Density, Sex, and each of the PBQ scales and motor inhibition. We found that
density had differential effects-on low and high scorers on dimensions of
hyperactivity-distractibility, anxiety, and behavioral disturbance and that
density affected motorically-controlled children differently than impulsive
children. Density did not differentially affect low and high scorers oﬁ
hostility-aggressivenecss which may be dué‘to its being a response characteristic

[y

rather than a pervasive personality trait. The effects that were found on the

o
v 3

REA 4 aal T s e Ry it

it et *




e

_other dimensions were on activity mode and level, avoidance_behafiors, affect,

a

and reported liking of others and the room. Differential effects were not'*
.

‘ found for any of the Jependent variables that measured extent or qua11ty of ,*:;?
S

f
'
N
H

——

social interaction or instability of actiV1ty, .
Density d1fferentia11y affected low- aand high hyperattive distractible
children in terms of activity mode and level. High-hyperactive-distraotlb}e

children were affected by density to a greater extent than low-hyperactive-

distractible children. High-hfperactive-distractible.children; particaiaf

o]

boys, .sat half as often in the high density condition as in the low- density

condition. Also, in the high “density condition,- h1gh-hyperact1ve distractible
children sat less than 1ow-hyperact1Ve—distract1b1e children, Sitting is a _

-
[ -~

position associated with calm and sedentary behavior and/or with prolonged

and involved toy play. Crowded conditions made it difficult for high-

hyperactive boys to engage in sedentary and prolonged play. ‘éigh-h&peractiye"

boys walked more and were more active in the high—dénsity°condition than in thé

LA

low-density condition wh11e no density qf Jots were found for low-hyperactive
,u.?{ \-'.4

ch11dren. "The predisp651t10n of h1gh—hy§eract1ve children, part1cu1ar1y boys, S

- ot

‘?'
towards motoric activ1ty was intensified’ through motoric;channels in the

Pl

.

high—density condition.

- . "
¢

[ 4 <
]

More distress and anger were expressed by high-anxiet§ %hildren in the ;
high-density condition than in the low-density condition, while,no such. effect
was found for low-anxiety children. Furtherghore, lower "intefpersonal

’ - -+ - ‘ k:
" . attraction was found for the high-anxiety children ifigthe high-denstty

condition than was found for the low-density COPdlthﬂ. Thus children who are

v A

predisposed to anxiety evidenced stronger negative fee11ngs and anxiety in a
high-density condition. Furthermore, low~anxiety children reacted to the

high-density condition in a functional stress-reducing style,’by reducing |

5
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“,‘their frequency of walking and by increasing their frequency, of fécing_out.

*

. . High-anxiety children, however, showed no such changes. High-anxiety qhil&ren

ma& behave in ways which are qyéfunctional to stress-reduction and pay need

3 4

help in channeling their distress intp more stress-reducing.behéviors. In

-

N - N . . )
_ fact, high-anxiety children may display more negative affect in a crowded

L . Q . .o
condition because they fail to utilize functional avoidant strategies that

., are’used by low-anxiety children.

' Low-bchaviorally-disturbed children in the high-density condition showed
less toy play, walked less, and were moré‘inactivé.thén they were in the
. . Vs . ~
low-density conditien. In the high-density condition, high-behaviorally-

disturbed children showe§ a tendency to walk more than low-behaviorally-

» — — ——

disturbed children. Thus low—behavioraliy—d%gturbed chjldfép displayed greater

/

. N /
flexibility in altering certain behaviors to meet the physical constraints of

\
~t

the crowded_situation and Ehus reduce stress whereas high-behaviorally- .
disturbed child;en failed to respond in such a flexible and adaptive mépnér.'
| High-motor-inhibitors showed greater behavioralreffects of density than-
iﬁpulsive children. In the high-density condition, high-motor-iﬁhibitors
attempted to escape twice as much and located themselves on the fringes of

the rqom one and a half times more often than impulsive children did. In the

P . ~'¢l

high—den§ity condition, high-motc: inhibitors stoodamoréfthan impulsive

childfen. On the other hand, impulsive children demonstrated seven times more
‘~negative affect in thé high-density condition than in fhe low-density condition.

Also in the high-density condition, impulsive chiléren showed three %@mes more

_.negative affect than high-motor-inhibitors. A similar "emgtionaily—helpless"

o

phenbmenon resulted from the high-density condition for impulsive and anxious

qpildfen. Motorically-controlled children used active, behavioral means of,
L . ' ) . ’ N
responding to stress while impulsive children displayéd emotional stress.
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.ﬁreedman's (1975) density;intensity hypothesis was not confirmed for

the hostile-aggressive variable but was confirmed for hyperactivity and

3

anxiety dimensions.

Our findings suggest that normal children adjust to a high-spatial

«

.density condition to a greater degree than children who have some evidence
- o : : o

of behavior problers. Furthermore, a high-spatial density condition tends '
to be experienced nore negatively by children with behavior problems; this

: méy be due to the fact that children with behavior problems do not adjﬁst as: . 3

> . K . . - 3

,_gwell and thus are greater victims of.the stresses of a crowded condition than

MY -

normal cthHren of that children with behavior problems may be more emotiopally

- sensitlxg tg a“&estn;ctlve or stressful phy51cal env1ronment These findiLgs‘

are provocatlve in leading us to question how such reactions might affect the

§ . pareﬁts,of such children; partlcularly for families forced to l;ve in crowded
& .

2 s -~ ‘
2 . #

’ conditions. For instance, it is quite feasible that a relationship between =~ P

- . 'y . e r

§§ crowding and child abuse exists, particular in the case of'a.child who

: 5 ) . - . .

evidences some Behavior problem related to anxiety, impulsivity, or

hyperactivity. Our findings indicate, that anxious and impulsive children
| ;

oo responded with expreséions of"énger ahd~distress when they are '"crowded,"

Paulson and Blake (1969) fbund that some of the‘reasons parents have given . 73

|
|

\
|

for abusing their child 1nc1ude behaV1ors related to anger and distress, such ,?
as the child's crying, wettiﬁg/soiliqg his/her_pants, not obeying, or !
i stubbornness or impudence. The possible relqtionshiprbetween crowding and~’

child abuse in the home deserves further exploration, particularly in view -

statistics on the widespread evidence of child abuse in our!

of recent N.I.H.

oclety.

Our findings also sugyest that the dlfferentlal approach to the study

) " of crowding provides heuristically relevant results, It behooves researchers

] ‘
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in crowding to explore the existence of ""high risk" groups in terms of o

negative or dysfunctional responses toenvironmental stress. We need to
/

ascertain what types of people are more or less affected by crowding and in

what ways such an effect woulq be demonstrated. in this study, we.did not

— 3

use "clihically-diagnosed" groups of children with behavior problems, thus

we did not investigate severely,disturbed childrén. However, we have found .

N

it ethically difficult to study the severely disturbéd,.fog the high-density

condition caused the recurrence of behaviors that teachers had worked -to

extinguish, This information does suggest, however, how stressful a crowded

) [3
environment is to disturbed children, which supports our findings, .\
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