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BETTY SUE JOHNSON. Imitation by Children of Model-
Performed Behavior Under a Variety of Stimulus Conditions. 
(1975) Directed by: Dr. Mary Elizabeth Keister, Pp. 171. 

One hundred and thirty two black children, 

involved in seven Head Start centers, comprised the 

sample for the study. Ranging from thirty seven to 

eighty one months of age, the subjects were understood 

to be within the normal range in intelligence, vision, 

hearing and emotional stability. Children in the 

sample were divided into equal cells based on sex and 

age (younger or older determined by the population 

median). 

Four stimulus films, each depicting visually a 

black model performing the same novel non-verbal behav

iors, were developed. The models were an adult male, 

an adult female, a child male, and a child female. 

Subjects in the sample were randomly assigned to view 

one of the four films. This assignment resulted in 

eight or more subjects being placed into each of six

teen cells on the basis of age and sex of the subject 

and age and sex of the model. 

The subjects, who were tested i: dividually, were 

given an opportunity to free play in a setting similar 



to that depicted in the stimulus film, following their 

viewing of the film. No known extrinsic reward or 

punishment was provided to either the models or the 

subjects. While in the free play session, the subjects 

were filmed on videotape. 

The videotapes were rated to determine the two 

dependent variables: (1) the total number of seconds 

that the subject engaged in Imitative behavior, and 

(2) the number of model-performed acts in which the 

subject became engaged. Inter-rater agreement on 

rating of imitative behavior was 95.1 per cent. 

A multivariate test of regression (for subjects 

within each of the seven Head Start centers), showed 

that within each center the ages, in months, of subject 

was positively related to the dependent variables 

(p < .001). Equality of this regression could not be 

disproven. Using a multivariate analysis of covariance, 

with age of subject as a covariate, no significant 

difference was found among the children in the various 

centers in rate of imitation (p ̂  .05). Thus» children 

from all centers were considered as one sample. 



The two dependent variables were subjected to a 

partialed correlation, and were found to be positively 

correlated (.764), 

In order to test the relationship between age of 

the subjects and the dependent variables, a test of 

within cell regression was performed. The strength of 

the positive relationship was shown by a multiple R of 

0,314 (p < .003). A test of the equality of regression 

within all cells was performed, and the hypothesis of 

differential within cell regression was not supported. 

Therefore analysis of all hypotheses was performed with 

age as a covariate. 

Data related to the following main effect hypotheses 

were analyzed, using a multivariate analysis of variance. 

Hypothesis 1: There will be no difference in rate of 

imitation between male and female 

subjects. 

Hypothesis 2: There will be no difference in rate of 

imitation between older subjects and 

younger subjects. 



Hypothesis 3: There will be no difference in rate of 

imitation between subjects who viewed 

adult models and subjects who viewed 

child models. 

Hypothesis 4: There will be no difference in rate of 

imitation between subjects who viewed 

male models and subjects who viewed 

female models. 

None of the hypotheses were disproven except 

Hypothesis 3. Subjects who viewed peer models had 

significantly (p < .003) higher rates of imitation than 

those subjects who viewed adult models. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The focus of this study was one type of learning, 

that of imitation. Teachers, parents and students of 

child development generally agree that imitation, or 

modeling, plays a very important role, as a type of 

learning, in the overall development of the child. 

However, until more recent years, serious research in 

imitation has been limited. For many and diverse 

reasons, research contributing to our understanding of 

imitation had been increasingly prolific since the 

nineteen sixties. 

Relevance of studies of imitation 

One of the central goals of the study of child 

development is an increased understanding of the 

conditions under which children learn. Further, this 

understanding is often applied to investigations 

of conditions antecedent to the status of adult 

behavior. 
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Theories of learning abound, yet many have only 

the most rudimentary documentation through evidence 

produced by research. In conjunction with this, a 

solid norm in this country has always had to do with 

the production of an ideal adult character structure. 

Therefore, parents and teachers have generally eagerly 

accepted new theories of child rearing, with an eye to 

molding the child in ways that they hope will create 

this ideal adult. Of equally serious concern to many 

citizens, professional and non-professional, is the 

issue of "what went wrong?11, when a child or an adult 

involves himself in behavior that is dangerous to 

others, dangerous to himself or without the boundaries 

of social norms. 

At this point in the development of our nation, 

we seem to have an increased pressure toward enlighten

ment, through research, about the basis for behavior. 

An heightened interest in the civil rights of all 

people has led concerned citizens to become much more 

informed about the plight of certain segments of our 

society, who previously had simply been labeled "unfit" 

or underprivileged. Our increased leisure and affluence 
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have seemed to stimulate more focus on the worth and 

rights of every individual. The "great society" and 

the "new society" have provided ample funds for 

investigations into living conditions which tend either 

to aid or to hinder the development of satisfied and 

productive citizens. Crime and other forms of deviant 

behavior have appeared to be on the upsurge. Thus, 

many elements of society are turning to the academicians 

and researchers for the answer to the question of how 

to provide a better life for all. 

It could be said that investigations of all 

aspects of how humans learn to become successful adults 

is now vogue. Relatively new to the study of learning 

is the sub-class of imitation. Using a logical frame 

of reference, it appears that we are all aware that a 

great facilitator in the process of socialization of 

children is imitation. From the negative side, parents 

have often been concerned about the type of friends 

their children establish or the type of movies they 

see, for fear that the children will "pick up" some 

undesirable forms of behaviors. From the positive 

point of view, we have encouraged children to make 
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heroes of such ideals as Madam Curie, the astronauts, 

Mister Rogers, or J, Edgar Hoover, 

Controlled scientific investigation into the 

specific variables relating to the process of imitation 

have now come under scrutiny. This investigation was 

initiated when imitation was separated from the umbrella 

of operant conditioning and given a status of its own. 

Since this independent status has been achieved, many 

areas of relevance have been posited. Perhaps the old 

adage of "do as I say and not as 1 do," has come under 

the most serious scrutiny. For many parents and teachers 

the obligation of telling a child how to behave, or the 

rewarding andppunishing ofrcertain behaviors, has seemed 

to suffice as the standard method of socializing the 

child. What would be the consequence if it were demon

strated that the non-vebbal or incidental behaviors of 

parents or teachers were learned by the child as much 

or more than those behaviors presented through admonish

ment or sanction? 

Similarly, it has long been held' that children 

often become like their parents, the implication being 

that the parents are the main source of a child's 
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learning. What would occur if it turned out that through 

imitation, peers and siblings had as much power to 

influence the learning of children as adults do? 

In conclusion, an increased understanding of the 

relative importance of imitative learning for the 

development of the child seems crucial for the sake 

of structuring child rearing practices. Furthermore, 

the variables producing imitation and the durability 

of imitative learning need to be understood in order 

to predict outcomes in learning from any one or combina

tion of social settings. 

Purpose 

It was the purpose of this study to investigate 

the relative importance of certain variables, when a 

child was given an opportunity to imitate under condi

tions where neither reward nor punishment was 

given to either the child or the model for behavior 

performed. The variables under consideration were age 

and sex of the subject and age and sex of the model. 
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Design overview 

One hundred and thirty-two boys and girls 

enrolled in a summer (1970) Head Start program were the 

subjects for the study. These children, whose age 

ranged from thirty-seven to eighty-one months, were 

subdivided into groups defined as "younger" (thirty-

seven to fifty-three months of age) and "older" (fifty-

four to eighty-one months of age). Each child was 

randomly assigned to be exposed to a film stimulus 

depicting behavior of one of four models: a younger 

male, a younger female, an adult male or an adult 

female. Following this stimulus, each child was placed 

in a non-structured setting where opportunities for 

imitative behavior were possible. The behavior of the 

children in this setting was rated to determine the 

amount of imitative behavior. Table 1 depicts the 

study design. 

Independent, or main effect, variables for the 

study were: 

age of child (younger or older) 
sex of child 
age of model (child or adult) 
sex of model. 
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Table 1 

Assignment of Subjects to Cells 

Film Viewed 

Adult Adult Male Female 
Male Female Child Child 

Subjects M F M F M F M F 

Younger 88 88 88 88 

Older 88 99 89 89 

Subtotal 16 16 17 17 16 17 16 17 

Total 32 34 33 33 

The dependent variable was "rate of imitation." 

Rate of imitation was determined by the number of 

imitative "acts" that each subject performed and by the 

amount of "time" in seconds, the subject took to perform 

those acts. 

Hypotheses 

The following hypotheses were tested in the course 

of the present study. 
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1. There will be no difference in rate of 

imitation between male and female subjects. 

2. There will be no difference in rate of 

imitation between old subjects and young subjects. 

3. There will be no difference in rate of 

imitation between subjects who viewed adult models and 

subjects who viewed child models. 

4. There will be no difference in rate of imita

tion between subjects who viewed male models and subjects 

who viewed female models. 

5. There will be no interaction between age of 

subjects and sex of subjects on the dependent variables. 

6. There will be no interaction between sex of 

subjects and age of models on the dependent variables. 

7. There will be no interaction between sex of 

subjects and sex of models on the dependent variables. 

8. There will be no interaction between age of 

subjects and age of models on the dependent variables. 

9. There will be no interaction between age of 

subjects and sex of models on the dependent variables. 

10. There will be no interaction between age of 

models and sex of models on the dependent variables. 
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11. There will be 110 interaction between sex of 

subjects and age of models on the dependent variables* 

12. There will be no interaction among sex of 

subjects, age of subjects, and sex of models on the 

dependent variables. 

13. There will be no interaction among sex of 

subjects, age of models, and sex of models on the 

dependent variables. 

14. There will be no interaction among age of 

models, age of subjects, and sex of models on the 

dependent variables. 

15. There will be no interaction among sex of 

subjects, age of subjects, age of models and sex of 

models on the dependent variables. 

Definitions 

Older males - male subjects between the ages 

of fifty-four and eighty-one months 

Older females - female subjects between the ages 

of fifty-four and eighty-one months 

Younger males - male subjects between the ages of 

thirty-seven and fifty-three months 
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Younger females - female subjects between the ages 

of thirty-seven and fifty-three months 

Acts - number of acts performed by the subject 

that were rated as imitative 

Time - the total number of seconds that a subject 

was ratefleas having spent performing 

an imitative act 

Rate of imitation - a term used to refer to both 

the dependent variables of acts and 

time, as if they were one variable 

Limitations 

Limitations of the present study were mainly 

related to methods used, and these are presented at the 

conclusion of Chapter III (see page 68). Major limita

tions related to the sample selection were that only 

one Head Start Program provided the population. Further, 

the subjects were tested during a summer session, which 

might have effected the composition of the population 

and thus the sample. The sample was comprised only of 

black subjects. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The research which has been done in the area of 

imitation is extensive, involving a wide range of 

variables. The results of some of the studies might 

well be interpreted on the basis of more than one of 

the various theories of imitation. Therefore, in the 

present review, findings will be reported with regard 

to the independent variables under consideration. 

Following a brief overview of the main theories 

of imitation, research most directly related to this 

study will be presented. The research reviewed will 

primarily focus on children three to six years of age, 

adult and peer models, and incidence of imitation with

out direct extrinsic reinforcement to the subject. 

Extensive reviews of multiple independent variables 

and their assumed relationship to imitative behavior 

have been presented by Wodtke and Brown (1967) and 

Flanders (1968). 
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Overview of Major Theoretical Positions 

Theories of imitative learning can be arranged 

along a continuum between those emphasizing internal 

mediation, the psychoanalytic theorists, and those 

emphasizing external influence, the classical learning 

theorists. The social learning theorists, on the other 

hand, incorporate consideration of both internal and 

external variables into their explanations of imitation, 

although the explanation of the process by which the 

internal mediation takes place varies as does the 

emphasis on different social variables. 

Theories of imitation propounded in the early 

1900's focused on constitutional or biological factors. 

McDougall, (1903) for instance, considered imitation 

innate, though not a delineated instinct. Some years 

later the idea that imitative acts or emotional responses 

were classically conditioned was fostered (Bandura and 

Walters, 1964). 

Psychoanalytic theory provided one of the earliest 

of the more complex conceptualizations of imitation. 

Freud (1925) viewed imitation as a by-product of the 



13 

process of identification which involved two conditions: 

(1) anaclitic identification, which resulted when the child 

feared loss of the nurturant figure, usually the mother, 

so that he incorporated her behavior and qualities to 

prevent the loss, and (2) defensive identification, 

present only in males, when the boy took on the qualities 

of the father to reduce his anxiety over fear of pun

ishment, and to gratify his need for affection. 

Different aspects of the analytic framework have 

been emphasized by others. Sears (1957) focused on 

anaclitid identification and regarded a nurturant rela

tionship as an essential condition and one which produced 

a dependency drive in the young child. When the drive 

was frustrated, the child's imitation of the paretic'6 

behavior would evoke parental approval. Thus imitation 

would also eventually become an acquired drive. 

Prominent among the cognitive, developmental 

theorists, Piaget viewed the act of imitation as one 

of many processes of adaptation to the eavironment. 

Piaget posited two functional invariants which provide 

a modus operandi for the development of cognitive 
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structures, organization and adaptation. The invariate 

adaptation, has two subproperties, assimilation and 

accommodation. Generally, Piaget saw a balance between 

the processes of assimilation and accommodation. 

However, with the cognitive activities of play and 

imitation, this balance was not seen as being main

tained. In imitation the process of accommodation out

weighs that of assimilation, i.e. the structures of 

reality are given most careful attention without perhaps 

equal amount of thought given to how these structures 

can be incorporated into the organism. However, the 

cognitive activity of imitation may be classed as 

developmental (Flavell, 1963). 

Among the social learning theorists, Kagan (1958) 

has denoted imitation as one of the classes of behavior 

related to the process of identification, which he 

defined as an "acquired cognitive response within a 

person," though one that is not necessarily conscious. 

If a model possessed goals and satisfactions which the 

observer desired, the observer would believe that he 

could also attain these if he possessed characteristics 

similar to the model's. Thus, goal states attained by 
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the model would be vicariously shared by the observer 

as well as the positive affect related to these, which 

in turn would maintain the identification. 

Bandura and Walters (1964), also social learning 

theorists, proposed a stimulus contiguity and media-

tional theory. Their studies have supported their 

contention that learning of responses could take place 

by observing a model without either overt rehearsal by 

the observer or external reinforcement. Performance of 

a learned imitative response, however, could be altered 

by reinforcement. Within the observer the images aroused 

by the model's behavior would be structured perceptually 

into symbolic imaginal and verbal representations through 

temporal association. In addition, recall of the learned 

imitative behavior would take place on the basis of these 

symbolic representations. 

More recently, generalized imitation has gained 

prominence. Relying on the proposition of response 

class, the concept of generalized imitation is being 

used to help explain the presence of imitative responses 

that do not appear to be in response to some extrinsic 

reinforcement. The specific response class could be 
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wide or narrow, but might involve, for example, imita

tion itself, rather than a specific topographical 

behavior. Thus if a child had received reinforcement 

for the response of imitation per se, he might imitate 

any one specific set of behaviors in the absence of 

contiguous extrinsic reinforcement (Gerwirtz and Stingle, 

1968). 

General Studies Focusing on Variables Related 
to the Response of Imitation 

Prior to the presentation of research that is 

specifically pertinent to the present study, a brief 

section is devoted to examples of other studies which 

provide illustrations of earlier areas of focus. 

Typically, previous studies on imitation have been 

directed toward the various types of reinforcement pro

vided, variables affecting the subject's responsiveness 

to reinforcement, and the nature of the relationship 

between the subject and the model. 

The effect of various types of reinforcement on 

the accuracy of imitative behavior was studied by Kanfer 

and Marston (1963). Using college students as subjects, 

they compared the effectiveness of vicarious reinforcement, 



17 

direct reinforcement, combined direct and vicarious 

reinforcement, and nonreinforcement on the learning of 

a verbal task. They found a main effect for vicarious 

reinforcement in increasing learning, while direct 

reinforcement showed no additional effects. In the 

nonreinforcement conditions, learning did not take 

place. 

Clark (1965) exposed nine- to eleven-year-olds 

either to a peer model who was continuously reinforced 

or one who was not reinforced. In addition, the subject 

was reinforced for imitative responses. In subsequent 

test trials in which neither the model nor the subject 

was reinforced, the subjects who had observed a peer 

reinforced imitative significantly more than those in 

the nonreinforced condition, who tended instead to 

counterimitate. 

Lanzetta and Kanareff (1961), using college students, 

compared direct social reinforcement with direct task 

reinforcement. They found that social reinforcement, 

either congruent with or conflicting with task rein

forcement, was not effective in altering behavior, unless 

it was related to other remote goals, such as getting 
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money for being compatible with a partner. Even under 

these conditions, however, task reinforcement, which 

gave an objective indication of correctiveness, remained 

superior in producing imitation. 

Other studies have indicated additional variables 

that may affect a subject's responsiveness to reinforce

ment. 

Bandura and Rosenthal (1966) studied the effect 

of varying levels of psychological and physiological 

arousal on negative vicarious conditioning. In their 

college student subjects, increasing levels of psycho

logical arousal were generally found to enhance vicari

ous conditioning. However, an extremely high level of 

physiological arousal interfered with conditioning. 

Post-experiment questionnaires indicated that the 

subjects who had experienced the extreme level of 

physiological arousal made the most conscious effort 

to distract themselves from the aversive situation. 

Epstein (1968) studied the effect of social 

isolation on third and fourth graders' responsiveness 

to reinforcement of imitative behavior. He found that 

following a period of social isolation, the children who 
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chose to continue further isolation were less responsive 

to social reinforcement than those who were given no 

choice. However, subjects rated high in need for 

approval did not differ in their responsiveness from 

those with low need for approval. 

Baron (1966) formulated an experimental model to 

test his hypothesis that a subject's responsiveness to 

social reinforcement is determined by his past history 

of social reinforcement. If social reinforcement is 

given which is discrepant to the rate, direction, or 

type to which the subject is accustomed, he experiences 

negative affect and changes his performance to produce a 

change in the reinforcement being given. Thus social 

reinforcement could be viewed in terms of an interaction 

between the subject and the reinforcer, each seeking to 

influence the other. 

Differing relationships between the model and 

the subject may also affect imitation. 

In comparing reinforced finger-lift reaction 

times in normals and schizophrenics, Berkowitz (1964) 

found that both normals' and schizophrenics' reaction 

time was slowest after a warm contact with the E than 
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after an aloof contact or no contact. However, the 

normals' reaction time was again increased after rein

forcement, while the schizophrenics' was not. Berkowitz 

explained his results in terms of drive-reduction theory; 

i.e., that the schizophrenic's need for approval had 

been met by the warm contact so that he had less need 

to perform. Another interpretation of the study has 

been made by Baron in terms of the social reinforcement 

history of the subject. He pointed out that schizophrenics 

were more accustomed to a low amount of reinforcement and 

after the warm contact (or high reinforcement), they may 

have adjusted their performance downward to produce the 

lower reinforcement they were accustomed to. 

Mischel and Liebert (1966) found that, following 

a condition in which the adult model imposed on herself 

and on the fourth-grade observer the same stringent 

criteria, imitation of self-reward criteria was greater 

than following two discrepant conditions in reward 

criteria. In the discrepant conditions, the subject 

displayed more leniency in self-reward when the model 

was more stringent with herself than with the subject 

as compared with the model's being more stringent with 
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the subject than she was with herself. In other words, 

the subject adopted the criteria imposed more closely 

than the criteria of the model. In imposing criteria 

on another child, subjects usually used the same stan

dards they had imposed upon themselves. These findings 

seemed to suggest that the child's self-rewarding behavior 

was more influenced by his experience than by his concept 

of the expectations of a particular role. 

Bandura and others (1967), in a study with 

seven- to eleven-year-olds, considered several variables 

which might affect the adoption of stringent self-reward 

patterns. They found that vicarious reinforcement to an 

adult model who adopted high standards increased the 

subjects' adoption of these standards while high nurtur-

ance from the model and exposure to a peer who adopted 

lower standards reduced the subjects' receptivity of 

the model's standards. Subjects who had had low nurtur-

ance, vicarious positive reinforcement, and no exposure 

to a peer, adopted the most stringent standard of self 

reward. 

In a study involving peer reinforcement in second-, 

third-, and fourth-graders, Patterson and Anderson (1965) 
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found that reinforcement by peers was increasingly 

effective in producing imitation with the increasing 

age of the subject. With second- and third-graders a 

friend was more effective while with fourth-graders a 

nonpreferred peer was more effective. 

The influence of private and public settings has 

been studied by Argyle (1957). He found that the opinions 

of another person were more influential on a subject's 

judgment of a painting when the subject gave his final 

opinion to the other person face-to-face than when he 

gave it via a questionnaire. Whether the confederate's 

own opposing opinions prior to the final opinion were 

given in an accepting or a rejecting manner had no effect 

on the influence. 

Some research has been directed to the question 

of whether observing a model might not vicariously expiate 

a drive within the observer. Feshbach (1925) compared 

the aggressive behavior of insulted subjects who had an 

opportunity for fantasy involvement with those who did 

not and with controls who were not aroused. The insulted 

subjects were more aggressive than the noninsulted sub

jects. However, those insulted subjects who expressed 
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aggression in fantasy expressed less aggression in actual 

behavior than those without the fantasy experience. 

These findings led the researcher to conclude that the 

strength of a drive could be reduced by symbolic satis

faction. 

Research Involving Reinforcement 
of Imitative Behavior 

Since the lack of reinforcement is a crucial 

issue in the present study, the research most pertinent 

to this study will be discussed in two major sections: 

those which involve reinforcement of imitative behavior 

and those which do not. With the exception of a few 

reinforcement studies, subjects in the studies in this 

section fall within the age group three to six years. 

Type, timing, and schedule of reinforcement 

The effects of various types of reinforcement, 

the timing of reinforcement, and the percentage of 

reinforcement have been the focus of studies of imita

tive behavior in young children. 

Liebard and Fernandez (1970) found both vicarious 

reinforcement and direct reinforcement were effective in 
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producing imitation. However, the combination of the 

two types of reinforcement were additive in their 

effects on imitation, producing almost perfect matching 

of a model's choices of unpopular commodity items. 

Vicarious reinforcement seemed to enhance direct rein

forcement by directing the subject's attention on com

plex or "uninteresting" items. 

Hicks (1968) studied imitative aggressiveness 

displayed after a film portraying aggression. A male 

experimenter in the room made negative, positive, or no 

comments about the model's behavior in the film as the 

subjects watched. When the male experimenter was also 

in the room during the post-film testing, only boys, 

who had heard positive comments imitated more than 

controls, while children who had heard negative comments 

imitated less than the controls. However, the disinhibi-

ting and inhibiting effects did not remain for those sub

jects who did not have the experimenter in the room 

during the testing. In general, boys imitated more 

than girls, a finding common to many studies on imitative 

aggression. 


