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The TCS Survey (1997)
Submitted by Sarah Fitz-Claridge on 26 July, 2003 - 09:40

Some years ago, TCS conducted a fascinating survey and reported the results in the paper journal, Taking Children
Seriously (TCS 23). We asked: “Which of the following things are so important that children must do them even if they
cannot be persuaded to, and are distressed at being forced to?” The results are both fascinating and useful for those of us
striving to take our real children seriously in our real lives. Noticing and understanding the phenomenon that the survey
highlights can dissolve fears and help us question our unchallenged false assumptions. Several readers have asked for this
to be made available on the TCS web site, so here it is.
On the TCS List a while back, there was a most interesting discussion about bedtime and tooth-brushing. One
parent who was entirely relaxed and non-coercive about bedtime nevertheless asserted that if children refuse to
brush their teeth, it is ‘necessary’ to hold them down and brush their teeth forcibly. Another parent, who was
defending as ‘necessary’ the practice of forcing children to go to bed against their will, had no trouble in
allowing them the last word in regard to their teeth. Each of these parents was contemptuous about the other's position,
but completely unable to see reason in their own case. They were making essentially the same arguments against each
other's positions. But they did not find them convincing: on the contrary, each seemed literally unable to understand what
the other was saying.
Such amazing blindness may seem puzzling. It doesn't make sense if you have in mind the idea that parents behave as
they do for the reasons they give. In fact, the causality is normally in the opposite direction: from behaviour to
justifications. What happens is that parents find themselves overwhelmingly compelled to behave in a certain way, and
then they unconsciously invent a plausible justification. When, under criticism, one of these justifications begins to seem
inadequate, they invent another, while holding the behaviour itself inviolate. Thus the pattern of issues over which parents
are prepared to distress their children depends entirely on the entrenched ‘fixed points’ in the parents' own makeup –
which in turn are caused by the patterns and accidents of their own lives, especially the style of coercion in their own
childhoods.
Needless to say, few parents would recognise this description of themselves. Almost all of them believe that their
particular pattern of coercion is, above all, meaningful. They believe that they are coercive only when the issue is
sufficiently important, and that (borderline cases aside) it is reasonably obvious which issues are very important and
which are trivial. Thus they believe that they choose the issues over which they are prepared to distress their children,
using an objective criterion of importance. Where the issue is important enough, they will be coercive if necessary, where
it is less important, they will not.
The conventional terminology of ‘strict’ vs. ‘lenient’ parents reflects this belief in a reasonably uncontroversial order of
importance of various issues. A ‘strict’ parent is one who enforces even the less important items; a ‘lenient’ parent is one
who enforces only the most important items. People differ in how strict or lenient they are, but they believe that everyone
is in broad agreement on the order of importance of various issues: matters of personal safety come above matters of
social convention, for instance. Obviously! That is why parents find it disconcerting when they discover that there is no
consensus at all about which is which. They encounter another parent, apparently well-meaning and perfectly sane in

every other respect, who is highly coercive over an ‘unimportant’ issue, but non-coercive over a ‘very important’ issue. It
demonstrates to them that this scale of ‘importance’ on which they believe they are basing their decisions is neither
obvious nor uncontroversial. It is not an objective source of justification for their pattern of coercion, but is simply a
subjective statement of the fact that they feel an inner need to be coercive over some issues and not others.
If this is so, you would expect the situation of two parents, one of whom is coercive over issue A and not issue B and
another who is coercive over issue B and not issue A, to be very common. We predicted that it would occur over every
pair of issues over which children are commonly coerced. Another prediction was that although some issues very
commonly give rise to coercion and others very rarely do, nevertheless the fact that someone advocates coercion over a
given issue would be a very poor predictor of whether that person also advocates coercion over any other issue. In that
sense you would expect people's patterns of coercion to be haphazard, and not correlated as would presumably be the
case if the various issues really could be ranked in an objective order of importance.
We decided to put these predictions to the test. We devised a questionnaire asking people to state which issues they
thought were important enough to justify coercion. Then we posted the request shown below in as many relevant places
on the Internet as we could think of:

Recently the folks on the TCS (Taking Children Seriously) List have been discussing different definitions of ‘coercion’ in
childrearing, and the various circumstances in which it may or may not be necessary. It seems that there are remarkably
many different definitions and opinions, perhaps one per parent, but one thing that virtually all parents seem to agree on
is this: there are some things perhaps very few which children simply have to do (or have done to them, as the case may
be) whether they like it or not.
We are conducting a survey to try to identify what this inner core of things is. We are not referring to extreme situations
but only to quite ordinary ones that can be expected to arise regularly in normal family life. We have compiled a list of
suggested situations. What we would like you to do, if you want to help in the survey, is to answer the following question:
Which of the following things are so important that children must do them even if they cannot be persuaded to, and
are distressed at being forced to:

And here we listed 16 issues over which everyday coercion of children is common, asking people to check the relevant
issues.
We received 318 usable replies, and the percentages of respondents who checked each issue are shown in decreasing
order in the following table:
The average number of issues checked per respondent was about nine out of the sixteen. If the order of popularity of
these issues reflected anything like an objective order of importance, you would expect a ‘typical’ respondent to check
something like the nine most popular issues (i.e. the first nine issues in the table above). But in fact, not a single actual
respondent replied in that way, and the great majority replied very differently: the average respondent answered over 5 of
the 16 questions differently from that ‘typical’ response. (Even if the responses had been totally random, this average
deviation would have been only 8.) 78% of the respondents gave a set of responses that no one else had given.
Now, let's consider only the most coercive of the respondents, namely those who checked 10 or more of the 16 issues.
There was not a single issue that all of them checked! This was a much more extreme corroboration of my prediction
than I had been expecting. Just think what it means. Here is a group of people who all advocate coercion over vast
swathes of children's lives. Yet there is not a single issue on the list that they all agree warrants coercion. Thus, even in
this very coercive group you can find someone who would prefer a child to play with fire than to be distressed, and
someone who would allow a child to refuse a vaccination if it distressed him, and so on for every single issue.

Now consider the least coercive respondents, namely those who
checked 5 or fewer issues. There was not a single issue that all
of them left unchecked. These are all people who refuse to
coerce children even in areas where the great majority of people
think coercion is necessary. Yet there is not a single issue on
the list which these ‘lenient’ people all agree does not warrant
coercion. There are those among them who would force a
distressed child to eat vegetables; there are others who would
force a child to attend church against his will, and so on for
every single issue.
The phenomenon that started this whole investigation off can
indeed be observed for every pair of issues, not just toothbrushing and bedtime. That is, for every pair of issues A and B
in the list, there were respondents who thought that A warrants
coercion but B does not, and others who thought that B
warrants coercion and A does not.
As the table above shows, there was a large majority – up to
70% – in favour of coercion over some of the issues.
Nevertheless, as predicted, favouring coercion over any one
issue is not a good predictor of favouring coercion over any
other issue, even an issue that the majority considers more important. Responses to different issues were only weakly
correlated. The correlations are shown here. (A correlation coefficient of 1 between two issues would indicate perfect
correlation, i.e. that everyone who checked either of the issues also checked the other one. A correlation coefficient of 1
would indicate perfect anti-correlation, i.e. that no one who checked either of the issues also checked the other one. A
correlation coefficient of zero would indicate that checking either of the issues is no guide to whether one will check the
other one.) The highest correlation coefficient between any two issues was 0.52 and the lowest was 0.01.
We did not ask for further information from the respondents, but about half of them made comments in addition to
checking the relevant issues. Many of these comments gave reasons why the respondent considered some issues and not
others to be important enough to warrant distressing a child. The most common criterion given was that matters of
‘health’ and/or ‘safety’ were the only ones to warrant coercion. But although many respondents agreed on that criterion,
there was virtually no agreement about which set of issues meet the criterion – in fact, as indicated above, the great
majority gave a set of responses that no one else gave.
One respondent – apparently not a lunatic but an academic with delusions of grandeur – asked us angrily whether we had
‘received any institutional approval to conduct this study with human participants.‘ This weird complaint does not deserve
a reply but it does prompt us to say a few words about the scientific status of this whole exercise. This was not a survey
to find out what proportion of the population favours coercing children over the various issues. As such, it would have
been fatally flawed by the non-randomness of the sample. The purpose – which was spectacularly achieved – was to
demonstrate, by finding specific examples, that the phenomenon we had noticed on the TCS List was not an isolated one.
The fact that so many of the hundreds of people who chose to reply to the questionnaire believe that so many of the
others have got their priorities the wrong way round is very hard to explain in the conventional terms of ‘strict’ vs.
‘lenient’ enforcement of a larger or smaller core of objectively important things. Most of us can see quite easily the
irrationality of many other people's justifications for coercing children. But it is in the nature of irrationality that we
cannot see our own.
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Comments

Interesting but what does it prove?
Submitted by Jess Woodside on 26 July, 2003 - 11:35

Interesting survey. I admit I would never have guessed you would get those results.
You wrote:
:::The fact that so many of the hundreds of people who chose to reply to the questionnaire believe that so many of
the others have got their priorities the wrong way round is very hard to explain in the conventional terms of ‘strict’
vs. ‘lenient’ enforcement of a larger or smaller core of objectively important things. Most of us can see quite easily
the irrationality of many other people's justifications for coercing children. But it is in the nature of irrationality
that we cannot see our own.:::
Aren't they strict or lenient about different things? We all have different life experiences. Maybe I'm not getting
something but I'm not *convinced* you've proved anything here. How is this useful?
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What does it prove?
Submitted by Annette Abma on 26 July, 2003 - 14:45

The survey strongly illustrates that the reasons for coercing children are dubious and arbitrary, entirely dependent
on the opinion of the parents rather than any agreed-upon objective truth. Is it right to coerce children? No. Is it
right to coerce children if one is convinced that the coercion is justified? Well...here is a three-part answer: No.
No. No. The "conviction" such coercion is based upon is irrational, illustrated by the fact that there is no common
agreement and hence no approximation to objective truth.
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Surveys
Submitted by a TCS reader (not verified) on 26 July, 2003 - 15:35

What this does show is that surveys, even well designed ones, can be interpreted in various ways. Human behavior
and the human mind is just that variable.
People read questions differently by virtue of being individuals with different interpretations. Playing with fire, is
this in the atrium of a theater with gasoline soaked rags, or is it lighting matches in the wind, or is it running
through the edges of a campfire? Even this, what does "playing" with fire mean? Less ambivalent is the question
about Eating vegetables. If we know what eating is and a vegetable is, then we can have a clear opinion about it,
although not what vegetable or vegetables are in question. Also not eating vegetables, rutabagas for example, is
unlikely to have an immediate harmful effect on anyone, and does not imperil others.
Surveys are interesting. They do not tell us much. Surveys appear rational but are usually irrational in their
implications and artificially defined when presenting the world in yes or no terms. They do stimulate good

discussion, which can be inquiring and rational, but should not be counted on for anything more than that, the
proverbial "straw man" view of the world.
They tell us that humans are variable in their views of things. They do not tell us much about coercion other than
this: interpretation of coercion and necessity is to some degree in the eyes of the beholders.
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However
Submitted by a TCS reader (not verified) on 26 July, 2003 - 17:47

To see something that is worth discussing, do look at the specific correlations. While not 100%, some clusters of
ideas do fit together, tend to correlate. Apparently Learning to Read correlates loosely with Please and Thank You
and Learning to Swim. Brushing Teeth and Religious Observance and Doing Chores fit loosely. Check for yourself.
Ideas do cluster, as if there are some things that fit together, even illogically. The lower correlatations tend to be in
those areas that are thought of as dangerous, as if in some way they tend to stand on their own.
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Correction, Humor
Submitted by a TCS reader (not verified) on 26 July, 2003 - 17:57

Cleanliness (Bathing) is not next to Godliness (Religious Observance). It is next to Brushing Teeth.
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Re: Surveys
Submitted by Collin Dyas on 29 July, 2003 - 14:56

I think you are missing the logic of what they were doing here. It clearly does demonstrate that these decisions are
irrational or arbitrary.
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Re: What does it prove?
Submitted by a TCS reader (not verified) on 6 August, 2003 - 20:10

I sure hope you're joking. Clearly you've never had children or have been around children. You would really
advocate that a person not give a child vaccination shots just because the child is distressed? I guess we know
whose child is going to die from lockjaw.

The fact that there's no agreement among parents explains why there are so many mean, spoiled, rude, unhealthy,
etc., people out there. Their parents didn't teach them right. That is an objective truth.
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not joking, misunderstood
Submitted by Elliot Temple on 6 August, 2003 - 20:18

if shots are truly good, you can convince your child of this. i don't recall objecting to my shots.
-- Elliot Temple http://curi.blogspot.com/ (http://curi.blogspot.com/)
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Re: not joking, misunderstood
Submitted by a TCS reader (not verified) on 7 August, 2003 - 17:58

Clearly another person who doesn't know a thing about children.
Let me take apart what you said. "if shots are truly good,"
You don't believe that it's important to immunize children? Have you heard of a little disease called polio? It
debilitated millions worldwide. Wiped out because of vaccinations. Please don't claim that vaccinations are not
important. Any parents who think that way are negligent and the child should be taken away from them for the
child's own safety.
"you can convince your child of this."
It is nearly impossible to "convince" a child of anything. They don't work with adult logic. You can trick children,
cajole, threaten, or bribe them. But out and out convince? No way.
"i don't recall objecting to my shots."
Big deal that you were good regarding shots. The point of this article is that parents should force children to do
something for their own good even if they're distressed. So your parents didn't have to force you. What does that
prove? For your family, maybe something. But for children in general, nothing. Besides, just because you don't
"recall," doesn't mean it didn't happen.
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building current theories into parenting
Submitted by Elliot Temple on 7 August, 2003 - 19:48

"You don't believe that it's important to immunize children?"
my tentative, best theory is that shots are a good idea. however, i could be wrong. thus, i do not want to build my
theory about shots, or yours, into parenting theory. parenting theory, if taken seriously, is FOREVER. that's why it
should be based on error correction instead of this or that current theory.
-- Elliot Temple http://curi.blogspot.com/ (http://curi.blogspot.com/)
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Logical children
Submitted by a TCS reader (not verified) on 10 August, 2003 - 14:57

"It is nearly impossible to "convince" a child of anything. They don't work with adult logic. You can trick children,
cajole, threaten, or bribe them. But out and out convince? No way.",
a reader wrote.
The belief that children are sub human in the sense that they wouldn
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Playing with Fire -- coercion?
Submitted by Julie (not verified) on 7 January, 2005 - 18:47

Since playing with fire was the number one issue making parents likely to coerce their children, I was reminded of
my father's reaction when he discovered that my sister and I were playing with fire. He took us out into the woods
and built a fire with us. We roasted marshmallows, a very pleasant memory. :-) I don't recall feeling the need to
play with fire after that, for some reason.
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ok
Submitted by Derek (not verified) on 26 July, 2005 - 16:38

Very interesting article.
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