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ABSTRACT

This paper represeats a prelininary attempt to
eviliate the role of interpersonal understanding about conrotative
meanings in fawiiies with delinquent childrea. Specifically, it is
concerned with determining: ({1) whether there are differences hetveen
troubled and untroubled families in the level of understanding of
connotatiie meanings; and (2) vhether the establistment of
communication through tape recorded messages leads to an increase in
understanding of connatative meanings. The results of this
investigation suggest: (1) there is greater understanding of
connotative meanings in "normal" families *ban in tanilies with
delinquent children: (2) the Bisunderstanding ip troubled fawilies is
primarily a function of parcntal nmisunderstandirg of sons; and (3)
the use of taped communicaicion results in increased accura s for such
faailies. The finding that “delinquent®” rarents are less accurate
than their sons suppoits the view that cormunication in such families
tends to be unidirectional. The parents 40 not listen to nor learn
about the feelings and concerns of their sons. It is obvious :hat
improvenent of the total family situaticn reguires two-way
coasunication. (Author/Tk)
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University of Colorado

This investigation was concerned with Increesing understanding among
members of families in which an adolescent had been judged delinquent and
placed in a correctional institution, Although it is generally agreed that
the absence of understanding batween parents &nd adolesceats is a key problem,
there have been few systematic sttempts to utilize technijues specifically
designed to increase understanding, Different forms of family therapy
are fraquently used with deliaquent families, but the physical separaticn of
parents and chiid creates practical difficulties for treatment, Further,
the utility of these approaches with respect to increasing understanding is
not entirely clear. 7This paprr veports a preliminary attempt to increase
v.derstanding through the establishment of communication by the exrhange of
tape recorded rcesages,

Hemmond, Wilkins, and Todd (196€) lave defined iutexpersonal le

—-—

arning

as the process whereby one pevson learns to predict the responses of another
to & va. 'y of situations, In applylng this approach, .iile: (1970; 1471)

has used the term incerpasrsonal understarding te refer to those situations

in vhich the participants have a history of experfcnce vith one enother,
In one investigation, Miller (1970) showed that "delinquent families" had
less understanding of one another than a control group of untroubled fanilies,

Further, the use of tuped communication was effective {n increasing the urder~

1Paper presented at Rocky Mountain Psychclogical Association Meetings,
Denver, Colorado, May, 1971,
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standing of oae another between parents and adolescents, that is, the ability
to predict the denotative mcanings of key family terms was substantially
fncreased, The study suggests thzc the leck of understanding contributes

to the difffculties that these families have in coping with many of the
situational problems they face,

The above investigation, however, deslt with the problew of understand-
ing only in the sense of the "derotetive" meanings attached to key fuily
terms, There has been no investigation of the ability of people in such
families to understand the "connotative," or affeccive-subjective rmeanings
of terms used by other family membere, Consider the following ¢xemple!

Youth = "I'm quit¢ing school,”

Father - "The kell you are! You're finishing school! An educatfion's

fmportant and you just want to be & bum," o

Youth - "I'm not a hup] I'm quitting school and you can't stop mel

1n the situation characterized by the zbeve quotations, it seems cleer

that boch the father and the yout% v iderstand vhat the terms school and
education mean, Further, the youth is generally avare of the importauce and
desirability vf educaticn, but for many reasons, often unrelated to education
per se, he feels that the school situation is untenable for him, Thus,
while they may undarstand what these terms denote to one another, the youth's
feelings about "education" and 'scheol" may not be cormunicated to his father,
Thxt {s, there is no interpersonal understanding concerning the subjective-
affective meanings of these terms. The absence of interpersonal under-
standing with respect to connotative meanings may deter the father and son
from constructively deel’ng with the procblem of the youth dropping out of
schovl,

In a troad sense, interpersonal uuderstanding requires that one person
understond both the denotative and connotative meanings of terms for another

person, In other worda, one must by able to preaict both the objective &nd

2
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eubjective associations’ a concept has for another pérson, Kuhlman, Miller,
and Gungor (1970) have investigated the combined effects of differences in
connotative and denotative meanings upon interpcrsonal conflict and shown
that when disagreement exists as to both connotations and denotations, conflict
reduction is quite difffcult, Further, while persons can .earn about the
detictative meanings otners attach to terms, the problem of tearaning abnout
connotative meanings has not been investigated. The present study is & pre=-
liminary attempt to evaluate the role of interpersonal understanding about
tonnotstive meanings in families with delinquent children, Specifically,
7e are concerned yith determining 1) whether there are differences between
troubled and untroutled families fn the level of understanding of connotative
meanings, and 2) whether the establishment of communicaticn through tape
recorded messages leads to an increase in understanding of connotative meaniongs.
METHOD

Six families, each c.ntaining an adolescent boy, participated in this
investigation on a voluntary besis. In three familins (experimental), the
boy had been judged delinquent srd placed fn a correctionsl institution,
Ia the other thr:e families (control), the boy had no rezord of legal
difficulties,

The semantic difterential technique (0sgood, Suci, and Tannenbaum,
1957; Snider and Osgood, 1968) was used to evaluate the connotativ: meanings
of a series of family related concepte for each subject, In additfon, the
same technique was used to evsluate each partiicipant's understanding of the
connotative meaninge of these concepts for the other family members, The

concepts used in the investigstion were!: 1) friends; 2) appesrance;

ERIC

s 3
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3) freedom; &) obedience; 5) school; and 6) family, Each subjoct was asked

to rate these concupts on a series of 7-point semantic differential scales
representing three dimensions, 1In this investigation, only the evaluative
dimension was examined, The scales contained in this dimension vere:
1) good-bad; 2) nice~awful; und 3) sweet-sour, After rating each concept,
each youth was asked to predict how he thought each of his parenis would
rat2 the concepts, and each parent was asked to predict the scales of his
or her son, The accuracy with which members of these families could predict
one another was measured by the mean of the absolute difference (across the
taree evalua’ive ecales) between the predictions of one person and actual
ratings of ancther,

Tape exchange procedure, After the initial evalvation, the three
experimantal families participated in a tape exchange program lasting for
< several weeks, In each case, the youth constructed a tape-recorded message
directed . his parents, The parents listened to this tepe, then taped a
reply. The procedure contiaued until the bo; and his parents had each con-
atructzé and listened to three tapes, Fach tape lasted approximately 30
to 40 minutes with the experimenter asking questions ¢f the participants
concerning the issues included on the semantic differential task, The experi-
menter, however, did not act as a directlve interviewer so that the content
of the tape recordings was Jdetermiiuied primarily by the participants, (See
Miller, 1970 and Miller and Davies, 1871, for further discussion of the tape

exchange procedure,)

Upon completion of the exchange of the tape recordings, the level of
underatending of comnotative weanings was ve-evaluated by use of an altetrnate
forn of the semantic differential which controlled for set and memory effects.

Control families did not exchange tape recordings, but received pre- and
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post-tests ovsr the same time interval as the experimental families,
RESULTS

Table 1 shows the mean predictive accuracy scores for the exparimental
and control families before and after the exchange of tape recordings, This
indfcates that on both pre and post-tests the members of the experimental
families were less accurate in their pradictions about one another than were
the wr bers of the control famflies. Table 1 also shows that both experimental
and control families tendecd to increase their accuracy from pre- Lo post-test
although the amount of increase is greater for the experimental familfes,
(It should be noted that the increase fu accuracy for the control familfes
is largely accounted for by changes in one concept, school.) During the posfr-
test, the experimental familics were clcser in accurany to the control ramilies
than during the pre-test,

- E om m om e W W e T % om M Em om W m Em A oW om e W om M m o e e g > m oW o mom oG =

Insert Table 1 about here,

Table 1 als> indicates thzi for the experimental families, parents were
less sccurate than their sovns whevcas there was no difference between parents
and sons for the control famflies, Althcugh the experimental parents inucreased
their accuracy from pre~ to post-test, they remafned less accurate than any
other group. It shculd be noted that the accuracy shown by the sons in tne
experimer.tal families was virtually *he same as that shown by sons in the
coatrol femilies, The primary misunderstanding in the experimental families,
therefore, rests in the parents predictions of their sons,

The findings of this investigation are fur:her fllustrated by the
levels of accuracy shown for the concept “obedience", %his concept is im=

portant because of the crucial role that issuzs surrcunding obedience play

193
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in troubled families, Table 2 shows the levels of predictive accuracy for

this concept before and after the exchange of tape recordings for the experi-
mental and control familiee. This indicates that for the experimental families,
parents are strikingly inaccurate during the pre-test and although increasging
their accuracy, do not approach the level of accuracy showu by all other
participants. It is the inaccuracy of the parents which accounts Zor the
diffarencns between experimental and contvol families for this concept, The
level of accuracy shown by experimental parents during pre-test is virtually
that which would be achieved by random predictions, The contvol families

show no reliable increase in accuracy for this concept.

M s M M m e e o m e M m m R om M T S m s M e m = om e e e o= o= - . . m s = o=

Ins2rt Table 2 about here,
DISCUSSION

The results of this investigation suggest: 1) there is greater under-
atanding of conuotative meanings in "rormal" families than in femilies
centaining delinquent children; 2) the misunderstanding in troubled femilies
is primarily a function of parental misunderstand..ag of sons; and 3) the use
of taped communication results in increased accuracy for such families,

The findiug that there is less accuracy in experimental families lends
support to the view that not only mwust understanding be achieved with respect
to the denotative meanings used in discussion, but that the members of these
fanilies must also learn about what various terms connote to each other for
full understanding to be achieved, While it is true that the procedures in
this investigation tap tnly & limited portion of tle domain of meaning,
the results nevertheless emphasize the potential importance of misunderstand=-

ing what others' mean,
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The finding that experimental parents are less accurate than their
sons supports the view that communication in such families tends to be uni-
directional, The parents do not listen to nor learn about the feelings
and concerns of thei: sons, it is obvious that improvement of the total
family situation requires two-way communication,

It should be noted that this investigation vas intended as a first
step in evaluating the role of connotative meanings in the case of families
with delfnquent children, It should also be noted that the exchange of taped
communications in this study, while focusing on discussfon of the concepts
evaluated, did not, in all likelihood, go far enough ia providing the
participants with the information they required. Specifically, it would
be importent to determine whether the provision of direct information about
the meanings of these terms for the participants wculd serve to increase
accuracy even more, At a ninfium, more directed discussion of these issues
as part of the communication which occurs should be i{mplementeds In a recent
investigation, Miller (1971) has shown that differences in connotative meanings
make it difficult for persons to learn about one another s denotative meanings
for the same concepts, In the case of troubled families, the engegewent of
difficulties in understanding of meanings is an essential requirement for

betterment of xrelaticns and more effective family functioning,
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Table 1
PRE POST
Parents 1.3 1.0
Coﬂta
sons 1.3 1.0
Parents 1.9 1,0
Exp,
Sons 1.4 1.1

Mean accuracy of predictions for all concepts,

Table 2
PRE POST
Parents 1.3 1.1
Cont .
Sons 1.0 1.1
Parents 2.4 1,6
Exp.
Sons 1.2 1.1

Mean accrracy of predictions for the conccpt of Yobedience',
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