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During the course of socialization, a developing individual comes to
B . . M 2

know and understayd increasingly broader and more abst;act units of personal® s
’ and social.reality. 'The purpose of the present research was to take ‘an
. - . ¢ Co ) )
initial step toward articulating a theoretical system for demonstrating and _
> . : . L} .

exploring this basfc thesis. - Such a. system emerged from a conceptioh of
-~ ' = .

: distinct levels in our organization and experience of reality. Higher levels’
, are increasingly abstract and consist of emergent properties. |
What is at issue is not merely complexity. Higher levels are not simply .1 v
J decomposable into partg and interrelations (Simon, l962) Higher levels have h
’ a qualitati@é newness -- each level has emergent features due largely to the ™
particdlar organization of the‘parts.. As a result, each levpl has.a certain
autonomy. Because higher levels: are the organifation of lower Tevel elements:\ ,
does not. make higher levels more complex - at_least not when considered on . )
their omn terms,‘which are the very terms that:consti!pte the levelv Com-. o
5 parisons ofﬂcomplexity across’levels'don't ly make sense - like asking
whiQh’is‘more complex:~ the U.S.'hovernmentlor a human liver. ) ‘
- 'fmergent features are the hey to new leyels, but more can be_said: Lower, , §

,

lével entities or events are supportive of higher levels, e.g. no particular
. K4 . . . ~ -

actions are requiréd for someone to be called friendly, but some actions are.

\ They are necessary but not suffipient (empirically, of course, lower level ’
> /1 oL ' ~
*~ - events may provide constraints: one does ‘not have to smile to be happy, but '

s o . ' [l -

it 1s harder to be happy without smiling) Alternativelyr higher levels are

directive. they provide organization, coherencey and:aeaning E.g. institu-
~
tioris are supported by the existence of buildings and tools, and are: given

-—

direction by their role in the larger(society "

~ Mullener and’ Laird (1979) articulated a number of levels fof‘categorizing

.« ‘ [N




work. Their system includes five levels:

1

~Q

)
. S
N\ : - .
N . - L]

.
4 . ~

observétions about pérsons. The present research builds on and extends their

1) Objects or\body parts in motionless state.

~

2y Movements. These involve relations between level .1 units. The'same

ry -
» .-

2 N -
objgct or’body part at two different places at two different times can be
characterized as a movement. Movements are short duration events like fist

clenching or mouth wagging.

: . . an :
3) Behaviors. These involve movements'and their context or outcome,

or coordinated patterns of movement. These are slightly longen duration events

v
“

like laughing, smiling%;or showing teeth (note that, these last two mignt. .
: - \ . ‘

involve very similar movements). - ' o : )

- . ’ ¢ N 9

4) Actions and-Feeling. These involve a relation between person and

Y
- \L

~ . .
context, They are the .effects, usually conscious or.intentional, of behaviors.

»

L : ' , * ' . .
or patterns of behavior. These refer to a pafticular state“pr accomplishmenqk

N

like being happy, thinking, going to the store, or playing tennis. .
(\/

/ ’ h

' 5) Disgositions. These involve relations between actions or feelings

-

taken across ‘time: traits, abilities, long term beliefs, motives or attitudes. |,

They usually involve_repétitions—of level 4 events: Being a, tennis player
involves playing tepnis alot, being a jolly oerson inyolves Héing nappy alot,
‘We have:extended this system toxinclude-two further levels:

v PR EEY

‘6) Roles and Relatidnships., These involve coordinatioﬁs of dispositions

LY

within individuals (trait complexes like athlete or intellectual) ,and between

~ LA

13

individuals (personal relationé li?e friend, advisor, student)

‘

7) Grougings. THese involve relations between roles and relationshigs,

where there/ 1s some kind of role specialization or institutional character.

- [§ - ! -
-

families, crews, cfihs. ' . ) . ST J

.

Mullener and Lairdflooked at thé usefulneds of different levels' for.

v . : ' ) - RN

different sorts of reports. The upshot of their:research was that levels 4 dnd 5

r

N
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, \ . . ¢
had different utilities for short term'interactions. It is the present claim.

l that for longer interactions, for relationships, for evaluations of ones life

|

and 1its meaning or ones ‘place in the world, and for addressing social issues,

\

higher levels are more.useful. Further we‘hypothesized that this utility

increases as people mature and age and these larger considerations become
.|. / *

more important. This,is nqt to claim that conceptions of higher levels of

organization become common in day to day living, but that one's facility with 4

such conceptions ehould increase over the'life-span.;
- - I * ' o . \
. By using a systen of -levels of organizdtion to explore the development of

.
- -

- ¢
soglal knowledge, we hope to avold somé of theﬂlimitations of. traditional

-

/\’A

Al \ 0

reSearch on person perception and social Eognition. We avoild a focus' on the.

%

. .
perception and tognition of single individuals. We avoid vieding higher level

conéeptions merely as vehicles for describing and predicting behavior, rather
than as constituting its meaning.
- / h

scheme can better,address the relations'between different levels of functioning

] ——
\

within and between individuals. . L .

. .
[ »

Of‘course, some of the earlier work pointed ‘the vay. Livesley and .

. . -
[N
» . N . a

"Bremley's classic (1973 work documents a progression from, conceiwing of persoms

‘dispositions and regulatities.

- .
- .

in terms of appearancessand circumstances to copcelving of persons in terms of

» .

N . 4 - . -
L)

: %
They also mention a nascent .ability of.adoles-

~o — : _ .
cents to think about coordinations of such dispositions. Kohlberg's (1976) °

'9 . -

. ‘higheEt stage of moral development certainly invblveg a suprqrindividual

L e
<$rientation. The literaturé on attachment (cf Baltes,1978) indicgtes the

- I

Finally,

“

possibility of emggéonal inVolvement with larger social entities.

Turiel (l978) indicates that, at least through age 25, iﬂﬁividuals see themselves

- . o 4 o .
mord ag part of larger social "groupings. . ) N '
. fo. o .
The goal of the present research was to begin a more systema c follow—up .

'Furthermore, the levqls of organization .

-

to these sorts of clues.

S .

=

L]

The’ assertion here is that a well defined logibally

?

..‘
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) 4gn sffuatidns.’ For each set,‘all'three_items were descriptions”on the same -

~
e

/ ' :. »

: /‘ , "‘ . '4
hierarchical system of organizational Ievels could be used as a theoretical
. ~ - q . . :
tool for invesFigating the development of social knowledge, particularly N

’ beyond its present bounds and furthervintb the life—span. Given evidence that

-

abstract abilities come later in ontogenesis, and the assumption that the v

emergence of thinking about and operating on higher organizational levels 1s

s 4 \ i
- likely to more strongly tax such abilities, it was.hypothesized:that compe- . :

. .tence at and general use.of higher levels of organization should, subsequently,

also cone later. Resedrch indicates that formal operations are applied to
. social 1ater than to physical entities and events (Keating and Clark, 1980)

The -goal 1s to elucidate this finding via a system of levéls that clarifies

increase in abstraction as a-decrease in ties. to specific space—time loci 4 o
- Ninety-seven subjects weré‘employed: ranging .in age from'léito late‘middle
age. Subjects were divided into fiveogr;Lps of‘about 20 subjects each,
r - -

corresponding to ages usually found in junior high high school college, young

° adult and middle age. Subjects were all paid volunteers, solicited in‘and

arpund a university.community. ' . oL ,

p ' " LY

*, '., A linguistic task was set up.in bhich subjects could impose higher order

L
v

-

. conceptians on lower order descriptions of situations. Such descriptions ¢ould
- - © ce s . ~

< be(attended to or,madé sense of at multiple, ievels of organization.

» - s . -
' Each subject\(as)provided with a questionnaire containing 30, three it;m
.‘\' »
y o se;tence sets. The items were short descripEions of objects, events, persons,.

. . . . .

° ~
:

level pf organization:. The task involvedaasking subjects to compare thegse -«

LAY ®

. e 1
three. items -and to find at least one way in which two'of the items were R
- S : - . :

. similar,oand different from a third. " ‘Each comparison wasfdesigned such thai, in

» o/
.

oy the intuitions of the experimenter based. -on the theoretical systeué and . co 0

T e
confirmed by pilot data, two of the descriptions could bé construed as similar

o . s .. ’ .

- . . N . N . B
-~ \ . o . .
, . s R N »" v . * . !
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“such conparispn sets were constructed for each of six pairs of adjacent levéls

. \ . * 5
- * . . s -

“

at a higher level of organization, and a different two similar on a lower

For example, consider'the following set of sentences: .

level.

After months of anguish Helen shot at her husband ahd his lover,
killing her husband.

a.

b. Sweaty with his tsual anxiety, Max screwed the ‘silencer onto his

,,gun, aimed carefully, and killed the' driver instantly .
Having completed his customary preparations, Jack slashed the .
woman s throat, his third victim. )

¢ . L

All three sentences involve murders. The situations described in (a) and

C.

. »?

(b) are more similar on the level of action: both murderg_are committed with
B ¢ ' . > s -

firearms, and are apparently accompanied by some emotional arousal. But on the

’

Max. and Jack have

gher level of disposition, (b) and {(c) are more similar:

.

both

LR

tted murderebefgre, and are-likely to again; they are killers. Five

. >
® 1 . ' .

DMl “

’

'

‘Results . ' ' I _ -
S v .

bbJeot—movement movement—behavior behavior-action, attion— . .

-

disposition, disposition—role or relationship, role or relationship-grouping.

'

or organization:

- . -

Setsuwere ordered such that-each possible transitipn from one level pairing’

to another occurred exactly once. ‘The first figuré?listg'the comparison con-= , o

’ . - ” -

cepts used for -each level pairing. Tt 2

>0verall, thelresults showed the usefulness of a"systemfo@_organizational'

The developmental T,
differentiation of conceptual abilities seems to enable aiprogressive compe- ) Iy
{

tence and facility at cbnceptualizing in terms of additional higher levels

-

levels for exploring the ontogenesis of soctal knowledge.

[
—r

of organiqation. . - ) . . i

v
.

. The results provided clear evidence that a system. of organizational levels . 2%

’

cbuid with some precision, be used to -generate sets of conceptual material

;.x .

prqgressiVely moré difﬂiculé’with ea;h succeeding, higher leveg of organization. .:
PR ) T =, '
iu ‘ - @ . ) > * i ! '
W s M . ‘ ’ oo .
i v - . S T
oy . v o .
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Seventy-nine percent of subjects' resdponse structures were.indicative of de-

creases in success only with upward changes in the levels of organization -
. . . » L -,.
for which the materials were'designed * "Success" means that a subject gave a
EOR response at the higher of the two levels for which a set was designed The -

-next figura'illustrates modal response structures for each group, compared to

s
r o s

ideal succebs rcores. The sort of 'tower' structure found for the majority of

~ subjects has a chance probability of only .0l. Virtually all of our subjects

'~ either had this tower structure or missed by only one response. ‘It might be .

argued that the prediction of such a response structure, would follow from -

'

intuitions of item’difficulty alone. However, the proposed theoretical system

14 . .
clarifies places where such intuitions are unclear, and provides an account of
. v PR ~

J‘

what might be behind such intuitions. Such‘fn account is -also éupported by

. overvhelming differences in analyses across the designed levels, higher levels
l- ) _ \ L) ( ,
generally resulting in less success "(F(5,460y=244.39, p .001)

&

»

Theoretical expectations about the assymetry of lepel'relations also
ooy 7 L S - ’
tnf ~ received some empirical support. Accordigg to the theory, operation at higher
levels of organization entails also operating at lower levels, but not Vice

versa“ Subjects were significantly-more suecessful on. items preceded by

g immediately higher level material'than on items preceded by immpdiately lower -,

e level material (F(1;92)=20.47, p 901) (ratio="1.26:1). ‘
| “' Additionally, as the next figurésindicates aubjects overall response .
. frequen)ies indicated a preference for operation primarily on the level of

-actions and nearby levels (F(6 5&2)-542 Sl, p .001). This finding is in accord ‘

‘ -

with the utiLity_notion of Mullener and:Iaird (1979). Actions and nearby

- levels describe the natural units of ourAsubjective, daify lives. As such,

they would be more generally useful, andusubjects-would likely be biased toward
) et . ) . :

their,us%. ‘ ' ) - : o

[

While the clear finainga-fdr lepelsioﬁ orgaﬁiiasion per‘se tended to

v . . ’
e ‘e » . A .

l . R 3 ‘
L ' o 8 )

Povided by G . ‘. . ‘ . N .
o . . . . * .
- . PR
S ek . - oo, a I . . - < . . /
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obscure other differencés, there were consistent and systematic di¥ferences )
., . . u’ - ¥
across subjects grouped by age and by educatioii. These differences indicate -

¢

an'increasing ability to operate on_higher levels of organization. + Slight

N\

-decreases were found for the older subjects but sincerthis may haye been due —~ —

to cohort differences in education rather than developmental deterioration, the
data was re@nalyzed with subjegts broken into groups by e.éucation.v (Next figureq—)

oldest haif of oldest group have less education; figure shows new breakdowns,

—
r

9 * * . -

new average ages)+

What can"be seen from these.analyses‘is,an increasing differentiation of -
the ability to operate at higher levels of organization (Interactions were
significant for both Age X Level. F(24 552)=4, 05 p OGT and for Education’'X
Level F(24 552)=3.53, p .0l). The strongest eyidence was for increased facility -t
at operating across higher leveIS of organization (Next figur’: youngest group -

less successful overall; mostleducated group differentiates from others begine

-

ning. at dispositiori-actfon 1eoé1, group 2 drops at next level pairing? fair

degree of differentiation at highest 1eve1-pair / Show next figure6 here -- graphs
¥ . *

' age: same story as other figure, but 4 & 5 switch y Note that at various’ leveIs

(o - ‘ by

some of the groups 'do not"seem to be differentiated Nevertheleﬁg 'where they are , -

’

-~

di£ferentiated they are in the' expected order -~ Thereﬁare .also differences in R
the optimum response data, but the major d¢ifferentces, seem to concern the shift

from the youngest to the older groups with only a hint of differentiation at “
the highest leveldpairing (Figure) ¢ .

» .
Implications and Conglysions . R -

% < ' v . ;
Overall, the research provided some evidente for a developmental progression

of conceptual ability which largely presupposes abstract competence. As people
i, ‘ -

further develop abstract ability they became hetter able to operate on higher

levels of organization: With some qualification:the~present research demons-

trates a progressive differentiation of subject groups, ordered by age and by'\

‘educﬁ&ionr in their‘competenceuandﬁfacility withvhigher levels of organization:‘

. -
Y .
o ’ , . T ey
B » .
. .
. .
. ,
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The major results seem to reflect’ a progresgive increase in how' 'abstract' people

¢y " - f

can be, Particularly as they attain the status of adulthood and begin to find

v

their place in soclety, people.seem to become increasingly able to deal with' . -

- » .

larger social entities and longer term events than thQse of”their“day—to day

lives, with connections more distant from (an® on a different level than) the &

,vicissitudes of their daily activities. The real challenge Is’ to integrate \><\3\\

v . 3
. ©

. these numerous levels. ) 2 :
L ° . Ny ‘ . . .

A'number of questions remain open for further researeﬁvquhat is the

] . ‘

relation betwegn conceptions of the physical and conceptions of the social: K

4 .

‘world - are there non—human entities that can be viewed on levels of organization -
- 2

-~ commensurate with human sociality? How do the utilities'of the different levels,

Iz

. vary_and how do they relate to each other° Does the theoretical system provide
a beans for studying the multi- leveled functioning 80 ubiquitous to human

'1ife? How can we address the process’of operating on or shifting between levels,

s

and the mechanisms behind the development of such ability? .

v Many research avenues remain open. Nevertheless, this research has made a

2
<

first step toward articulating the value of a system of levels of organization
for investigating the multi-leveled character of the tie between persons and .

worlds. ,It’provides an.alternative to’conceptual reductionism and'a bridge

~ -
Y

between what seemed-to be different worlds of psychological phenomena. Moreo&er,’

. . {
. it provides an escape from personelogy, and a way to get,a handle on the social

‘}' constitution of individual consistency and'stable-human relations.' Finally,
. ] . ‘ \ <
_a system of levels of'organization may provide a step toward addressing the

?and culture by stressing‘Ihe non—locatability

3

relationship\between individuals

of higher levels of organizatlon, and the links between leve1s of organization

1

e i
that' can occur intra, inter, and supra—individually.' : L i
a ‘ . ' . K 3
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Figure 1 -

Comparison Concepts

.

Low Level

"High Level

: pais ) Item )
Level Palf ’ No. . Comparison . Comparison
Lavel 1 ~ Level 2 | Object( Similarity Movement Similarity .
. ’ . 1. 2 leg L. twitch- ,
, 7 stomach trembling
. 15 fingers * tapping .
- 24 glags contains liquid spill v
t29 hand > opening
Lével 2 - Level 3 " Movement Similaritiy ) Behavior Simila;:ity
8 gléncé%-ieft ’ attend
‘ 14 armwaving . . - . R saluting P
» . 18 ‘kIcking ¢ - S * moving door,
22 ' grinning - L _smiling . .
27 hand rotating ‘unclosing ’
Level 3 - Level 4 Behavior Similarity Action Similarity .
) : 1. s ride bicycle . go shopping .
10 transfer vid grasp, donate - ¢
) 13 _speak lcudly .- make request v
. 23 detach .via push éassaulf: .
30 dray '~ represent ° N
Level 4 -*Level 3 Action Similarity - D.i_/sposition Similarity .
- 1 joke ' . entertainer
) 9 wander on foot in city .Wagabond _
. 17 shoot to death _ killer
-20 write . writer
25 | . pretend to be diplomat pretender, deceiver .
» Level'5 = .Level 6 bisposition Similarity Qoordination Siniilarity s
* - 3 spends time in court - atto}:ney .
d 6 | litgr;ary‘ R i professor ° )
o7 12 mutual liking ) - personal relationship
' v 19 plays raquetball, rideshik ' athlete
N ’ .o 26 . artistic interests “intellectual
.Level 6.- Level 7 . dbordination Simiiarity Groupir;g Similarity v -
'l ac classical musicians gnsemble -
# 11 repeated social activity| family
A .16 petty criminals - gang . A
s 21 history students class L
= 28 excellent shots " . team
4_3 . °
- —

Yy
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* Average. Age and Years of Education for Five JAge Groups e ‘ ’ °.
. and Five Education Groups (in years) & g ) . i
& o - - . . | s
) i Age Groups 11 C ‘Education Groups ° o ' .
© * Group | - Age ‘N Mean Age |Mean Ec}ucl Gr;: Education t]i “"Mean Age |’ Mean Educ. , 3 ) N
P Range (& Std. Dev.) (& Std. Dev.) P Range ! 1(s Std. Dev.) [(s Std.Dev.) . , .+ =
1 13-15 - f 16 14.44 - 8.38 (|1 7.9 16 14.44 | a8.38
(.86) (.72) i {.86) (.72)
v : 2 o ‘ ) ~ ' -
27 | . 16-18 | 21 16.98 . | 10.95 2\ 10-12 26 17.18 11.15 -
- ~ {.83) _(.86) P - i (2.33) . (.88) o
3 19-22 . 20 19.91 13.8 3 13-15 21, 26.68 14.14 ’
. (1.11) ‘(¥:36) .| (some'wll.) | , _(11.32) {.91)
~ -_— . & . * . \ »
4 23-33 22 27.78 |- 16.774 || a e wa 141" 37,00 - N6 S
- (2,95) 12,00): _ . |(coll.gds.)| . | ¥()5.3g) Cogy
., P ¢ . - ~ . “ Lo “© N N .
5 | 34-up 18 [ 454 | 16.50 || s (o o1 20 31.52- isi1 ‘
) (0.06) | .62 [f ¢ Bt |  (1.02) L] {omy o
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