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Distortion of Events by Children \

‘

Virginia I, Douglas, McGill University’

" 4

The research which I am going to report this afternoon was done

while I was at the University of Michigan and results from a merging of

my interests with those of 2 research \projects which have’ been going on

there over the past few years.

I had become interested in perception and cognition in children and

particularly in the ways in which emotional and motivational factors suppos-

edly produce distortions in the ways in which children think and perceive.

Individuals who observe children repeatedly point to the prevalence of

such phenomena as. "wishfulfilling fantasies," and "magical thinking," and the

theorists have had a virtual field day coining esoteric terms to describe

early thought and perception, You are no doubt. familiar with many of them,

they include such concepts as syncretic imagery (Heinz Werner, ) autism (S.Freud
and J,Piaget), indissociation (Haget), hallucinatory wish fulfiliment (David

Rapaport), primary process or the pleasure principle (S.Freud), prototaic and

paratoxic distortions (Harry Stack Sullivan), and a concept which I wish to

talk about today - the psychoanalytic defense mechanism, denial.

As I reviewed the literature on these and other similar concepts it

seemed to me that several of these authors were implicitly or explicitly

making some common assumptions about ' early thought and perception, They

seem:to assume,first, that after a child has experienced a series of events

4
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culminating in the satisfaction of a need, he maintains a menory image of

those events. Later when the same néeds are aroused the memory trace of

the stimuli which satisfied those needs is also aroused. I think it is

necessary to assume, further, that the child cannot in earliest childhood

differentiate between a seiv-induced memory image (or his own fantasies)

and an external perception (or actual external events). they also assume
that self-induced memory images or fantasies are to a certain extent,

“tension reducing,” and finally, it is generally asoumed that the child

also has the ability to "shut out" or act as if he were unaware of those

external events which conflict with need satisfying fantasics, This latter

process is the mechanism referred to by S. Froud es “denial” and by A.

Freud as “denial in act or in phantasy.”

Z had become interested in this mechanism of denial through a series

of research studies which were being conducted at the University of

Michigan under Daniel Miller. Miller had developed a system for oper~

ationally defining the defense mechanisms , and classifying them; and he

has been conducting empirical studies based on his classigication scheme.
Briefly he classifies the various psychoanalytic defense mechanisms on 3

criteria. These include a simplicity~complexity dimension (how complicated

are the perceptual and cognitive skills involved in the use of this mecha-

nism?), secondly, a social efficiency dimension (does the use of this

defense mechaniom facilitate or interfere with secial interaction?) and,

finally, 2 degree of distortion dimension (does the use of this mechanism

result in gross distortion of events or in only minimal distortions which

are so subtle that other peoplo might not even know that the person is
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. distorting). In the present research I chose to study two kinds of

defensive behaviour, denial and rationalization, because they represent

opposite extremes on Miller's 3 criteria, |

Let me try to make these ideas more concrete by telling you about the

operational definitions for the defense mechanisms which I used in this

study. Miller had already demonstrated that measurable defensive reactions

could be elicited by the story completion technique. I chose 6 stories all

of which followed a similar pattern, . Each theme portrays a hero (or in

the case of female subjects, a heroine) eagerly looking forward to an*

important evetn’ In one, for example, the main character has ébéainéd “the

last available football ticket for the big play off game. In another story

the hero has just completed a painting which his teacher, télis himsis .

almost certain to win first prize in the art contest that afternoon,: Then,

quite by accident, another character in the story commits an error which

makes it impossible for the hero to reach his goal, In the story about the

art contest, for example, the teacher accidentally lays the painting down

on some glue, Then, quote, "she starts to pick the picture up off the

table, There is a loud rip. The whole centre of the picture is torn in

ragged strips, There is just no way it can be repaired, and there is no

time to do another one." It ‘is the job of the subject to "finish the

story, tell how the hero feels and thinks, what happens, and how it turns

out", It is important to note that the subjects were told that the stories

described real events which had actually happened, They were also asked in

their endings to tell how they thought the story would really end.

The stories were administered individually, the examiner reads the

stories to each subject and writes down his response for him, -

4 . 001171
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T found that it was not too difficuit to arrive at objective defi-

nitions for the mechanisms in which I was interested. (inter judge

agreenent on the codes lay between 84 and 92%.) Denial was coded whenever

a child gave an ending which was eithor ineonpatible with the unpleasant

facts presented in the story or which added facts of a highly unlikely

nature, In the story about the art contest, for example, one subject

gave an ending in which he stated that the hero fixed the painting, put it

in the contest and won first prize. Another ending coded as denial was

one in which the subject said that the art contest was postponed until the

following week and so the hero had time to do another painting. A child

who rationalizes on the other hand might say that Don dida't really mind

not winning the contest too much because winning a prize isn't really 80

important. Many responses coded as rationalization were of the type

eommonly known as "sweet lenons” or "sour grapes." i tepen’, GOW
Now, as I said oarlier, denial and rationalization represent opposite

extremes on Miller's 3 eritoria. Denial, according to Miller, relies on

simple skills, involves gross diatortions and interferes seriously with

social relationships. Rationalization is at the opposite extreme of these

3 dimensions -- that is, it cannot appear until the child has Learned

complex reasoning skills and the distortions involved are subtle == go

subtle that they do not seriously impede communication with others ~-- as

a matter of fact, according to Miller and several other writers the

distortions involved in rationalization frequently facilitate social

rolationships.
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Now if you will Look at the data sheets which 1 have handed out 1

will veview for you the predictions that we made and the findings we

obtained, The Lirst table, Table 1, is a description of tho two samples

included an the study. As you will notice, the larger sample (consisting

of 116 children) 4s a somewhat select group «= the children were students

‘in the University of Michigan elementary and high schools. A large pro=

portion of these were sons and daughters of college professors and othor

professionals. The average 1.0. of this group, as you might expect, is

in the suporior range. Because this sample could not he eons idered

reprosentative of the general population I attempted to obtain a second

group of subjects which would contain a larger proportion of children

from working class families. I was able to obtain a further sample

(consisting of 62 children) from 3 elementary schools in Grand Rapids,

an industrial city in Michigan, Because my study was part of a larger

project, however, I was limited in this sample to subjects in only one

grace -- grade 5. You will note that the Ann Arbor sample includes

children in grades 3 to 10, .

Now the results. Table 2 contains the findings on the relationship

between school grade (a crude measure of age) and the use of the defense

mechanism of donial. You will remember that Miller classifies donial as

a "simple" defense, not requiring much learning, This evaluation of

denial is in line with the psychoanalytic and psychological literature

in which denial is frequently termed an “immature” or "primitive’ defense.

It is said to be common in young children, but if an adult resorts to

frequent use of denial he is said to have “regressed.” I simply tested
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this assumption, therefore, by hypothesizing that the use of denial would

decrease with increasing age. Table 2 shows the mean number of denials

over the 6 stories for each of the school grades studicd. You will note

that denial dees tend to decrease with. increasing age. The one exception

here is in Grade 5 which seems to be behaving more like the younger age

groups. This particular class is out of line throughout much of the data.

4o noted when we ran the study that there were several obviously disturbed

children in that classroom and our impressions were later confirmed by the

school psychologist. It is possible that this is the explanation for the

doviation of this group. If you will look at the Grand Rapids grade 5

mean you wiil notice that i¢ fits into the trend obtained in Ann Arbor,

It would seen, therefore, that the second samplo of children (the Grand

Rapids sanple) is probably using this defense to about the same extent as

is the Ann Arbor group. The correlation between school grade and number

of denials is =.45 which is significant at well beyond the .005 level.

Now, in Table 3, the relation between school grade and rationalization

is reported, Sinco this is considered a more "complox and mature defense”

it was predicted that it would increase with increasing grads. The results

are in the predicted direction, with the grade 3 class in Ann Arhor sgain

out of line and again giving results similar to these of the younger

classes, Again, also, the Grand Rapids grade 5 data £it into the trends

established in the Ann Arbor sample. The correlation here is +46, . ;

significant at well beydnd the .005 level..

Now, in Table 4,. I bave reported results on a kind of story response

which Ichave not yet discussed. I have called these responses realistic
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problem solving. If one reads the literature on denial one finds that

vyorious explanations are advanced to explain why the child ceases to use

this defence as he matures, Anna Freud and others suggest, for example,

that as the youngster learns to tolerate frustration he has less need to

resort to denial. Similarly,.as he develops the capacity to solve

problems (for cxanpie, to find substitute gratifiecations when his needs

are frustrated) he will be less likely to distort painful situations, qs

tooked, therefere, for stery endings in which the subject simply. stated

that difficult as it was, the hero would just have.to accept the unploasant

situation, I. looked gor endings too, in.which the hero of, the story found

a substitute gratification for the lost event or managed by realistic means

to get around, the obstacles to the goal. Endings of this type were coded

realistic problen solving and it was predicted that they would increase

with age and that they would be negatively correlated with denial. The

results in Table 4 show the obtained trends. The correlation between.

grade and yenlistie problem solving was .31 (significant beyond the 005:

loyel) and the correlation between realistic problem solving and denial

was ~.30 (also significant at beyond the .005 level), |

Now Table 5 contains the findings on the relationship between defensive

and non defensive (that is, realistic problem solving) endings and intel-

ligence, I reasoned that, if rationalization and -realistic problen-

soiving, unlike denial, require the maturation of reasoning skilis and

ecouplex learning processes, thon the chiid of high intelligence should

learn carlier to reolinguish denial in favor of rationalization snd realistic
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problem solving. (I should mention here that since age difference in the

use of the defenses had dalveady been found I controlled for age in running

these correlations.) You will see that no significant relation was found

for denial and rationalization in the Ana Arbor sample, that the relation

between denial and intelligence in the Grand Rapids group is significant

at only the 10% level, and that theo other 3 correlations are significant at

the .01 level, i have a hunch to explain the lack of significant corre=

lation in the Ann Arbor sample. It scoms to me that the intellectual level

of this group (the median 1.9. is 125) may be so high that intelligence is

no longer a factor in the learning of defensive behaviour.

| The final relation studied involves the correlation betweon popularity

rating and dofensive and nondefensive behaviour. .According to Miller

denial interferes with smooth social interaction because the’ distortions

dnvelved are so extroms that the individual does not share common

experiences with others =- to put it another way, he does not "see things”

or interpret events in the same way as others do. Again, Miller's eclassifi-~

cation of this defense is in agreement with the psychoanalytic literature.

According to Fretid, if an individual uses denial to an extreme degree he

"looses contact with his environment” and is then considered to be

psychotic,’ It might be expected to foliow, therefore, that the child who

uses denial to an extreme degree will have relatively unsuccessful social

velationships with his peers. Rationalization and realistic problem

solving on the other hand, should be positively related to popularity,

A popularity rating scale was used to obtain a measure of the child's

Secial status.
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You will notice in Table 7 that both partialied and unpartialled

correlations between popularity rating and defense are reported. It had

been previously found that popularity was significantly related to intel-

lectual level; as I have just shown, defense and intellectual level are

aiso significantly correlated, Correlations between defense and popularity

were, therefore, rum with the effect of intelligence partialled out,

Generally speaking the hypothesized relationships were found with one

notable exception. There was no relation between the use o£ denial and

popularity rating within the Grand Rapids sample.

We are not at ail sure about the reasons for this. We do have .

questionnaire data from lower and middle elass mothers which strongly

suggests that the use of denial, day dreaming, etc., ig much more unaceep=

table (or is frowned upon more) in the middie class than in the working

class. it is possible, therefore, that there are stronger taboos against

denial among the middle class children in the Ann Arbor sampie. Inci-

dentally, it oiso appears (from the age breakdown in Table 8) that tho use

of denial does not create any particular social difficulty in the younger

age groups (whore ds you will remember it is more frequently found). It | .

is apparently only as the child matures that his age nates begin te react

negatively to his use of this mechanism. |

in sumuary then, this study Sigeests that it is possibile to opera- |

tionally define the defense mechanism concept of paychoanalytic theory and

te subject some of the more common assumptions made by psychoanalysts about

at least two of the defense mechanisms to empirical study. Some degree of |

support wae found for commonly held beliefs regarding the 36 éGalied "Lovel

of maturity and complexity" and "degree of adaptiveness” of two of the

defense mechanisms.
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COMPOSETIGN OF THE TWO SAMPLES OF SUBJECTS

Sample I (N = 118} Sample If €N s 62)

Schools Blenentary and High Three mublic schools

Schools administered

by University of

city Ann Arbor Grand Rapids

Michigan

Age Approximately 8 to approximately 10 to li

i6

| Grades 3, 4, 5, 6, 9, and 5

|
|

| Median TQ. 125 (superior) ' 106 Caverage)

Soclal Class Upper middle (mainly Mixed (15% professionals,

college professors ;)

except gredes 3 & 16

which contains a few

ehbildren cf semiprofes=

gional, skilled and

unskilled workers.

TABLE 1 -

; professionals, ' over 30% unskilled workers)

|

4 , . |

|

001179



TABLE 2

MEAN NUMGGR DENIALS PER CHILD AT EACH GRADE LEVEL

Gr. 3

Ann Arbo:

ilenn No. Baniais 2.7%

Stee of Sempis 18

Grand Hanpide

Haun No, Denlals

3 4ao of Gample

Gr, 4

204

16

Gr .

2.4

i8

52

Cr. Gr. Gr, 10

ig
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TABLE 3

MEAN NUMBER RATIONALIZATIONS PER CHILD AT EACH GRADE LEVEL

Gro S& Gr, 4 Gr, & Gr. 6 Gr, 9 Gr, 19

Ana furbor

Mean No. Minor .

Distortions 67 1.0 oot 1.3 2.4 2.8

Size of Sample 18 16 is 1s 27 19

Grand Rapids

Mean No, Minor

Distortions 1.3

Size of Sample $2,
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TABLE 4

MEAN NUMBER REALISTIC PROBLEM SOLVING ENDINGS PER

CHILD AT EACH GRADE LEVEL

Gr. 3 Gr, 4 Gr. 5 Gr. 6 Gr. 3 Gro 10

Mean No, Realis=

tic Problen 1.16 4,44 289 2.22 2,58 2.63

Solving

Size of Sample 18 16 18 18 27 19

Grand Rapids

Mean No. Realis=

tic Problem ; 1.98

Solving

Size of Sample 62

Am Arbor
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SABLE §

" . CORRELATIONS? BETWEEN, PREFERRED DEFENSIVE AND

NON-DEFENSIVE REACTIONS AND INTELLIGENCE

Denial Rationalization Realistic Problem
_ : Solving

Aun Arbor {Ns 116) ‘

Correlation with 1.0. 208 .09 \ 2300s

Laval of Significance nos. . 2.8. QOL

Grand Rapids (N = 62)

Correlation with I.¢. =o49 . 230 oul

Level of Signifiéance | “10 | <.01 <.0L ;
1 -

i] .

a :

Correlations reported are Pearson-Product-moment correlations, one-tail test.

|
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TABLE 6

CORRELATIONS BETWEEN PREFERRED DEFENSIVE AND

NON-DEFENSIVE REACTIONS AND INTELLIGENCE BY AGE LEVELS

Denial Rationalization. Realistic Problem

. Solving

Ann Axbox

Gredes 3 & 4

«N s 34) 83 o 42 oi8

Grades & & G

{N = 36) =, 06 oik ahd

Grades 9 & 16 .

CN « 46) oid. 24 231

(predicted <predicted (predictive
negative) positive) positive)

a -,

Correlations are Pearson Froduct-moment correlations, one-tall test.
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CORRELATIONS” REIWEEN PREFERRED DEFENSIVE AND NON-DEFENSIVE REACTIONS

AND POPULARITY RATING WITH AND WITHOUT THE EFFECT OF

INTELLIGENCE PARTIALLED OUR

Denial Rationalization Realiatic Problen 4
Solving

Ann Arbor (NH = 1216)

Correlation with :

Popularity sone 2,29 o LB ok? 028 od

Lavel of Sig-

nificance <.005 <,005 08 <,05 <.05 Moo

Grand Repide {N = 62)

Correlation with

Popularity «03 oO} 04h 238 ook oat

Level of Sig=

nificance BoSo BoB. <.005 <, 005 01 <,01 |
;

a

Correlations reported are Pearson Product=-moment correlations, one-tailed test.
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TABLE &

a

CORRELATIONS BETWEEN PREFERRED DEFENSIVE AND

NON=DEFENSIVE PEACTIONS AND POPULARITY RATING BY AGE GROUPS

Denial Rationalization Realistic Broblen

Solving

Ann Arbor

Grades 3 & 4

CN = 34) =,03 =, 02 w3lh

| Grades 5 & 6

€N = 36) =, 40 o22 =~ ,16

Grades 9 & 10

CN «= 46) = oF 728 edk

&

Correlations reported are Pearson Product=moment correlations, one-tailed test.
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A paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Canadian Psychological

Association, Kingston, Ontario, June 1960, — “pL BEROMU kta

Wishfulfillment. and Cognitive Tasks fs _ oe:

Virginia I, Douglas, McGill University \ dcr 10 i961 i
Soup REGIS i”

The concept of wishfulfillment and various related comepts tikes”
"primary process", "the pleasure principle" » "autism", and Ndenial 4 in
phantasy" ~ have received considerable attention from psychoanalysts and

‘from other personality theorists. Until recently, however, the concept

has received little notice from the empiricists.

Wishfulfillment refers to.a tendency to engage in pleasant phantasies

| particularly when the individual is confronted with a stressful or unpleasant

situations, This often involved an apparent denial or unawareness of painful

stimuli, The studies which I am going to report represent attempts to submit

two, _assumptions which are frequently made ‘about -wishfulfillment to empirical

study, Theorists implicithy or explicitly assume, first, that wishfulfillment

is a normal process in small children but . that it gradually diminishes in

the course of normal development ang “3 ‘is: superseded by what Freud calls ehh »
the reality principle" or thinking which is governed by the real nature

of objects and events, The second aad 3 related assumption is that when
children are emotionally disturbed (some kinds of emotional disturbance)

they frequently fail to relinquish this mechanism and thus continue to made

excessive use of it beyond the age when it can be considered "normal",

We have been experimenting with three different techniques for

obtaining quantifiable and objective measures of wishfulfillment, Last

/ year at this meeting I reported a study in which I used the story completion

tenchique and found developmental differences in the tendency of children

to distort painful évents in stories, The results of that study appear °

in Figure No, 1 of the handout,
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This year, Esther Baum, Vivian Freedman, Nora McCardell and I have

been expérimenting with two other techniques for measuring wishful fillment

which have the advahbage of being scnewhat more objective and easily

scored than the picture completion test. These are a picture-story test

and a probability Learning task.’ The Picture story test consists of 20

stories, each of whi. ch contains a happy and an unhappy part. In 10 of

the stories there is a threat of an unpleasant event but the threat passes

and the hero finds himself in a happy situation. In the other 10 stories

there is a hope of a pleasant event which does. not materialize and the

ending is an unhappy one for the hero. Each story is accompanied by two

pictures. One represents the happy part of the story; the other the sad

part, The chiid is required to choose.the picture that "tells what really

happens in the story." Two kinds of errors are possible. ‘Ig a child

chooses the happy picture when the unhappy one is correct his error is

called"wishfulfillment". An error’involving a choice of the unhappy

picture (when the happy one is carect) islsbelled "pessimisn". Nora

McCardell studied the effect of age on the kinds of errors made by

children on this task. She had 78 subjects in all and they were drawn

in equal numbers from kindergarten, and Grades 1 » 3y 5, and 7. Their

ages ranged from 5 to 13 years. The groups were matched for sex, I.Q.

and socioeconomic background. It was predicted that wishfulfiliment

errors would decrease as age increased but that there would be no relation-

ship between the number of pessimistic errors and ages McCardell's results

appear in Figure Noa 2 The decreases in wishfulfillment are significant
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from Kindergarten to Grade 1, from Grade 1 to Grade 3, and from Grade 5

to Grade 7. ‘The only significant drop in pessimism errors is from grade

5to 7. (It sees likely that we were reaching the ceiling of the test

at the, T<apemeee level.) Figure Number 3 shows the same deta expressed in

proportions. It is interesting to note that the older children make

relatively more pessimistic errors bhan wishfulfiliment errors.

Esther Paum used the same Picture ~- Story test with matched groups

of normal and emotionally disturbed children. (Her emotionally disturbed

children were being seen in Pe ete pas ounces nee Children! 8 pit power)

Hospital). She had 29 subjects. |\ They were all males and their ages

venged from 7 to li years, with a mean age of approximately 9 years.

Her results appear in Table_/ . As predicted, the normal and disturbed

samples do not differ significantly on the number of pessimistic errors.

n wishfulfilinent however, the mean number of errors is 2.8 for the

disturbed group as ecmpared with .6 in the normal group. This difference

is significant at the .05 level, The difference between the mean number —

of pessimistic errors and wishfulfillment errors for the disturbed group

also approaches significance (.08 level with a one-tailed test), Again,

the same comparison for the nomaal group is not significant.

Two other studies were done to test the same two asswaptions re=

gording wishful fillment whith a specially constructed probability Learning

task. Vivian Freedman studied the relationship between age and wishful-

fillment and Esther Boun studied differences between the performance of

normal and disturbed children on the probablility learning task. The test
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consisted of two decks of cards. The experimental deck contained 15

drawings of stick men with sad faces and 5 with happy faces. A control

deck was made up of cards maked 4X" or "OQ" in the same proportions (that

is 15 X's and 5 O'S ). Each subject was administered both the experimental

and control deck (the order of presentation of the 2 dedcs was alternated

from child to child). The first trial was a "guessing"trial in which ihe

children were merely asked to guess whether a happy or.a sad card (or an

X or an QO ) would appear next. On the first trial they were not allowed

to see which card actually did turn up. On subsequent trials, hovever,

they were shown each card after making their guess and were reinforced

verbally by a "right" or “wrong” statement from the examiner, The x-@

deck was included.to provide a control measure of the performance of |

children of different ages on a probability learning task involving

neutral stimuli. We were interested in the differences between the 1

_ learning rates of the subjects on the neutral, as compared with the

affective task. .

On the original "guessing" trial, children in all of the grades

-tended to predict an approximately equal nunber of Xt and O's on the

neutral deck and also an approximately equal number of "happy's and "Sads".

In the experimental deck, therefore, learning involved reducing the happy

responses from approximately 10 to 5, the number actually existing in the

deck. (Similarly, the number of 9 ‘responses had to be reduced from 10

001190



ay

Document disclosed under the Access to Information Act

Document divulgué en vertu de la Loi sur Vaccés a l'information

as

to 5) It was predicted that the tendency toward wishfulfillment would

be stronger in the younger children, and that » as a result, they would

have more difficulty eliminating the happy than the 0 responses. Dis~

repancy scores were computed for each child by subtracting the total

number of O responses ‘(over 12/ trials) from the total number of Hi ress

ponses. According to the prediction, the size of this discrepancy should

uu decrease as age increases. Figure Nowe, illustrates the relationship |

between the discrepancy scores thus obtained ‘and school grade. ‘The

correlation between school grade and discrepancy score is 029, which is

significant at the .0l level. It ds interesting to note that the dis» |

crepancy .forrgrade 6 is a negative quantity. | That is, the older children

elininated the happy responses to @ greater extent than they did the O

responses. This resulted in their expecting fewer of the happy cards

than were ‘actually in the deck. It might be interesting to speculate

about. the tendency. Perhaps children at that age have-over-learned

not to wishfulfill. : |

Figure No_S illustrates the result obtained by Esther Beum on the

same probability ‘Learning task with her matched groups of normal and |

disturbed boys. Once again all of ‘the subjects ‘show a tendenoy, as the

trials progreas, to move in the direction ‘of the 1535 proportions exe

isting in the experimental and control decks. As predicted, however,

the disturbed group is much less successful on the Learning task in-

volving the happy and sad pictures than they are on the neutral task,

The significance of the difference between this pair of distributions

was tested with the sign test and is significant at the ..001 level.
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Also the distribution of happy responses of the disturbed group is

significantly different (at the .001 level) fram the distribution of .

happy responses in the normal group. “As expected, the disturbed group

is able to. match the performance of the normal’ children: on the probability

learning task invol ving the netural x - O stimli.

Our results tend therefore to support two assumptions concerning-ii

wishfulfillment. The first is that wishfulfillment (as operationally

defined by our three techniques) decreases with increasing ages The end of )

second assumption is that wishfulfillment is more prevalent in disturbed

then in normal children. it seems likely as a child matures,our society

submits him to learning situations 8 which negatively reinforce his tendency
s

to wishfulfill. dn the case of the- emotionally disturbed cia!” however this
learning is apparently not successfully acquireds
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Wishfulsitinent, essing. & Conpresiise
A Developmental Study

\

Virginia I, Bonglas HeGill University & Montreal Children's Hospital .

A Paperpresented at the Ammal Meeting of
the Canadian Psychological Association, June, 1961

. ‘over the past few years a group of us at McGill have been

attempting to study some of the ways in viel ehildren cope with site

nations which have the potential of eithar ‘PeLFAI15 ing their wishes or “

of subjecting them to serious frustration and disappointment, dur ori

ginal inquiries were guided by tha gexeral notion that small children

probably have a tendency to engage in wishfalZilling phentasies and te

deny painful geete. This assumption is present ‘in many existing theories,

Freud » for exanple » speaks of the primary process. Levin's theors conteina

the "Irre ality Dimenvion" concept, The term eutisn has been used by such

theorists as Frew, Pingot, Bleuler and Gardner Narphy. There arc, of”

cotrse, many others, including some ef our more modera concepts like

selective perception, percepttsl distortion, ‘end perceptual defence,

A related notion, that of egoventricity » Which involves a concern

with one's ow desires with an accompanying neglect of others and of reality

factors ‘hich might conflict with ones wishes is also prevalent ia meny

current ‘theories, most notably, perhaps, is the work of Piaget.

We were interested in studying these phenomena of wishful filiment ,

denial and ezocentricity. We were also aware at the time we began our

stulies that, ae our work progressed, we would probably have to take into

account another precess ~ one which seems > at Least superficially, ta be
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just the opposite of the wishtuleitiing mechanism. “This is &@ process

which we have ‘tentatively Jabelled pessimist, Pessiudan like denial

frequently represents a distercion of facts. Tn the case of passimion,

however, the child distorts im the direction of his fears or takes a det

of emecting ai sappoiniment and frustration. Most of us ere aware £ the

existence of this phenomonct oth iu amall children asd in adults wader

Stress. Small children, for exemple, express all teima's of irrational .

feare, sometimes in waking phantasies and sometimes in nightwares, ant

night errors, Frequently, tao, when individials arg placed in @ Site.

7 uation vhere ‘their nosds may be frustrated they act as 4¢ they expect the

very worst £0 heypen and become very much’ overwhelmed by the anticipation

of tis potential disappointment, . .

Ta contrast tg the mechanion of wishfulfiUment this process

waich ve have called pessinism, hes been relatively maglested by theorists,

Saag general research design has involved developing 2 a series of texts sperific-

ally constructed to obtain objective measures of these processes. The teats

ware then aduinisterad te groups of children of different ages and to normed

and emottonally. cisturbed children. .

We started ‘out with two g general hypotheses regarding wishful filiment

aud denial, they follow rather. directly from the existing theories, The

first as a developmental hypothesis, We profited that wishful fi iinet aid

denial fas measured by our tance } vould be prevalent dn email children bert

would decrease with increasing age. The second hypethesis concerned with

the role of denial and wishful 7iliment in psychopathology. Our expectation.

was that, beyond a certain age, over-indulgence in these processes would
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occur more frequently in emotionally disturbed children than it would in

normals, Our tests were not particularly. designed to study egocentricity

put it was our expectation-that when it oceured it would probably follay

the same patterk as VrishfulilInent aud ¢enial, that as that it would -
decrease with increasing ages and would be more prevalent in enotionsily

disturbed chan in normal children.

We made no firm hypotheses regarding | mechanism of pessitmisn,

hoping that the data would help clarify our mderstenting of thia process

As you ill see, our thinking on possinien has been shifting as
we have developed new proceduyes for investig& ting it. |

We have developed four di fferent research tcols for studying these

phenomena, I will not spend much time on the first two beciuse, although

they have helped clarify our thinking the results we have obtained with

them make it clear that the testa would have to wuidergo considerable

. modification before they could yeild any final anevers to our questions .

' Before I begin describing our tests, let me say a few words

about the problens that one faces in attempting to invent techniques for

scudying @ phenomenon such as wishfulfiliment. You will notice as I discuss

-the various techniques which we have used, that we have been experimenting

with both relatively objective techniques and with projective instruments

. Waich are gaite subjective in nature, Yeo are, of course, facing the

perrennial problem involved in dealing with complex phenomena of this kind,

As one moves couard objectivity one looses a good deal of che richness aad

weaning of the data, Wishfulfillment is, of course, an extremely individual
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sort of thing, It is very difficult to "tailor make" shantasies which

will ‘have the same valence fer cach of our subjects - and even if we can, .

we forego the opportunity of discovering what particular phantasies a

Particular youngster might heve invented. A second difficulty is inhereat

in the fact that we wished to investigate developmental differences, This

eans that we should, if possible, use the same test stinmli throvghout

the age groups studied. Now can ome be sure, howwer, that the test

ee)

stinmli have the same valence or meaning for different age groups? As

I desoribe our various techniques I will tell you Low we have tried te

solve these difficultias,

| The first technique I wink to discass is & probability learning

task,

The probability learning task consists of tee decks of cards.

fhe axperimental deck contains 15 drayings of stick wen with sad faces

and § with happy faces. A centrol deck was sede up of cards marked,

i" or "O" in the sare proportions (that ie 15 X’s and 5 G's}, Bach

subject is administered both the exporimental and control duck (the

order of presentation of the 2 decks is alternated from subd Ye C6

subject. he first trial is 2 "guessing" ¢pial in which the -hildren

sre merely asked to quese whether 2 happy or a gad card (er an X or an

0) will appear next, On the fin:t trial they are not allowed ts see which

card actwally dees turn up. On subsequent trails, however, they are hour

each card after making their guess and are reinforced verbally a “right”

or "srong" statement from the exeminer. The X-0 deck is included to provids

a control meseure ef the performance of children om a probability
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lea ening task: invelying neutral stim. "We were interested in the
wa

differences between. the 2 learning g raves of the subjects Or dhe neutral

as compared with the effe ne eoak. \
We found that on the original tgvossing trial, most children

tomd to predict an approximately equal number of X's and Ofs om the neutral

deck and also an approximately equal maber of £ Mhoppytst and Ysade!, In

the experinental deck, therefore, learning involves reducing the happy

responses from approxin tely 10 to 5, the number actvally existing in the

deck. Similart. ; the nuber of O responses has to be reduced from 10

to §), |

Last year Vivien Freedman administered this test to matched

groups of children in four, different school grades. (Her example consisted

of 60 children and they were matched on sex, 1.0., and socialesonomic — |

status). it was predicted that the tendency toward wishivlfillment vould

be stronger in the younger ehildren, end that, as a result, they would have

nore difficulty eliminating the Lappy chin the 0 responses. Discrepancy

scores were computed for each child by subtracting the total number of 9-

responses (cver 11 trials) from the :to291 number of ¢besponses. Acconting
to the prediction the size of this discrepancy should decrease as age increases.

The first slide illustrates the relationship between the discrepancy scores

thus sbtained and school grade, The correlation between school grade and |

discrepancy score is 29, which is significant at the 02 level. It is

aM teresting to note that the dis crepancy for grade S ig a negative quantity,
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That is, the older children elimieated the happy responses te @ greater

extent than they did the 0 responses, This resulted in their expecting

fewer of the happy cards than were actually in the deck, This finding

interested us and we began to speculate about the pussible reason for it,

. We wondered if it was possible that, as ehtidren mature and learn to rele

ingwish wishTulfilimeat, they mig ht go through & stage when they overlearn

not 0 wishfnifill. If this were 80 they might temd «Tr a while toward a

kind of negative expectancy.

Esther Baum used the seme probability learning task with &

natohed erow ef norme] and disturbed boys. (At this point we have made

almost no attempt to separate cut differcnt kinds of emotional disturbance.

fs meet ous criterlos of emotional disturbance & subject had only to BS

& mtlent in psychotherapy, All subjects vere of at least normal intell-

igence and had no sign of organic damage. Slide 2 illustrates ‘the

results ob¢ained by Dawn lest wear, Once aghin all of the subjects show

a tendency, as the trials progress, to move in the direction of the 15:5

proportions existing in the experimental end control decks, As predicted

hovever, the disturbed group is amach less succeagful om the Learaing task

involving the happy and sad pictures thaa ehey are Of the neutral task,

The significance of the difference between this pair of distributions was

tested with the sign test and is significant at the .001 level) from the

distribution of happy responses ix the meymal growp. As expected, the dis=

turbed group is able to match the norformance of the normal children on

the probability learning task involving the meutral X - 0 stimuli.
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This year Nora MeCardeli attempted es replicate these 2

studies, She divided her subject: e3 inte 4 groups - a HORE NOT mal" oe

é "young disturbed", an ' ‘Aghder normal”, ana an Helder diseusbed"TM eroub

{fhe age runge covered: sud the definition of aormal and disturbed vere.

approiis mately the same as im the previ Lous “studies. ) Ser results tend

is corraborate the fiadings er the previous studies. here 108 a sige

misicas Ae relationship between age and perforate @ oR the probabllicy

learning tesk Findiage on the somali aturbed dime weston did not reech

significence but were ia the @ aepectea direction, It would seer, thersfore,

that alder children and % ell sajuted children Surpass younger BEd BrUdeo
tionally disterbed ob: ildrea on & lear snag tagk wnich iso yes reducing

one!s expectancy of pleasurable stimuli: Xt _— he noted , hovever,

that we could be dealing simply with divferences on as affertive as

opposed to 4 neutral task, Hafore ve could make a , definitive statement

this question it would be necessary so carry en forther work with

vari sus. combinations of sent “el and positive aud negative stink

£ will aot go into auch detail on the second technique, a

plewmre-story rest bevnuse ve have now abandoned it in favour of gene

ef the methods which we developed later, ‘Eg de perhaps saffieient for our

perposss today to say chat" the teat invoives stories eth haspy and sad

endings. the subject ig roquinsd eo. ekcese pictures wnieh POreray the way

in which ‘the stony onda, Teo kinds of errors ave possible. ir the child

chooses a gad ploture wher a heppy ong is correct the error is Labelled

yi shfulfiliment4, Conversely: “the choice of a sad picture when & hoppy
/

ohe Was correct was: scored Mpessinien',
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. last year McCardell ran this zest Tr children in Five different

ane groups. This year she attempted €0 replicate this study, As you can

see (Slide 3) more significant age differences were found in the Lirst

study than in the repli cation. How sever it 35° interesting to note that ia —

tnd Ca fin regen CAM ae CA Brrrand grade 3,..That fe > ia io Kintergerte ‘yishfulfiliment “4s more 5wore provillent hades.
both ‘Studies wishiyl ty Avinagt a roams wae hetween kindergarten

than pessintism, whereas after grade 3-this trend is reversed. Once again, I

our notion that older children might go through & period of “expecting ng 203

worst”! occured to us - but tue size of the differences in the second study

were not particularly encouraging.

The third technique I wish to discuss i: one with which we are

currently working, it is a story completion test. i fuvolves 5, stories

each of vinich follows 4 siatlar pattera, Each. chene portrays a hero (or
in the case of female subjects, a heroine) eagerly looking forward to an

Ainportant event, In one, for example, the main character has obtained the

last available football ticket for the big play off game, In another story

the hero has just compleved a painting which his ceacher tells him is alnost

ceitain to win first prize ia the art coutest chat afternoon, Then, quite

by accident, another character in the story commits an error ubich wekes it

impossible gor the here to reach his goal. In the story about the art .
contest, for exemple, the teacher accidentally lays the painting dows cn some

glue. Then, quote, "she starts to pick the picture up off the table, there

is a-lLowd rip.. The whole centre of the picture is torn in ragged strips.

There is just no way it con be repaired, and there is no time to do another

one." I¢ 4s the job of the subject to "finish the stery, tell how the hero
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feels and thinks, what happens, and how it turns cut." it ig important

te uote that the subje sets were told that the stories described real events

which kad actually happened, | They were alse asked in thely endings te tell

how they thought the Stary would really ead.

The stories were aduinistered individuelly, the qaaminer read the

stories to each subsect and ites dou hie response for him, We were
interested in studying age differences in the ways in which children react

to frustrations of this tind, We wished, alse, %d study differences betwe sen
the reactions of normal and ‘emotionally disturbed children.

The nechnique i involves requiring each child to give his ew

free response to the stories. it is then necessary ta develop as obisetive

a code as possitie in order ¢s coteg rize the responses . ‘fhis is a complex

task bat we have foumd that it is possible to develop ecdes which 3 eld

high ante judge agreenent, im the first ¢ study with this tachnique we found

significant age differences on 3 of our codes . ‘The tivet edad of reshouse,

» Was coded ween the subject gave ax ending which was clearly incomoodGaia.

patible with the painful facts of ‘the story {¢ chat is he acted as if the events

which pr eventes the hero from attaiming the goal aid net exist). 4s you will

See igure } there is & significant negative relatiouship (Pearson Product
Moment correlation of ~ ,45, significant beyond the .005 level) vetian the

occurence of dee type of sesponse and age. Ws nave called the second kind of

oreli me rationalisation or cempromisa, In an end ling of this type the child

accepts the feet thae tne hero carn annot attain . the goal & Duet dinini shes the

disappointment involved by engegine in such gechaiques: as sweet lemons and

sour grapes or by pactreying the hew as leaking forward to achieving the goat
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in the future. The third technique, realistic problom sclving, involves

realistically accepting the painful facts or seeking realistic substit-

wiions, As you can see fin Figure ) the eceurence of these two reactions

increases with increasing age, (Significant level of both beyond .005),

Miss Sandra Galisb used the stery conplotion test thin year with

a rauple composed of normal boys and a nacehed groun of smotionally disturbed

boys, Her sempie consisted of 29 normal acil3 maladjusted boys and their

ages vere between 9 and 12 years. Gallob fowel tint hee subjects were

distorting the facts contained in the stories in three major ways. The

first was the Kind of dendel which I deserlbed in connection with the

developmental study. The other two kinds of endings invelve distortisns

or additions to the facts of the stories, whieh exe of a vary axtrans

mature, She has Jabelted these “egocentric wishfalfiliment” and “ertrone

pessimism". In egocentric wishfuldiliment the child added xvents to the

story which were most: blatautly wishyYulfilligs, This often invelived crawliose

pitatesies in which all of the eild'a wishes were satisfied or endiags in

wich other charactere in the story “bent over backwards" evying to make anends

for the frustration the child had suffered, One subicet gave an ending, for

example, in which the asther felt se sorry fer the hers that she "beked hie

2 big apple pie and bought him a heaana spli¢?, In another story a CLey

Hus made & speical trip all the way back from the iste to pick wp the diane

ppointed hers, and im another, the hero not ouly gets to the lake bat saves

another child's life shortiy after his arrival, The “extremely pessimistic

resronses are jusé as imaginative . although toward quite a different exd.

ia endings of this type the child adds painful facts to his story wrich zo

for beyond the ones presented im thea original theme. Im one story in the test

battery the here is prevented fren seslng 2 movie because of a forgotten
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dental appointnest, Cue subject gave 22 ending in which the hero

had 5 ceeth pilted, had to have his teeth frozen and drilled and the.

nerve cut = 80 chat "the hero could not eat candy and was sad", In. . -

ancther sad ending the here gets E8et behiad at @ picnic, becomes lost

‘and the police #ind him wondering an che woods. .

Gallob had predicted that éndings ceded as denial, egocentric

~wishfulfilinent and extreme pessinian would be more frequent in the ems

tionally disturbed children iu her sampiz, She dad not find significagt

differences in the ease of deniet bez her predictions. were supporsed ont

the other tw codes, (We joked at the scores of each of the emotionally

disturhed children to see whether ee svidual children tended to favour |

either egocentric wishful @ilinent or extyrone pessimism, The dava suggest

however, that shese tap epparently opposite precesses frequently ocenm

in the same child), -

The fourth fand final) cochique 2 which we have developed isa

mil tiple choise story completion test, The stories are SoOmuRns similar .

to the ones used in the story completion test just described, itz eack

story the hero is eagerly Locking forward 2 some emotionally ereusing event,

Hogever the atory is terminated in the middle and the child is asked ¢o

chotits .one of three possible endings wikich the examiner yeads co him, Of

the three cendings ome is very happy for: vishtwifitling), another is very

sad {or peas! istic) and the third represent ts a koud ef compromise between -

the child's wishes and the demands of reality. Gne story, for exanple,

is about a boy whoue. kite fells on the road ja front of 4 speeding car.
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In the happy ending the ‘kate ds blown to safety by a gust of wind . in

the unuappy one the car runs over the kite and "I¢ ig easy to see that

it would never fly again". The compromise ending states that the car hits

the kite - but the hero sees that it can be mended ~ "Ee will fly again,

not as well, nor as high, but et least he still has a kite, An attenpt

was made to match the three kinds of endings in length and diffioulty

of vocabulary. Colesan studied age differences on this test. His sample

consisted of 60 normal males representing eight different ege groups from

nursery school to grade G6, His results appear in Figure . (The study

las since been replicated with a group of 90 males and females in grades

4 to 6, The age trends found by Coleman cecured in both «be male and female

subjects, ) —

Pearson product moment correlations were computed between school

"grade and each of the three kinds of ending. The obtained correlations were

significant a¢ the .OL level for the happy and the compromise eadings. “Te

the case of the sad endings the correlation was not significant (A T-test

however, revealed that when the number of sad endings for the nursery school

and Kindergarten groups was compared with the mean number for the 3 older

grades, the difference was significant at the .02 level. Oma oe rer

These findings were in general agreement with cur previous results ,

on wishfulfillment and compromise, The trends obtained on pessimisin do not —

agree, however, with the notion chat as children relinquish wishfulfiliment

they #0 through & pericd in which they eect sad and disappointing things

to happen. Instead, it vowld seen thet both wishfulfiilment and pessinism are

more prevalent in young children than in older ones, (Gur inclusion of a
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choice of a compromise ending in oor design has, of course, complicated the

picture. )

We are currently experinenting with the multiple choice story

completion test “ith samples of emotionally disturbed children, Our N is

very small but the results so far are quite encouraging. Our prediction was

that emotionally disturbed children would, like the younger normals, tend to

choose either the very happy or the very sad endings (rather than the compro=

mise ones), So far the results on the few disturbed citildren that we have

rt strongly support this hypothesis, When the test was administered in 3

classrooms the disturbed children {as selected Ly the teacher) tended to be

at the extreme of the distribution of their class on either the very sad or

“the very hapoy endings. We have also run it on 7 children currently receiving

psychotherapy. ‘Thie group clearly stands out as being quite different from

the normal control, Four ov of the seven, for exemple, gave four or more

sad endings. Whereas in Coleman's normative data covering the same age range,

only 2% children ont of 60 gave as wany as 4 sad endings.

In summary then, it eppears that our oxpectations with regard

to wishful filiment, denial and compromise have been fairly well substantiated,

I think that the decl‘ae in wishful 2ilInent aud the increase in compromise with

age can probably be explained in terms of a gradually increasing tolerance

for frustration combined with the learning experience a child undergoes ia

our eulture and the maturation of perceptual and cognitive Reibabilicies.

i find the results on pessimism, hewever, much nore difficult to

uncersvand, Some of che. apparent inconsistencies in our vata can probably

be cleared up through better designed studies, I find it intrigwing, however,
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te think about how this tendency toward pessimism might te learned and

reinforced , But perhaps we can speculate about this during the discussion,
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REMINDERS
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|
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