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Chapter 14 – Aggression, Altruism, and Moral Development

THE DEVELOPMENT OF AGGRESSION

· Aggression is a behavior performed with the intention of harming a living being who is motivated to avoid this treatment.

· Hostile aggression is aggressive acts for which the perpetrator’s major goal is to harm or injure a victim.

· Instrumental aggression is aggressive acts for which the perpetrator’s major goal is to gain access to objects, space or privileges.

A. Origins of Aggression in Infancy

1. Although young infants get angry and may occasionally strike people, it is difficult to think of these actions as having an aggressive intent.

2. Caplan et al., (1991) found that 1-yr-old infants can be quite forceful with each other when one infant controls a toy that the other wants.

3. Although 2-yr-olds have just as many (or more) conflicts over toys as 1-yr-olds do, they are more likely than 1-yr-olds to resolve these disputes by negotiating and sharing than by fighting, particularly when toys are in short supply.

B. Developmental Trends in Aggression

1. The character of children’s aggression changes dramatically with age.

2. Goodenough (1931) asked mothers of 2-to5-yr-olds to keep diaries in which they recorded the details of their children’s angry outbursts.

a. It was found that unfocused temper tantrums become less and less common between ages 2 and 3 as children began to physically retaliate (by hitting or kicking) when playmates frustrated or attacked them.

b. Physical aggression gradually declined between ages 3 and 5, only to be replaced by teasing, tattling, name-calling, and other forms of verbal aggression.

3. Retaliatory aggression is aggressive acts elicited by real or imagined provocations.

C. Individual Differences in Aggressive Behavior

· Although children vary dramatically in their levels of aggression, only a small percentage can be described as chronically aggressive.

· Some researchers who have charted aggressive incidents among grade-school and high-school students find that a small minority of youngsters are involved in a large majority of the conflicts.

· Proactive aggressors are highly aggressive children who find aggressive acts easy to perform and who rely heavily on aggression as a means of solving social problems or achieving other personal objectives.

· Reactive aggressors are children who display high levels of hostile, retaliatory aggression because they overattribute hostile intents to others and can’t control their anger long enough to seek non-aggressive solutions to social problems.

1. Dodge’s Social Information-Processing Theory of Aggression
a. Dodge (1986) has formulated a social information-processing model that seeks to explain how children come to favor aggressive or non-aggressive solutions to social problems.

2. Perpetrators and Victims of Peer Aggression

a. Research with Swedish male adolescence and American gradeschool children of both sexes was conducted.

b. Based on teacher ratings, about 10% of Olweus’s adolescent sample could be described as habitual bullies who regularly subjected another 10% of the sample (their whipping boys) to physical and verbal harassment.

D. Cultural and Subcultural Influences on Aggression

1. Cross-cultural studies consistently indicate that some societies and subcultures are more violent and aggressive than others.

2. Studies conducted in the U.S. and in England also point to social-class differences in aggression: Children and adolescents from the lower socioeconomic strata, particularly males from larger urban areas, exhibit more aggressive behavior and higher levels of delinquency than their age-mates from the middle class.

E. Coercive Home Environments: Breeding Grounds for Aggression and Delinquency

1. Families as Social Systems

a. Patterson found that highly aggressive children lived in rather atypical family environments that were characterized by a social climate that they had helped to create.

b. Coercive home environment is a home in which family members often annoy one another and use aggressive or otherwise antisocial tactics as a method of coping with these aversive experiences.

2. Coercive Home Environments as Contributors to Chronic Delinquency

a. According to Patterson, coercive parenting early in childhood contributes to the development of children’s hostile attributional biases, defiant, aggressive behaviors, and general lack of self-restraint which, by middle childhood, can cause these youngsters to be rejected by grade-school peers, criticized by teachers, and to founder academically.

b. These poor outcomes may then cause parents to feel less invested in their children and less inclined to closely monitor their activities.

F. Methods of Controlling Aggression and Antisocial Conduct

1. Creating Nonaggressive Environments

a. One simple but effective approach for reducing children’s aggression is to create play areas that minimize the likelihood of conflict.

2. Eliminating the Payoffs for Aggression

3. Parents and teachers can reduce the incidence of proactive aggression by identifying and eliminating its reinforcing consequences and encouraging alternative means of achieving one’s objectives.

4. Social-Cognitive Interventions

a. Highly aggressive youngsters, particularly those high in reactive aggression, can profit from social-cognitive interventions that help them to (1) regulate their anger and (2) become more skilled at empathizing with and taking others’ perspectives so that they become more skilled at empathizing with and taking others’ perspectives so that they will not be so likely to overattribute hostile intentions to their peers.

ALTRUISM: DEVELOPMENT OF THE PROSOCIAL SELF

· Altruism is a selfless concern for the welfare of others that is expressed through prosocial acts such as sharing, cooperating, and helping.

A. Origins of Altruism

1. Toddlers are capable of expressing sympathy and behaving compassionately toward their companions.

2. Individual differences in early compassion depend on parents’ reactions to occasions in which their toddler has harmed another child.

B. Developmental Trends in Altruism

1. Although many 2-to 3-yr-olds show sympathy and compassion toward distressed companions, they are not particularly eager to make truly self-sacrificial responses, such as sharing a treasured toy with a peer.

2. Sharing and other benevolent acts are more likely to occur if adults instruct a toddler to consider others’ needs (Levitt et al., 1985). 

C. Social-Cognitive and Affective Contributors to Altruism

1. Prosocial Moral Reasoning is the thinking that people demonstrate when deciding whether to help, share with, or comfort others when these actions could prove costly to themselves.

2. Empathy: An Important Affective Contributor to Altruism

a. Some children are inclined to interpret their empathic arousal as concern for distressed others, and it is this sympathetic empathic arousal, rather than self-oriented distress, that should eventually promote altruism.

D. Cultural and Social Influences on Altruism

1. Cultural Influences

a. Cultures clearly differ in their endorsement or encouragement of altruism.

2. Reinforcing Altruism

a. Clearly, adults can promote the development of altruistic concern by reinforcing children’s acts of kindness.

3. Practicing and Preaching Altruism

a. By practicing altruism, the adult model may induce the child to perform similar acts of kindness.

4. Who Raises Altruistic Children?

a. Studies of unusually charitable adults indicate that these “altruists” have enjoyed a warm and affectionate relationship with parents who themselves were highly concerned about the welfare of others.

b. Parental reactions to a child’s harmdoing also play an important role in the development of altruism.

PERSPECTIVES ON MORAL DEVELOPMENT

A. Moral Affect: Psychoanalytic Theory

· How a person feels about an action such as cheating.

· Negative emotions: Shame, guilt, anxiety.  Positive emotions: Pride, self-satisfaction.

B. Moral Reasoning: Cognitive-Developmental Theory

· How a person makes a decision about whether an action is right or wrong.

b. Piaget’s Theory

a. Premoral period in preschool

b. Children 6-10 believe in unalterable rules of authorities and attend to consequences

c. At 10 or 11, children believe rules are changeable agreements and attend to intentions

c. Kohlberg’s Theory

a. Level 1: Preconventional Morality

· Stage 1: Punishment-and-obedience orientation: Individuals make moral decisions on the basis of what is best for themselves without regard for the needs or feelings of others.  They obey rules only if established by more powerful individuals; they disobey when they can do so without getting caught.

· Stage 2: Instrumental hedonism: Individuals begin to recognize that others also have needs.  They may attempt to satisfy the needs of others if their own needs are also met in the process.  They continue to define right and wrong primarily in terms of consequences to themselves.

b. Level 2: Conventional Morality

· Stage 3: “Good boy” or “good girl” morality: Individuals make moral decisions on the basis of what actions will please others, especially authority figures.  They are concerned about maintaining interpersonal relationships through sharing, trust, and loyalty.  They now consider someone’s intentions in determining innocence or guilt.

· Stage 4: Authority and social-order-maintaining morality: Individuals look to society as a whole for guidelines concerning what is right or wrong.  They perceive rules to be inflexible and believe that it is their “duty” to obey them.

c. Level 3: Postconventional Morality

· Stage 5: Morality of contract, individual rights, and democratically accepted law: Individuals recognize that rules represent an agreement among many people about appropriate behavior.  They recognize that rules are flexible and can be changed if they no longer meet society’s needs.

· Stage 6: Individuals adhere to a small number of abstract, universal principles that transcend specific, concrete rules.  They answer to an inner conscience and may break rules that violate their own ethical principles.

C. Moral Behavior: Social Learning Theory

· How a person actually behaves in a situation when faced with tempation.
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