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A family-interaction approach to verbal abuse in Chinese families (II):
The discrepancy between adolescents and parents on conception of parental
authority at the second round of family confict
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Abstract

The present study investigates Chinese
adolescents' and parents' conception of parental
jurisdiction on adolescents' talking-back
behaviors. Adolescent's talking-back behaviors
are usually in response to parental suggestions
or verbal criticism to their own misbehavior in
the first place; thus the talking-back behaviors
can be considered as in the second round of an
immediate stream of parent-child interactions.
The evaluation of the jurisdiction of talking-back
behavior thus may not only be a function of the
particular domain of the original child
transgression but also a function of the severity
of the antecedent parental verbal discipline
exerted on the child. One hundred and sixty
eighth to ninth graders and 210 parents of these
adolescents read 16 stories about child
transgression, parental verbal discipline, and
subsequent talking back behaviors. The type of
the child transgression was either moral,
conventional, multifaceted, or personal. In half
of the stories, the maternal verbal disciplines
were harsh, in the other half were reasonable.
Subjects evaluated each story by answering 6
questions along with the development of the
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story. Results confirmed the domain-specific
model of parental authority. This study also
revealed that compared to Chinese parents,
Chinese adolescents are more likely to be
influenced by the severity of antecedent parental
verbal discipline in judging parental jurisdiction
to adolescents' talking back behavior.

Keywords: talking-back behavior, adolescence,
parent-child conflict, parental verbal abuse,
context of transgression
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Using a domain model of social-cognitive
development, recent research has indicated that
adolescents' and parents' conceptions of
parental authority are differentiated (Smetana,
1983; Turiel & Davidson, 1986). Adolescents
and parents were found to be unilateral in their
judgments of moral and conventional issues.
However, in multifaceted, friendship, and
personal issues, the jurisdiction is perceived
differently by parents and adolescents (Smetana
& Asquith, 1994). One domain that is
important in Chinese family but has not yet
been examined in the previous research is the
issues involving the indigenous concepts of
"family ethics" (Luen Charng) in Chinese
societies.

In the socialization processes of Chinese
children, parents put strong emphasis on what
is the accepted order of relationship. That is,
one should pay respect to and not to disagree
with the elders in order to maintain the familial
and societal goals of harmonious relations with
others and the integrity of the family unit. The
elders embody anyone who is older than the
individual, including grandparents, parents, and
even one's elder siblings. Violation of the
"family ethics" is most likely to be detected
when children "talk back" after parents have
verbally disciplined them.

Parent-child Interactions often do not end at
the first round (Sackett, 1987; Patterson, 1982).
It is very likely that children's talking back

behavior is instigated by prior parental
discipline, which, in turn, is instigated by prior
parent-child conflict and/or child's transgression
in the first place. In another words, previous
round of family conflicts often escalate anger
between parent and adolescent. As a result,
talking-back behaviors on the child's side and
coercive disciplinary strategies on the parent's
side are both more likely to emerge. The
perception of parental authority in each family
member may also variate along with the
development of the conflict that, in turn, leads
to even greater disprepancy of conception
among different family members.

In disciplinary encounters, It is quite
common for Chinese parents to use humiliation,
terrorization and other forms of verbal criticism
as means to facilitate children's learning and
compliance (Lay, Yang, & Li, 1994). However,
this "old fashioned" way of child rearing
philosophy is not appreciated at least by the
new generation in Taiwan. Recent research has
found that Chinese adolescents' perception of
the quality of parent-child relationship as well
as children's self-esteem is damaged in families
using hostile verbal criticisms and terrorization
as disciplinary technique (Lay, Wang, Soong &
Yang, 1997). Under such circumstances,
Chinese adolescents may also perceive the
talking back behavior differently compared to
their parents. Moreover, the evaluation of the
jurisdiction of talking-back behavior may be a
function of the particular domain of the original
child transgression as well as the severity of the
antecedent parental verbal discipline exerted on
the child.

Patterson's coercive home environment
model has demonstrated that it is crucial to pay
attention to the continuous string of parent-
child interaction. However, Patterson's model
places no attention on each member's
perception of parental authority. Smetana and
Asquith (1994) demonstrated that parents and
adolescents differ in their view of parental
authority, and they included "talking back to
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parents” in the conventional domain of child
transgression. However, when talking back
behavior is categorized with other
child/adolescent misbehavior, such as problems
of manners, stealing, or smoking, its effect
arising from the immediate sequence of past
interactions may be distorted.

In summary, the present research attempts
to address the following issues. First, to
replicate the domain-specific model of the
discrepancy between adolescents and parents in
their concept of the legitimacy of parental
authority. Therefore, subjects were presented
with stories of child transgression of different
domains. Second, to compare adolescents and
parents in their ability to differentiate the
severity of parental verbal discipline.
Therefore, subjects were presented with stories
of mother either using harsh verbal criticism or
reasoning to discipline child's transgression.
The third purpose of the present study is, given
a particular domain of child transgression and
given a certain level of harshness of verbal
discipline in the first round of the parent-child
interaction, to compare adolescents' and parents'
evaluation of how reasonable is the target child's
talking-back behavior and the extent of parental
authority upon the talking back behavior. In
addition, the present study will ask subjects
whether the target child has violated the "family
ethics" (offended his/her mother) by talking
back to their parents.

Z BRAMR
Subjects

The subjects in the current study were 160
eighth- to ninth-graders (80 boys, 80 girls) from
3 junior high schools and 210 parents of these
adolescents (95 fathers, 115 mothers) in
metropolitan Taipei area. One school is
surrounded mainly by middle to upper-middle
class neiborhoods, one school is in an urban
area with high crime-rate, and the other school
is surrounded mainly by middle to lower-
middie class neiborhoods. The wide spectrum
of subjects from different social economic

background makes the results of this study
more generalizable. However, because of the
set-up of the building code in Taipei, the
affluent and the poor often live quite closed-by
with each other in Taipei and their children may
very likely attend the exact same school, to
compare the group difference of the three
schools is not meaningful.

Procedure

Each subject read 16 Stories. Each story
was about an adolescent that was the same age
and the same sex of the subject, committed a
transgression, was verbally disciplined by
his/her mother, and subsequently talked back to
his/her mother. There were 4 types of
transgression in the 16 stories, conventional,
multifaceted, moral, and personal
transgressions. In half of the stories, the
adolescent protagonist's mother applied harsh
verbal criticism to discipline her child. This is
called Form H. In other half of the stories, the
adolescent protagonist's mother applied
reasoning to discipline her child (Form R).

Along with the flow of each story, subjects
answered 6 questions. Having read about the
protagonist committing a transgression, each
subject answered Question #1, "should a parent
discipline Sam?" on a 6-point rating scale, from
definitely shouldn't to definitely should.
Secondly, the mother in the story verbally
disciplined the adolescent protagonist either by
applying harsh verbal criticism (Form H) or by
applying reasoning (Form R). The subject then
answered Question #2, "considering what Sam
had just done, was what Sam's mother just said
too harsh or too mild?", on a 5-point rating
scale, from too mild to too harsh. Next, the
adolescent protagonist tried to reason with
his/her mother by saying something from his/her
own point of view and wrapped up his/her
statement by saying: "how could you accuse me
like that?" to the mother. The subject then
answered the following 4 questions, all on 6-
point rating scales: Question #3, "was what Sam
said reasonable?"; Question #4, "from your own
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point of view, should a parent further discipline
Sam for the content of what he/she had just
said?", Question #5, "from your own point of
view, should a parent further discipline Sam for
the tone he/she had expressed in the argument?",
and Question #6, "did Sam violate 'family ethics'
and offend his/her mother?". The last 3
questions were randomized while presented to
each subject.

Results

The experimental design of the present study
is 2 (Adolescent vs. Parent) x 4 (Domains) x 2
(Harsh Statement vs. Reasoning) analyses of
variance for Question 2 to 6 and 2 (Adolescent
vs. Parent) x 4 (Domains of Transgression) for
Question #1, since when subject answered the
first question, he/she did not know how the
mother would discipline the protagonist.

Replication of the domain specific model of
parental authority

Table 1 presents the group means of the 2 x
4 analyses of Question #1 "should a parent
discipline Sam?" Subjects considered that the
target parent had different degrees of authority
while encountering different types of child
transgression, F (3, 1095) = 444.22, p <.0001.
In addition, adolescents and parents had
different conception of parental authority as a
function of the type of transgression, F (3,
1095) =3.27, p < .05. The LSD test for post-
hoc comparison revealed that both adolescents
and their parents considered parents should
retain authority the most regarding moral issues
(all p's <.0001) and the least regarding personal
issues (all p's <.0001). However, adolescent
subjects considered parents had the same degree
of authority on "conventional" and
"multifaceted' issues, while adult subjects
considered the mother had more authority on
"conventional” than on "multifaceted" issues.
In addition, in the "conventional” and
"personal” issues, adult subjects granted the
mother in the story significantly more power to
discipline the protagonist than the adolescent
subjects did. Although with slight variations,

subjects’ answers for Question #2 to #6 also
revealed the domain-specificity of the
conception of parental authority (see Table 2).

Table 1. Answers to Q#1: "Should a parent

discipline Sam?"
Moral Conven- | Multifa- | Personal
tional ceted
Adolescents | 5.27 4.84 4,77 3.82
Parents 5.29 499 4,78 4.03
Both Groups { 5.28 492 478 3.94

Table 2: Mean scores of rating on each question
in each of the 4 categories of transgression

Moral Conven- | Multifa- | Personal
tional ceted
Q.#1 5.28a 4.92b 4.78¢ 3.94d
Q.#2 3.50a 3.45a 3.65b 3.78¢
Q.#3 2.80a 3.01b 2.96b 3.43¢
Q.#4 4.82a 4.52b 4.54b 4.15¢
Q.#s 4.72a 4.55¢ 4.61b 4.40d
Q.#6 4.33b 4.33b 4.40a 4.21c

Manipulation check: The differentiation of
harsh versus reasonable verbal discipline

The second issue addressed in this study
was whether adolescents and parents could
differentiate the two forms of maternal verbal
discipline, given the prior transgression and the
subsequent talking-back behaviors were exactly
the same. That is, whether subjects perceived
the severity of transgression as well as the
child's subsequent behavior differently
according to the harsh versus reasonable
disciplinary strategies the mother applied in the
first round of parent-child conflict. Table 3
revealed that both adolescents and parents rated
the mother's verbal discipline harsher when
she's applying harsh statement as compared to
using reasoning. In addition, the effects of the
severity of the antecedent verbal discipline on
the reaction to talking-back behavior (answers
for question # 3 to 6) were also compared.
Results revealed that both adolescents and
parents think the protagonist's justification in
his/her talking back behavior is more reasonable
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when the prior verbal discipline is harsh; and a
parent should discipline the content of the
talking back behavior less when the antecedent
verbal discipline exerted on the child is harsher.

However, parents and adolescents were
different in perceiving the talking-back behavior
in the following two perspectives. First,
Chinese adolescents' perception of what the
protagonist's mother said is MILDER than
Chinese parents' perception. (p < .005).
Moreover, Chinese adolescents are MORE
likely to feel that the protagonist offended
his/her mother as compared to Chinese parents.
(p <.02)

Table 3: The discrepancy of conception
between adolescents and parents in two styles
of maternal verbal disciplines (Form H versus
Form R)

Maternal Harsh | Maternal p value
Statement Reasonin&
Q #2: How harsh did Sam's mother just said?
Adolescents| 4.00 3.07 < 00001
Parents | 4.08 3.23 < .0000 1
Q #3: Was what Sam said reasonable?
Adolescent 3.15 2.94 < 0000}
Parents | 3.10 3.01 < .001
Q #4: Should a parent discipline Sam for the content of
what he/she said?
Adolescentd 4.40 4.54 < 00003
Parents | 4.52 4.57 < .01

Q #5: Should a parent discipline Sam for his/her tone of
voice?
Adolescents| 4.46 4.60 < 00009
Parents l 4.60 4.63 ns

Q #6: Did Sam violate "family ethics” and offend his/her
mother?
Adolcsccntsl 4.37
Parents l 421

4.48 <005
422 ns

Parent-Adolescent Comparison: Results from
the interaction effect

Four two-way interaction effects of group x
statement with the answers of questions 3 to 6
as the dependent variables revealed that
adolescents were more likely to be influenced
by parental harsh criticism versus reasoning in
deciding (Q #3) whether or not what Sam said

was reasonable, F (1, 358) = 8.08, p <.05; (Q
#4) whether a parent should discipline Sam for
the content of what he/she said, F (1, 358) =
5.65, p < .05; (Q #5) whether a parent should
discipline Sam for his/her tone of voice, F (1,
358) = 7.61, p <.05; and (Q #6) whether Sam
offended his/her mother, F (1, 358) = 5.13, p <
.05. On the contrary, parents' judgment of the
protagonist's "talking-back" behavior was less
influenced by the mothers' prior disciplinary

style.

Discussion

Concepts of the legitimacy of parental
authority are indeed domain specific. This
result supports prior research findings. As
found in previous research, both adult and
adolescent subjects think parents should retain
authority the most regarding moral issues and
the least regarding personal issues. However,
compared to parents, adolescents are less able
to discriminate between conventional and
multifaceted issues in terms of the legitimacy of
parental authority. Maybe a more dogmatic
way of child rearing style in this culture made
Chinese adolescents develop the ability to
differentiate the multifaceted and conventional
issues later than western children.

The present study has also found Chinese
adolescents and parents can discriminate the
severity of parental verbal discipline (i.e., Form
H versus Form R). They reflect this
discrimination (H vs. R) on how they perceive
the same transgression and the same "talk-back"
behavior differently. In another words. Parent-
adolescent interactions usually do not end at the
first round. At the second round, the
adolescent's transgression may transfer from
CV, MF, MR, or PS issues to the domain of
violation in "family ethics”. Judgments of the
legitimacy of parental authority is influenced by
prior parenting tactics applied immediately
before the second round of child transgression.
This perspective is supported by the findings
that both adolescents and parents think
maternal criticism is a harsher disciplinary
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tactics than reasoning; both adolescents and
parents think the content of the talking-back
behavior is more reasonable when the materal
verbal discipline involves harsh criticism; and
both adolescents and parents think a parent
should discipline the content of the talking-back
behavior less when the antecedent verbal
discipiine exerted on the child is harsher.

The present study aiso found Chinese
adolescents' perception of what the
protagonist's mother said is MILDER than
Chinese Parents' perception. In addition,
Chinese adolescents are MORE likely to feel
that the protagonist offended his/her mother as
compared to Chinese parents. These results
may lead to a conclusion that Chinese
adolescents are more "old fashioned" than their
parents. Other alternative explanations may be
that parents are more likely to give socially
desirable answers; or as disciplinees,
adolescents are more used to hearing verbal
criticism, and, in turn, more tolerant to the
mother's statement in the stories. In her
master's thesis, our 4th author, using another set
of stories and another group of subjects, has
found similar results. Therefore this result
should not be a pure artifact. To test the above
3 explanations is necessary in the future studies.
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