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Stress Affects Maternal Punitiveness: A Model for .
- ~ . .
¢ ‘ . Investigating Child-Abuse
. ¢
: D1sc1p11ne for ch1]dren 1s-common1y thought to/vary 1n intensity with

‘“""“1ﬁr‘7§*v1ronmentai stress“uﬁﬁer which the parEnt is funct1on1ng (e g., Gel]es,
1973). If these s1tuat1ona1 1nf]uences are eftreme, d1sc1p11ne may .take the
¢ . ‘ form of phy51ca] chg]d-abuse (Gelles, 1973; GiT, 1970). These environmental
‘demands may be 1ndependent of the ch11d s actions (e.g., eCOnom1c,'soc1a1
" or emotional) (Alvy, 1975). On, the other hand, the stressors may involye .,
Lt precipftating behaviors by the-child (for 1hstance, demands for attention
, or-transgressions-jnterdupting~parents' hehaviors)\ No doubt, the role - .
- " B of variaﬂes determininﬁtparental punitiveness is of criticaj importance 'to
contemporary concerns with ch11d abuse (Alvy, ]975) Howeyer, conceptions re-
. garding the effect of env1ronmenta1 stres$s upon pun1t1veness or child- abuse
' ; have réceived Jlittte direct corroboration under‘controlled conditigns. ‘Sup-
port has usua]]y been Timited to corre]ational data which e}iminate the pos-

"s1b111ty bf determ1nﬂng cause -and- effect re]at1onsh1ps Few hypotheses. in

~

this area have been experimentally tested a p(igri/(Gelles, ﬁ973; Spinetta é
‘ " Rigler, 1972).. h a S
~fraditiona]1y, studfss of pareht-child relations have concentrated upon
the'm'anne_r in which,the behaviomof the parent affects that of the chﬂd but
seldom upon.-the ch§1d;s effects'on'the parent's behauior‘ However, this

.. L n N
! 1 un1d1redjona1 approach has been criticized as being severe1y 11m1ted

) (Berber1ch 1971), Recent]y, Gewirtz and Boyd (1976) have suggested that
+ the behav1or of the gp11d be man1pu1ated to study the child’s influence upon
“the parent s behavior An app11cat10n for this interactionist rationale would
L

. bb'the parent's choicetpf,disciplinary tactics following transgressions -by

N M . ' - €
the child. _ : ’ , .
-, ‘: - i - . ,” . N
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. The objective of this study was to 1nvestﬁgate the effects of environ-

mental demands upon parental d1sc1pl1ne in a controlled laboratory sett1ng
in which stress was induced. As a mild stressor.1ndependent of children's

-
L

- behaviors;.response requirements of mothers for success on a simple goal
oriented task were made high and ambiguous Hepdry (l969) has propesed
that uncertainty" (that is, a lack of sufficient 1nformat1on regarding’
response requ1rements) lnduces avers1ve motivat1onal states. As’a stressor‘
apparentlysdependent upon the child's behavior, the mother's task was inter- *
. rupted by her child's‘making errors on an unrelated task qhich_she was super-
vising. Since children who are difficult to supervise are often yictims of
child-abuse (Johnson & Morse, 1968), the frequentyiof the child's interT' e
ruptions requirlng parental attention appear related to the 1ntens1ty of A
discipline. By having the mother perform one task and s1multane0usly mon1tor
’ m1sbehav1ors of her ch1ld on another, a situation analogous to ®at thought
to prec1p1tate'ch1ld-abuse was ‘estabWished.- o Lo ’
* Consider the following example\\\A parent 1s home preparing dinner when
. suddenly the spouse calls to say. that there will be guests arr1v1ng shortly : v;,
(Note that this stress is 1ndependent of the child's behavlor ) Meanwhile, ‘
) ’ the child also beg1ns to make demands upon the parent (such as requesting
\\\\\\; feed;ng, d1aper1ng, or merely attentlon) L1ke the example, in our study L
it was ant1c1pated'that parental punwtlweness follou1ng 1nterrupt1ons by the
child would be d1rectly related to the external response rﬁqu1rements demanded

L,

of the: parent ang also to the frequency of the child's 1nterruptions which .

necess1tated the adm1n1strataon of d1sc1pl1ne _
After separatlngifrom the1r childrep (age£/4 to 8 years, mean 6 l),’

'eagh of ten mothers.(aged 23-39 years, mean 29.02}gas,seated betweeh two con-

L] . . ' h €

[ -

soles. One housed a clock, telegraph-keyi and counter: The other cqntalned
) ) “niy . s )
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ten push-buttons numbered zero thrOUgh minus nine. The mother.was told

{“‘ that her ch1ld was assembling a puzzle in an adjacent room and -that she was

A

7 .

.mother.

to mou1t0r that performance telemetr1cally, w1thout d1rectly observing the

ch1ld Each success was marked by a tone, wh1le each failure resulted in a

p
bezz. Tones requ1red no response from the mother. However,,buzz1ng (failure)

necess1tated her pushing one button corresponding to the number of M & Ms (from g
0 to 9) that she Judged should be subtracted from a supply prev1ously given,
(This form of punishment 1s known as omission tra1n1ng ) The 1mportance of
these’maternal judngnts for he1p1ng her ch1ld best learn ‘the task was
-emphasized;»the child's only soUrce of 1nformation that an‘error had been
made was in her pu$h1ng a button. Concurrently, her own task was to press '
the telegraph-key so as to'earn points registertng on a counter. This task\
was presen®®d to the mother as a challeng1ng game. ~ = ¥ ’

"Child. 1ndependent" Mtress _was he1ghtened by 1nform1ng the mother that .
to earn points she must regpond on her key at some h1gh (but unspecified)

. , )
rate before 30 seconds expired on the clock. This “uncertain" phase lasted

15 minutes. lefore the next 15 minute "certain" phase, her response require-

ments were spec1f1ed that is,,she was to press the key.once each 30 seconds -
for ds many po1nts as prev1ously To-cap1taltze upon any possible initial _

uncertainty or stress due to her just having been placed in the experimental

-

‘situaﬁion,.the uncertain phase always preceéded the certainhpﬁd;e for .each 9
] . . . \ -

‘

The two 15 min phases were each additionally divided into three 5 min_
\

periods in which the stress was child dependent In the fﬁrst‘per1od ‘of both
the Uncertain -and Certain phasés, the mother wasrsignafled tHat her child
hadfmade"io_errors and 10 successes on the puizizA Iq the setond period
of each phase, she was'signalled that her chtld d(made 20 Jrrors and 20
successes. Finally, in both phases a 5 min perigd of 10 errors and 10

s

) - .-




/

. - b d
Passman and Mulherm 4 ,.‘ J ‘ . N "
MR ~ » . + ." v \, s

’ . : ) . l ‘

successes was rspeated (Not1ce that in each per1od the ratl'o of successes
to failures was kept constant at one. ) Thus the sequence was Uncértam with

/
10 errors and 10 successes, Uncerta1n with 20 errors and 20 successes, Uncertain

with JO and30; Certa1n with- ]0 errors and 10—successes, Certa1n with 20 and

. 20, and finally Certain with 10- and 10 The mother was also_ informed that
after an error by her child,"’ her tetegraph key would be rende_red inoperable v
until she made her judgmental response. T _ . ) ’

"I‘ »

In reality; outcomes of. both'the mother's and child's tasks were in-

dependent of their performances. Points obtained by the mother and the

b
.sequence of the child's "successes” and "errors" were produced by concealed Ty

e’lectromechanical equipment according to randomly generated variable t1me

/

schedules and were kept constant across all ‘mothers to facilitate comparisons.

The dependent variables ‘werethe mother s selection of pymshment intensities,

- .

' the latency from the onset of hhe buzzing to make this choice, and her rate

of :key®pressing. Comprehensive“debriefing of the mothers was undertaken at : *

the end of the session. ) - .

To asséss whether the instructions for the mothers' key-presstng to obtain .

TTTT—

pomts effectwe]y exerted.control over the response ‘ates, the’ frequenc1es
of press1ng when the response reqd'frements were Uncerta1n and Certa1n were ’ . -
i » / .
compared As 1nstructed mothers pressed the key s1gn1f1cantLy -more*ten L.
when' uncertain than when certain (p <.025). The number of interrupt ons

made by the child d1d hot s1gn1ﬁcant]y affect the mothers' key-pressmg rate
The shde sho%s the re]at1on‘sh1p among materna] pun‘1t1veness and the
~ch11d 1ndepender1t aﬁ child dependeng s0urces of stress Mothers punished
= More 1ntense1y whéen their response requ1rements were uncertain’ than certain,
F(] 9) = 8. 72 p-<. 025. The child dependent stress also produced d1f’ferences. !

. -

_F_(2;18) = 2.69, p< .10. Mothers punished more fntensely with 20 interruptions

", «than with 10, t(18) = 2.31, p, (.02-5. Latency from the onset of the buzz to Lo
A ' , ' '.\ / i ) . .
. . LN “ \ . ' y :f
; 6 B | g‘““’ ' . .
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the mo;hers se]ect1on of a pun1shment 1ntens1ty resul ted 1n an 1nteradt1on
between child 1ndepeodent and dependent stressors, FX2, 18) 3.96,.p £. 0? :

T . wHenvch11dren 1nterrupted 10 times, mothers d1sc1p11ned more slowly if un% . ¢

\
. certa1n than; certa1n, t(18) = 5. 4f,\p.<f 005; however, w1th'20 1nterruptfdns

no uncertain- certain- differences were found. 0vera]1 w1th 10 inteyruptions
5

mothers were slower to pup1sh than with 23 t(18) =]2.01, .p < 05. When

+

- uncerta1n, mothers pun1shed more slowly than‘when certain, t(18) = 1.94;
,R( 05 . ) s ' ) - . A

No re11ab1e differences due to the sex or age of the ch11d were obta1ned

. with respect to pun1t1veness or 1atency to pun1sh. ~ T '
AN T
The present expérimental research supports previous correlational work

citing.situatiodlﬁ stress as a causal agent for intreased parenta]'discipline.
Maternal punitiveness was not only mdhipu]ab]e‘in aflaboratory but ;t was also
‘ affected by two different sources of stress. When mothers performed a stress-
fu] uncertain task, intensities of pun1shment chosen for' their chi]dren s’ trans- .
gress1ons were greater than when they were re1at1ve1y unstFessed and unhurr1ed
," by the task ~If the ch11dren themse]ves produced stress by interrupting the
. mothers work the moré 1nterrupt1ons they comm1tted the more intensely they
were~pun1shed even though as many correct responses as errors “were made and
the nature of the child's tRansgreSsions remq1ned constant These f1nd1ngs

/7

c]ear]y 1mp11cate both the cfﬁgumstances in which the parent 1s function1ng

.

and the child's behavior as, detbrminants ‘of the 1ntens1ty of punishment ad-
. [ Y -

_ m1n1stered to the child.

L]

* The time that the mothers required to make their dfscfplinary.decisionsa e
. was also affected by the demands of their tasks and the. frequency of 1nterruptions
made by the1r children. Mothers were\glowest in punishing when uncertain about
their own task requirements and when t ir children 1nterrup€bd them re]ative]y

. rarely, but when harried by many ‘interr tiqns, uncertain mothers punished

]
.. - /
t. i
.
’

lfRJﬂ; Y S . V _ : : -; .»“
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more quickly. Furthermore, in the un@erta1n phase, the greatest 1ntens1t1es

" of pun1shment were associated w1th the least decision time This f1nd1ng

is in accord with assert1on‘,(Kempe, SllVerman Steele, Droegenmueller, &

Silver, 1962) that abus1ve parents react qu1ckly with their aggresslo

'y

The methodology and results demonstrate(a nonaversive means of analyzing .
~parent-ch1ld var1ables 1nvolved)1n discipline and possibly child-abuse.

Although the stressors were mild, the child's transgressions were minor, and

the type of punishment was nencorporal, more stressful and realistic situations
might have evoked stronger punishments anu.perhaps child-abuse. It is clear !
that there is more‘than‘one simple, causal variable involved in child-abuse ,‘
(Alvy, .1975; Gelles, 1973). Yet, by demonstrating the sufficiency of twa s,
stressors to "heighten pun1t1veness %he results appear contrary to: arguMents )
that $1tuat1onal Stress is ne1ther necessary nor sufficight for abuse (Splnetta

& Rigler, l972) Although thf necessity of parental psychaqpathology for child-
abuse 1s debated in the 1iterature (Alvy, l975 Gelles, 1973), this study

‘demonstrated that the presence of psychopathology is not required to predispose

l
-

Ly

mothers to punish mbre tntensely while under stress Pun1t1veness was'manipulated .

by situational factors in‘a randomly selected, heterogenous p0pulation of *

presumably nornml mothers with no history ofgehild abuse or emotional d1fflcult1es.

)
)
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Figure’] " Mean punishment 1ntensity selected by mothers as a funct1on o S

of the frequehcy of their chﬂdren 3 interruptions and the uncertamty of .
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