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During an individual interview, each of 64 subjects, aged 8 to 14 years, generated a peer perception grid in 

which 17 supplied figures were rated on 10 individually elicited bipolar concepts. Three aspects of the 

system are examined: the attributional characteristics of the concepts employed, the level of differentiation 

between peer figures, and the organizational complexity of relations between concepts. It is found that the 

frequency of concepts concerned with appearance, social role and behavior decreases with maturity, 

whereas the use of personality concepts increases steadily. With age, concepts become more adequately 

descriptive, less likely to involve a personal frame of reference, of greater “depth”, and of increasing 

discriminatory potential. Girls are generally precocious with respect to these transformations. These trends 

are paralleled by a progressive change in figure differentiation. With the youngest subjects marked sex 

stereotyping is found, and a developmental shift from stereotypic to differential processes in the perception 

of familiar peers is indicated. Despite this onto-genetic pattern, no age or sex differences are found in the 

complexity of relations between concepts, and it is suggested that this either raises doubts about the grid 

method of assessment or jeopardizes certain theoretical ideas about the growth of social cognition. 
 
 

Several developmental theorists suggest that the child’s system of interpersonal concepts or percepts 

becomes progressively differentiated and organized, implying that the growth of implicit theories of 

personality or attribution systems is in the direction of increasing adequacy of discrimination and 

anticipation. While there is a vast literature on the growth of conceptions about the material world, there 

is relatively little empirical research bearing upon such systemic transformations in social cognition. 

Several studies report categorical or thematic changes in the development of person perception (e.g., 

Yarrow and Campbell, 1963). Aside from these transformations in conceptual content, three aspects of 

person perception systems may be examined: first, there are the attributional characteristics of the 

concepts employed; second, there is the complexity of relations between concepts, that is concept 

organization; and third, there is figure differentiation, that i~ the complexity of discriminations between 

persons. While a few developmental studies have analyzed one or other of these three (e.g., Livesley and 

Bromley, 1973; Peevers and Secord, 1973; Scarlett et al., 1971; Watts, 1944), Signell’s (1966) 

preliminary but provocative report is perhaps the only published research attempting to investigate 

simultaneously the development of the three systemic aspects of person perception. 
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      This cross-sectional study expands the scope of previous investigations in this area. It employs a 

technique derived from personal construct theory (Kelly, 1955): each subject generated a peer 

perception grid in which 17 figures (self, “ideal-self”, 7 same sex peers, and 8 opposite sex peers) were 

rated on a 5-point scale with respect to 10 individually elicited bipolar concepts. This method permits a 

concurrent analysis of the attributional characteristics, concept organization and figure differentiation of 

the interpersonal perception system. 

With respect to the attributional characteristics of interpersonal concepts, previous developmental 

research has suffered from two general deficiencies. First, studies have usually focused upon the child’s 

understanding of adults (cf. Dubin and Dubin, 1965). This is likely to be a systematically more 

stereotyped and role-related area of interpersonal understanding than is perception of peers. Second, 

rather than elicit spontaneously employed concepts, studies have frequently supplied the dimensions on 

which the child rates significant others (e.g., Kohn and Fiedler, 1961). As Peevers and Secord (1973) 

have argued, this method has serious limitations if one is interested in the natural development of person 

concepts. There are relatively few studies which have both focused on peer perception and have elicited 

concepts rather than preselect them (Livesley and Bromley, 1973; Peevers and Secord, 1973; Scarlet et 

al., 1971). However, such studies have generally employed a free description method, either in oral or in 

written form, which may itself have certain disadvantages. Although the free description method may 

elicit a natural sample of the child’s person concepts, it is unlikely that it succeeds in defining the degree 

to which the child is capable of mature social thinking. For example, if the extent to which the child can 

furnish explanations for the characteristics attributed to others is to be investigated, then a more 

structured method with carefully probing questions is required. Moreover, free description technique 

does not permit an adequate analysis of the organization of items as a conceptual system. 

In this study, the elicitation of concepts about peers involves a controlled discrimination procedure 

with probing for possible attributional explanations underlying the discrimination. In line with previous 

studies of attributional characteristics of children’s concepts, it was predicted that subjects of 8 to 10 

years would be more likely to view others in terms of behavioral concepts of personal significance, 

whereas older subjects would be more likely to use personality concepts which are dispositional and 

more other-oriented. Further, it was predicted that younger children would provide little evidence of the 

elaboration of a personal theory of human behavior underlying their attributions. Sex differences with 

respect to these developments were not anticipated. 

With respect to concept organization in person perception, an investigation using the number of 

concepts elicited as an index of complexity reports increasing complexity with boys from the first to fifth 

grades (Scarlett et al., 1971). However, Signell’s (1966) study not only failed to match this finding, but 

generated additional negative evidence. Working with 36 subjects from 9 to 16 years, Signell elicited 

concepts about nation states and about peers. With peer perception, there were no significant 

correlations between various complexity scores and chronological age. There was a maturational 

increase in the functional efficiency of concepts, but this bears upon the attributional characteristics of 

individual concepts rather than their systemic relations. Signell’s data, indicating an apparent lack of 

development in the organizational complexity of peer perception, are both counterintuitive and 

theoretically embarrassing. It has been reported that the content and attributional characteristics of 

interpersonal concepts undergo certain quite dramatic transformations during childhood and early 

adolescence (e.g., Livesley and Bromley, 1973; Peevers and Secord, 1973). Moreover, the years from 10 

to 16 constitute a period of remarkable cognitive acquisitions. It seems implausible that these 

developments should not have implications for organizational changes in social perception. Thus, from a 

developmental perspective, Signell’s results are difficult to comprehend. 

This study extends previous work on the development of conceptual  

organization. Contrary to Signell’s findings but in line with theoretical  

expectations, it was predicted that systemic complexity of concept organization would increase 
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with maturity, paralleling the predicted development of attributional characteristics. Sex differences 

were not anticipated. 

With respect to figure differentiation, the developmental issue is the way in which children actually 

employ their concepts to discriminate the figures in their interpersonal world. Since the work of 

Cronbach (1955) and of Bruner and Tagiuri (1954), a distinction has been drawn between stereotypic 

and differential components of person perception, and the adult research suggests that there are 

individual differences in the degree of reliance upon these components, and that perceptions are more 

stereotypic with unfamiliar figures (cf. Cline, 1964; Hastorf et al., 1970). 

In this study, differential and stereotypic components were examined in terms of inter-figure 

distances within each subject’s conceptual space as defined by the peer perception grid. The 

investigation is focused in two ways. First, it is only concerned with subjects’ perceptions of peers with 

whom they were well acquainted; the possibility of stereotypic effects relating to the degree of 

familiarity between perceiver and perceived was thus more or less eliminated. Second, this study 

concerns only stereotyping based on the sex of the perceived figure; the figures were otherwise a 

homogeneous set, thus more or less eliminating the possibility of stereotyping on another basis such as 

class, ethnicity or age. Given these limitations, it was predicted that, in line with the expected 

developmental transformations in attributional characteristics and concept organization, there would be 

progressive figure differentiation with maturity and a concomitant decline in stereotyping. Sex 

differences were not anticipated. 
 

METHOD* 
SUBJECTS 

The subjects were 64 children from a small private elementary day-school, blocked into four age 

groups: 8 years (8 girls of mean age 8 years 6 months and 8 boys of mean age 8 years 6 months); 10 years 

(8 girls of mean age 10 years 6 months and 8 boys of mean age 10 years 7 months); 12 years (8 girls of 

mean age 12 years 6 months and 8 boys of mean age 12 years 6 months); and 14 years (8 girls of mean 

age 14 years and 0 months and 8 boys of mean age 14 years 4 months). Subjects were selected from their 

grade so as to be as close to their group’s mean as possible. Within each age group, all subjects were well 

acquainted, sharing classes and extracurricular activities. 
 
PROCEDURE 

During an introductory group session, a 50 X 75 mm color photograph (frontal shot of head and 

shoulders) was taken of each child; this photograph was later labeled with the subject’s name. A peer 

perception grid was obtained from each child during an individual interview. Three photographs of peers 

were placed in front of the subject, who was asked to decide the most important way in which two of the 

three persons were somewhat alike and the other somewhat different. The bipolar concept thus elicited 

was recorded verbatim. The subject was also asked whether he or she had any ideas as to why there was 

this difference; if any reasons were forthcoming they were recorded verbatim as an appendix to the 

concept. The subject then sorted the age group’s set of 16 photographs (including the subject’s own) plus 

the seventeenth “ideal-self” figure (depicted by a card with a vague silhouette labeled “The way I wish I 

were - The person I’d like to be”) into a series of five boxes arranged in a row and labeled such 
 
 
 
*For reasons of space, this report omits many of the analyses originally performed. The omissions 

include a second functional efficiency variable, a second sex stereotyping index, and seven additional 

measures of the complexity of conceptual organization (including the articulation of conceptual 

structure, and a principal components analysis) - Results from these analyses generally conform to those 

reported herein, and are written up elsewhere (Barratt, Note 1). 
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that the two end boxes represented the extremes of the concept’s poles and the three middle boxes 

represented intermediate intervals. Thus, a 1 to 5 rating was obtained for each figure with respect to each 

elicited concept. This procedure, concept elicitation and figure rating, was repeated 10 times. 

During the triadic elicitation procedure, if subjects generated a concept identical to one they had 

already employed, they were asked to think of another important way in which the discrimination could 

be made. Within each age group, the elicitation triads were of standard composition; there were six 

mixed sex triads, two all female triads, and two all male triads. The subject’s own photograph was 

included in one or two of the triads; the seventeenth “ideal-self” figure was never used during elicitation. 

Considerable effort was made to gain the confidence and interest of the subject. It was emphasized that 

there were no correct or incorrect responses, and that material from the interview would not be made 

available to other pupils or to the school’s faculty. Great care was taken to fully explain the elicitation 

and rating procedures, and standard demonstration examples were used. Instructions were unvaried as 

far as possible but were repeated as frequently as necessary. Questions were answered directly and time 

was invested in fostering rapport with the subject. The individual interviews lasted 45 minutes to 2~ 

hours, and subjects frequently reported that they enjoyed participation. 
 
ANALYSES 

Attributional characteristics of the concepts. The 10 concepts elicited from each subject were 

analyzed on six variables: type frequency, type salience, descriptiveness, personal involvement, depth, 

and functional efficiency. The type code, which was an extension and modification of scoring systems 

used by Brierley (Note 2) and by Little (1968), categorizes concepts into those concerned with 

appearance or physique (“she looked untidily dressed this morning”), social role (“they are my best 

friends”), behavior (“he plays football badly”), and personality (“they have strong willpower”) - 

Descriptions of behavior which were clearly used to imply a personality trait were placed in the latter 

category. For each subject, the frequency of use of these concept types was scored. In addition, the 

percentage of variance within the individual’s grid attributable to each of the 10 concepts was computed 

by the “INGRID ‘72” program (Slater, Note 3), and this was used as an index of the relative importance 

or salience of concepts; if all concepts are equally salient within the subject’s system, then each should 

account for 10% of the grid’s total variance. From these data, the mean salience of each of the four 

concept types was derived. The descriptiveness, personal involvement and depth dimensions were taken 

from the “Person Concept Code” developed by Peevers and Secord (1973). Descriptiveness refers to the 

amount of information a concept conveys about particular individuals and categorizes items into those 

which are undifferentiating (“he lives around here”), simple differentiating (“they are nice”), 

differentiating (“she is great at maths”), and dispositional (“they are real egotists”). For the statistical 

analysis of the results, the four descriptiveness categories were given a 1 (undifferentiating) to 4 

(dispositional) rating. The personal involvement code concerns whether the subject is part of the 

concept’s frame of reference. Peevers and Secord distinguish between concepts that are  

egocentric (“I can run faster than him”), mutual (“we go swimming frequently”), and other-oriented 

(“she is very athletic”); in this research the egocentric and mutual categories were combined. Depth  

level involves the extent to which a concept exemplifies sophistication of insight and attribution. The 

depth code categorizes items into levels I (“she is mean’), 2 (“they’re usually mean but sometimes they 

can be pretty generous”), and 3 (“he’s mean but that’s because everyone used to bully him”) - Clearly, 

the use of depth level 3 concepts suggests the elaboration of a personal theory of human personality upon 

which inferences are based. The functional efficiency of concepts, which refers to their discriminatory 

potential, was derived using a method equivalent to Signell’s (1966) measure of lopsidedness.  

For each subject, it was calculated as the mean number of rating intervals used per concept. It 
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could range from 2.0 (consistent binary rating in which three of the five intervals were never used) to 5.0 
(in which all five intervals were consistently employed) - 

Concept organization. The complexity of systemic relations between concepts was analyzed by two 

variables: concept differentiation, and the explanatory power of the first (most salient) concept. The 

concept differentiation variable is a parametric version of the mean matching score between concepts as 

used by Bieri (1955) to measure grid complexity. For each subject, the mean correlation between 

concept ratings was computed; a low mean indicates high systemic complexity. For statistical testing of 

these data, the variable was converted by Fisher’s z-transformation (Hays, 1969). The explanatory 

power of the first concept indicates the percentage of the total grid variance for which the subject’s most 

salient concept accounted. For a highly complex grid, in which all concepts were equally salient, this 

score would be 10%; in less complex grids it would be larger. Salience data were derived from the 

“INGRID ‘72” program as mentioned above. 

Figure differentiation. Differentiation and stereotyping were analyzed by two variables: an index of 

overall figure differentiation, and an index of sex stereotyping. Each subject’s grid was submitted to the 

“INGRID ‘72” program which provides, among other computations, data as to the inter-figure distances 

within the conceptual space represented by the grid. Differentiation was examined overall as the mean 

inter-figure distance; it was also partitioned into differentiation between figures of the subject’s own sex, 

and differentiation between figures of the opposite sex. Sex stereotyping was analyzed in terms of the 

clustering of figures and was measured by subtracting the mean distance between figures of similar sex 

(both same and opposite to the subject’s) from the mean distance between figures of different sex. It 

should be noted that in the derivation of these variables, the subject’s own “self” figure and the 

seventeenth “ideal-self” figure were omitted. 
 

RESULTS 

Attributional characteristics of the concepts. Table 1 presents, for each age-sex group, the 

results from the type frequency, type salience, descriptiveness, personal involvement, depth and 

functional efficiency analyses. 
 

ATTRIBUTIONAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE CONCEPTS 

    Years    

Age 8 10 12 14 

Sex F M F M F M F M 

Type frequency: Mean % of Concepts Elicited     

Appearance   5 14   2   8   2   2   0   0 

Social Role 11 10   3   9   5 13   9   1 

Behavior 65 61 69 62 39 57 24 45 

Personality 19 15 26 21 54 28 67 54 

Type Salience: Mean % of Total Grid Variance     

Behavior 10.04 10.04 10.20 9.68 9.84 9.59 9.89 9.75 

Personality 10.00 9.42 9.38 9.35 9.95 10.40 9.80 0.28 

Descriptiveness: Mean Rating of Concepts     

 2.46 2.51 2.86 3.02 3.6 3.34 3.84 3.55 

Personal Involvement: Mean % of Self-Oriented Concepts     

 24 26 11 18 9 14 4 10 

Depth Level: Mean Rating of Concepts     

 1.04 1.02 1.14 1.06 1.44 1.22 2.19 1.72 

Functional Efficiency: Mean Number of Intervals per Concept    

 4.5 4.6 4.8 4.5 4.9 4.8 4.8 4.6 
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The inter-rater reliability is 0.91 for the type code. A three-way repeated measures analysis of 

variance (Age by Sex by Type) of the type frequency data yields a significant main effect for Type, 

F (3, 168) 181.71, p < 0.001; a significant Age X Type interaction, F (9, 168) = 17.11, p < 0.001; a 

significant Sex X Type interaction, F (3, 168) = 6.15, p < 0.001; and a significant Age X Sex X Type 

interaction, F (9, 168) = 2.72, p < 0.01. With respect to the less employed concept types, appearance and 

social role, a posteriori comparisons show that their combined frequency of use declines with age, F (3, 

56) = 5.05, p < 0.01, indicating a concomitant increase in the combined frequency of behavior and 

personality concepts. Appearance concepts are generally employed less than social role concepts, F (1, 

56) = 6.04, p < 0.05. There are no significant sex differences relating to these effects. With respect to 

behavior and personality concepts, a posteriori comparisons show that although their combined 

frequency of use increases with age, there is a significant interaction indicating that whereas the 

frequency of personality concepts increases steadily with age, the use of behavior concepts declines with 

the older age groups, F (3, 56) = 23.37, p <0.001. Across all age groups, girls use personality concepts 

more than boys, F (1, 56) = 7.91, p < 0.01, although there is no such sex difference in the frequency of 

behavior concepts. Moreover, a breakdown of the significant Age X Sex X Type interaction 

demonstrates that significantly more use of personality concepts is made by 12 and 14 year girls and by 

14 year boys than by other groups, F (3, 56) = 2.89, p < 0.05; as Table 1 shows, with girls personality 

concepts become more prevalent than behavior concepts by age 12, whereas the cross-sectional results 

suggest that this change only occurs with boys by age 14 years. 

The type salience data for appearance and social role concepts cannot be analyzed meaningfully 

since a substantial number of subjects in all groups never employed one or other of these two types. For 

behavior and personality concepts, a three-way repeated measures analysis of variance (Age by Sex by 

Type) of the type salience data yields no significant results. Thus, although frequency of use of behavior 

and personality concepts may vary significantly between groups, the mean salience of such concepts, 

when used, does not. This suggests that, for this limited sampling of the subject’s complete system of 

social perceptions, the frequency of use is a more interesting index of conceptual development than is the 

relative salience of different types. 

The inter-rater reliability is 0.82 for the descriptiveness code. A two-way analysis of variance (Age 

by Sex) of the descriptiveness data yields a significant Age effect, F (3, 56) = 72.33, p < 0.001, 

indicating a developmental progression from the predominant use of undifferentiating and simple 

differentiating items towards the use of differentiating and dispositional concepts. There is also a 

significant Age X Sex interaction, F (3, 56) = 3.61, p < 0.05, indicating that, with respect to this 

development, girls are more advanced than boys at 12 and 14 years but not at 8 and 10 years, when boys 

seem to be marginally more advanced. 

The inter-rater reliability is 0.98 for the personal involvement code. A two-way analysis of variance 

(Age by Sex) of the personal involvement data yields a significant Age effect, F (3, 56) = 5.20, p < 0.01, 

indicating a developmental progression in which concepts are increasingly other-oriented. 

The inter-rater reliability is 0.87 for the depth code. Despite the probing for attributional explanations, 

no subject of 8 or 10 years ever gave a depth level 3 concept, nor did any of the 12 year boys. A two-way 

analysis of variance (Age by Sex) of the depth level data yields a significant Age effect, F (3, 56) = 45.87, 

p < 0.001, indicating a developmental progression towards the ability to generate hypotheses about 

attributed characteristics. There is also a Sex effect, F (1, 56) = 19.44 p <0.001, indicating that girls 

employ concepts of greater depth significantly more often than boys. 

With respect to the functional efficiency data, a two-way analysis of variance (Age by Sex) of the 

mean number of rating intervals used by subjects for each concept yields significant main effects for Age, 

F (3, 56) = 5.06, p < 0.01, and for Sex, F (1, 56) = 4.99, p < 0.05. This indicates that girls use more  
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intervals than boys, and that although the 14 year subjects employ fewer intervals than the 12 year group 
there is generally an increase in the functional efficiency of concepts with maturity. 

Concept organization. With respect to concept differentiation, the mean correlation between a 

subject’s concept ratings was 0.41, 0.41, 0.42 and 0.44 for the 8, 10, 12 and 14 year girls, respectively, 

and 0.38, 0.44, 0.50 and 0.40 for the 8, 10, 12 and 14 year boys, respectively. A two-way analysis of 

variance (Age by Sex) of these data, z-transformed, yields no significant effects. 

With respect to the explanatory power of the first concept, the mean percentage of the total grid 

variance for which this concept accounted was 13.4, 14.0, 13.2 and 14.3 for the 8, 10, 12 and 14 year 

girls, respectively, and 13.6, 16.3, 13.6 and 14.3 for the 8, 10, 12 and 14 year boys, respectively. A 

two-way analysis of variance (Age by Sex) of these data yields no significant effects. 

Figure differentiation. The mean overall figure differentiation was 0.96, 0.96, 0.96 and 0.95 for the 8, 

10, 12 and 14 year girls, respectively, and 0.95, 0.96, 0.95 and 0.96 for the 8, 10, 12 and 14 year boys, 

respectively. A two-way analysis of variance (Age by Sex) of these data yields no significant effects. 

However, when these data are partitioned and differentiation between figures of similar sex (both same 

and opposite to the subject’s) is examined, a three-way analysis of variance (Age by Sex by Figure Sex) 

yields a significant main effect for Age, F (3, 56) = 9.33, p < 0.001, indicating that with maturity there is 

greater differentiation in the perception of figures of similar sex. There are no significant effects relating 

to figure sex; thus, there is no evidence that subjects differentiate between figures of their own sex more 

than between figures of the opposite sex. 

The mean level of sex stereotyping was 0.24, 0.07, 0.09 and 0.03 for the 8, 10, 12 and 14 year girls, 

respectively, and 0.26, 0.15, 0.01 and 0.09 for the 8, 10, 12 and 14 year boys, respectively. A two-way 

analysis of variance (Age by Sex) of these data yields a significant Age effect, F (3, 56) = 11.56, p < 

0.001, suggesting the diminution of sex stereotyping with maturity. An a posteriori comparison shows 

that only with the 8 year subjects is the sex stereotyping index significantly different from zero, F (1, 56) 

= 7.73, p < 0.01. There are no significant sex differences relating to these effects. 
 

DISCUSSION 

In assessing the significance of this investigation into the attributional characteristics of children’s 

concepts about peers, it must be remembered that the results are not strictly comparable to those of 

previous studies in which relatively unstructured procedures were employed. The 10 concepts elicited 

from each child in this study are not a random sample of the child’s complete repertoire. The elicitation 

instructions which encouraged the child to produce the most important of possible discriminations and 

the probing questions which sought for the child’s attributional explanations will undoubtedly have 

influenced the material obtained. Indeed, it could be argued that this procedure is designed to elicit the 

most mature set of concepts that the subject has the capacity to generate. It should be noted, for example, 

that Peevers and Secord (1973), who conducted unstructured interviews with their subjects, report lower 

frequencies of dispositional concepts, less use of depth levels 2 and 3, and greater self-orientation in the 

items employed by third and seventh graders than are found with the comparable age groups in this 

investigation. 

The cross-sectional results indicate a decline in the importance of appearance, social  

role and behavior concepts with children from 8 to 14 years, and a steady increase in the  

use of personality items. This is as predicted. In the younger age groups, behavior concepts predominate; 

during puberty or early adolescence, personality concepts become more prevalent.  

Previous research suggests that children of 7 years or less employ appearance and social role concepts 

more frequently than behavioral ones (Brierley, Note 2; Watts, 1944). Hence it is possible to understand 

the development of interpersonal concepts as involving two significant progressions: the transformation 

at around 6 to 8 years in which appearance and social role concepts are superseded by behavioral 
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ones, and the transformation at around 11 to 13 years in which behavior concepts are superseded by 

personality items. As is well known, certain major cognitive acquisitions occur more or less 

concurrently. 

The maturational changes in the descriptiveness, personal involvement, depth, and functional 

efficiency of interpersonal concepts are generally as predicted. The descriptiveness variable cuts across 

the type code to a certain extent: personality concepts are usually dispositional although they can be 

simple differentiating; other types vary in the degree to which they differentiate. The results show an 

increasing use of dispositional concepts with maturity and the rapid disappearance of items which do not 

differentiate adequately between individuals. This is in line with previous evidence for the growth of 

inferential concepts in person perception throughout late childhood and early adolescence (e.g., Gollin, 

1958). The decline after age 8 in the frequency of concepts having a personal frame of reference is also 

in line with previous research (e.g., Scarlett et al., 1971). The results from the depth level analysis 

suggest that it is only when children enter puberty or early adolescence that they demonstrate a 

well-developed ability to generate hypothetical explanations for the characteristics they attribute to 

others. This development can be linked to the marked increase in descriptiveness and in the frequency of 

personality items that is found with children approaching adolescence. Although the results from the 14 

year subjects are somewhat anomalous, the maturation of functional efficiency also reflects the 

increasing conceptual capacity for the discrimination of social phenomena. One can speculate that the 

drop in functional efficiency at 14 years may in part be a “regression” in the service of development 

associated with the emergence of personality concepts and hypothetical thinking at this time: low 

functional efficiency may be characteristic of experimentation with new and more powerful concepts. 

Unpredicted sex differences in the development of the attributional characteristics of interpersonal 

concepts are consistently found with all variables other than type salience and personal involvement. 

These are in the direction of female precocity, and may reflect the greater concern for interpersonal 

phenomena that is allegedly manifested by girls during this era. Longitudinal research, with a broader 

developmental focus, might elucidate the determinants of this interesting sex difference. 

In general, the progressive transformations in the attributional characteristics of the concepts 

spontaneously used by children to describe peers suggest the elaboration of an implicit theory of 

personality. This is corroborated by the figure differentiation results which indicate that with maturity 

there is a reduction of sex stereotyping in the perception of familiar peers. Although the data from the 

measure of overall figure differentiation do not reveal maturational effects, there is evidence that this 

index masks a developmental change in which differentiation between figures of similar sex increases 

and stereotyping declines. These findings are as predicted. Thus, this research not only demonstrates 

quite dramatic transformations in the power of concepts for the discrimination and comprehension of 

social phenomena, but also finds a parallel development in the application of these concepts in the 

differentiation and organization of the interpersonal world. 

The changes in the attributional characteristics and in the level of figure differentiation are in line 

with developmental principles of progressive elaboration and integration. However, there is a lack of 

ostensible regular development in the organizational complexity of relations between the concepts in the 

peer perception system. This puzzling negative evidence, which runs counter to prediction but is in line 

with Signell’s (1966) research, permits two broad interpretations: either the results obtained by Signell 

and by this study are somehow artifactual, or the complexity of the conceptual structure does not develop 

consistently during childhood and early adolescence. 

The former interpretation casts doubt upon the sensitivity and validity of grid  

methodology in research with children; although the grid method is familiar and  

established in the literature on adult conceptual systems, published developmental  

studies using this technique are rare. The interpretation suggesting that 
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there are no regular organizational transformations of interpersonal concept systems upsets the 

proposition that social cognition follows developmental principles of progressive differentiation and 

integration. It is also difficult to reconcile this interpretation with the idea that major intellectual 

advances, such as the emergence of formal reasoning during early adolescence, have pervasive 

implications for social thinking and behavior. Moreover, in terms of a model of person perception 

systems, an absence of development in conceptual organization, when the attributional characteristics of 

the concepts themselves and the level of differentiation of the interpersonal world undergo quite 

remarkable maturational transformations, raises important questions about the nature of such systems 

and their ontogenesis. However, caution should be exercised with respect to this interpretation, for with 

the organizational indices the group means suggest trends but the within cell variances prove to be 

overly large. 

Thus, while this research confirms and extends certain previous findings, it raises more questions 

than it answers, highlighting the pressing need for further research in person perception, with additional 

methods of assessment, and with longitudinal designs, that might elucidate systemic interrelations and 

subtle ontogenetic processes that are obscured in this cross-sectional investigation. 
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