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At the Playground: Cultural Differences in the
Play Behavior of Mexican and Euro-American Children

Kirsten B. Downey

University of San Diego

This study explored the link between child development
and the influence of cultural orientations by examining
child play behavior. The hypothesis was that collectivis-
tic play behaviors, such as community play, would char-
acterize the Mexican sample, whereas more individualis-
tic play behaviors, such asindividual exploration, would
characterize the Euro-American sample. Naturalistic
observations of two- to six-year-old children in San
Diego (n = 40) and Tijuana (n = 40), respectively,
revealed cultural differences in playground behaviors.
Freguency recordings revealed significant differences in
four play categories: Mexican children more frequently
engaged in simple social play, a type of community play,
and the “ other” category, whereas Euro-American chil-
dren exhibited more aggression and physical sharing
behaviors. Although unexpected results occurred, most
findings supported predicted outcomes.

How do people become who they are? How do they
acquire their morals, their goals, and their values? The
answers to these questions begin with the study of child
development. Childhood experience provides important
foundations that shape and guide future development.
Through observation and interaction with children of all
ages, psychologists have developed a multitude of theo-
ries concerning child development. These theories
approach child development from severa routes, and the
study of childhood play behavior provides one such route
by which psychologists examine the influence of the out-
side world on the inner world of the child. Play provides
an important outlet for expressing social knowledge,
which can then lead researchers to a better understanding
of a child's cultural background. This article will exam-
ine the important link between childhood play behavior
and cultural orientation.

Early developmental theorists, such as Piaget, con-
ceptualized play as a measure of cognitive development,
where play behaviors of different levels of complexity
indicated varying mental capabilities. Other theorists,
such as Vygotsky, expanded the meaning of play to
include reflections of social and cultural influences as
well as cognitive development. Vygotsky viewed play as
areflection of aworld dominated by meanings created by
cultural experience (Nicolopoulou, 1993).

Super and Harkness (as cited in Gauvain, 1995)
expanded this socio-cultural framework into the devel op-
mental niche framework. The concept of the develop-
mental niche represents the physical/social environment
to which an individual is regularly exposed. This envi-
ronment provides direction and regulation for human
development by means of its cultural systems. Therefore,
the thoughts and responses of humans develop as they
learn about the social practices, materials, and tools that
exist in their culture, and human beings learn to solve
problems by accessing their knowledge of cultural and
social practices (Gauvain). Many ideas stemming from
the developmental niche framework influence current
psychological research on childhood play behaviors. For
example, the identification of specific connections
between human development and culture has generated
interesting research, exploring topics such as child-rear-
ing, expression of thoughts and emotions, and socia pat-
terns. Observation of play behavior represents one win-
dow from which to study, interpret, and understand these
stages of development.

Three subsystems connecting human devel opment
directly to culture exist in the developmental niche
framework. The first subsystem is the physical/social set-
ting of development. A child learns about this setting
through parent-child interactions, the role of the family,
and the influence of the school and neighborhood
(Gauvain, 1995). For example, Roopnarine, Lasker,
Sacks, and Stores (1998) asserted that face-to-face play
and parent-child games occurred more frequently in
North American and European homes than in Polynesian
or African homes. Children thus become accustomed to
communicating with adult authority in different ways
because of different types of interactions with their par-
ents. For example, Farver, Kwak, and Lee (1995) found
that Euro-American children engaged in more socia
interactions with their teachers than Korean-American
children. In Korean-American culture, elders expect that
children respect adults as authority figures and show def-
erenceto them at all times. In contrast, the upbringing of
Euro-American children values independent thought and
assertiveness. Farver, et al. found that Korean-American

Ken Keith from the University of San Diego was faculty sponsor for this
research project.
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children accept teacher instruction without question, in
contrast to Euro-American children, who converse more
often with teachers.

Further, Best, House, Barnard, and Spicker (1994)
found that parent-child interactions in French, Italian,
and German dyads also revealed cultural differences. For
instance, high levels of vocalization accompanied affec-
tionate behaviors for German children but not for Italian
or French children. This finding shows that culturally
selective differences exist in the way that children
express affectionate behaviors toward their parents.
Leyendecker and Lamb (1999) reported that different
daily experiences for Central American and Euro-
American infants influenced later life as well. For exam-
ple, the degree of flexibility and change in the environ-
ment was much greater for Central American children,
whereas Euro-American children experienced a more
structured environment. This childhood environment
propagates the relaxed concept of time often connected to
Latino cultures, whereas the Euro-American childhood
environment produces adults who tend to live by the
clock.

These studies support the first subsystem of the
developmental niche, the physical/social setting of devel-
opment. All these studies support a conclusion that the
physical/social setting, whether it involves play, commu-
nication of emotions, or childhood environments, of a
child influences the way that child grows to behave.

The second subsystem of the developmental niche
framework is a culture's collective customs of child rear-
ing. This subsystem assumes that parents wish to raise
children in accordance with established socia norms per-
taining to behavior in society (Gauvain, 1995). Thus,
Leyendecker and Lamb (1999) reported that in Latino
cultures, socialization goals emphasized the devel opment
of qualities that encouraged integration into family and
community settings. In a study by Leyendecker, Lamb,
and Scholmerich (1997), mothers from Central America
indicated that cooperative behavior was the single most
important predictor of their child's future success in soci-
ety. Farver and Shin (1997) found that parental attitudes
influenced the choice of play themes of Korean-
American children. Their research revealed that Korean
culture discourages expression of childhood anxieties
and fears. This cultural belief prompts parents to encour-
age the early development of emotional control. In addi-
tion, Korean culture values harmonious interpersonal
relationships. Accordingly, parents emphasize coopera-
tion and community consciousness (Farver & Shin).

Farver and Shin found that the play behavior of Korean-
American children mirrored these cultural themes, as
they enacted more realistic, familiar themesin their play,
such as family role themes. These play themes support
the cultural goal of harmonious personal relationships
and emotional control because familiar play themes leave
little room for dispute as to how the script of the play
should unfold.

Similarly, Roopnarine and Tulananda (2001) found
that Thai parents placed a high premium on raising polite
children who honor their elders because Thai culture val-
ues politeness, gentleness, orderliness, and tranquility in
child-rearing. Both studies support the second subsystem
of the developmental niche, which indicates that a cul-
ture's collective activity goals and values will influence
parenting practices and, in turn, influence childhood play
behaviors.

The third subsystem of the developmental niche is
the psychology of the caregivers, defined as parental
belief systems, parenting styles, and guidance (Gauvain,
1995). For example, the value of play in the minds of
caregiversvaries across cultures. Roopnarine et al. (1998)
reported that North American parents believed they
should engage their children in play activities to reach
certain desired outcomes for the development of their
children. In contrast, play behaviors of children in other
cultures involved imitation of adult behavior and often
times took place in work-related settings.

Child (1983) discovered that the philosophy of some
Asian cultures claims all children are born with a prede-
termined fate and level of achievement. Her research
revealed that Asian mothers put little effort into motivat-
ing their children to achieve and may adopt more passive
styles of child-rearing, a reflection of this philosophy.
Child also observed that Asian children exhibited more
passive play activities than did English children. She
attributed the different modes of passivity to different
religious philosophies, reflected in culturally bound
parental attitudes. These studies demonstrate how the
belief systems adopted by parents influence parenting
practices, which consequently guide children to enact
play themes that mirror the psychology of their parents.
Thistype of research demonstrates the strength of culture
in human development.

According to the developmental niche framework,
authorities have conceptualized and demonstrated how cul-
ture can accounts for fundamental human differences. How
then can we classify cultureto help clarify these differences?
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One way to classify vast differences in cultural
beliefs is the theory of individualistic and collectivistic
cultural orientations. Members of individualistic cultures
encourage self-autonomy and emphasize their own
beliefs and values over those of others (Bridlin, 2000;
Matsumoto, 2000). For example, Farver and Shin (1997)
found Euro-American children spoke directly and did not
hesitate to vocalize their ideas and opinions in play situ-
ations. Farver and Shin found that in comparison to Euro-
American children, Korean-American children acted in a
non-confrontational and non-assertive way. Members of
collectivistic cultures were more likely to sacrifice their
individual needs for the gain of the community, and they
often work to integrate their own goals with those of oth-
ers (Bridin; Matsumoto).

Many psychological studies focus on this individu-
aist/collectivist dichotomy. Investigators frequently use
Euro-American children to represent of an individualistic
cultural orientation, whereas they use Asian children to
represent a collectivistic orientation (Hofstede, 1980).
Child (1983) found that European children engaged in
more imaginative, physical, and constructive play than
did Asian children. Also, the European children exhibited
more activity in play situations, whereas Asian children
displayed more passivity. Farver and Shin (1997) found
that Euro-American children frequently used communi-
cation techniques that described their own actions,
employed directives, and rejected their play partner’s
suggestions.

In comparison, Asian children more commonly
described their partner’s actions and used semantic ties,
statements of agreement, and polite requests. In a study
comparing Korean-American and Euro-American
preschool students, Farver, et al. (1995) found that during
play observations, Euro-American children exhibited
higher proportions of aggressive responses than Korean-
American students, whereas Korean-American students
used more object offerings to initiate play and exhibited
a higher proportion of cooperative responses. In all stud-
ies, Asian children behaved more collectively by paying
closer attention to their playmates and acting in such a
way as to discourage conflict. In contrast, the Euro-
American children emphasized their own beliefs and
actions over their playmates’ beliefs, as well as engaged
in more aggressive behaviors.

Although Asian cultures provide excellent examples
of collectivism, they are not the only collectivistic cul-
tures. Past research indicates that Latino cultures hold
attitudes emphasizing interdependence and cooperation
(Posadaet al., 2002). In addition, Leyendecker and Lamb

(1999) noted that Latinos value the well-being of their
families over personal satisfaction. These results indicate
that Latino cultures socialize their children to value the
good of the community over the individual, thereby qual-
ifying Latino children as an interesting comparison to
children raised in more individualistic societies.

Current high rates of Latino immigration to the
United States necessitate more comparative research
between Latino and Euro-American cultures
(Leyendecker & Lamb, 1999). Specifically, according to
the 1993 U.S. Bureau of the Census (as cited in
Leyendecker & Lamb), Mexico supplies the highest
number of immigrants to the United States, both legal
and illegal. In addition, Leyendecker and Lamb pointed
out that Latino families maintain sociocentric attitudes
long after immigrating to the United States. Previously,
Farver (1989) compared play behaviors of Euro-
American and Mexican children and found that although
Euro-American children displayed a greater social/sym-
bolic complexity in solitary play conditionsthan Mexican
children, many similar developmental patterns occurred
in both cultures. However, Farver also observed impor-
tant cultural differences in the behaviors mothers, sib-
lings, and peers used to structure play, indicating a dif-
ference in child-rearing attitudes.

As more and more Mexican children assimilate into
American culture, a better understanding of different cul-
tural behaviors becomes important. The development of
sengitivity to these differences could make the transition
more accommodating for them. This study compared
play behaviors of Mexican children and Euro-American
children and explored the cultural beliefs and orientations
that may account for differences. | hypothesized that
because of Mexico's collectivistic orientation, Mexican
children would exhibit higher frequencies of those
behaviors that pertain to a collectivistic culture, whereas
Euro-American children would exhibit higher frequen-
cies of those behaviors that pertain to an individualistic
culture.

Method
Participants

Participants in this study were 40 Euro-American
children and 40 Mexican children observed playing
informally in playground settings in San Diego (United
States) and Tijuana (Mexico). The ages of the partici-
pants ranged from approximately two to approximately
six years. To ensure observations reflected a representa-
tive sample of children’s play behaviors, four research
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assistants observed the children individually and in ran-
dom order. Assistants made no contact with the children
or their families at any time during the observations.

Observational Coding Tool

Farver and Shin's scale (1997) for measurement and
comparison of Euro-American and Korean-American
preschoolers provided the backbone for the observation-
al coding tool used in this experiment. The scale listed
several categories of play behavior, and each category
included a description. The list of categories included:
solitary play, defined as when the child played al one; par-
allel play, defined as when the child engaged him or her-
self in the same or a similar activity as another child,
without attempting to make eye contact or initiate an
interaction; simple socia play, defined as when the child
and a partner engaged in the same activity and participat-
ed in minimal levels of interaction (e.g., smiling, offering
or receiving an object); complementary and reciprocal
play, defined as when the child and a partner engaged in
social play with aturn-taking structure and role reversal;
and social pretend play, defined as when the child
engaged in fantasy play (e. g., acting or using objects in
an “as if” manner, engaging in scripted pretend play, or
enacting complementary pretend roles, such as mother
and baby).

To strengthen the Farver and Shin (1997) scale, there
were four additional categories of play behavior. Two
play categories originated from a scale developed by
Pelligrini (2001) in his review of play assessment. These
categories included aggressive play, defined as an
encounter in which a child and a partner engage in activ-
ity with high levels of physical contact, ending with
someone being hurt and at least one partner attempting to
leave the interaction; and rough and tumble play, defined
as an encounter in which a child and a partner engage in
activity with high levels of physical contact, ending with
no one being hurt and no one attempting to leave the
interaction.

| adapted the third additional play category from
Barton and Aschione's (1984) review of direct observa-
tion of children. They defined physical sharing behaviors
as an experience in which achild (a) handed amateria to
another child, (b) allowed another child to take his/her
material, (c) used a particular material that another had
used during the same observation interval, or (d) simulta-
neously used a material with another to work on a com-
mon project. To differentiate this play category from the

simple social play category, researchers paid specific
attention to the length and content of children’ interac-
tions. The physical sharing behaviors consisted of a
child’s play activity depending on cooperation and inter-
action with another child, rather than a scenario in which
children played independently save a few minimal inter-
actions. Finally, a fourth additional category labeled
“other” provided the opportunity to record additional
unclassified play behavior. When necessary, research
assistants described each of these “other” play behaviors.
Examples of “other” play behaviors included group play,
play with adults, and high energy activity.

Observations

Observations occurred in two public playgrounds,
one located in San Diego (United States) and the other in
Tijuana (Mexico). The playground in San Diego consist-
ed of alarge sandy area, incorporating cement pathways,
numerous benches and picnic tables, and grassy aress.
Toys for children included sandboxes, slides, steps,
swings, poles, rocking horses, bridges, and playhouses.
The playground in Mexico, similar in many ways to the
park in San Diego, consisted of swing sets, dides, see
saws, and monkey barsinterspersed in alarge sandy area.
Fences surrounded the playground on al sides. Though
the size of the Tijuana playground resembled that of San
Diego, the area around the playground did not provide
seating space for parents or other onlookers.

Observations for the solitary play, parallel play, sim-
ple socia play, complementary and reciprocal play, social
pretend play, aggressive play, rough and tumble play, and
physical sharing behavior play categories took place in
both San Diego and Tijuana on a Sunday, between the
hours of 11:30 A.m. and 12:30 pM. Warm sunny weather
facilitated desirable play conditions in both parks.

Research assistants chose participants at random,
alternating between male and female. They watched each
child for five min and targeted children who appeared to
be two- through six-years of age. Observers dispersed
themselves throughout the park and recorded play behav-
iors with pen and paper, using the observational coding
tool.

Instructions for research assistants included a thor-
ough explanation and discussion of the play categories,
as well information on how to choose participants, what
ages to target, and the amount of time they should watch
each child. The research assistants received no informa-
tion about the hypothesis.
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Results
Interobserver Agreement

To calculate interobserver agreement, research assis-
tants independently observed the same four children for a
five-min interval. Researchers selected these four chil-
dren from the sample at the playground and at random.
The research assistants had not observed children that the
experimenter selected. The frequency ratio method, in
which frequency ratio = smaller total/larger total X 100
(Kazdin, 1982), was used to analyze each of the common
observation intervals. Combined totals produced an over-
al interobserver agreement of 71.4%.

Chi-Square Calculations

The number of observations made in both countries
totaled 299 with 163 in Tijuana and 136 in San Diego.
The mean scores for the two cultures differed dightly;
Mexican sample (M = 18.11) was greater than the Euro-
American sample (M = 15.11). Totals differed dightly
because of higher levels of activity in Tijuana, and there-
fore children shifted activities more frequently.
Frequency totals for the various categories of play behav-
ior appear in Table 1. Chi-square calculations measured
how well the observed frequencies matched the hypothe-
sis. Four play categories differed significantly between
the two cultures, including simple social play, X2 (1, N =
87) = 25.39, p < .001; aggression, X2 (1, N=6) =6, p <
.02; physical sharing behaviors, X2 (1, N=9) =9, p<.02;
and the “other” category, X2 (1, N = 9) = 544, p < .02.
Thus, different patterns of play behaviors emerged with

Table 1
Frequency Totals of Categorized Play Behaviors by City

San Diego Tijuana
Solitary Play - 48 a6
Parallel Play 26 20
Simple Social Play 23 64*
Complementary/Reciprocal
Play 18 21
Social Pretend Play 1 0
Aggression 6 Q ***
Rough and Tumble Play 4 4
Physical Sharing Behaviors 9 0**
Other 1 g ***

*p <001 **p< .0l ***p<.02.

respect to culture. The frequencies were greater for
aggression and sharing behavior for the Euro-American
children, whereas simple social play and the “other” cat-
egory frequencies were greater for the Mexican children.

Discussion

Results from these observations were mixed with
respect to the original hypothesis. Consistent with previ-
ous research, Mexican children more frequently engaged
in simple social play behaviors, such as smiling and giv-
ing/receiving an object (Farver & Shin, 1997). Mexican
children were nearly three times more likely than Euro-
American children to engage in this communa play
activity. Simple social play requires consciousness of
another’s activity, and in some cases, a response to that
activity. It also involves different levels of cooperation.
This result supports the notion of collectivism in the
Mexican sample because it reflects the collectivistic cul-
tural goal of group harmony and cooperation (Farver et
al., 1995). Further, as expected, Euro-American children
engaged in significantly more aggressive behaviors than
Mexican children. Aggression reflects a more individual -
istic activity, because it occurs when a child takes the ini-
tiative to get what he or she wants, despite a possible
inconvenience to another (Farver et al.). This result
directly supports the notion of individualism in the Euro-
American sample, because aggressive behavior involves
competition and initiation, two activities that generally
lead to the Euro-American cultural goal of achievement
(Eisenberg & Mussen, 1989). Although children in the
Euro-American sample engaged in relatively few aggres-
sive acts, children in the Mexican sample engaged in
none. This finding indicates the Euro-American children
were more likely to use aggression as a means to an end.
These two results are consistent with the hypothesis.

Conversely, results for the physical sharing behavior
play category contradicted the hypothesis. Euro-
American children exhibited more sharing behaviors,
such as borrowing or giving away materials during play
or using a material with another to work on a common
project, such as building sand castles or riding a bike.
These behaviors would traditionally characterize a col-
lectivistic society. The implications of this result are not
clear. Differencesin settings could have facilitated shared
play behaviors in one playground and not the other. For
example, the Mexican playground was significantly more
crowded and more active; higher activity levels may have
reduced the likelihood that a child would take time to
share, which would explain why scores in this category
contradicted the hypothesis. However, this play category
had not been tested previously in the coding tool used for
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this study, and therefore, other variables could have con-
tributed to this result. For example, a physical sharing
behavior could have been selected when a child shared an
object with another on his way to another activity.

Finally, Mexican children engaged in more “other”
types of behaviors than children in the Euro-American
sample. Research assistants described any unspecified
behaviors when they occurred, and severa common
themes emerged in their descriptions. These included
more group play and higher rates of interaction with
adultsin the Mexican sample. Higher levels of group play
illustrate the collectivistic tendency toward community
orientation. More frequent contact with adults may also
reflect cultural values because in collectivistic cultures,
children often express higher levels of love, honor, and
obedience toward their parents (Roopnarine &
Tulananda, 2001). Because research assistantsinterpreted
the “other” play behaviors in their own words, readers
should use caution in drawing firm conclusions from
these findings.

Although the study revealed interesting differences
in children’s play behaviors between these two cultures,
the study had limitations. All research assistants came
from similar Euro-American backgrounds and may have
understood the actions of the Mexican children different-
ly than the children themselves. In other words, the
expression of “sharing” or “aggression” may be concep-
tualized differently in Mexican culture. Further, the pos-
sibility exists that research assistants selected Mexican
children with light skin or Euro-American children from
bi-racial parents. Because observers had no contact with
the children’s parents, the samples may have consisted of
children who were not representative of the individualis-
tic and collectivistic cultures.

There was also a confounding between culture and
socioeconomic background. The playground in San
Diego is located in a middle-class suburb, whereas the
playground in Tijuana lies in the downtown area of the
city. The different locations may attract people from dif-
ferent walks of life. There may have been another con-
founding between culture and the number of children in
the park. Larger numbers of children in the Tijuana play-
ground may have contributed to higher levels of activity,
possibly encouraging certain play behaviors more than
others.

Degpite these limitations, this study reveas that
Mexican children engaged in more community play, as
evidenced by the smple social play category and behav-
ior coded in the “other” category. The study also found

that Euro-American children displayed higher levels of
aggression. The results support existing beliefs concern-
ing individualism and collectivism.

This study may contribute better methods of obser-
vation, which will lead eventualy to more knowledge
about distinctions and similarities between Mexican and
American cultures with respect to play behaviors of
young children. This discovery could benefit many
aspects of American society, including helping school
systems and teachers understand cultural backgroundsin
order to support healthier child development. It would
also help with the process of Mexican immigration and
assimilation to American culture. Understanding various
differencesin beliefs and val ues between the two cultures
could spark creative solutions to a variety of problems.
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Personal Space Preferences:
The Role of Mortality Salience and Affiliation Motivation

Ryan D. Mulligan, Cassi Burmood, Shannon O’ Hara, and Christie Warren

University of Nebraska at Kearney

This study examined the impact of mortality salience and
affiliation motivation on personal space preferences.
Investigators assessed the affiliation motives of 79 under-
graduate students and had them watch a video about
near death experiences (mortality salience group) or
animal intelligence (control group). After viewing the
video, participants changed rooms and researchers mea-
sured interpersonal space preferences to the nearest
quarter inch. Participants in the mortality salience con-
dition sat closer together than the participants in the
control group. Affiliation for the purposes of social com-
parison and emotional support also decreased the dis-
tance between the participants. Affiliation motivation
based on the need for cognitive stimulation and attention
did not affect the spacing of the participants. There were
no sex differences on personal space preferences.

According to terror management theory (TMT;
Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 1997), the most
basic of all human motivations is self-preservation and
the instinctive desire for continued life. TMT also sug-
gests that individuals rarely spontaneously think about
death because of a deeply rooted fear of death inherent in
the human condition. Thus, when people confront their
own mortality (mortality salience), anxiety and terror
produce a response that the individual expects will lead
to self-preservation. Individuals may distort information
to suggest that they are invulnerable to illness or acci-
dent, find ways to suppress thoughts of death, or activate
what Greenberg, Arndt, Simon, Pyszczynski, and
Solomon (2000) refer to as a two-part cultural anxiety
buffer. This cultural anxiety buffer consists of (a) a per-
sonalized version of a cultural worldview that provides a
sense of meaningfulness, order, and standards, which
when met lead to a sense of persona value-symbolic
immortality and (b) self-esteem based on the belief that a
person is living up to the standards set by the cultural
worldview.

According to Rosenblatt, Greenberg, Solomon,
Pyszczynski, and Lyon (1989), a cultural worldview is a
shared reality that is individualized depending on peo-
ple’'s perceptions and thoughts about the world that sur-
rounds him/her. The worldview provides an explanation
for our existence and a set of standards for what is valu-

able. Becker (1973) defined a cultural worldview as an
unconscious combination of our parent’s beliefs, our
socia groups, and the symbols of our society and nation.
This combination leads to an unconscious internalized
structure of a person’s cultural beliefs and values.
Cultural worldviews function as guidelines by which
individuals direct their own behaviors, hoping to reduce
anxiety by exerting control over the surrounding environ-
ment and their own thoughts (Solomon, Greenberg, &
Pyszczynski, 1991).

The second aspect of the cultural anxiety buffer is
the bolstering of a person’s self-esteem (Harmon-Jones et
al., 1997). Pyszczynski, Greenberg, and Solomon (1998)
suggest that a person’s cultural worldview bestows the
illusion of control over death by promising immortality
for those persons who live up to the prescribed standards
through (a) the sense of belonging to a longer-lasting
higher power or (b) the enhancement of self-esteem; the
promise of being a valued member within one’s world-
view. For example, Rosenblatt et al. (1989) found that
people who viewed prostitution negatively awarded high-
er bond rates than people who did not have a negative
attitude toward prostitution. Previous research has
demonstrated that when individual s think about their own
death, they exhibit a variety of behaviors. Individuals
confronted with their mortality tend to (@) evaluate those
persons who validate their view of the world more favor-
ably than those persons whose worldview differs from
theirs (Greenberg et a., 1990), (b) uphold their world-
view's values and beliefs (Pyszczynski et a., 1997), (c)
maintain a higher level of patriotism for their nation over
other nations (Nelson, Moore, Olivetti, & Scott, 1997),
(d) show less aggression toward others with similar
worldviews and more aggression toward persons with
different worldviews (McGregor et a., 1998), and (€)
increase the need for affiliation with others (Goldenberg,
1998).

Affiliation Motivation

People differ in their desire for social contact and in
their reasons for that contact. Hill (1987) describes four

Richard Miller from the University of Nebraska at Kearney was the faculty
sponsor for this research project.

Journal of Psychological Inquiry, 2004, Vol. 9, No. 1, 14-20



Personal Space, Mortality Salience, and Affiliation Motivation 15

motivational bases for affiliation: (a) cognitive stimula-
tion resulting from learning about and interacting with
others, (b) social comparison by which we gain a more
accurate appraisal of our attitudes, beliefs, and abilities,
(c) attention or praise that enhances our sense of self-
worth, and (d) emotional support that helps us cope with
stressful events. To measure these motivational bases,
Hill devised the Interpersonal Orientation Scale (10S).
The extent of a person’s need for affiliation to cope with
death anxiety as a result of mortality salienceis likely to
vary depending on the motivational basis for affiliation.

Closeness and intimacy with others provide positive
cognitive stimulation. A scale item from the 10S that
measures this motive is “Just being around others and
finding out about them is one of the most interesting
things | can think of doing.” Rofe (1984) argues that the
desire for affiliation is directly related to the perceived
ability of the other person or personsto reduce a person’s
uncertainty in the stressful situation. Kulik, Mahler, and
Earnes (1994) found more nonverbal affiliation with a
threat-experienced partner than with a threat-inexperi-
enced partner. Death anxiety is not likely to evoke this
particular motive for affiliation because death does not
allow for threat-experienced sources of information.

Social comparison provides a means for obtaining
information about self-relevant issues from others, par-
ticularly similar others, when objective criteria are not
available or relevant (Festinger, 1954). On the 10S, an
example of a scale item measuring social comparison is
“1 find that | often have the desire to be around other peo-
ple who are experiencing the same thing | am when | am
unsure of what is going on.” Because death is a mystery,
there is a high likelihood that mortality salience will
increase the need for social comparison to help reduce
the ambiguity surrounding death. Kulik, Mahler, and
Moore (1996) found that patients recovering from major
surgery preferred roommates who could serve as similar
others for social comparison purposes.

Affiliation for the purposes of attention provides the
individual with a sense of self-worth and importance as
others focus on one’s self. An example of a scale item
from the 10S that measures the need for attention is “I
often have a strong need to be around people who are
impressed with what | am like and what | do.” Buss
(1986) listed praise and respect as two of the four funda-
mental social rewards. Will this desire for attention
reduce death anxiety? According to Arndt, Greenberg,
Simon, Pyszczynski, and Solomon (1998) mortality
salience causes people to avoid interaction in which the
focus is on oneself. Therefore, a reasonable inference is

that death anxiety does not affect affiliation preferences
based on the need for attention.

The desire for emotional support and sympathy also
influences affiliation preferences. Hill (1991) found that
participants with high need for emotional support,
expressed more interest in affiliation when their partners
were expected to be warm and empathetic. On the 10S,
an example of a scale item measuring this emotional sup-
port and sympathy is “If | feel unhappy or kind of
depressed, | usually try to be around other people to make
me feel better.” Dhawan and Sripat (1986) found that the
fear of death led to affiliation for emotional support.
Specifically, they found that emotional support rather
than religiosity had a calming effect on individuals expe-
riencing death anxiety.

Personal Space

Personal space is the preferred distance from others
that an individual maintains within a given setting.
Sommer (1969) defines personal space as “an area with
an invisible boundary surrounding the person’s body into
which intruders may not come” (p. 26). The functions of
personal space are to protect the individual against
uncomfortable social encounters and communicate infor-
mation about the relationship between two people.

Most models of personal space (Argyle & Dean,
1965) suggest that individuals seek an optimum interper-
sonal distance that provides a sense of comfort in inter-
actions between and among people. This distance varies
as a result of several factors. Culture, fear, and anxiety
can affect aperson’s personal space boundaries. Sussman
and Rosenfeld (1982) reported personal space prefer-
ences were furthest apart for Japanese compared to
Venezuelans, with American’s personal space require-
ments somewhere between the other two groups. Cline
and Puhl (1984) revealed that personal space promoted
togetherness and separation in various social settings.
Specifically, Chinese preferred side-by-side seating,
where as Americans preferred this arrangement only
when involved in the same activity. Schwarzwald,
Kavish, Shoham, and Waysman (1977) found that partic-
ipants anticipating electric shock seated themselves clos-
er to members of the same sex. Similarly, Feschbach and
Feschbach (as cited in Brady & Walker, 1978) observed
a decrease in the interpersonal distances between chil-
dren when listening to a ghost story.

Personal space requirements appear to abridge when
anticipating a stressful event or when recovering from a
stressful event. In contrast, personal space appears to
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augment during a stressful event. For example, Dosey
and Meisels (1969) found that individuals whose attrac-
tiveness was being called into question distanced them-
selves from the source of that evaluation. Brady and
Walker examined the relation between anxiety caused by
evaluation apprehension and the preferred interpersonal
distance between participants and a confederate. They
found that participants in the high anxiety condition
increased their personal space requirements versus par-
ticipants in the low anxiety condition.

The purpose of the current study was to examine the
effects of mortality salience and affiliation motivation on
personal space preferences. One way individuals might
manage the terror invoked by mortality salience would be
to decrease the personal space normally required
between one individual and another. Theoretically,
decreasing personal space can communicate a level of
acceptance and intimacy toward similar others-one way
that people defend their cultural worldview when their
mortality is made salient (e.g., Castano, Y zerbyt,
Paladino, & Sacchi, 2002; Greenberg et al., 1990).
Furthermore, participants exhibiting a high need for affil-
iation, depending on the basis for that need, might move
closer to one another to seek comfort from participants
who have also experienced the stress of thinking about
their death. A decrease in personal space requirementsis
highly likely for participants whose motivation for affili-
ation is based on the need for emotiona support and
sympathy (Dhawan & Sripat, 1986) as well as for social
comparison purposes (Kulik et a., 1996). Those partici-
pants motivated by an interest in positive cognitive stim-
ulation (Kulik et al., 1994) or attention (Arndt et a.,
1998) are less likely to decrease their personal space
reguirements.

Method
Participants

Participants consisted of 79 undergraduate students
(17 men and 62 women) with a mean age of 19.8 years
enrolled in introductory psychology classes a a mid-
sized, Midwestern university. The students received extra
credit points for participating in the experiment.
Participants chose what times they could participate in
this experiment by voluntarily selecting an experimental
block.

Design

The design was a 2 (mortality salience: presence vs.
absence) x 2 (need for affiliation: high vs. low) between

subjects factorial. Hill's (1987) Interpersonal Orientation
Scale was used to determine whether an individual had a
high or low need for affiliation. We performed a median
split to determine those participants exhibiting a high
need for affiliation versus those participants exhibiting a
low need for affiliation. The dependent variable was the
distance between participants as measured in inches.

Materials

Mortality salience manipulation. To induce mortali-
ty salience, participants watched a 10-min video clip that
reviewed medical cases of people who should have died
but for areason outside medical explanation, were ableto
recover from their injuries. Participants in the control
condition watched a 10-min video clip about animal
intelligence. The purpose of this video was to facilitate
thoughts about something other than death.

Affiliation motivation assessment. Hill’s (1987) 26-
item Interpersonal Orientation Scale (I0S) assesses four
motives for affiliation. The response format of the 10S
uses a five-point Likert scale (5 = completely true, 4 =
mostly true, 3 = somewhat true, 2 = dightly true, 1 = not
at all true). Each participant rated the 26 statements on
how true or descriptive each item was of him or her. The
scale measures four possible motives for affiliation, (a)
positive cognitive stimulation, (b) attention, (c) social
comparison, and (d) emotional support. Internal consis-
tency coefficients for the sub-scales ranged from .70 to
.86 (Hill).

Group discussion questions. Participants were pro-
vided with alist of questionsto discuss after viewing one
of the two video clips. The questions guided the conver-
sation of some of the more salient aspects of the materi-
al contained on the video clips. In the mortality salience
condition, questions included: “Do you have the neces-
sary skills to survive tragic situations?” and “Do you
know of anyone who should have died in a tragic ordeal
but beat the odds?’ In the control condition, participants
discussed such questions as “To what extent do you
believe animals can reason without language?’ and “Do
you think rewards are necessary for helping animals
develop an abstract language?’

Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to either amor-
tality salience or control group. The groupsrangedin size
from 5 to 8 members. Participants reported to a class-
room and were told that they were to participate in a
group discussion based on a video clip that they would
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view. The participants received alist of discussion topics.
The topics related to death (mortality salience condition)
or animal intelligence (control condition). Participantsin
the mortality salience condition watched a 10-min video
on a near death experience that portrayed a medical case
of a young man who had an infection that spread to his
heart. Throughout the video, the young man received
surgery to repair his heart and several electrical shocksto
restart his heart. Participantsin the control group watched
a 10-min video about animal intelligence, which showed
an experiment about an animal’s ability to recognize cer-
tain letters or numbersin a string of letters or numbers.

After each video, participants completed the 10S
scale and were moved to a 13 x 20 foot conference room
without furniture and asked to obtain afolding chair from
the stack in the corner and to sit in acircle. The last per-
son to enter the room and join the circle was a confeder-
ate. The confederate was a traditional, college aged
woman dressed in a manner typical of most students par-
ticipating in the study. During the discussion, the confed-
erate wrote down the participants seating arrangements
and noted any movement during the session that altered
the measurement of the distance between the participants.
To further insure the accuracy of the measurement of
interpersonal distance, we videotaped the session using
two video cameras that were set up behind a two-way
mirror. At the request of an experimenter, one of the par-
ticipants led 5-min group discussion using the topics pro-
vided to the participants to guide the conversation. The
experimenter was in a different room while the group
arranged their chairs. After the participants arranged their
chairs, the experimenter stood next to the conference
room door. The participants were asked to |eave the fold-
ing chairs in place with the surveys on top of the chairs
when the group discussion was compl eted.

Measurement of Interpersonal Distance

Personal space preferences were based on the place-
ment of the participant’s chair in comparison with his or
her neighbor’s chair. We measured the actual distance in
inches between the participant’s chair and the chair of
participants on either side. The videotapes and confeder-
ate observations verified that when the participants were
dismissed from the experiment, the chairs were not
moved. Measurements between the confederate and the
participants seated next to her were excluded from the
data.

The analysis was conducted using the data derived
from measuring the actual distancesin inches, rounded to
the nearest quarter inch, between each participant.

Because participants had two other participants seated
next to them, each participant was assigned two mea-
surements for interpersonal distance. The two measure-
ments were averaged to calculate a mean interpersonal
distance score for each participant.

Results
Mortality Salienc

An analysis of variance revealed a significant effect
of mortality salience on the mean distance between the
participants, F (1, 78) = 3.87, p < .05, power = .49, h =
.19. Rejecting the null hypothesis with a power = .49
indicates that the finding is relatively robust. The effect
size of .19 suggests a moderate effect of the independent
variable. Participants in the mortality salience condition
placed their chairs closer to one another (M = 13.62) than
participants in the control condition (M = 16.18).

Affiliation Motivation

Pearson product moment correlation coefficients
computed between each of the four possible motives
underlying affiliation motivation and the participants
personal space preferences indicated that the distance
between participants was significantly correlated with
affiliation for social comparison purposes, r (78) = -.32,
p < .05, and filiation for emotional support, r (78) = -.34,
p < .05. Affiliation motivations for positive cognitive
stimulation and for attention were not significantly relat-
ed to the mean distance between participants.

ANOVASs were performed to compare participants
who scored above the median with participants who
scored below the median on each of the measures of affil-
iation. Because research has shown that women are more
likely than men to think, act, and define themselves in
ways that support their emotional connectedness to oth-
ers (Cross & Madson, 1997), sex of the participants was
included as a second independent variable. The effect of
sex was hot significant, F (1,78) = 1.22, p > .05.

For participants who scored above the median in
social comparison motivation (M = 13.46), the average
distance between participants was significantly less for
participants who scored below the median (M = 16.39), F
(1,78) = 5.18, p < .05. Similarly, for participants who
scored above the median in the need for emotional sup-
port (M = 13.78), the average distance between partici-
pants was significantly less than those participants who
scored below the median (M = 16.39), F (1,78) =4.35, p
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< .05. There were no significant effects of cognitive stim-
ulation or attention on personal space preferences.

Mortality Salience and Affiliation
Motivation

To examine the interaction between mortality
salience and affiliation motivation, 2 (mortality salience:
presence or absence) x 2 (affiliation motivation: high vs.
low) ANOVAs were performed. For each of the four
bases for affiliation, a median split divided participants
into those participants whose need for affiliation was
high versus low. For cognitive stimulation, low affiliation
ranged from 1.33 to 3.33; high affiliation ranged from
3.44 to 4.78. For attention, low affiliation ranged from
1.17 to 2.50; high affiliation ranged from 2.67 to 4.0. For
social comparison, low affiliation ranged from 2.0 to 3.2;
high affiliation ranged from 3.4 to 5.0. For emotional
support, low affiliation ranged from 1.83 to 3.5; high
affiliation ranged from 3.67 to 5.0. In the mortality
salience condition, each of the high affiliation groups
contained 17 participants, and the low &ffiliation groups
contained 19 participants. In the control condition, each
of the high affiliation groups contained 21 participants,
and the low affiliation groups contained 22 participants.
Analyses of variance did not indicate a significant inter-
action between mortality salience and affiliation motiva-
tion based on cognitive stimulation, attention, socia
comparison, and emotional support.

Discussion

TMT (Pyszczynski et al., 1997) suggests that cultur-
al worldviews function to provide protection against the
anxiety that comes from feelings of vulnerability and
mortality. The results of the present study indicate that
individuals who were experiencing death anxiety sat
more closely to one another. Personal space is a way of
communicating intimacy with another person (Hall,
1966). To the extent that both persons assume they share
acultural worldview, thisinterpersonal spacing can act as
a buffer against death anxiety. In the present study, stu-
dents were likely to assume a shared cultural worldview
with others in their group because of common experi-
ences and the relatively high homogeneity of students
who attend the University of Nebraska at Kearney
(UNK). Miller and Benz (2000) reported evidence for the
relatively high homogeneity of UNK students.

Previous research has often used personal space as a
measure of affiliative behavior (Aiello, 1987). In the pre-
sent study, affiliative need was treated as an independent

variable, and the affects of affiliative need on personal
space requirements were tested. The hypothesis that a
high need for affiliation would produce smaller interper-
sonal distances between people was supported.
Participants with a high need for affiliation sat closer to
one another than participants with alow need for affilia-
tion. However, only the need to affiliate for emotional
support or social comparison had a significant affect on
personal space regquirements. Mortality salience and the
anxiety it produces may be ameliorated by emotional
support. Participants exhibiting a high need for emotion-
al support required less space than participants exhibiting
alow need for emotiona support.

Social comparison provides a person with the oppor-
tunity to evaluate his or her attitudes and beliefs in the
face of uncertainty. TMT suggests that death is the ulti-
mate human uncertainty (Pyszczynski et a., 1997); there-
fore, social comparison can provide a mechanism for
coping with death anxiety. In the present study, partici-
pants exhibiting a high need for social comparison pre-
ferred less interpersonal space than participants exhibit-
ing a low need for social comparison. Affiliative need
based on the need for positive cognitive stimulation or
attention did not effect personal space requirements.

There was no support for the hypothesis that there
would be an interaction between mortality salience and
the need for affiliation. Although both mortality salience
and the need for affiliation contributed to a reduction in
interpersonal space, participants exhibiting a high need
for affiliation, who were also made aware of their mor-
tality, did not require more personal space. This result
probably occurred because too little space between per-
sons can be just as uncomfortable as too much space
between persons. There is a likelihood that both persons
in the mortality salience condition and persons exhibiting
a high need for &ffiliation sat as close to one another as
was comfortable. Thus, the two independent variables
could not act in conjunction to create a preference for
even less interpersonal space.

Studies of personal space most often measure the
distance between a participant and one other person (e.g.,
an experimenter or confederate). The present study mea-
sured the distance between several sets of participants. In
the mortality salience versus control conditions, this fac-
tor posed no methodological problem as each group of
participants was in one or the other condition. However,
the measures of &ffiliation motivation were not used in
assigning participants to groups. Therefore, in any given
group, participants affiliative needs varied. There is a
likelihood that in some cases participants who scored
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low in effiliative need would be seated next to partici-
pants who scored high in affiliative need. The measure-
ment of interpersonal space was the distance between the
confederate and two participants, and also between the
other participants in the circle. To show differences in
interpersonal spacing between participants indicated that
the effect was fairly robust, because some of the differ-
ence was likely diminished by the random seating pattern
of the participants. Thus, thereis a possibility that a Type
Il Error existed with regard to affiliative need based on
attention and on positive cognitive stimulation.

In the present study, there were no significant differ-
ences in personal space regquirements as a function of the
need for positive cognitive stimulation or attention.
Possibly, such differences may exist, and research could
discern such differences using a technique comparing the
interpersonal spacing between a single confederate and
individual participants who were high or low in those
needs. One possibility for future research would be to
examine interpersonal spacing between a single confed-
erate and individual participants who are high or low in
affiliative needs.

From a terror management perspective, optimum
interpersonal distance functionsto comfort those remind-
ed of their mortality. Interpersonal spacing acts as a dis-
tal defense from the fear of death. Terror management
theorists define distal defense as a subconscious process
that only works when participants are distracted from
death-related thoughts (Greenberg et al., 2000). Dista
defenses include a variety of indirect mechanisms to bol-
ster worldview defense or self-esteem. Personal space
preferences would fit into the category of an indirect
mechanism for coping with death anxiety and therefore
would be akind of distal defense. Thus, persons should,
without their awareness, prefer less space between them-
selves and others if those others are perceived to share
their cultural worldview. Can attending the same college,
being of a similar age, and enrollment in the same class
be a basis for thinking that another person shares your
worldview? Such an interpretation seems unlikely unless
the experience of becoming anxious about death along
with others blurs the distinctions we usually make
between others and ourselves. The experience of
September 11 suggests that this view may be true. The
media widely reported that many people experienced a
stronger bond to other Americans regardless of the dif-
ferences that previously seemed important. Further
research should examine the effects of mortality salience
on affiliation behaviors exhibited by persons who are
similar or dissimilar to one another in ways relevant to
the person’s cultural worldview.
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Perceptions of People with Depression:
The Relationship Between Empathy and Bias

Julie Stopulos
S. Ambrose University

This study investigated the relationship between empathy
and bias towards individuals with depression. One
hypothesis was that participants would show increased
empathy and less bias toward individual s with depressive
symptoms from a shared event (September 11th). Sxty-
six participants were told they might be working with a
partner and were randomly assigned to read an account
of a fictitious person described with no depressive symp-
toms or described with depressive symptoms resulting
from either a personal event, shared event, or no stated
cause. Participants indicated their perceptions of the
person as a potential work partner. Results showed no
significant differences among the four conditions (all p's
> .14). Consistent with another hypothesis correlational
analyses found an inverse relationship between empathy
and bias toward depression.

The purpose of the present study was to examine
whether prior knowledge of the cause of a person’s
depression would affect one's willingness to work with
that person. The aftermath of the September 11th, 2001
terrorist attacks and their reported effect on mental illness
was the motivation to investigate biases associated with
depression. A survey conducted shortly after the terrorist
attacks (Schuster et al., 2001) reveal ed that 44% of adults
reported depressive symptoms such as dleep distur-
bances, trouble concentrating, anger, irritability, and anx-
iety. A survey conducted by the American Psychological
Association (“Many Americans,” n.d.) found that 40% of
Americans reported being seriously affected by the
attacks on a personal level. This survey also showed that
nearly 1 in 4 Americans reported feeling more depressed
during the time surrounding September 11th than at any
other timein their life. In fact, 7% of Americans reported
going to mental health professionals as a direct result of
the terrorist attacks (APA).

These findings suggest that the terrorist attacks
affected the mental health of many Americans, which
may also indicate the potential for an increase in the num-
ber of people with depression. Schuster et a. (2001) sug-
gested that the psychological effects of September 11th
are likely to continue to affect many Americans.
Currently, depression affects 9.5% of the population
(roughly 18.8 million Americans) a year (“National

Ingtitute,” 2003). Depression has become amajor societal
issue, in part, from the negative stereotypes that are asso-
ciated with mental illness (Link, Phelan, & Bresnahan,
1999). Those who suffer from depression suffer not only
from the mental illness itself but also from the negative
reactions of others based on their stereotypes of the men-
tally ill (Corrigan & Penn, 1999).

Research has shown that people have a tendency to
stereotype individuals with mental illness; these stereo-
types are often manifested in the expression of biases. For
example, stereotypes of mental illness are revealed in
peoples’ apprehensiveness in having to work with men-
tally ill individuals (Sibicky & Dovidio, 1986). Link,
Phelan and Bresnahan (1999) reported that even in
today’s society, the public still holds the belief that the
mentally ill are dangerous and are generally unwilling to
interact socially with these individuals. In areview of the
literature, Cormack and Furnham (1998) discussed the
general lack of socia support in communities for those
with mental illness and how society has deemed the term
“mentally ill” in itself to imply a negative connotation.

Furthermore, other research reveals that it is not just
a naive general public that expresses bias towards the
mentally ill. Ford and Elliot (1999) found that even well
trained professionals within mental health disciplines
expressed biases towards these individuals. Ford and
Elliot noted that in cases of depression specifically, the
negative reactions from others, particularly a person’s
therapist, reinforce feelings of worthlessness, pessimism,
and isolation, all of which serve to maintain depressive
behaviors and affect willingness to seek treatment.

In sum, many people have atendency to hold stereo-
types and express bias towards individuals with mental
illness. Empathy, the ability to put oneself in another’'s
place and relate to his or her situation, is one factor that
research has shown to be effective in reducing stereo-
types and bias generdly (Stephan & Finlay, 1999).

Robin Anderson from St. Ambrose University was the faculty sponsor for this
research project.
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Batson et al. (1997) found that inducing empathy reduced
negative attitudes toward stigmatized groups. In alitera-
ture review, Stephan and Finlay emphasized the impor-
tance of empathy and the benefitsit can have for improv-
ing attitudes and behavior. Recent experiments by
Galinsky and Moskowitz (2000) focused on the role of
perspective-taking in reducing biases. They found that
inducing empathy was an effective strategy for reducing
out-group hostility and stereotypes.

Because the events of September 11th, 2001 were
something nearly all Americans experienced together, the
underlying premise of this study was that people would
be better able to relate to, or empathize with, an individ-
ual who was depressed as a result of the terrorist attacks
of September 11th. Feelings of empathy are the result of
a person taking on the perspective of someone else in
need, and being able to imagine how that person is affect-
ed by hisor her situation (Batson et al., 1997). In the pre-
sent study, empathy was defined as the ability to relate to
another person and/or his or her situation. Because inves-
tigators have shown that empathy is a factor in reducing
bias, a hypothesis was that a person would be less likely
to stereotype and express bias towards an individual who
was depressed as a result of September 11th because he
or she could relate more readily to the depressed person’s
feelings.

Hoffman's research findings (1977) revealed that
empathy is more prevalent in women than in men.
According to the Research Agenda for Psychosocial and
Behavioral Factors in Women’s Health (“Public Policy,”
n.d.), women are twice as likely as men to suffer from
depression. Based on these gender differences in empa
thy and depression, the present study included gender as
a participant variable.

Studies on biases towards mental illness, specifical-
ly depression, led to the hypothesis that participants
would show more bias toward a person who presented
evidence of depression, compared to a person who did
not show any evidence of depression. However, studies
on empathy led to the hypothesis that participants would
show less bias towards a person who was depressed after
a “shared event” (September 11th) because of increased
empathy, compared to a person who was depressed with
no stated cause or to a person who was depressed after a
“personal event” (witnessing a major car accident). This
personal event condition was introduced in the design to
test for the possibility that participants might show less
bias towards a person with depression merely because he
or she stated a cause for the depression. Another predic-

tion was for less bias because of the effects of empathy,
and not because of the effects of a perceived cause.

People have a tendency to hide stereotypes
(Manstead & Hewstone, 1996), in part because of social
desirability or trying to look good in the presence of oth-
ers. People are generally motivated to avoid appearing
biased. Although research indicatesthat people may hide
stereotypes, there are, however, certain conditions under
which people are likely to express stereotypes. Sinclair
and Kunda (2000) found that people were more likely to
express stereotypes when they felt their well-being was
threatened.

Based on the research suggesting that circumstances
may influence the expression of stereotypes, the present
study experimentally established conditions under which
participants would be more likely to express stereotypes.
Rather than simply measuring attitudes towards a hypo-
thetical person with depression, researchers set up a situ-
ation in which participants believed they might be inter-
acting with a work partner. We used this cover story to
heighten experimental realism by interjecting the element
of threatened well-being. Specifically, we told partici-
pants they might be working with someone who present-
ed evidence of depression. We designed this manipula
tion to create a situation in which stereotypes would be
more likely to surface.

Method
Participants

The study employed 70 students from a small
Midwestern Catholic university approximately six
months after the terrorist attacks of September 11th,
2001. Recruitment was from four introductory psycholo-
gy classes and one introductory sociology class. The
exclusion of four participants occurred because of proce-
dura error. Of the remaining 66 participants, 30 were
men and 36 were women, between the ages of 18 and 36
years (M = 19.44, D = 2.60). Instructors offered partici-
pants class credit as part of the research requirement in
their course The review of aresearch article was available
as an aternative activity. Management of the study was
consistent with the ethical standards of the American
Psychological Association (APA, 1992).

Procedure

Researchers visited introductory psychology and
sociology classes to recruit participants and introduced
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the cover story entitled, “An Investigation of Group
Performance versus Individual Performance.” The cover
story informed participants that the experimenter would
examine differences between how an individual works
aone to perform a task compared to how groups work
together to perform a task, and whether shared persona
information between group partners would affect the per-
formance on the group task. Volunteer students signed up
for a 45-min block of time to participate in the experi-
ment.

Multiple researchers conducted the experiment,
however, participantsinteracted with only one researcher.
When a participant arrived, he or she was greeted by a
female researcher and escorted to a seat in a hallway out-
side three rooms with “Experiment in Progress’ signs
posted on each door. The femal e researcher asked the par-
ticipant to wait in the chair until one of the rooms was
available. This procedure was consistent with the cover
story and was designed to give the participant the impres-
sion that there were other participants in the rooms, how-
ever each of the three rooms was empty.

After afew minutes, the female experimenter led the
participant into a small room at the end of the hallway
and invited him or her to take a seat at a small table with
two chairs. Only the experimenter and participant were
present in the room. The experimenter shut the door and
sat down in the other chair. The experimenter thanked the
participant for coming and gave a brief overview of the
cover story. The experimenter informed the participant
that he or she might be working alone or with a partner
on atask. The experimenter also informed the participant
that the study would take approximately 45 min, that par-
ticipation was voluntary, and that the participant could
withdraw from the study at any time without question or
penalty.

After the participant signed an informed consent
form, the experimenter gave him or her a one-page ques-
tionnaire. She told the participant that the information he
or she provided on the questionnaire would help
researchers study the effect of sharing personal informa
tion with a potential partner and whether sharing person-
a information influenced performance on a group task.
The participant was asked to fill out the questionnaire to
the best of his or her ability, only providing information
that he or she was willing to share with the research team
and other participants. This instruction prepared the par-
ticipant for the possibility of working with a partner. The
participant was then left alone for two minutes to com-
plete the questionnaire. The questionnaire requested
demographic information including hometown, inter-

ests/hobbies, year in school, and major in school.
Additionally, the questionnaire also asked the participant
to rate his or her personality in social settings (introvert-
ed, extroverted, or depends on the situation), study habits
(voice opinions, hold back, or depends), and the condi-
tions under which he or she works more effectively
(under pressure, over longer periods of time, or depends).
Thefinal item was an open-ended question that asked the
participant to describe his or her work ethic in school.

After two minutes, the experimenter returned to the
room and collected the participant’s completed informa
tion sheet. The experimenter gave the participant a com-
pleted copy of the same questionnaire and told him or her
that a potential partner, waiting in the room next door,
had completed the question