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ABSTRACT

This study was designed to examine the effectiveness
of social reinforcement as a function of familiarity with the adult
agent adm:.n:tsterlng the reinforcers. First and fifth grade children
were tested in a marble dropping task on two successive days. On the
second day half of the children at each grade level were tested by
the same experimenter (familiar condition) while a different
experimenter (stranger condltlon) tested the other half. First
graders were more responsive to social reinforcement provided by a
familiar adult than by a stranger. Fifth graders tended to be equally
responsive to social reinforcement from either a familiar adult or a
stranger. These data failed to provide direct support for either the
valence or arousal hypotheses of social reinforcement effects. A
cognitive interpretation was suggested to account for the data..
Problems associated with experimental designs and dependent measures
in studies assessing the effectiveness of social reinforcement were
discussed. (Author)
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Effaectiveness of Social Reinforcenment as a
Tunction of Children's Fomiliarity with the Exporimenter
Poul Ae Roodin and Willian 2. Simpsoa
State University of New York, College al Oswego

Conaiderable cvidence exists to sﬁsgest that edults' social reinforce-
monts can function effectively in controlling ckildren's behavior. .Iioccnt
attenpts to clarify the nature of the condiﬁionn under which this rolation-
ghip i3 enhanced or atienuated have i:uplicatod the role of prior exporiencc.

As ¥assard (1971) has indicated such rciativistic conceptualizations rgprcscnt
a major change in oricntatién. The effectivensss of social reinforcement has
beon found to be a function of the exporimental setting in which the rein-
forcers are preseated. |

One attempt to clarily the relationship between the effectivensas of
social reinforcement and prior @experience is tae valence hypothiesis of Ziglex
and his associates. According to the valence hypothesis the effectivencas
of social reinforccament is a fuﬁction of the generalized attitudo} or valence
that the swbject has towards the egent administering social reinforccment
(Berkouitz, Butterficld end Zigler, 1965; Berkovitz and Zigler, 1965; Irons
and Zigler, 1959; MeCoy and 2igler, 1965). Previous positive interactions
with the reinforcim‘ agent should incrcage his effectiveness as a social
reinforcer relative to no prioxr interactions or negotive interactions. This
position bas received considerable support (Berkowitz, Butterfield, and
Zigler, 1965; Berkowitz end Zigler, 1965; Irons end Zigler, 1969). The
general oxperimental procedura involves manipulating the famildarity of the
acporimenter (familiar-rositive, familiar-nowiral, or stranger) or pore

traying the exverimentor as "good” or "bad."” The effectiveness of socinl
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reinforcexmen® with cnildren is then assessed in a free opsrant tack (:r.rblc-‘
sorting) in which a ao~roinforcenent (basaline) reriod 4s fallowed by a
| rcini‘orécaeat period oa a fixed ratio or interval schedula. The tasik is
thea adzinistered ecain after a delay. The dcpéndcnt variacbles assessed cra
(3) persistence at tho task (2) rate changes comparing mean porformance under
roinforcement with baseldna.

A basic question which studies investigating the valence hypothesis
hava dealt with is the effost of familiarity with the adult reinforcing agent
on childven's responsivencss to social reinforcemont. Using the general
proceduras outlined above studies -~ :': have experimentelly manipulated
fomilinrity with tao reinforelng egent and found adult strangers to be less
efiective soclnl rein;'orcina azents than familior edults. For sxample, MeCoy
and Zigler (1965) reported thot childran persisited longer in the marble soste
ing task wita famillasr adulta than strangers. &imilar results wsre obfuinad
1a tae woris of Berkewitsz, putterfickd, and Zigler (1955) and Berkewitz and
Zigler (21955). Howevesr wiea depen&ent measures other than task persistenco
woere examined no clear irends as a function of fealliarity were founde. Ihal
i3, when chacges ia respoase rate were examinsd, faailiarity with the expor-
imeater and his effectivoncss as a reinforcing ageat were uarelated (Zesrkowitz,
Bubterfield, and Ziglar, 1953; McArthur and 2igler, 1369).

Cne study (walters and hay, 1950) has provided evidence contradictory
to the valence hypochesis. Waltera and Ray (1530) reported that aduld
strangers were more eifuctive social reinforcing ageats than familiar adulisz.
social reinforcezent was wors effactive if childrea wers brougat to the
cxperinental rocm by &n adult male strangar comparaed to a familiar femalo
adult (school sccratary). These results were interpreted in terms of an
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aroucal hypothesis. Caildren cxposed to a straager were thought to be nore
caotionally aroused and zere suacéptible to subsequent adult relaforcement,
Any emotionally arousing condition, it was hypothesized, would increase the
ei‘fcctivencs;ﬁ of social reinforcement. One major prohle:h with tuis study
i3 that fo.miil.iarity é.nd sex arae confounded. .

The purpose of tho prosent study was to try and clarify the relatlioaship
betweon effectiveness of adult sociel reinforcemont and familiarity with thel
agent adainistering the reinforcers. Adult fcxales who were either strangers
or familiar to first and £ifth grade children served as axperimenters. Acw2w
cording to the valence hypothesis familiar adults should be more effective
social roinforcers than strange adwlts. Accoxrding to the arousel hypothesis
fonilier adulis should be less effective social reinforcers than strangers.
Neither hypothesis wgsests‘:bhat cge will influeace children's responsivity
't?o sucial reinforcemznt.

METHOD
Subjects -- Tairty-six first graders (18 boys and 18 girls) and 32 fifth
graders (22 boys and 10 girls) from the OsweSo Campus Schocl scrved as gub-
Jects in this study. Tho subjects were fiom middle~class homes and of
average intelligence.

Piparimenters == The experimenters were three undergraduate female volunteers

enrolled in psychology courses.

Apraretus -- The apparatus was a two-hole marble dropping box 16X 16X 8
inches. The holes wore 3/4 inch in diameter and located tires inches from
each other. To the right of the box vas a su2ll bin 8 X 10 inches in which
850 marbles of various colors were placed. The experimenter sat to tha left
of the gubjects end recorded rosponses manually.
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rocrdure ~-- The children were tested individvally in a small rescarch reoa

in the scheol on 1o nvceacssive davs, Half of {ha children at cach apge were

tcsted by the same experimenter on both days while a differeant experimenter
(stranger) tested the othor holf on the second day. The following instruc-
.tions were presonted to each child on doth the £irst snd socond days 'Ve're
going to play a game. Lot mo teld you about it. This 18 called the marble
game. See the marblos? Lot me show you how to pia;r it. The mardbles go in
these holes. You can put any marble in any hole. . These are the marbles and

these are the holes. Pick up the marbles ont at a time from the bex and put

thea in the holes. Let me show you how to do it. (The mcpérimentor dexon= ‘

strated by placing a marble in each of the holes)e 0. Ko ? I'11 tell you i

vwhen to ctop. Now you can ploy the gaxze." ‘
During the first minute a baseline rate of respondinz was established

and the experimenter remained neutral. After this initial period, the exper-

imenter provided verbal statements of approval twice a minute at 15 and 45

seconds within each minute, for a total of three minutes. Five atate&.snts

wore used during the threc minute period of social reinforcement: "You're

doing well; That's very goodj You really know how ¢o play this game very wellj

That's £ine; You're recally good at this game." These statements were prew

sonted randomly to each child and wore the only form of interaction permitteld

during the threce minute reinforcement period with the following exceptions.

If a child failed to reapond for any 30 second period the experimenter said

"I' tell you when to stop." If a child picked up a handful of marbles i-.he

cxperimsnter gaid, "Put thom in one at a tima." If either of these two

iastructions had to be repeated to the same subject, that child was eliminated

from the experiment. In addition, any mgerruptions or intrusions in the
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cxpevirentsd procedure resulicd dn the climination of that udbject from tho
chbudy. A total of 8 children vere climinetod from the expericeat bozed oa

these three conditions,.

Ponvange Monanres «- Tio reafonse moasures werg ohtained. The nuzher of

rievled dropged qurizg $he Jirst minuts of Doy 1 corvaed ags o baselire reve of
responding.  Tne baseline raio was then takea Lfrez= the nuxber of marbles
iaserted during cach suceesdin? miaute of the oxreriment and yiclded seven
difference scores for each subject. A repeated messurcs anolysis of variance
vas cexputed on thece scores. Scheffa tests vere used to assese differgnccn
betweea individual Q3508,

Figure 1 preseate the mcan responses per uinute over tageline during
each of the geven minutes for cac?x o2 the four exporimental groups (2 Azes X
2 Conditions on Day 2). Data for the two aga groups are placed on the ordie-
Anta to roflect the overall rate of responsee

On Day 1 the rate of marble droi)pin.g i.ncreo.s_ga significantly duriag the
experincatal sossions For first graders, this iacirease wvas confined to the
2irst minute followinz boaselina, which is indicatod by analysie of variance
of the raw scores rather than the aifferenca scores., For £ifth gradars, a

Schoffé test indicatad that there was a significant increase in rate of

zarbleo dropping during the threé minutes of roinforceuont.

The dato obtained on Day 2 are of principal intereste First groaders
orforsance was significantly affected by having a stranger (different cxpore
imenter) or a faomilinr adult (same experimenter) on Day 2. The P for tho
Rodnforcezent Condition X Minute interaction was 3.49; (4Af = 6.152; p <.01).
That is perlormaned wag guzpressed du‘rinz aon-reinforcement on Doy 2 with a

different exporimeatar in contrasgt to tho sane exrerinonter. This supprecsion
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was oaxicsl wihen refaforeancad was yprescated 1aiticlly cnd then deercaced.
By the third minute of reinforcement all first graders were responding at
tho same level of sboub 25 responses per minute.

The performance of £ifth é’adera vag diflerent. On Day 2 f£ifth graders
bezan responding at the terminal level of Doy 1o Althoush the msans increased
over the following three minutes, this change was not significant. There was
a tendency toward faster rosponding with a stranger (difforent experimenter)
cozpared to a faniliar adult (same experimenter) but this difference waé not
sulficient to attain sipnificance. By tho cad of the experiment, 2ifth
graders inercaged thelr rate of reaponding from 30 to 38 marbles por minuta.

There was no evidencs of any sex effiect in the data of £ifth gradera.
First grade girls, however, made greater performance increments than did
£irat grade boys (F = 7.86; 4f = 1.32; p 4.61). This variable di& not inter-
acﬁ with familinrity with the exporimenter or reinforcement periéd.

DISCUSSION

'Tho age differences in response to social reinforcement by a atmnge or
familiar adult wore unanticipetode These dovelopmental differonces Provide
no uniform support for either the valence hypothesls or the arousal hypothesis.
According to the valence hypotaesis children who ara exposed to a stranger
(different experimenter) on Doy 2 should be less responsive to soclal rein-
forceuont compared to children who ara tested by a familiar adult (came
experimenter). This was found for first graders but not for the older
children. Fifth graders were fairly equal in social rcsponsivene'as whether
& faniliar adult or a stranzor administered the tack on Iny 2. According to
the arousal hypothesis cwitching experimonters on Day 2 should increace the
socinl responsivencscs of children in this condition. A.'I.t‘howzh thero was &
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tendency Jor this to hold {or £ifth graders, the differences weras not Gige
nificant. More importantly exactly the reverse was found for £irst graders,
Youager children were more rcspor;sivo to sociald rcihi’orce:;cnt froa familiar
adults thon from stmn.{;ars. 2aken together, these data imply that the oeflcce
tiveness 6f social reizforcement is mediated in part by developmontal var;- |
ables over and above degree of familiarity. |

Ons developmonta.l variablo to consider is a cognitive one. Perhaps
Lidth graders performance in the present stuly is fairly independent of
sdult's comzents by Doy 2, That i3, £ifth greders may have the ability to
assess thelr performance indecpendent of an edwlt's verbal eveluation. ‘ 'I-‘if‘ah
greders moy have standards vhich they can uce to Julge theﬁ task porformance
upait froa the ‘féedbaclc orovided by adult socialdl reinfoz-cemont. This sccexs
poasible sinco they have participated in the tack before and since the task
is quito gimple. It apXareatly. makes little ﬁff&cnce fox"the fifth graders
if a stranger or o familior adult administers ths tack on'D'o.y 2. Firsct

}‘ craders, .hqwéver, appear nore depondent on the Lecdback provided by adults
gociad roinforcement. They scom to bae using the social evaluation &s en
inportant index to their task performance. Thus adult socinl reinforcemoant
is an izportant factor for £irst graders in evaluating thelr tasik ferfomance
and the adult himself assumes more importance than for f£ifth graders.

I wo _'examino tho age differences togethar another interpretation is
possible, PFerhaps £irst graders £ind a stroange gdult fearful whilo £ifth
graders £4nd the same conditions stimulating, Docause of the simplicity of
tha task, Lifth gradors moy ncod more variety to maintain their interest than
Lirst gredors. This suzgection 4s similar to the inverted U-ghaped cwrve
roported by Berlyne (1950) and others for curiosity and exploratory behavior.

8
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Taus whether a stranser vse & familiar adult 15 more or less effective 2s a
social reinforcer is ia part a fuaction of ese. '

Finally, the present study suggests that the dependent variadle as well
as the cuperimental task caployed are important foctors in studies assessing
the effecvivencss o soclal roinforcement. As Zigler has indicated in his
studies porsistence and rate change are not perféctly éorre].nted (r = 62),
The present study used a rate change measwre for each minute of the expere
izcat and o more gizple marble dropping task than sorting or‘ preforence in-
diccs.. Perhaps various cxpe:'imant.al tacks cnd responce measures are differe
cntially seasitive to social roiriforcancnt effectss It 4s elear that a
suticfoctory measura of cocial reinforcer effeciiveness has not been obtained
(arton and Ross, 1965; 19573 Stevenson, and Hill, 1966; MeArthur and Ziglei',
1959). With Zigler's exgperiucatal design persistenco seems to be a more
sensitive indicator of social reinforcement effccts. In the present study,
by breaking down the rate change moasurse, and by using a simpler task there

1# evidence that rate can va a sensitive index of social reinforcement effccts.
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