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, Family Communication Patterns and Political
, ‘ .Development: A Developmental Approach '«

At birth children become members of particular social groups, and communica- -

tion within these groups is thought to influence the way children come to view

the world around them (hnorf, 1956; Hess & Shipman, 1974; Chaffee, McLeod, and
Wackman, 1966, e-g.). Stryker (1964) dotes the importance of the family and of

parent—child communication in influencing the meaning ‘a child attaches to symbols

'

and also how the child degines himself. 4n A

R & .
Chaffee, et al. (1966) identify two dimensions of family comménication pat-~

terns (FCP) and state that these structures influence a child's’ construction of
social reality (M Leod ‘& Chaffee, 1972). Twe independent communication dimensions

are identified by these authors: socio- and concept-oriented family communica-

:_:‘ ;.,{ . P .
)
kel

tion patterns. Each dimension defines consistent messages which are emphasized

in'the parerit-child communication. Although the dimensions vary between'famil@es;

the dimen51onal emphasis is thought to be fairly stable w1th1n a given family over

q

time (see, - e.g., uhaffee et al., 1970).

a:

Socio~oriented communication stresses harmonious interpersonal relatiOnships,'

o

encouraging the child to bakave in wayss to maximize harmony. In these families,

the child is protibited from expressing dissent and given little chance to be ex—~
posed to information he could use to form his own'point of view. The child may be
advised to avoid controversy, defer to adults, dnd totgive in on argunents.
Concept-oriented communicatiOn tends to stress‘the inportance of the child
developing and expressing his own point of view. The child is encouraged to chal;
lenge the ideas of others, to express his own views, to weigh all the evidence be-

fore reaching a conclusion, and to participate in controversial discussions. The

child does so” free of. fears of endanger ing sociéi relationships in the family.

The authors wish to acknowledge their thanks to ‘Professor Mark Miller (University
of Tennessee) for his contributions to this paper.
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These communication structures are internalized by the child and to form 2
corresponding framework he uses to structure relevant experience and inforﬁét%on.

Chaffee,, et al. (1973) state that these structures act as comnstraints or barriers

a
.

to perfect communication, causing the child to focus his attention tdward specific
information in the enviromment at the expense of other information and to adopt .

goals consistent with the family's communication structure.

<«
©

‘The purpose of this study is to focus oﬁ the implications of cognitive develop-

mental theories which suggest there méy be another .set of constraints operating in
the familv's communication structure: the child's level of cognitive developmént.

‘Developmental theorists, such as Jean Piaget, have defined Eognitive development by 'q

.

a series of stagéé of mental growth. These stages describe mental structures which
sérve as coding proqesses.(Baldwih, 1969) tHe child uses to structure and make sense

. . . ¥
' out of the world. Children organize all beliefs and thoughts around the particular
way of thinking associated with their stage of developmenﬁ; as these stalkes progress,

v

the child views his world differently, tending to prefer more complex and efficient .

ways of thinking (Piaget, 1971).
Palermo and Molfese (1973), e.g., found 'that the understanding of words con-

tinues to develop long.after early childhood and after words have become a part of

the child's own vocabulary. They suggest that this continued development is due

N,
\

to the acquisition of specific cognitive skills which allow the child to more fully
understand the meaning of words, and they note that the increased undérstanding of

words occurs especially as the child experiences Piaget's '"cognitive revolution,"
il
(vhen the child is about 7 years old) and again at about age 13 when the child enters

- v

the final stage of development defined by Piaget. Other-researchers looking at the

development of conceptions of society and social reality (e.g., Falvell, 1974; ,

-Baldwin, 1906; Selman and Byfne, 1972, 1973, 1975), have found that the "child's abil-
ity to understand the intensions and thédgﬁfs of others is dependent upen the child's

- 1

ability to perform specific mental skills.

“a N -
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This study will examine the role a child's cognltlve development plays in

the family's communication and on the child's perceptlon of social reallty Social

N

reality here will be.limited to the child's perceptions of his political environ-
ment, defined by levels of political knowledge, political interest, frequedcy of

) . . N . . ) . ) ) 3 ) . . ) ” 3 4
political discussion, and exposure to political information in the mass media.

©

FCP and Pblitical'Socialization

K}

5
N

The relationship between family communication patterns and political social-
ization variables for adolescents has been well documented. Chaffee,. McLeod, and

Wackman (1973) state, "there is considerable evidence that parental.constraints on

the child's interpersonal communlcatlon in the home 1nfluence the precess of"polit-

ical socializatlon,' (p. 364). A shortcomlng of the llterature, from the perspec-
2
tive Oﬁ’thls study, stems from the fact that. samples have tended to focus om

adolescents, particularly 9th graders. Chaffee, et al. (1966) state that this is
""an age at which we hoped to find ‘political socialization under way but not com-
plete." Even if n1nth grade is marked by important transitions in the political

socialization process, however, such transitions will be dif ficult to recognlze w1th-

.

out inckpding a variety of other age groUps for comparisons. For‘example, in their
study of parental influences on adolescent hedia use; Chaffee, et al. (1§70).con_
.clude that 1mportant developmental effects of fam:ly communication patterns of the
child's media usé were not supported by the data. Although the1r sample included
both 6th and 9th graders, one might wonder if the results would be different if a

wider ‘age range was studied (e g.,kby 1nc]ud1ng pre- and postadolescents in the

v

¢

sample).

-Research on family communication patterns and adolescent political»socialization

’

is quite extensive, however. Consistently, researchers have found that the socio-
’ oriented family communication dimension acts to inhibit an adolescent's political

development. - Children from concept-oriented homesj on the other hand, are.more aware

El{lC . . . .5
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of ‘their political environment. These children tend to be more interested in

pOllthS, know more about pOllthQ, discuss politics more frequently, and to expose

.

sthemselves to political information in the mass med1a more frequently than chlldren

IJ

from socio-oriented families:. Conceptforlenced_chlldren also tend to admire public
Sofficials more than other enildren, to be mére actiVe-and.successful in ‘school, "and .
to participate inﬁpolitically related school activities, (See, e. g., Chaﬁfee, et
al., 1966; Chaffee, et al., 1973; Jackson-Beeck and Chdffee, l975 McLeod et al.,

l97i\.,,)_~ Not only do their present polltlcal activities stand out, but concept-—.

- °

oriented children also expect to be politically active in the future (Sheinkopf, .
1973). Svidence further supports this notion, suggesting that concept-oriented

children grow up to be adults who are more intereSted'in politics, knowiedgeable

about pelitics, and who.are politically active.. (Chaffee, et al., 1973).

. {
"These findings are expected to be replicated in this study. Concept-oriented

LS

communication is expected to be positively associated with political knowledge,

"political interest, political discussion, and political media exposure. Socio-
- . 3

oriented communication is expected to be negatively related to these politicail de- -

. 2
pendent variables.

p
Political Socialization and Cognitive Development o )
Y -

Evidence duggests that a child's understanding of political concepts changes -

L)

as the: child matures (Eastnn and Dennis, 1973; Greemnstein, 1960, 1965; Easton and
Hess, 1961, 1962; Sigel, 1965, 1968; Easton and Dennis, 1965, 1969). Jennings and
Niemi (1974) state,

(We stress) that evei in the very earliest stages of polltlcal life - .
the child d4s not simply a reflecting glass which mirrors the image of

others. Rather, the child's own needs and drives, mental and physical
endowments, and evolving cognitive structure v1tally influence the way -

in which political stimuli are initially interpreted and absorbed and

later on are sought out and used. (p. 331)



O
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Egston and Dennis (1973) found that young children (grades 2 and 3) are initially

able to relate to politics in only a symbolic or representative vay._~Young

~—children in their sample ha&—images of government organized around the concept of

[ <

the president. The tendency for older children in their study (grades 4 to 8)

was to increasingly identify government with voting and.Congress, indicating an
) .y .
—_— . & B
awareness and understanding cof the concepts of participation and representation.

Mereleman (l973) also suggests that: certain cognitive skills are important in

the child's perceptions of politics. He identifies threé necessary conditions for
) .

G

ideological thought: (1) the ability to think causally, to reason from cause”to

effect, (2),which enables the child to recognize causeslpf political effects are

-

under human control, and (3) the child's view of political causation must-at least

be partially comm@hicable to others.

~—

A careful look at the stwdies of cognitive development and the’ understanding
/

' \..
of words and political concepts suggests that a. child s understanding df concepts

increases when he experiences the 'cognitive revolution" (when he is about 7 years

old) and again when he .is about’ 13 years 0old and has reached the final stage of

¢

cognitive development defined by Piaget.

-Results from research on political socialization and cognitive development are

expected to be replicated here: as a child's cognitive skills become more complex,
, ‘ i ‘ ,

he will know more about:politics, be more interested in politics, discuss politics,

and be exposed to political information in the mass media more frequently.

-

To summarize, the‘iiterature reviewed- above suggests that the child's family

communication structure influences his political development and that a ghild's

level of cognitive ‘development affects the child's ability to comprehend political
concepts. Cognitive abilities, therefore, deflne the skills a child has at his
disposal in processing information and in forming his view of the world, and family

communication structures, once internalized by the child, provide a framework which

can be used to structure experience and information. The question now is if one
. M ’

.
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would expect similar cognitive skills to be necessary conditions for a child's

R .
efficient participation in the family's communication structure. : .

1 The theory proposed here suggests that efficient participation in the family's
d * e
communication structure is dependent upon the cognltive abilities of the, child.

The child's cognitive skiJls are expected to affect not only tne depth of his under-_

standing of political concepts, but also to act as a constraint in the family's

K

communication to the eXtent that the child is unable to comprehend and internalize ®

N

the central messages conveyed within the family's communication structure. Until = ~—

the-child realizes,»for.example, that the underlying enmphasis.in the socio dimen-

sion to maximize. harmony in interpestnal relationships is inconsistent with polit-

‘.

" ical debate, he w1ll be - relatively unaffected by the socio-oriented constraints.

O
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Similarly, a child in the concept-oriented dimension may be unable to comply" w1tﬁ

the demands of the family communication, until he gains the cognitive skills neces-

sary to formulate . and express his own opinions about political concepts. .The
1 o ) .
present study.will allow for such comparisons across a wide age range ani}will,

<

therefore,,provide a better data base for the study of developmental change than

offered by preVious sampling designs. . )

«~ As shown in figure 1, interactions between FCP, cognitive stage, and the in-

dicators of political development are hypothes1zed Concept-oriented communica-

-

J

tion is expected to be positively related to political knowledgé political interest,

‘political discussion, and political media exposure, especially for older children

@ ? )

in the sample. Socio-oriented communication is expected to be negatively related

to the dependent variables, especially for children at the final stage of cognitive
development.

4
Methods
- .

an

Sample .

This study is based on a saﬁple of 718 parent-child pairs interviewed as

[N
“w

9 a
part of a National Science Foundation grant (#SES-7913435) to study the election

¢ .
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campaign and preadult political'socialiqation.. A representative‘sample was drawn .

* from the state of Wiscons1n uSing a random,digit dialing,telephone procedure dur—

. ’ ° » 4)/ *
ing a 7-week period between lanuary 29 and March-18, l980. The_ telephone interviews'

-

"lasted approx1ma€ely 30, .0 40 minutes. The child was 1nterv1ewed first followed
by one of his/her‘parents. In two-parent homesﬁ a parent wasﬂrandomly seélected to '
be*included in the samp e.. .Because more childfeh_live with rheir mothers in one-

r°

paréent. homes, - 57 percent of the parents 1ncluded in .the §ample are female. In this,
sample, the children s ages ‘range , from lO to 17 years old,w:th approX1mately 100 -, .
n',children;in each agelgroup. The parents ages range from 27 to 69 Years-of age//'£
! . . ”. _ o o . .
Family Communication Patterns ) '

. g R
¢ 2
" . . . , £ N S -

‘Consistent with the conceptual definitions of family communication patterns
&1 ‘ ' v = B . . Y
* (McLeod, et al., 1966), these concepts are measured as separate dimedsionsfrather

-
Iy

, ) 3 ., ; .
than as FCP typologies (see, e.g., Mcleod & Chaffee, 1972). Moreover, sincelfam—

i¥y communication is a relational variable, both parent and child estimates ofﬂthe'
. ‘ : [
N “ . &
family communication are included in the qperationalization.
- N - | \ ». - . ’
The socio dimension was measured by asking both parents and children how often

the parent told the child not to say-things that make other people angry. - To mea-

sure the concept dimension, parents and childrén were'asked to estimate how fre- '

quently the parent encouraged the ¢hild  to question\hther people's opinions about o

©

" politics. 1In addition, the child was asked how often he found himself: talking with

people whose ideas about politics are different from his. Inspection of the inter-e

9
item correlations (Table 1)~suggest$ that these items indeed tap separate dimensions.

The index for each dimension was computed using the follOWing.procedure. Mis-

¥ M

sing values (ranging from.lqto 3 percent) were first.recoded to the mean. A prin-

ciple‘components factor analysis (Table 2) was .uused to create factor scores for each )
4 dimension. The factor'scores for each dimension were then split at the midpoint

to permit-comparisons of high and low groups. Despite the discrimindnt validity_

apparent from Table 1, the reliability estimates are low due to the lintited number !

li o ~
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of items comprising-each scale. “Alpha estimates of the reliability of these two
4 Y .
dimensions are .30 for;the socio sc ¥e and .45 for the concept ‘scale.

Cognitive Stage - @

-

According to Piaget's theory and his estimates of ages associated with each
-stage of cognitive‘development,.only two stages are expected to be represented in -
this sample: concrete operations (ages,7 to 11) end formal operations (ages 12
and older). 1In t?is study, grades associated with these gge groups were picked to

\
operationalize each stage. Concrete operations w1ll be represented by children in
) \
4th and 5th grades, and formal operations will be represented by children in 11th
and thh grades. Grades were selected, because it was thought that a child's grade

in school would be a more prec1se measure of cognitive skill than the child s age,
the only alternative measure available in the data.

The children at different stages are also assumed to have differing cognitive
skills. Piaget states that a cognitive revolution abruptly occurs at concrete‘
operations which causeés the child to see the world in a new: efficient, and ‘organ-
ized way. These childrenipossess cognitive skills which enable them‘to»form mental-
representations ofua series of,aetions. The child has'acduired the’ability to,think
causally;'but is still limited by egocentrieism to solving ooncrete problems direttly”“
before him. He. begins to develop thevability t0'take.the role of another in this
stage; however,.he will not'ﬁully develop this ability untiluhe.reaqhes the final
stage, fermal operations. Childyren at‘conerete operations haveﬂgained“other im~
portant ski]ls (1) the ability to understand'relational-terms; (2) the ability .
tobreason simultaneously about part of the whole and the whole (e g., about Ronald
Reagan and all Republicans), and (3) the ability_to'arrange objects along quantifi—

able dimensions.

. ~

It che final stage, formal operationms, the child learns to go beyond: the present

and to think abstraétly. He is able to construct informal_hypotheses about his

universe. - He’ generates and systematically explores possible outcomes and solutions

l.\)‘" ) . * Lav ) . 13 \ . : . ) < i
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Table 2

Principal Components Factor. Analysis For

Family Communication Dimensions

Item

Encourage child to
question others
- (child's estimate)

£ncourage child to
question others ,

(parent's estimate)

Talk to others with
"different opinions
(child's estimate)

Tell child not to
make others angry
(child's estimate)

Tell child not to
make others angry

(parent’'s "estimate)

Factor 1 Factor II
.51 (1) ' .02
.48 (2)  -.16°
L ]
.41 (3) .04
.02 ' .69 (1)
-.05 ' 24 (2)

NOTE: . Numbers- in parenthesés indicate thé ranked loading of the item on

the factor.

14
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to situations and problems, and his role-taking skills--are fully developed. He
is aware of what he knows and of his own thoughts. In formal operations, the child

" emerges, equipped with the cognitive skills of 2n adult.

Dependent Variables

Political Knowledge. Political knowledge is defined here as the amount of cor-
rect information the child has about politics. Thirty-two knowledge questions were
combined to form an index of political knowledge. These questions fall into three

classes. First, ten questions assessed the child's awareness of the major presiden-
C A - .
T

™

tial candidates (Anderson, Baker, Brown, Bush,.Carter, Connally,idraneg Fofd,

Kennedy, and Reagan). Second, eight items dealt with the child's ability toqidenitfy
. R N Lo . N .

the party affiliation of eight major candidates (Baker, Brown, Buéh;/Carter,’Condelly,

’ .o . . |
v . ) < L . 4
Ford, Kennedy, and Reagan). Finally, 14 questions assessed the child's’ recognition
of sbecific party symbols and personalities. The questions for these items follows.
"When I read each of these things, which party comes to mind . . . (elephant, donkey,

rich people, Franklin D. Roosevelt, right of center, pqorﬂpeoble, liberal, labor. -

unions, Abraham Lincoln, Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon, conservative, business,
" -4 :

and left of center)?" The child received one point for each correct response, zero
otherwise. -

Political Interest. Political interest is defined here as a.child's cognitive

orientation toward politics and will be viewed as an indicator of the child's sen-

sitivity toward his political world. Three questions were asked to measure the °
[ ) _ -

child's political intewest: (1) how interested are you in following the political

campaign, (2) how much attention do you pay to what the president does, and (3)

how much attention do you pay to what the Unlted States government is doing w1th

other countries, such as Russia and China, or in the Mlddle-East? pThe child's re-"
e . . - N ) .
sponses to these questions were averaged: to form a measure of overall political

interest.




news in newspapers and magazines. News ébout politics includes news about local,

O
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Political Discussion. Fiveé questions thought to measure this concept were

submitted to p§$nciple component factor analysis: (1) How often do you u§ua;1y talk
with other people about national polltlcs7 (2) Is national politics something you
like'to talk about, or is it something other people bring up? (3) How often.do you
make an effort to learn more about somethlng you heard in the news? (4) When you
try to learn more aboug-current national politics, where do you look most often

for mote-information? and (5) How often do you talk pOlltlcs with your (parents)7

Factor analysis showed“that only three of these questions appear to measure polit-

ical discussion (questions 1, 3, and 5 above). To form an index of the child's

‘overall political discussion, responses to the three question$ which loaded on the

political discussion factor ,were averaged.,'The reliability estimate of the index
is .63.° : .

Political Media Exposure. 'ﬁhis concept refers to the child's attention to and
D" . A : ,

exposure to pOlltlcal news in the mass medla. Thi's includes watching political -

news on television, listening to polltlcal news on the radlo, and readlng polltlcal

[

-

. L . o ' ) . . .
national, or international politics. Besponses to eight questions were used to form

Lo .
the child's political exposure ‘index: (1) How much attention did you pay.to articles

in the newspaper about national politics and government? (2) How much attention

do you pay to news on the radio? (3) In the past week, how many -- if any -- mag-

~azine articles have you read about national politics or government? (4) About how

"often do you watch news programs like 60 Minutes, or news specials? (5) Is the

national news something you try to watch on telev1510n, or is it just somethlng you

happen to watch pecaldse other people have it on? (6) How many'days in the past

seven did you.watch the national news on television? (7) How much attention did
you pay to news on TV about politics and government? and (8) How many days in the

last seven did you read a newspaper? Because of the variety of scales used in .

.
o



p
these questions, scores were standardized so that responses to all questions were

on the same metric. An index of the child's overall political meaia exposure

was then formed by averaging the responses. The reliability estimate of this index

S

is .54.

Parental Control Measures
.gdentical procedures weré followed to créate indices for the child's parent,
*indicating Ehe.parent's levels df poliﬁical knowledge, interest, discussioén, and
exposure to political inform;tion in'thg mass ‘media. It was thought important”to'
control for the possible content of éhe parent-cﬂi&d commﬁnication in making infer-
_ences about the influence of the structure of that éommunic;tion on the child's own
political development. Without such controls, a étrugtural interpretation may, be
in doubt.
In addition, the mother andffather's educational levels and the family'é social
cléss were also meas;re&. Ed;cétion was measured as tﬁe last grade of schooling

completed, and social class was measured by asking the parents if they felt they were

in the upper, upper-middle, lower-middle, middle, working, or lower class.

e *

3

-

Summary of Hypotheses

The present st;dy is an attempt to build uﬁgn existing theory concerning the
influence of the famiiy's communication structure on the.cﬁild's perception of social
realiéy:(defined here as the-chila's perceptions of his political environment) . Us-
ing.thé dffensions of‘family cémmunicatio; as defined by Chaffee, eé al. (1966),
the relétiOnéhip between family céﬁmunicétion patterns and political socialization
variables hHas Been well documented. Results cdnSiétently show thg; the socio-

oriented family communication dimension acts to inhibit an adolescent's political
T . - o .

development and that the concept-oriented dimenéion enhances an adolescent's polit-
- ' » . - ~ .
ical development. These findings are expected to be replicated here.

Hl: Socio-oriented communication is-negat{V@ly related to

: political knowledge, political interest, political
Q ' discussion, and to exposure to political %Eﬁ?rmation
[ERJ!: in the mass media. o

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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H2: Concept-oriented family communication patterns are positively
related to political knowledge, political interest, political
discussion, and to exposure to political information in the
mass media. ‘ - ¢

Political sociéliiation Feseafbh'suggests that a child's political develop-

ment is positively related to the child's level of cogﬁitive development. Support

-

for this notion is also expected in the present study.

H3: -Children at formal operationg will know more about politics,
‘be more interested in politics, discuss politics more : v
frequently, and be. exposed to more political information in
the mass media than children at concrete operations.

Unlike the previous research, this §£udy proposes that a child's efficient

I

_ participatiod in the family's cﬁﬁmunicatiOp structure is dependent upon’ the cogﬁitivé
abilities of the child;J'Therefore, interactions,are\hypothesiéea between the fam-
ily's communication structure, the child's éognifive‘gkage (grade), aﬁd tﬁe dependent
yariablés indicating the child's perceptions of his political gnvirohment. The
following hypotheses, therefore, will also be tested.

Hs: Concept-oriented communication is positively-reiated to
political knowledge, political interest, politicgl dis-
cussion. and exposure to political information in the mass,
media, especially for children at formal operationms. B

H5: Socio-oriented communication is expected to be negatively
related to political knowledge, political interest, polit-
jcal discussion, and to exposure to political information
in the mass media, especially for children at formal opera-
tions. ¢ ‘ .

O

ERIC
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Results
‘_\

Analysis

As discussed earlier, in order to insure that analysis included children

.

of differing‘cognitive‘abilifies; only children from 4th & 5th and 1lth & 12th
.grades were included in an‘analysis.of varlance. This strategy is reinforced by
two findings. Although quite unexpected, it was found that soeio-oriented FCP
is positively associated:with the chlld's grade in school (p<.01), and c0nce;t~
,loriented FCP tends to be“negatively associated with grade (p=.18). 1In examlnlng\\\\
Figure 2, it is quite ap§;§éhc';ﬁéc varlaneewis greatest for these extreme groups.
During the intermedlaté"§éars, especially for grades 8théthrough 10th, the EéP
dimensions are relatively stable. In a supplementary regression analysis which
included allsgrades in the sample, the effect of including this intermediate group
_yas7to depress interaction effects clearly present in the analysis of variance, B A

R L
Unless otherwise specified, therefore, the findings reported in this section are

)

derived from the analysis of variance in which only the extreme groups are included

in the analysis.

Findings ' . ' ' ' _ .
| Maln effects The main effects hynotheses for concept-oriented FCP ‘and for e

the child's level of cognitive development (grade) are supported by the data. As
" shown in Tables 3-6, both variables are positively related to political knowledge,

. - political interest, political discussion, and po}itical exposure (p<.01). In e

the regression equation, influences due to the parent's education and social class

.are n0ns1gnif1cant. However , parental levels of political knowledge are signifi-

o

cantly related to the child's polltlcal knowledge (Ef 01); parental exposure to
political information in the mass media is related to the child's exposure (p<. 05),_

.and the parent's level of politxcal interest is s1gn1f1cantly related to the chlld'

political interest (R<.05). A similar trend was found for the relatlonshlp between

"

the parent and child's frequency of political discussion, although the relation-

B ship is not s1gn1f1cant (p<.10).
Ricem -
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Table 3
Analysis of Variance: Political Knowledge by

Concept-Oriented Family Communication, Socio~Oriented
Family Communicationm, and Level of Cdgnitive Development

0

**p ¢.05

So;;ce df Ms F
Concept-ﬁrieﬁtedofamily
éommunicapion (A) 1 454,81 15.95%*
Socio-oriented family
communication (B) 1 1.71 <1
Cogniﬁive development 1 1903.11 66.76%
stage (C) ’
A X'B ‘ ‘1 .45 {1
. - 1 .
AXC 1 .00 <1
- ﬁ Xc 1 112.89 . 3.96%*
AXBXC 1 2 2'.260 <1
Error 255 28.51
*p <.01 '
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Tabie b

Analysis of Variance: Political Interest by .
' Concept-Oriented Family Communication, Socio-Oriented
Family Communication), and Level of Cognitive Development

Source . ‘ T df s F

Concept-oriented family :
communication (A) R § 7.26 31.90%
Socio-oriented family - : .
comnunication (B) ' o1 .20 <1

Cognitive development

. stage (C). I 1 | 3.96 17.40%

AXGB _ 1 .12 <1
‘AXC ’ - 1 L1 e <1

BXC. " 1 .68 3.00
~AXBXC . 1 .06 <1

Error 253 .23.

*_p_( .01

»
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Table 5

Analysis of Variance: Political Discussions by
Concept-Oriented Family Communication, Socio-Oriented
Family Communication, and Level of Cognitive Development

¢
a4

Source df MS F

Concept-oriented famiiy

communication (A) ' 1. 20.21 59.79%*
Socio-oriented family

communication (B) , 1 .06 <1
Cognitive development ,

stage (C) 1 4.88. 14.43%
AX3B 1 .35 '1.03
AXC 1 .01 <1
B X.C 1 1.22 3.60
AXBXC 253 .16 .47
Error 253 . .34
*p < .01

o



e

Table 6

Analysis of Variance: Political Exposure by

Concept~Oriented Family Communication, Socio-Oriented
Family Communication, and Level of .Cognitive Development

Source . ds

s

F -
Concept-oriedted family - e
communication (A) , 1 56.40 32,16%
N &>
!Soqio-priented family 1
« communication (B) 1 .95 <1
Cognitive development . _ O
stage (C) . : 1 72,27 41,21%
AXB 1 3.12 1,78
axcTT 1 .11 <1
BXC 1 .09 <1 b
AXBXC 1 .3.04 -~ 1,73
' ’ - -
- Error . 253 1.75 )
fg(;Ol

N

J
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1
‘'

Interactions: As dlstuqqed enrlitr, both concnpt— and socio—oriented ey

were oxpected to interact with grade and Lhe dapendent vnriubleq. A signifdennt
interaction was found for socio—oriented»FCP, grade, und the child's level‘dﬁ

political knowle&ge (p<.05). The ‘interaction patLern, however, is unexpected.

4

As shown in ngure‘B, for children at concrete operations (gradeq 4 & 5), socio—

"

oriented FC?'is‘positivelz reiated to the child's‘political knowledge; for adol=-
escents (grades 11 &. 12),. however, the relationship is negative. A similar '
.interaction trend (pf.10)~was.found for the child’s political interest. ,As showp
in figute.A gocio-oriented FCP is positively related to political interest‘tpr

4th & 5th graders but has little effect on polltlcal interest for adolescents in )

the. sample. All other interaction hypotheses are not supported by the data.
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- Discussion

L

This study found that family communication is a much mere complex phenomenon

(4

than was previously thought and suggests that a greater understanding of family

communication would emerge if parent-child communication is studied as a develop-

T

mental process.

The most interesting finding is that the .previously held notion that socio-~-

" oriented family communication structures act to inhibit a child's political de-
y S . v

s

velopment is not supported for all children in the sample. The fact that the

'
i

family's socio-orientation inhibits a child's political knowledge and political
- interest ONLY for the older children in the_sample sug sts that some cognitive
variables may be intervening in the family s communication.  This finding'suggestS-37

that young children in soc10—oriented homes have a natural curiosity about the
- : I

world of. politics and that they do not internalize and become fully affected by

the messages conveyed in. the family S communication structure until they reach

c .
formal'operations.. Until_that time, the child's cognitive level may be.toq.

vSlmpllSth for him to recognize that the conflict nature of politics is 1nc0n—

5.
g

sistent w1th the dimensiorns. emphas1s on max1miz1ng harmonious 1nterpersonal re- -

'

lationships. In this case, the young child 5 cognitive level would act ‘as-a .

constraint in the family's communication, making him_unaware/of“or unable to cope e

with the demands of the socio-oriented communication.
"Accepting a cognitive development interpretation 1s, of course, tenuous, given

the surrogate measures of grade in school as an indicator of cognitive skills.._A g

o v «

developmental 1nterpretation 1S further weakened Slnce corresponding interactions

between concept-oriented FCP, develOpmental stage and the dependent variables were

'
L - I

not supported by-thepdata. It is possible, however, that the grades 1ncluded in

‘. this study are inappropriate to test the concept—oriented interaction_hypotheses.' )

)

‘Due to the exploratory nature of the_ study and to the compleXity of cognitive de—v
velopment theory, it. was difficult to deterniqe which cognitive stages would be

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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important to include in .the sample and exactly which cognitive skills would intervene

[

in each of the family-communication dimensions. Taking.cues from Merelman and
Piaget, it seemed that necessary skills would include the ability to think ‘ab- -
‘stractly and that these skills would differ for children from concrete and formal
operations, Although these‘skills:have been shown important to the understanding

of political concepts,‘it is possible that different skills are necessaryifor
effective participation in interpersonal communication within the family.- For
example, the Selman-Byrne (Byrne, 1973 Selman and Byrne, 1974) model of the de-
velopment ‘of perspective taking suggests that children s abilities to under stand
the mot{Ces and intentions of others is a- developmental Sklll.“ If these role—taking

skills are necessary conditions for the child s effective participation in concept-

~

oriented communication, deve10pmental differences may be found only if younger
children are included in the sample._ According to ‘the Selman—Byrne model, even the

youngest children in this study would be expected to recognize that other people

v"“

t,have individual cogniLive perspectives and to understand that one person's think-—
- T B

"~ ing can be the object. of another S. Perhaps these skills are sufficient to allow’

\ . el

the child to fully participate in the concept—oriented family communication struc-
ture.| A’ more appropriate sample, therefore, might include children who have not

yet e perienced the cognitive revolution and who are still at the egocentric per—,J
spect ve-taking level (younger than 6) Socio-oriented children,.onnthe other

2hand may need the more sophisticated perspective-taking skills associated only “with .

the final stage of cognitive development in order to perform the task of maintain~ _;

- ing ha 0nious interpersonal relationships. Until that time, the child would not

i \ .

be exppcted mo internalize, fully comprehend and act in ways consistent w1th de—
o—oriented family communication. .

mands of soc

T

is

o

so interesting to note that the interactions which occur for socio- -

___r—r———o-—‘

orientjd communication and stage are for the more cognitive or process1ng—oriented
* dependent varlables. political knowledge and political interest. It would not

_Rjkje unre sonable to think that . these variables would be more dependent upon the




~

child's cognitive abilities than frequency of political discussion and exposure to

political information in the mass media -- variables which are not fully under the

control of the child.

~
i

oo : : ' .
Having made the case for 2 developmental 1nterpretation of the data, the authors

wish to make it clear that the use of surrogate measures as indicators of cognitive

~stage or' ability in this study severely limits the confidence: they place in a

’ ,_;’
developmental interpretati0n. In fact, ‘as one examines Figure 2 which shows the

main effects for FCP dimensions by grade, it seems that two different developmental
processes may'be operating here. For example, the negat1ve slope of concept—
_oriented FCP and the positive;slope for socio~oriented FCP from-4th through 6th‘

grades may be due to'the influence of the child's developmental skills which affect

interpersonal communication within the family. Once the child has reached cognitive
| maturity (after 6th grade), the FCP dimensions tend to stabilize until after lOth

grade when’ social developmental factors and goals, such as the adolescent S prepara-
. L4

tion for a more autonomous, adult life; are: complﬁmented by the values: underlying

the concept—oriented dimension. In preparing oneself to function in an adult wérld,

.therefore, perhaps concept—oriented communication becomes salient and useful to the

adolescent,-accounting for the increase in,the concept dimension and decline in

v

..... . e .

The effects of the‘parent's own levels of political knowledge, interest, dis-

‘e

cussion, and media exposure are‘also influential in the child's political develop- .

o
e (2

- . % . “- - - . B
ment. This suggests that not only the structure of the communication is important,

but also the conteut of that communication. .
Finally, it is important to note that the interaction found between the child's
, grade 1n school and the family's communication patterns has methodologlcal implica:
tions for reSearch in this area. As\mentioned earller .most“researchers have con—
ceptualized.family communication patterns as stable w1thin a given famlly over  time.
By limiting their samples to adolescents, they have falled to note the dynamic

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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v

nature of:family communication structures. This finding also casts doubt on

-
3

measurementg used in generational s;udies of FCP where adults are asked to recall
th; family-comﬁunication patterns in their homes when. they grew up andyfomparisons
are then made to see if these parents communic§te the same way with their own
children (see, e.g., Chaffee, et al., 1973)'. If FCP s;rucfures change as the child

matures, the recall measures used in these studies will,be unstable and will differ,

depending on the age the respondent chooses as a reference point.
N . - “r : >

Conclusions
Althbugh the findiﬁgs reported here could be explaiﬁed.by‘either a cognitive
_or social development interpretation, this_squdy h;s bée; valuable in that it
suggests that the éhiid is quite active in‘tbe fémily communication. The ngture
o% the parent-éhild communication and the effegts of that interaction may dépénd

not only upon messages stressed by the'pérent in the communication but also upon

s ¢

the child's own-abilities and goals.

“ . .

Q
N

O

ERIC
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Appendix A: Questionnaire Items

-

Do you pay a lot of attention, some, or very little to what the president is
doing? (A lot, some, very little) :

How much attention do you pay to what the US government is doing with other
countries, such as Russia, China, or in the Middle East? (A lot, some, very
little) . ‘ : '

How interested are ‘you in following this political campaign? (A ioﬁ, some,

very little)

On how many days in the past seven did you watch the national news on tele-
vision? (0,1,2,3,4,5,6,7) '

How much attention did you pay fo news on gV-aBout national politiés and -
government? (none, a lot, quite a bit, some, very little)

Is the national news sometﬁing you try to watch on television,'or is it just
something you happen to watch because other people have it on? (like to
watch, other people, some of both, neither) .

’ qu many days in the last seven did you read a newspaper? (0,1,2,3,4,5,6,7)

How much attention did:you pay to articles in the newspaber.gboug national -
politics and  govermment? - (none, a lot, quite a bit, some, very little) o
In the ﬁést week, how many —-- if any -—- mégazine articles héve you read about
national politics or government? (0,1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8+)

[N
a

Let's turn to.the election campaign. Who have you heatd «of -who is running
for president? (Anderson, Baker, Brown, Bush, Carter, Connally, Crane, Ford,
Kenriedy, Reagan) : o

.

- I'm_ going to read each candidate's name again. This time, pléase tell me if

you think of him as a Republican or.a Democrat. If you don't know, just. tell
me. (Baker-R, Brown-D, Carter-D, Connally-R, Ford-R, Kennedy-D, Reagan-R)-

When I read each of these things, which party comes most .to your mind?
(élephant-R, donkey-D, rich-R, FDR-D, right-R, liberal-D, unions-D, poor:
people-D, Lincoln-R, LBJ-D, Nixon-D, conservative-R, business-R, left-D)

How often.do you usually talk with other people about national pélitics?
(a lot, sometimes, rarely, never) . ‘ . .

How often do you make an effort to learn more about something you heard'in

the news? (a lot, sometimes, rarely,'never)

About how often do you watch news pfograms like 60 Minutes or news specials?
( a lot, sometimes, rarely, never) . o Nl

How often do you find yourself talking with people whose idééé‘about politicé
are different from yours? (a lot, sometimes, rarely,'never)



Appendix B:
Correlation Matrix For
 Scales Constructed for This Study =~

t

_ | W ) 9
(1) Child's polit. | \ |
Knowledge - ——
(2) Child's polit. .
: Discussion Ol -
,,,,, (3) Child's polit, - - \
Interest ".35 .52
0 (4) Child's polit, , : L
- Exposure | .38 33 .36 --- ;
(5) Concept-oriented | |
FCP i ’ 120 050 ) 038 . 041 LU
N (6). Socio-oriented | s ' B
" FCP . "|14 "03 ‘-"005 _006 ‘--04 -
(7) Parent's polit,- S ' S .
Knowledge 20 2 N0 19 W26 -d - ;
(8) Parent's polit. - | | | o
" Discussion 16 .22 20 20 -3 -0 39 “n= ‘{
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