
 

 

http://researchspace.auckland.ac.nz
 

ResearchSpace@Auckland 
 

Copyright Statement 
 
The digital copy of this thesis is protected by the Copyright Act 1994 (New 
Zealand).  
 
This thesis may be consulted by you, provided you comply with the 
provisions of the Act and the following conditions of use: 
 

• Any use you make of these documents or images must be for 
research or private study purposes only, and you may not make 
them available to any other person. 

• Authors control the copyright of their thesis. You will recognise the 
author's right to be identified as the author of this thesis, and due 
acknowledgement will be made to the author where appropriate. 

• You will obtain the author's permission before publishing any 
material from their thesis. 

 
To request permissions please use the Feedback form on our webpage. 
http://researchspace.auckland.ac.nz/feedback
 

General copyright and disclaimer 
 
In addition to the above conditions, authors give their consent for the 
digital copy of their work to be used subject to the conditions specified on 
the Library Thesis Consent Form. 

http://researchspace.auckland.ac.nz/feedback
http://www.library.auckland.ac.nz/instruct/thesisconsent.pdf


Young people's reactions to nuclear issues:

A constructivist analysis

Pam Oliver

A thesis submitted for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy in Psychology

University of Auckland

August 1992



)

UNIVERSITY OF. AUCKLAND LIBFARY

THESIS



ll

ABSTRACT

The 1980s saw an increasing interest amongst psychologists, both as

researchers and as practitioners, in the ways in which people react to nuclear

weapons issues, especially the perceived threat of nuclear war. Much of , the

research in relation to "nuclear threat", undertaken either within the United

States or by United States psychiatrists in collaboration with European

colleagues, and using exlensivc questionnaire surveys, focused on the fears of

children and teenagers. Some researchers concludcd that large proportions of

young people were at risk of impaired psychological development because of

nuclear threat which resulted in a penrasive sense of futurelessness and a

distrust of .adults. This research has been widely criticised since because of

apparent researcher bias in the methods used, interpretations offered, and

general paradigm. I also found much of the research ethicaliy objectionable.

My research has involved 52 interviews with young New Zealanders and

administration of a questionnaire to more than 2000 others, including ages

nine to 18 and three ethnocultural groups, as well as interviews with some

teachers. The objectives of these studies were: (1) to produce detailed

information about how young New Zealanders react to nuclear weapons issues

which might be used by educationalists, mental health professionals, parents,

and young people themselves in dealing with those issues; (2) to make

specific recommendations about young New Zealanders' apparent needs and

preferences for learning about and dealing with nuclear weapons and related

issues; (3) to provide a detailed methodological comparison of interview and

questionnaire approaches to this research topic, and discuss issues of theory

and paradigm; and (4) to comment on tthical and practical issues for both the

researcher and the researched in undertaking research on emotive and

potentially distressing topics, especially with young people. As a result

Chapter 1 of my thesis contains a comprehensive critical review of the

intemational research and theory relating to young people's perceptions of

nuclear weapons, examining the problems of method, interpretation and

paradigm associated with this area of research.

Both interview and survey data are presented in relation to: (a) young

people's levels of awareness and sources of information about nuclear issues;

(b) rheir emotional, cognitive and behavioural reactions to nucledr issues,
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,iucl'lrdiug eoping stratlgipc and aeti9Lru; (cl thcir psrac,ptloff of'thc, futurc;

(d) comparisons a€ross g€nilGr,n rgc and clhnoGultural groupi (e) thc rolo sf
aduitq md (f) diffcrcnces betwccn New Zcalandorc qnd oi[er national gioups.
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(ii) thcir implications for peaco and gtobal issues eduegtion; and Gii) tbclr .

. iinplicrtions for rosearch mcthod, lncluditg ethical .iitues. Recommendatione

ar'e mdc f,or how prsychologists and qilhqrs can help youog pcoplo ind adults

tn dealing with global aod $oeial thteatsi including how to undertafts r,esealch

which is empowering as wcll as valid and uscful
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