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Synthesis

How important is it?

Peer relationships in early childhood are essential to concurrent and future psychosocial

adjustment. Experienced through group activities or one-on-one friendships, they play an

important role in children’s development, helping them to master new social skills and become

acquainted with the social norms and processes involved in interpersonal relationships. This

topic is of particular interest nowadays since a growing number of children are exposed to peers

even before school age through daycare, and because most children interact with siblings who

are about their age in the family context.

By age four at the latest, most children are able to have best friends and know which peers they

like or dislike. However, between 5% and 10% of children experience chronic peer relationship

difficulties, such as rejection and harassment. Early problems with peers can have a negative

impact on the child’s later social and emotional development. Nevertheless, interventions

targeting such difficulties seem to be especially effective when they are undertaken early in life.

What do we know?

There are a number of emotional, cognitive and behavioural skills developed in the first two

years of life that help promote positive peer relations. These include managing joint attention,

regulating emotions, inhibiting impulses, imitating another child’s actions, understanding cause-

and-effect relationships, and developing language skills. Some external factors, such as

children’s relationships with family members and their cultural or socioeconomic background,

and individual factors, such as physical, intellectual, developmental or behavioural disabilities,

may also influence young children’s peer experiences.

Origins of peer relationship difficulties

Children with disabilities, who are often impaired in several of the above-mentioned basic skills,

tend to perform less well socially than their typically developing peers. In particular, children

with very limited or no communication skills, limited social skills and/or limited motor skills tend

to have inadequate (e.g. aggressive) behaviours, to interact less with peers, and as a result to be
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less well accepted by their peers.

Even in children who display no disabilities, one of the chief factors associated with peer

relationship difficulties is behaviour. Children who are aggressive, hyperactive or withdrawn

often face greater peer rejection.

The relationship between aggressive behaviour and the experience of peer rejection may vary

according to gender, developmental period and peer group. For example, the aggression-

rejection association is more marked in preschool or early school years than later in childhood.

Aggressive children may also be more popular when they belong to a group of children who are

supportive or neutral towards aggressive behaviours, and may not appear to have difficulties

making friends among similarly aggressive friends.

Still, the absence of prosocial behaviour, rather than the presence of aggression, may promote

peer rejection. Shy and withdrawn children also experience peer relationship difficulties,

although these are more likely to occur later than the preschool years.

Impact of peer relationship difficulties

Over the short and medium term, problematic peer relations are associated with educational

underachievement and low academic performance. Among other things, peer conflict and

rejection can suppress children’s motivation for classroom activities. Children who have friends

in the classroom and who are accepted by their peers are generally more motivated to

participate.

Over the long term, early peer relationship difficulties are correlated with a variety of adjustment

problems in adolescence and young adulthood, such as school dropout, delinquency and

emotional problems, such as loneliness, depression and anxiety. Yet the evidence for long-term

consequences of peer difficulties experienced in the preschool years is limited, as other potential

causes (e.g. personal or environmental factors) have not been ruled out. However, risks of

maladjustment in children with early behavioural and emotional problems appear to be

exacerbated by peer rejection. Conversely, early friendships and positive relations with the peer

group appear to protect at-risk children against later psychological problems.

Sibling relationships are a special kind of peer relationship, more intimate and likely to last

longer than any other relationship in one’s lifetime. They provide an important context for the
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development of children’s understanding of others’ worlds, emotions, thoughts, intentions and

beliefs. Frequent sibling conflicts during childhood are associated with poor adjustment later in

life, including violent tendencies.

What can be done?

Prevention programs

Two kinds of prevention programs designed to promote the social and emotional competencies of

preschool children have shown positive impacts: universal programs, which are usually teacher-

taught and directed toward the entire classroom to promote social learning and positive peer

relations; and indicated programs, which focus on remediating skill deficits and reducing

existing behavioural problems that may lead to peer difficulties in some children.

Research suggests that implementing both universal and indicated programs in the same setting

would provide an optimal continuum of services. Universal programs could also enhance the

effectiveness of indicated programs by making the classroom environment more receptive and

supportive of the emerging social skills of children who are the target of indicated programs.

Nevertheless, the costs and benefits of implementing universal programs must be analyzed.

All preschoolers should be taught a range of skills that are associated with peer acceptance and

that protect against peer rejection. In the preschool years, these include cooperative play skills,

language and communication skills, emotional understanding and regulation, aggression control

and social problem-solving skills. Universal programs have been designed to teach these skills,

and it appears that preschool curricula that use skill presentation lessons (with modelling

stories, puppets and pictures) and guided practice activities (role plays and games) to teach

social-emotional skills in the classroom have positive impacts.

Key ingredients of effective indicated programs include coaching young children in cooperative

play and communication skills, and providing generalization activities in the classroom context.

These programs have proven to be effective for children with low peer acceptance or social-

behavioural problems and developmental disabilities.

To promote positive peer experiences specifically in children with disabilities, inclusive programs

taking place in a group of well-adapted children should be the educational placement of choice.

In fact, disabled children often require systematic and individually planned interventions or
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teaching strategies to promote peer-related social competence, and a key feature that

determines the success of these interventions is access to a socially competent group.

Children from low socioeconomic backgrounds or ethnic minorities also represent at-risk

populations for peer difficulties. In the preschool years, peer play is a natural and dynamic

context for bolstering the acquisition of important social competencies in these children, and

interventions that are interwoven within this context have emerged as the most effective means

for improving the peer interactions of these children. Developing and implementing interventions

in partnership with early childhood educators and children’s families enhances their relevance

for children from diverse cultures and socioeconomic backgrounds.

Intervention programs addressing problematic sibling relationships are in their infancy, but

recent evidence suggests that social skills training can help reduce conflict between young

siblings and increase their prosocial interactions. Interventions for parents focus on training

them to mediate conflicts between their children rather than adjudicate for them. By structuring

the negotiation process and yet leaving the final resolution in the hands of the children

themselves, this kind of intervention aims not only to improve conflict outcomes but also to help

children understand each other and develop constructive ways to resolve conflicts.

Challenges 

In both the United States and Canada, preschool education consists of a fragmented patchwork

of programs with no national regulatory agency, organizational framework or support system.

Thus, an important challenge for policy-makers is to find a way to disseminate information,

provide adequate training to parents, child-care workers and teachers, make social skills

curricula available to the large number of loosely connected programs serving preschool-aged

children, and monitor the quality of such programs.

Furthermore, while the literature on children’s peer relations offers different prospects for

designing and implementing effective prevention and intervention programs, additional

randomized controlled trials are needed, especially for preventive interventions with this

particular age group.
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Introduction 

Peer relationships are thought to play an important role in children’s development.1–3 They offer

unique opportunities for getting acquainted with the social norms and processes involved in

interpersonal relationships, and for learning new social skills. They also provide contexts in

which capacities for self-control may be tested and refined. Childhood peer relations are also

multifaceted: children experience peer interactions through their participation in group

activities, as well as through their dyadic (i.e., one-on-one) associations with friends.2 These

different facets of peer experiences provide age-related developmental opportunities for the

construction of the self, with peer group experiences progressively gaining in importance and

culminating in middle childhood, before giving way to friendships as the most central feature in

late childhood and adolescence.3,4

Problems

Unfortunately, peer relationships are not always beneficial to the child: between 10% and 15% of

children experience chronic peer relationship difficulties, such as peer rejection5, as well as peer

harassment and victimization.6 In the last 40 years, there has been substantial research aimed at

understanding the nature, meaning and impact of peer relation problems.2 Most of this research

effort has been centered on school-age children. Yet a growing number of children are exposed

to peers early in their life through daycare.7 Early peer relations are thus highly relevant to

social policy issues and should be an object of persistent attention.

Key Research Questions

There are at least four basic questions of relevance to the study of early peer relations:
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Research Results

The developmental landmarks of early peer interactions and relationships: by the end of their

first year of life, most infants will share activities with peers, mainly around objects. By the end

of the second year of life, with improved locomotion and the onset of language, toddlers have the

ability to coordinate behaviour in games with play partners; they can imitate each other and start

to alternate roles in play.8,9 Between the ages of three and five, there is a systematic increase in

prosocial behaviours and in pretend play, as well as a decrease in aggressive behaviours,

reflecting the child’s improved capacity to adopt the perspective of the play partner.9,10 These

emerging social interactive skills are the foundation of early peer relationships, which are first

shown in the behavioural preference for specific peers.9,11 These early preferences will gradually

lead to preschool friendships that are mainly based on concrete exchanges and mutual play

activities. In daycare settings, these friendships progressively become sex-segregated and

embedded in affiliative networks.1,12,13 Informal and mixed-aged play groups are also formed in

the neighborhood.2,14

At what age do children start experiencing peer relationship difficulties? Preschoolers gradually

form their perceptions about their friends and peers. At least by age four, they will reliably

identify best friends, peers they like and peers they dislike. The aggregation of these perceptions

reveals a coherent and consistent peer status structure within the larger group, with specific

children being disliked and negatively perceived by the peer group.5,15,16 This form of peer

rejection may lead to various forms of negative behaviours toward the child, such as controlling

and dominating a child, excessive teasing and general peer harassment and victimization.17,18

Peer harassment and victimization refers to a child being exposed, repeatedly and over time, to

negative treatment by one or more children, typically within a context of imbalance of power.19 It

has mostly been documented in middle childhood, but there is evidence that these difficulties

exist in the preschool years.20–23

1. What are the developmental landmarks of early peer interactions and peer relationships?

2. At what age do children start experiencing peer relationship difficulties?

3. What social behaviours are responsible for early peer relationship difficulties?

4. What are the consequences of early peer relationship difficulties?
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What factors are responsible for early peer relationship difficulties? Deviant physical attributes,

such as speech problems, physical clumsiness or disability, may lead to peer relation difficulties.

However, children’s behaviour attributes have been more systematically identified as the main

sources of these difficulties. Children who experience peer relationship difficulties tend to be

more aggressive, hyperactive and oppositional, but also more socially withdrawn and less

sociable.1,24–26 These behaviours could be the proximal determinants, as well as the consequences,

of their relationship difficulties in early childhood.27 Aggressive behaviours, especially reactive

aggressive behaviours, are the most commonly cited behavioural correlates and proximal

determinants of peer rejection in school settings.1,28,29 There is also substantial evidence that child

genetic vulnerabilities partly account for this predictive association30–34, which means that some

children carry some biological risk for peer difficulties long before they encounter peers.

However, this risk is not destiny, but rather point to the need for early intervention aimed at

these vulnerabilities. Furthermore, some aggressive children may actually enjoy a fairly high

social status,35 especially if the group norms are supportive or neutral with regard to aggressive

behaviours.36 This is more likely the case among preschool children because instrumental and

proactive forms of aggressive behaviours may be positively related to popularity.37 Indeed,

children of that age, especially boys,38 often use aggressive means to reach high status in the

social structure. A related phenomenon is that aggressive preschoolers also tend to proactively

associate with or befriend each other,29,39 a tendency that could reinforce aggressive behaviours

as a means of reaching social goals40,41 Finally, shy and withdrawn children are also likely to

experience peer relation difficulties.42 However, in this latter case, the relational problems are

more likely to occur at a later age because these forms of social reticence are less salient and

obvious to preschoolers.24,43

What are the consequences of early peer relationship difficulties? There is a consensus in the

field of childhood peer relations that children experiencing peer relationship difficulties are at

risk for a variety of future adjustment problems, including dropping out of school, delinquency

and emotional problems.29,44 However, the developmental processes leading to these later

problems are still open to question: are early peer relation difficulties really causing these

adjustment problems or are these problems resulting from enduring child characteristics?1,45

Enduring peer relationship difficulties in childhood have been found to predict internalized

problems such as loneliness, depression and anxiety, as well as physical health and school

problems.44–46 The evidence with preschool children is more limited, but points in the same

direction.39,47,48 However, it is not clear whether these early peer relationship problems are
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causing long-term consequences. Peer rejection in kindergarten may also strengthen reactive

aggressive behaviours among children initially disposed toward aggression, possibly because the

experience of peer rejection induces and promotes hostile attributions and expectations about

social situations.49 As stated earlier, mutual affiliation among aggressive children may also

reinforce their aggressive behaviours during early childhood. Indeed, peer interactions among

aggressive children during preschool years are sometimes occasions for coercive interchanges,

which may, under some conditions (e.g., child’s submissiveness, adult and peer tolerance of

aggression), serve as learning opportunities and provide training grounds for aggressive

behaviors.50,51 This process, labelled “deviancy training,” has received substantial empirical

support.52,53 Preliminary evidence seems to indicate that time spent in daycare is associated with

higher rates of aggression,54,55 and deviancy training processes might partly be responsible for

this.50,56 Finally, it should also be noted that friendship relations (e.g., affiliation with aggressive

children;57 having a protective friend58) may also play an important protective role with respect to

negative peer experiences and the impact of these negative experiences. These processes may

also operate in preschool.

Conclusions

The social lives of preschoolers are quite elaborate and refined as they face a variety of positive

and negative peer experiences throughout their early years. Individual differences in peer

adjustment may be noticed as soon as peer groups are formed. At least by age four, a significant

proportion of preschoolers will experience peer relationship difficulties such as peer rejection

and peer harassment, and these negative experiences could have an impact on their social-

emotional adjustment and development. The developmental dynamics of these difficulties are

multifaceted and involve genetic vulnerabilities that are expressed early in development, as well

as bi-directional and differentiated associations with preschoolers’ behaviour tendencies. Among

these, inappropriate social behaviours, such as aggressive behaviours are clearly involved, but in

complex ways. Not only are they significant genetically influenced proximal determinants of peer

relationship difficulties, but they are also embedded in an emergent social matrix that could

maintain and promote aggressive tendencies. Starting in kindergarten, hostile aggressive

behaviours appear associated with, and perhaps augmented by, peer rejection. However, most

aggressive toddlers are not marginalized, but rather tend to associate with each other in the

preschool years. This could lead to some forms of deviancy training.

Implications for Policy and Services Perspectives
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It is not clear whether early positive and negative early peer relationships are causing long-term

benefits or liabilities. However, given the evidence reviewed herein, it is obvious that this

question should be of concern to policy-makers and service-providers. Undoubtedly, many

adjustment problems can be traced back to early peer relationship problems. The challenge of

the research community is to more clearly understand the origin, development and causal impact

of healthy and problematic peer relationships in early childhood. Early developmental and

genetically-informed prospective studies are crucial to this endeavour. These fundamental

questions are all the more important because a growing number of children experience peer

relations early through a variety of public and private daycare arrangements. These services also

intervene earlier than ever in the lives of children. It will be important to evaluate how various

daycare arrangements may or may not promote healthy peer relationships. These research

efforts should also help in the design and evaluation of appropriate and efficient prevention

programs. For instance, it is now clear that we should not group toddlers displaying aggressive

behaviours for the purpose of treatment.
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Early Peer Relations and their Impact on
Children’s Development
Dale F. Hay, PhD

Cardiff University, United Kingdom
March 2005

Introduction

Students of child development have always drawn attention to the importance of peers,

especially in adolescence, when peers may facilitate each other’s antisocial behaviour. It has

often been assumed that peers are less important in early childhood, when relationships with

family members are more influential. However, recent research shows clearly that even infants

spend time with peers, and that some three- and four-year-olds are already having trouble being

accepted by their peers. Early problems with peers have negative consequences for the child’s

later social and emotional development. To understand why some children find it hard to relate

to peers, it is important to study the early development of peer relations.

Subject

The topic of early peer relations is relevant to policy-makers and service-providers in the

educational, social-service and mental-health sectors. In Western society, virtually all children

are educated in the company of their peers; in some countries, such as the U.K., statutory

education begins as early as four years of age. Problematic peer relations may have adverse

effects on the transition to school, with subsequent consequences for academic success.

Furthermore, even younger infants and toddlers often spend time with peers through informal

arrangements between parents or formal child-care provision.  There is considerable interest in

the impact of early child care on development, but relatively few studies that actually investigate

the quality of peer relations in the child- care context. It is especially important to study peer

relations for children with special educational needs. The principle of “mainstreaming” children

with special needs is based on the assumption that it is beneficial for such children to spend their

days with typically developing peers; however, if those experiences are highly negative,

experience with peers may interfere with educational goals.

Problems
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There are several important problems to address, which may be framed in terms of the following
research questions:

Research Context

The information comes from a diverse group of studies. These include experimental and

observational studies of infants’ and toddlers’ interaction with their peers; longitudinal studies of

children’s social development; educational and psychological studies of children’s adjustment to

child care and nursery school classrooms; social, psychological, sociometric and ethological

studies of young children’s social networks and dominance relationships. 

Recent Findings Addressing the Key Research Questions

1. When do children first develop the ability to relate to other children their own age?

2. What skills promote early peer relations?

3. Why are some young children less likely to be accepted by their peers?

4. Do early peer relations have a long-term impact on the child’s development?

1. Most infants and toddlers

meet peers on a regular basis, and some experience long-lasting relationships with

particular peers that start at birth.1 By six months of age, infants can communicate with

other infants by smiling, touching and babbling. In the second year of life, they show both

prosocial and aggressive behaviour with peers, with some toddlers clearly being more

aggressive than others.1-4

When do children develop the ability to relate to their peers? 

2. Although many investigators have described

early peer relations, relatively little attention has been paid to the emotional, cognitive and

behavioural skills that underlie the ability to interact harmoniously with peers. I have

proposed that early peer relations depend on the following skills that develop during the

first two years of life: (a) managing joint attention;(b) regulating emotions; (c) inhibiting

impulses; (d) imitating another’s actions;(e) understanding cause-and-effect relationships;

and (f) linguistic competence.5 Deficits in these skills may be compensated for when

children interact with competent adults, such as their parents or teachers, or with tolerant

older siblings; however, peers who are also only gradually developing these skills may be

less forgiving, and so the peer environment may be especially challenging. Children with

What skills promote early peer relations?  
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developmental disorders who are impaired in joint attention skills6 and imitation7 and

children with limited vocabularies2 may be at special risk, which may account for some of

the problematic peer relations in mainstreamed preschool classrooms.8

3.  A great deal of research on

peer relations in early childhood has used  methods, in which children name

those peers they like and (sometimes) dislike. These methods show that some children are

accepted by their peers, whereas others are either actively rejected or ignored.  Peer

acceptance is affected by many factors in a child’s life, such as their relationships at home

with parents and siblings, the parents’ own relationship and the family’s levels of social

support.5 However, peer acceptance is most directly affected by children’s own behaviour.

Studies show that highly aggressive children are not accepted by their peers9 but this may

depend on gender.10  Furthermore, it may actually be the absence of prosocial behaviour,

not the presence of aggression, that promotes peer rejection.11,12 Under some

circumstances, aggressive behaviour is positively associated with social competence.13 Shy

children also experience problems in gaining acceptance in their peer groups.  Shyness in

the early childhood years has been linked to the child’s temperament and earlier emotional

reactions to novel situations and to attachment relationships; shy preschoolers are more

likely than other children to have mothers who experience social phobias.14-16

Why do young children accept some peers and reject others?

sociometric

4.  There are clear

links between very early peer relations and those that occur later in childhood.  For

example, toddlers who were able to engage in complex play with  peers were more

competent in dealing with other children in the preschool years and in middle childhood.17

Peer acceptance in early childhood is a predictor of later peer relations. Children who were

without friends in kindergarten were still having difficulties dealing with peers at the age

of 10.18 It is not clear, however, whether early problems with peers actually cause the later

problems, or whether both are caused by other risk factors at home and school and the

behavioural tendencies and skill deficits that make it hard to gain acceptance by one’s

peers. However, the roots of peer rejection lie in the earliest years of childhood, and peer

rejection is associated with educational underachievement, even when many other causal

influences are taken into account.19 Put another way, having friends in early childhood

appears to protect children against the development of psychological problems later in

childhood.19 

Do early peer relations have a long-term impact on children’s development?
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Conclusions

Peers play important roles in children’s lives at much earlier points in development than we

might have thought. Experiences in the first two or three years of life have implications for

children’s acceptance by their classmates in nursery school and the later school years. Children

who are competent with peers at an early age, and those who show prosocial behaviour, are

particularly likely to be accepted by their peers. Aggressive children are often rejected by their

peers, although aggression does not always preclude peer acceptance. It is clear that peer

relations pose special challenges to children with disorders and others who lack the emotional,

cognitive and behavioural skills that underlie harmonious interaction. The risk for children with

early behavioural and emotional problems is exacerbated by the peer rejection they experience.

Conversely, early friendships and positive relations with peer groups appear to protect children

against later psychological problems.

Implications for Policy-Makers and Service-Providers

The evidence just reviewed challenges long-held beliefs about the importance of peers in early

development. Whereas once we may have thought that peers began to have an influence on

children during the primary school years and adolescence, it now seems possible that very early

interactions with peers at home and in child-care settings could set the stage for later problems.

At the same time, these findings suggest that it is possible to act early to prevent later problems.

Because peer acceptance is associated with better psychological adjustment and educational

achievement, programs that support early competence with peers will have implications for

educational and mental-health policy.  The findings also raise challenging questions about

“mainstreaming” policies for children with special educational needs. Problems that have been

noted in mainstreamed preschool classrooms may derive from underlying deficits that could be

addressed directly. It is therefore important for policy-makers and service-providers to consider

ways to facilitate young children’s positive relations with their peers.
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Introduction

The majority of children around the world have at least one sibling. The sibling relationship is

likely to last longer than any other relationship in one’s lifetime and plays an integral part in the

lives of families. Yet, in comparison to the wealth of studies on parent-child and peer

relationships, relatively little attention has been devoted to the role of siblings and their impact

on one another’s development. In recent decades, research on sibling relations in early childhood

has shifted from examining the role of structural variables (e.g., age, birth order) towards more

process variables (e.g., positive and negative exchanges). Siblings are viewed as an integral

component of family systems1,2 and as an important context for children’s learning and

development3 but there are a number of methodological and conceptual challenges to studying

siblings from this perspective. 

Subject

In early childhood, four major characteristics of sibling relations are prominent.1,2 First, sibling

relationships are emotionally charged, and defined by strong, uninhibited emotions of a positive,

negative and sometimes ambivalent quality.1,2,4-6 Second, sibling relations are often characterized

by intimacy: as youngsters spend large amounts of time together, they know each other very

well. This long history and intimate knowledge translates into opportunities for providing

emotional and instrumental support for one another,5  for engaging in pretend play,7-11 humor,12-15

for conflict,6,16-21 and for understanding others’ points of view and their thoughts and feelings.22-26

Third, sibships are characterized by large individual differences in the quality of children’s

relations with one another.1,2,4,5 Fourth, the age difference between siblings often makes issues of

power and control27-32 as well as rivalry and jealousy33-35 sources of contention for children, but

also provide a context for more positive types of complementary exchanges, such as teaching,36-40
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helping,1,2,5,40,41 caregiving interactions,5,42,43 and prosocial behaviour.41,44-46 Broadly speaking, the

characteristics of sibling relations sometimes make them challenging for parents, because of the

potentially emotional and highly charged nature of the relationship. One issue that arises due to

age differences is differential parental treatment from the siblings’ perspective.6,47-49

Problems

There are a number of methodological issues in the sibling literature. Birth order and age

differences are confounded in many studies; thus, it is challenging to distinguish between role

(i.e., birth order) and developmental differences.2,20 Recruiting families with young children and

collecting data at home can be time-consuming, yet provides rich naturalistic data. To date,

research has focused on sibling dyads within middle-class, two-parent, predominantly White

families in the US, Canada, and Western Europe. We therefore we know less about families with

more than two children, single-parent families,3,50 from different socioeconomic groups,3 or

families in varied cultures, although there have been some studies of Mayan46,51,52 and Mexican-

American families.53-55 In more recent years, there are some studies investigating siblings in

varied cultural contexts, such as Chinese,56-58 Greek,59 and Turkish, Dutch, and Indian families.60,61

Research Context 

There are a number of longitudinal studies that have followed siblings and families from the birth

of a second child62 and over early childhood and beyond.26,33,48,63-72 While there is wide variation in

how children respond to the birth of a younger sibling, most children are positive and eager to

help care for the baby and exhibit little or no disruptive behaviour.62 By early childhood siblings’

positive, friendly interactions often outweigh their negative interactions.73 Most studies of

siblings in early childhood have employed naturalistic observations of siblings interacting at

home, usually with their mothers, although some studies have also included fathers.21,33,56,71,72,74,75

Observational data is complemented by sibling and parent interviews, questionnaires,

hypothetical scenarios, structured tasks such as conflict negotiations, teaching tasks, or play

sessions and measures of children’s cognitive, emotional and social development. 

Key Research Questions

A basic question that has driven the research on sibling relations is why some dyads appear to

get along so well and act as sources of emotional and instrumental support and companionship

for one another, whereas other siblings have a much more troubled and conflictual relationship.
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1,2,17,61,76 Following from this, a number of key questions have been raised:

Recent Research Findings

Sibling relations provide an important context for the development of children’s understanding

of their social, emotional, moral and cognitive worlds.1,2,26,77 In particular, siblings play a key role

in the development of children’s understanding of others’ minds, namely their understanding of

emotions, thoughts, intentions, and beliefs.1,2,24,77 Siblings seem to demonstrate an understanding

of others’ minds and emotions during real-life interactions long before they show this

understanding on more formal assessments.1,42,78 In particular, this understanding is revealed

during episodes of imitation, teasing, shared humour, pretend play, conflict resolution, teaching,

prosocial behaviour, and through their use of connected communications and emotional and

mental language during conversations.1,2,10-15,23,42,45,79-81 Conflict can be an opportunity for siblings to

learn constructive resolution skills culminating in a mutually agreeable (win-win) solution for

both children, emotional regulation and understanding, and for considering the opponent’s

perspective.42 Young siblings who engage in frequent pretend play demonstrate a greater

understanding of others’ emotions and thoughts, show evidence of creativity in their play themes

and object use, and are more likely to construct shared meanings in play.7,9-11,82,83 Individual

differences in pretend play and conflict management strategies predict children’s social

understanding over time,14,23,42,63,84 conflict resolution skills at age six,85 and adjustment to first

grade.86

One important area of research is related to sibling conflict and the best ways for parents to

intervene when children disagree. Sibling conflicts are frequent,21,87 often poorly resolved,6,88,89

1. How are the quality and nature of sibling relations associated with social-emotional

outcomes, children’s adjustment, children’s later interactions in other relationships, and

their understanding of their social worlds? 

2. How should parents intervene in their children’s conflicts? 

3. What are the connections between differential parental treatment (i.e., when one child is

given preferential treatment) and sibling relationships?

4. What are the roles of age, birth order and gender in defining the nature and quality of

sibling relations? 

5. How does the quality of earlier sibling relations affect sibling interactions over time? 
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and sometimes highly aggressive, violent, or even abusive.17,61,90 When parents employ harsh,

punitive discipline this is associated with greater sibling conflict and less friendly interaction

even before the younger child is age 1.62,73 Coercive and frequent sibling conflict and bullying in

childhood are also associated with poorer adjustment both concurrently16,91 and later in life.75,92

High levels of conflict may be particularly problematic when they are accompanied by an

absence of sibling warmth.61,76,93 Given these findings, it is not surprising that sibling conflict is a

source of worry for parents5 and that they are concerned about the best way to intervene.33,94

Although most parents intervene by adjudicating,95 some interventions have trained parents to

mediate their children’s sibling conflicts.6,96-100 By structuring the negotiation process and yet

leaving the final resolution in the hands of the children themselves, these interventions suggest a

promising way to improve conflict outcomes while simultaneously helping children to understand

one another and to develop more constructive resolution strategies. 

When parents treat their children differently by directly varying amounts of positive affect,

responsiveness, control, discipline and intrusiveness to the two children, sibling relations are

likely to be more conflictual and less friendly,47,49,72,101 but only if children view the differences as

unfair.102-105 More broadly speaking, sibling jealousy in the preschool years is linked to lower

quality sibling relationships later in childhood.33,106

First-born siblings engage in leadership, teaching, caregiving, and helping roles, whereas

second-born siblings are more likely to imitate, follow, take on the role of learner, and elicit care

and help.2,6,38,40,45,90,107 Younger siblings often imitate the older child’s language and actions during

play, which is one way to establish shared meanings.80,108 Siblings demonstrate the ability to teach

one another during semi-structured tasks and also during ongoing interactions while playing

together at home,38,39,55,109-112 while taking into account their sibling’s knowledge and

understanding.36,43 During early childhood, siblings can act as sources of support during

caretaking situations when parents are absent for a short time5,43 and in middle childhood siblings

may provide support during stressful family experiences.43,66,113 The natural power differences that

result from the age difference between siblings mean that two children are likely to have

different experiences in the family. For instance, second-born children have the benefit of

learning from an older sibling, sometimes leading to precocious development for second-borns in

certain areas.114 

Older sisters are more likely to engage in caretaking and helping roles than older brothers,41,43

whereas boys are reported to be more aggressive with siblings than girls according to parent
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reports.17 Nevertheless, there are few consistent gender or age gap differences in sibling

relations in early childhood. As second-born siblings become more cognitively, linguistically, and

socially competent over the early years, they begin to take on more active roles in sibling

interactions, for example by initiating more games or teaching their sibling.6,38,64 As such, the

early power imbalance that exists between siblings seems to become less prominent as siblings

age, and interactions become more equitable.2,6,29,34,50,78

There is continuity in the quality of sibling relations during the early years and from early to

middle childhood to early adolescence, particularly for older siblings’ positive behaviour and

feelings towards the younger.53,67,68,80,115,116 However, large individual differences in the quality of

sibling relations have been documented in many studies cited here, which may also be influenced

by other factors such as children’s temperamental profiles,1,6,62 number of siblings,69 children’s

social understanding,2,24,69 and parenting styles.62,73,101

Conclusions

The sibling relationship is a natural laboratory for young children to learn about their world.2,3 It

provides opportunities to learn how to interact with others who are interesting and engaging

playmates, to learn how to manage disagreements, and to learn how to regulate both positive

and negative emotions in socially acceptable ways.5,26,42 In this way, it provides a venue for young

children to develop an understanding of social relations with family members who may be close

and loving at times and at other times, be unkind, exhibit jealousy, or act aggressively.33,75,92

Further, there are many opportunities for siblings to use their cognitive skills to convince others

of their point of view, teach, or imitate the actions of their sibling. The positive benefits of

establishing warm and positive sibling relationships may last a lifetime, whereas more difficult

early relationships may be associated with problematic developmental outcomes.17,56,61,76 The task

for young siblings (with support from their parents) is to find the balance between the positive

and negative aspects of their interactions as both children develop over time. 

Implications for Policy and Service Perspectives 

Sensitive parenting requires that adults employ developmentally appropriate strategies with

children of different ages. Parental strategies for managing sibling conflicts, particularly the

promotion of constructive (e.g., negotiated and fair resolutions, prosocial behaviours) versus

destructive (e.g., use of coercion and aggression) strategies, is vitally important for learning how
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to get along with others.6,94,98,117 The service and policy implications indicate that some parents

may need help with these issues and there is a need for the development of parent education and

sibling intervention programs.6,42,94 Certainly we know from research that interventions to train

parents to mediate sibling quarrels can be successful,6,98,99 but reducing conflict has not generally

been associated with an increase in prosocial sibling interactions.76 Various intervention

programs have been developed.5,6,96,100,118 Some programs have been aimed at assisting parents to

develop better guidance strategies, but have not directly targeted siblings themselves. However,

one promising social skills intervention program aimed at increasing prosocial interactions

between young children was successful in improving sibling relationship quality and emotion

regulation skills.119-121 This program has also resulted in improvements in parental emotional

regulation.122 Clearly, however, further development of intervention programs aimed at

improving sibling relationships is an area for future work from both a services and policy

perspective.6,96
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Introduction

Under optimal conditions, children learn core social-emotional skills during the preschool years

that enable them to establish and maintain their first friendships, get along well as members of

their peer communities, and participate effectively in school. Children who are delayed in their

acquisition of these social-emotional competencies are at heightened risk for significant peer

problems and behavioural difficulties when they enter grade school1 which can escalate to more

serious emotional difficulties and antisocial behaviours in adolescence.2 Hence, promoting social-

emotional development during the preschool years is a priority. 

Subject

Empirical evidence indicates that several intervention approaches effectively promote social-

emotional development and enhance positive peer relations in the preschool years.1,3 Universal

(or tier 1) interventions are implemented by preschool teachers and are designed to benefit all

children in a classroom. Selective/indicated (or tier 2/3) interventions are implemented by

teachers or specialists and focus on remediating skill deficits and reducing the existing problems

of children with social-emotional delays or behavioural disturbances. Prevention research

suggests that the coordinated nesting of universal and indicated preventive interventions may

provide an optimal “continuum” of services, making appropriate levels of support available to

children and families who vary in their level of need.4 A rapidly growing research base has

identified multiple universal social-emotional learning (SEL) programs that effectively boost the

social-emotional and self-regulation competencies of preschool children, fostering positive peer

relations in early childhood classrooms.5  The research base validating the effectiveness of early

childhood selective and indicated interventions is less well-developed and an area in need of

future study.6   

Problems
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To effectively promote positive peer relations, preschool programs need to target the social-

emotional skills that are “competence correlates” – skills that are associated with peer

acceptance and protect against peer rejection.1,7 During the preschool years, these skills include:

1) cooperative play skills (taking turns, sharing toys, collaborating in pretend play and

responding positively to peers); 2) language and communication skills (conversing with peers,

suggesting and elaborating joint play themes, asking questions and responding to requests for

clarification, inviting others to play); 3) emotional understanding and regulation (identifying the

feelings of self and other, regulating affect when excited or upset, inhibiting emotional outbursts

and coping with everyday frustrations); and 4) aggression control and social problem-solving

skills (inhibiting reactive aggression, managing conflicts verbally, generating alternative

solutions to social problems and negotiating with peers).8,9 A particular goal at this age is to

strengthen the self-regulation skills that can help children adapt effectively to the behavioural

and social demands of the school setting.10

Research Context 

Developmental research suggests that social-emotional competencies can be taught using

explicit coaching strategies that include skill explanations, demonstrations, and practice

activities.11 Evidence-based preschool social-emotional learning (SEL) programs provide teachers

with lessons, stories, puppets, and activities that introduce social-emotional skills.  In addition,

positive behavioural management strategies (e.g., the systematic use of instructions, contingent

reinforcement, redirection, and limit-setting) have been used effectively to reduce social

behaviour problems and foster positive peer interactions. Child social-emotional development

and peer relations are heavily influenced by the interpersonal dynamics of the classroom, making

it important to promote a positive climate characterized by warm and responsive student-teacher

and peer interactions as well as supporting skill-building opportunities in the classroom.1,12

Randomized trials provide evidence of effectiveness for multiple preschool SEL and positive

behavioural management programs;3,13,14,15 a few examples are illustrated below. 

Key Research Questions

Meta-analyses of well-controlled studies consistently conclude that preschool SEL programming

has benefits, but there is considerable variability among programs in terms of the intervention

approach taken, and degree and type of ouctomes.3,14 Research is needed to better understand

the short- and long-term impact of different intervention approaches and components. Universal
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classroom programs focus on boosting the SEL of all children, selective and indicated programs

more often focus on managing behaviour problems.16 Questions remain regarding the optimal

design and focus of interventions to promote social competence for preschool children: what

works best for which students under what conditions? What are the relative benefits of universal

and selective/indicated early intervention strategies? How might indicated programs be nested

within universal programs? What intervention strategies optimize engagement and learning?

What environmental arrangements promote generalization of skills to the naturalistic peer

context? What is the value of linking social competence promotion programs at school with

parent-focused early intervention programs?  

Recent Research Results

Several universal-level SEL curricula have proven effective in randomized trials, demonstrating

that the use of explicit coaching strategies at the classroom level can promote preschool social-

emotional skill development.1,3 Intervention approaches appear strongest when teachers follow a

curriculum to teach and support SEL systematically over the course of a year.17 An example is the

Preschool PATHS (Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies) program which provides 33

weekly lessons on friendship skills, emotional understanding, self-control, and social problem-

solving skills.18 Teachers present skills using stories, puppets, and role-plays and then support

skill development throughout the day by using proactive classroom management strategies,

emotion coaching, and problem-solving dialogue.  In several randomized trials, Preschool PATHS

has increased child emotion knowledge and problem-solving skills and improved their social

competence.18,19,20 In another trial, Preschool PATHS was combined with additional intervention

components targeting language and literacy skills (Head Start REDI) and produced sustained

benefits for preschool children that included improved learning engagement and social

competence with benefits still evident in adolescence.21   

Programs that focus on structuring the preschool environment with positive behavioural

management strategies also show great promise. A good example is the Incredible Years Teacher

Training Program (IY) which focuses on increasing teacher use of proactive guidance and

specific, contingent attention and praise to support positive behaviours; applying non-punitive

consequences to decrease inappropriate behaviours; and building positive student-teacher

relationships. Several randomize trials validate the efficacy of this program to reduce levels of

aggressive and disruptive behaviours in preschool classrooms.20,22,23
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The research base supporting social competence coaching programs at the selective/indicated

level is weaker and an area in need of more research,6 although several intervention approaches

appear promising.  Programs that coach young children in cooperative play and communication

skills (e.g. initiating play, asking questions, supporting peers) may improve the social inclusion of

children who are socially withdrawn or have developmental disabilities, especially when

combined with classroom supports (selective reinforcement and environmental engineering of

opportunities for peer play).24 One example is the Resilient Peer Treatment program for socially

withdrawn, maltreated preschool children, which trains adult coaches to scaffold guided play

sessions including target children and prosocial peer partners. The coach scaffolds and

reinforces positive social behaviour, thereby increasing collaborative and interactive play.25

 Social-emotional skill training may also help  preschool and early elementary children who

display aggressive-disruptive conduct problems and experience associated peer problems. For

example, the small group program, Incredible Years Dinosaur Social Skills and Problem-Solving

Curriculum has reduced problem behaviours and promoted social problem-solving skills in a

randomized trial.26 Individualized behavioural management programs may be particularly

beneficial for preschool children with elevated aggressive and disruptive behaviours. For

example, the BEST in CLASS intervention combines a classroom-level focus on positive

behavioural management with individualized management for at-risk students, demonstrating

positive preliminary effects on children’s social behaviour and social skills.16 

Conclusions

The preschool years represent an ideal time for preventive and educational interventions

designed to promote social-emotional development and peer interaction competencies. A number

of universal and selective/indicated programs have proven effective in promoting the social-

emotional competencies of preschool children, contributing to their peer acceptance and school

readiness. These model programs provide evidence that systematic instruction and positive

behavioural management can enhance social-emotional development and promote positive peer

relations among preschool children.

Implications

Evidence-based approaches to promoting social-emotional competencies and positive peer

relations need to be diffused widely into preschools and child-care centres. Additional research is

needed to expand and refine available evidence-based programs, as well as to identify optimal
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supports for high-fidelity implementation, sustained use, and work-force professional

development support. Recent research suggests added benefits when preschools develop

partnerships with families to support child social-emotional development.27 Additional research is

needed to identify the optimal approaches to partnering with parents in preschool-based efforts

to promote SEL and positive peer relations.
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Introduction

Social competence is defined as the capacities children possess for developing positive

relationships with adults and other children.1 It is well accepted that children’s development in

all areas of functioning is influenced by this ability to establish and maintain positive, consistent

and primary relationships with adults and peers.2 Early childhood educators and researchers

realize that social competence is a complex, multifaceted area of development and includes skills

such as regulating one’s emotions, communicating effectively, being able to take the perspective

of others, problem-solving and conflict resolution, and developing positive peer relationships.3

Subject

For preschool-aged children, managing effective peer relations represents an important

developmental task and a primary indicator of school readiness. Child-initiated play during the

preschool years provides a dynamic developmental context where this competency is manifest.4

Studies have highlighted important associations between positive peer play interactions and the

development of other competencies indicative of school readiness, such as emergent literacy

skills, approaches to learning, and self- regulation.5,6 For example, through pretend play children

develop story-telling and memory abilities that contribute to emergent literacy.6 Moreover,

maintaining effective play interactions with peers requires children to exercise self-control and a

host of other important behaviours that can affect learning in school, such as cooperation,

attention and persistence.7,4 Children who develop positive relationships with their peers during

the preschool years have a greater likelihood of experiencing positive adjustment in

kindergarten, as well as positive social and academic outcomes in the elementary school grades

and high school.8-10
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Problems

Conversely, poor peer relations in the early years are associated with detrimental consequences

during later developmental periods and adulthood.11,12 Problems with peers have been linked to

lower academic performance, retention, truancy and emotional maladjustment.13-19 While

acceptance from peers helps motivate children to become involved in classroom activities, peer

conflict and rejection can suppress children’s motivation.20-22 Low-income children are more likely

than their economically advantaged peers to evidence early school difficulties, including

behavioural and emotional problems, as well as poor school performance23,24 and are therefore

placed at greater risk for continued difficulties throughout schooling, such as grade retention

and school dropout.25

Research Context

To date, the most widely used and studied approaches to improve social competence in children

involve (a) explicit training in social skills; or (b) teaching children a social problem-solving

process for devising prosocial solutions to interpersonal conflicts. Overall, evaluations of social

skill-training programs have not demonstrated favourable outcomes, particularly when

examining generalization to children’s play in natural contexts and social acceptance.26,27

 Although social problem-solving training programs can be effective in enhancing children’s

awareness of alternative solutions to interpersonal conflict and reducing behaviour problems,

these programs do not explicitly promote positive peer play behaviour.28 Thus, widely available

interventions do not sufficiently address the developmentally salient expression of social

competency for preschool children’s peer play behaviour. 

Scant attention is paid to the cultural responsiveness of social competence interventions for low-

income youngsters in the research literature.29 Limited knowledge of the unique interface of

culture with children’s peer play behaviours is available.  Compounding this problem, social

competence interventions are primarily developed by experts, who are not members of the early

childhood programs or communities in which the intervention is implemented. Thus, the targeted

social competencies may not be valued within cultures represented by the children and families.30

  Developing interventions in partnership with stakeholders (e.g., early childhood educators,

families), is a promising alternative that provides venues for establishing culturally meaningful

and sustainable intervention programs.31  
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In partnership with Head Start, Fantuzzo and colleagues have advanced the application of peer

play interventions for low-income preschool children in early childhood education programs.32

Peer play interventions are embedded in children’s natural and routine play opportunities and

utilize peers rather than adults as facilitators of children’s social-skill acquisition. The Play

Buddy intervention involves pairing socially isolated preschoolers (Play Partners) with socially

effective preschoolers (Play Buddies) during routine free- play opportunities in the classroom and

identifying a family volunteer (Play Supporter) to support the Play Buddy’s proactive strategies

for engaging the Play Partner. Collectively, the partnership with Head Start staff and families in

program development, reliance on the natural contexts for defining and eliciting positive play

behaviours, and incorporation of natural helpers in implementing the intervention enrich the

relevance of this intervention for children of culturally and socioeconomically diverse

backgrounds. 

Key Research Questions

The primary challenge for early childhood researchers is attaining knowledge of the interface of

diverse cultural values and social competencies. To date, Caucasian, middle-class children are

most frequently the focus of intervention research and often represent standards for evaluating

appropriate social behaviours.33 Subsequently, assessment and intervention practices cannot be

assumed to be meaningful and effective for children of diverse cultural and socioeconomic

backgrounds. Rather, they must be empirically examined for specific populations, exploring

culturally responsive ways to develop and provide services. Although the Play Buddy intervention

has emerged as an effective intervention for bolstering developmentally salient peer play

behaviour among low-income children, the scope for evaluating this program has been on peer

play behaviours in the classroom.  Future research should expand the focus to examine the

effects of acquisition of prosocial peer play behaviour on children’s relationships and behaviour

in the family and community settings.34 Furthermore, longitudinal evaluations are needed to

document the long-term benefits of the intervention. 

Recent Research Results

Traditional approaches for improving social competence have not sufficiently addressed the

unique, developmentally salient construct of peer play for preschool children.  Moreover, the

particular cultural values inherent in low-income and ethnic minority populations of preschool

children have been neglected in the development and evaluation of social competence
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intervention programs. However, utilizing an innovative approach for developing social

competence interventions in partnership with early childhood educators and families, Play Buddy

emerges as a promising intervention for low-income preschool children. Randomized field trials

have demonstrated the efficacy of this intervention, showing that the improvements in young

children’s positive peer play interactions generalized to their experiences in the natural

classroom environment.34-35  These findings underscore the importance of embedding

interventions within the natural contexts of young children, utilizing familiar adults and children

in the implementation of the intervention program and working in partnership to ensure the

developmental and cultural relevance of the intervention focus. 

Conclusions

The preschool years are crucial for the development of social competencies that will ensure

success in school and in later life. Within this developmental period, peer play is a natural and

dynamic context for bolstering children’s acquisition of important social competencies. Social

competence interventions that are interwoven within the meaningful context of play emerge as

the most effective means for improving the peer play interactions of children with social

competence difficulties. Moreover, developing and implementing interventions in partnership

with early childhood educators and children’s families enhances their relevance for children

representing diverse cultures and socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Implications
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Introduction

The development of social relationships with peers is a major achievement of the preschool

years. For some children with disabilities (e.g. developmental delay, autism, mental retardation,

emotional/behavioural disorder), acquiring the skills and knowledge necessary for interacting

positively and successfully with peers is a challenge. Leaders in the field propose that the

development of peer-related social competence should be a primary goal of early intervention

and early childhood programs.1 For many young children with disabilities, practitioners need to

develop individualized educational plans that include social competence goals.2 To reach these

programmatic and individual goals, specific teaching/intervention strategies are necessary. 

Subject

When young children with disabilities are placed in inclusive settings, teachers and parents

report that many children do develop friendships with their typically developing peers.3 Yet, for

those children with disabilities who are socially rejected by their peers, such friendships rarely

develop.  Peer social relations are based on children’s competent participation in social

interactions. Such peer-related social competence is often defined as children engaging in

behaviours that meet the social goals of the child and that are appropriate for the social context.4

 As a group, children with disabilities consistently perform less well socially than do typically

developing peers.5 A consistent finding in the literature is that children with disabilities, when

compared to typically developing children of similar ages, interact with peers less often and are

less well accepted.6 Social acceptance and indices of peer-related social competence are

associated with the type of disability and characteristics of individual children.  Children with

communication disorders who do have some communication skills are relatively well accepted.7,8,9

 Conversely, children with disabilities who have aggressive behaviour, very limited or no

communication skills, limited social skills, and/or limited motor skills are often socially rejected

©2004-2026 ABILIO | PEER RELATIONS 58



by their peer group.8,9  Moreover, children not formally identified as having disabilities but who

share the characteristics just noted are considered at risk for social rejection by their peers and

are candidates for social skills interventions.

Problems

For children with disabilities who are socially rejected, systematic instructional programs or

intervention procedures are necessary.  Most young children learn prosocial skills through the

natural process of observing and engaging in social interactions with socially competent peers. 

Socially rejected children with disabilities may not have the opportunity to engage in such rich

and essential learning experiences.  Their access to socially competent peers may be limited by

a) placement in settings with few socially competent peers (e.g. special education classrooms

including only other students with disabilities); or b) the absence of the entry skills needed for

engaging in even simple social interaction and play with socially competent peers.10  The foci of

intervention programs are to arrange the social group setting and/or to teach the social skills

necessary for engaging in the rich, naturally occurring learning opportunities that exist in social

participation with the peer group. 

Research Context

Contexts for research are both procedural and methodological. A key feature in the procedural

dimension of research on interventions to promote social relationships is the presence of peers

who are typically developing and socially competent.  That is, intervention effects are stronger

when children with disabilities are in settings with typically developing peers.11,12  Intervention

effects are limited when interventions occur outside of this naturally occurring context for social

competence interventions.

Methodological and logistic constraints (e.g. levels of funding available, low prevalence of some

types of disabilities) have limited the use of randomized experimental group designs in research

on peer-related social competence interventions. Instead, investigators have employed single-

subject research methods, which depend on documentation of treatment effects within subjects

and replication across studies.13 Also, researchers have used quasi-experimental designs in their

analyses.14 These designs generate a moderate degree of evidence for the effectiveness of

intervention methods, and the strength of evidence is built through replications across studies.

Key Research Questions
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Primary research questions focus on the efficacy of individual intervention approaches for

promoting peer-related social competence of young children with disabilities.  Addressing this

primary question is complicated by the heterogeneity existing in the population, so more refined

research questions are necessary for determining which intervention approach works for which

types of children (e.g. children with communication disorders, autism, behaviour disorders).

Questions regarding effectiveness (i.e. do intervention procedures work when they are “scaled

up” for use in a wide range of natural settings) have generally not been addressed because they

depend on a solid basis of efficacy research.

Recent Research Results

Intervention approaches may be aligned according to their degree of intensity.10,15  Intensity

refers to the amount of time needed to implement the intervention, accommodations to a regular

classroom routine, and the degree of specialized training required. Intervention approaches with

evidence of efficacy, in ascending order of intensiveness, include:

Conclusions

The intervention approaches just described all have moderate to strong evidence of efficacy for

children with disabilities or children at risk for social rejection.  Efficacy outcomes are most

often reflected in increased participation in social interaction with peers outside the intervention

setting or when treatment is withdrawn;24,25,26 the development of friendships when children

participate in inclusive programs;3,9 decreased aggression toward others;16 positive changes on

multiple measures of social competence;12 and reduced referral to special education placements.
18

Inclusion in early childhood settings with typically developing peers;3

Classroom-wide intervention procedures designed to promote prosocial skills for all
children and prevent behaviour problems from occurring;16,17,18

Naturalistic interventions such as group friendship activities;19,20,21 

Social integration activities in which structured play groups are formed in inclusive
classrooms and facilitated by teachers;21,22

Explicit skills training in which children learn prosocial skills in small groups23 or peer-
mediated approaches involving peers as facilitators.24,25,26
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  In addition, some studies have examined the maintenance of changes in social competence

months or years after the intervention programs have ended.12,18,27 To date, there have been few

longitudinal studies of changes in social-emotional development that result from specific

interventions that promote immediate or short-term changes in the social competence of children

with disabilities.  The exception to this general rule is research on prevention of conduct

disorders and antisocial behaviour, where there is some evidence that early prevention curricula

do have longitudinal effects.17,18

Implications

For many children with disabilities, systematic and individually planned interventions or

teaching strategies are necessary to promote peer-related social competence and social

relationships with peers.  The research literature documents the immediate and short-term

effects of these interventions on children’s social competence.  A key feature that determines the

success of these interventions is access to a socially competent peer group, and the policy

implication is that inclusive programs should be the educational placement of choice for young

children with disabilities.  A variety of models exist for providing inclusive educational

experience.28  Intervention approaches also vary in intensity, with children having the greatest

needs requiring the most intensive interventions.  The policy and practical implication is that,

relative to the less intense interventions, more intensive interventions will require a greater

amount of time, training, administrative support and accommodations in classroom settings.
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Introduction

Establishing relationships with peers constitutes one of the most important and challenging

developmental tasks of early childhood.  These relationships not only make an important

contribution to current and future interpersonal well-being, but also promote various other

aspects of development.1 Children must draw upon all of their developmental resources to

establish the social-information and emotion-regulation processes that enable them to function in

a socially competent manner with peers.2  Yet this developmental task is highly vulnerable to

disruption.  Disruptions in any developmental domain (e.g., cognitive, affective) or difficult family

circumstances (e.g., poverty, maternal depression) are likely to affect relevant processes and

interfere with the proper development of peer-related social competence and, in turn, adversely

affect the quality of relationships with peers.3  In contrast to parents and other supportive adults,

the fact that a child's peers will readily detect peer competence difficulties in others and respond

accordingly (through rejection, ignoring or avoidance) potentially creates a cycle of difficult

relationships for vulnerable children.  The challenge for our field is to understand the diverse

and complex forces influencing children's peer-related social competence and to utilize this

knowledge to develop appropriate prevention and intervention programs. 

Each of the authors of the papers addressing peer relations has provided important perspectives

on this issue.  Manz and McWayne focus on the special problems facing low-income children;

Bierman and Erath inform us about a range of program models to promote children's socio-

emotional development; and Odom considers the special problems of young children with

disabilities. Taken together, these articles provide a thoughtful summary of the state-of-the-art of

young children's peer relationships and encourage the field to address this complex problem.

Research and Conclusions
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In their paper on interventions to improve the peer relationships of low-income children, Manz

and McWayne present a compelling argument for giving high priority to this area of

development.  They also correctly point out the failures of many intervention efforts, whether

didactic or more cognitive in orientation, to produce desired effects.  The failure to achieve

generalization of skills to different and more natural settings is highlighted.

For many low-income preschool children, Manz and McWayne suggest that this situation can be

improved by creating interventions more sensitive to the cultural backgrounds and goals of

children.  This is an important point, rarely considered by the field.  They also suggest that a

combination of partnerships with key individuals (e.g. parents) formed to create culturally

meaningful intervention approaches and thoughtfully utilizing the abilities of other more skilled

children can be of value.  Their suggestion to involve families is critical, especially given

increasing knowledge of family-peer linkages.4  Early results support their position.  Yet when

interventions involving more socially skilful peers are carried out in natural contexts, care must

be taken not to create an irregular relationship between children: one that is not compatible with

the egalitarian nature of peer relationships.5,6  Moreover, to complement this approach, it is

important to consider the needs of these young low-income children in an even broader

developmental and ecological context.  Clusters of family characteristics can increase the risk of

poor peer relationships by creating stressors that are non-optimal for development in this area.3

Sensitive assessments can identify these stressors and lead to the development of comprehensive

family/community and child interventions. 

The article by Bierman and Erath asks the field to think broadly about programs to promote the

socio-emotional development of preschool-age children.  They make the important distinction

between universal programs designed to promote socio-emotional competencies intended for all

children, and programs designed for children at risk or those already exhibiting problems in this

area of development.  Both universal programs and those targeted to children at risk for socio-

emotional problems are preventive in nature, whereas those programs focusing on children

already exhibiting peer relationship problems are best conceptualized in the context of early

intervention.  Clearly, this important organizational suggestion presents a major challenge to our

educational and related service systems.  The costs and benefits for implementing universal

programs must be analyzed, and risk factors must be carefully identified in a developmentally

and culturally appropriate manner.7  As these authors point out, numerous research questions

remain unanswered that can inform educational and clinical practice.  Important intervention
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research on aggression and peer rejection has been carried out,8 but additional randomized

clinical trials are desperately needed, especially for preventive interventions involving young

children.9  This is equally true for children whose peer competence problems are less apparent,

such as socially withdrawn preschoolers.  Once again, key issues focus on the generalization of

outcomes and the importance of comprehensive programs, including those involving parents. 

Odom's article thoughtfully orients us to the numerous problems children with disabilities

experience in developing appropriate social skills and competencies as well as establishing

friendships.  An important point that Odom makes is that it is essential for our field to recognize

the enormous diversity of this group of children with identified disabilities.  To better understand

this variability requires attention to programs focusing on carefully identified subgroups of

children.  Yet the absence of randomized clinical trials for most subgroups of children with

disabilities and the inherent limitations of single-subject research designs in this area make firm

conclusions regarding effectiveness difficult to draw at this time.  Nevertheless, as Odom points

out, there are many encouraging findings.  Odom also suggests that interventions to promote

competence with peers and to support friendships are best carried out in the context of inclusive

programs.  This makes good sense from a philosophical perspective, as well as reflecting the fact

that typically developing children are able to stimulate a higher level of social interaction on the

part of children with disabilities.10  At the same time, however, improving the peer-related social

competence of young children with disabilities (as opposed to increasing their levels of social

interaction) has been more elusive.  A broader developmental-ecological orientation may well be

needed for the substantial number of children with disabilities experiencing peer competence

problems.  A knowledge base drawn from the developmental science of normative development

and the developmental science of risk and disability now exists to permit meaningful randomized

clinical trials for subgroups of children with disabilities.  Preliminary evidence suggests the value

and feasibility of such an approach.11

Implications for Development and Services

These three articles on children's peer relations have done a masterful job in highlighting the

importance of this domain of development in children's lives, the many problems encountered by

young children in developing competencies that allow them to establish meaningful relationships

with their peers, and the prospects for designing and implementing effective prevention and

intervention programs.  This awareness makes it abundantly clear that our field must devote far

more of its intellectual and material resources to this domain of development.  Substantive
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systems issues must be addressed to design community-based service programs that are valued

from a prevention perspective, as well as more intensive programs for those exhibiting peer

interaction difficulties.  Measurement, identification of at-risk children, program design and

implementation issues are considerable, as are the many practical and resource problems that

exist in terms of embedding these programs in the early childhood system.  An awareness of the

critical role of families presents an additional challenge, as comprehensiveness is a critical

element for success.  Accordingly, systems of services may well benefit from the establishment of

a general developmental framework that is applicable to children with and without disabilities;

one that fully recognizes the broad ecological influences on children's peer relations and the

social-information and emotion regulation processes that are relevant.  Within this framework,

critical research questions can be addressed utilizing an array of methodologies that will

ultimately bring about both feasible and effective prevention and intervention programs to

promote children's peer relations.
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Introduction

Watching any group of preschool children, it is obvious to the observer that most reap great joy

from playing with their peers.1 For a few children, though, peer relationships are already

challenging and not much fun because they are withdrawn from or rejected by their age mates. 

Having nobody to play with makes children miserable, but having peer relationship problems is

significant for another reason. Children who do not form positive peer relationships are more

likely to have problematic relationships later on.2,3 The predictive power of early peer

relationships seems to derive, at least in part, from a transactional social system4 in which early

difficulties become exacerbated and early competencies become strengthened. Early in the year,

preschoolers who play cooperatively with peers become better liked over time,5 whereas

preschoolers who engage in aversive behaviour with peers subsequently become rejected and

victimized.4,6 Children tend to affiliate with peers with whom they share interests and behavioural

characteristics, and peers then reinforce these patterns of behaviour.7  Thus, it makes sense to

offer programs to enhance children’s peer relationships and social skills during the preschool

years.

There are a number of additional reasons to initiate interventions to improve children’s social
skills during the preschool years. Many models of development suggest that early intervention,
compared to intervention at older ages, holds special promise because developmental
trajectories are most malleable early in life.8 This malleability exists both within the child and
within the child’s relationships. Entry to formal schooling after preschool may act as a switch
point, a time of reorganization with opportunities to renegotiate trajectories.9,10  Children who
have not developed social skills during preschool may become further marginalized in
kindergarten and associate with other marginalized peers, so that deviant patterns are
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strengthened and the risks of developing more serious problems in later childhood and
adolescence increase. Although problems in adolescence may seem far removed from the
preschool playground, follow-up of early intervention programs indicates that they can have
long-term positive effects that may not be clear until children reach adolescence.11 Finally,
promoting social competence is a prime mission of early childhood education.12 This mission is
endorsed by kindergarten teachers, who more often identify social competencies, rather than
academic skills, as central to school readiness.13 Thus, social skills intervention is consistent with
the culture and goals of early childhood education settings.12

Research and Conclusions

Bierman and Erath, Manz and McWayne, and Odom describe three empirically validated

approaches to social skills enhancement that can be integrated into preschool classrooms. The

approach described by Bierman and Erath is grounded in assumptions that children with poor

peer relationships lack one or more “competence correlates,” social-cognitive, emotional and

behavioural skills necessary for successful social interaction, and that these skills can be taught

through direct instruction and practice. The competence correlates (or, in evaluation research

terminology, intermediate objectives14) are crucial in planning social skill curricula. These

authors also outline critical instructional components of interventions, including repeated

practice of new skills and explicit support to generalize the new skills to the peer context.

Preschool children do not spontaneously transfer even simple skills learned in one context to

another nearly identical context;15 most young children need explicit instruction to try new social

skills in a different context (e.g. the classroom). This may require an adult coach or a socially

competent peer partner who stays near the child in the classroom and prompts skill use.16  It may

also require the cooperation of classroom peers who agree to accept the target child’s early play

bids.

Bierman and Erath suggest that programs for children who are already exhibiting delays or
problems in peer relationships (i.e. indicated programs), be nested within programs aimed at all
children (i.e. universal programs). The advantage to a nested approach is not only, as Bierman
and Erath suggest, that it would provide all children and families with services commensurate
with their needs, but also that implementing a universal program could change the culture of the
classroom, making all children more receptive to and supportive of nascent social skills and
friendship bids from targets of the indicated program.

Manz and McWayne also stress the importance of the play context and play skills, but highlight
challenges to making the targeted social skills culturally relevant in programs serving low-
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income or ethnic-minority families. The Play Buddy approach (also referred to as Resilient Peer
Treatment or RPT) has been used with socially withdrawn, maltreated preschoolers.17,18 Socially
competent preschoolers are taught to initiate play with the withdrawn targets of the
intervention; adult volunteers prompt the child, acting as coach when needed. Community
notions of socially competent behaviour would naturally be incorporated in such embedded
interventions. Moreover, learning skills in the classroom obviates the need for explicit
encouragement to generalize new behaviour to a different setting. Fantuzzo and colleagues17,18

report increases in observed peer interactive play and decreases in solitary play for treatment
children in a randomized control trial, with improvements maintained at a two-month follow-up.
There is a wide variation in the sorts of skill or behavioural deficits preschoolers with peer
relationship problems experience, and it isn’t clear which groups would benefit from a peer
partner approach. Some preschoolers with significant social-cognitive, emotional or behavioural
deficits may need direct instruction and practice, in combination with peer partner play.

Odom argues that children with special needs usually require help and support to develop social

skills for peer interaction. Children with disabilities are often segregated from typically

developing peers by placement in special classrooms, through peer rejection, or both. Both types

of segregation deprive disabled children of opportunities to learn interaction skills and peer

group norms ― learning that is essential for peer acceptance. Interventions for children with

disabilities are more powerful, according to Odom, when they take place in groups of typically

developing peers. In a childhood culture in which any difference is grounds for teasing and

exclusion, children with disabilities can face brutal treatment even if they have age-appropriate

social skills. Thus, it would make sense, in addition to offering social skills intervention to

children who need it, to also engineer changes in the classroom and school culture that would

make hurtful acts less acceptable and acts of kindness more valued. Such an approach has been

used in the PeaceBuilders universal violence prevention program19 and the “You Can’t Say You

Can’t Play” curriculum, a classroom-focused intervention designed to reduce peer exclusion in

kindergarten.20

The research reviewed in these three papers provides a good overview of the rationale for and

approaches to enhancing the social skills of preschool children. A number of significant questions

were not addressed in these papers, however; many of these don’t yet have clear answers but

deserve the attention of researchers.  Among the most important, both theoretically and

practically, is what changes when, as a result of social skills intervention, children develop better

peer relationships. Bierman and Erath, in their list of competence correlates, offer a set of likely
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candidates that can serve as both a guide for program development and a map for assessing

intermediate objectives. By documenting changes in behavioural, emotional and cognitive

processes that occur during intervention and are correlated with improvements in peer

relationships, more effective and efficient interventions can be developed. In an assessment of

the effects of a social skills intervention for preschoolers, Mize and Ladd found that treatment-

group children showed increases in knowledge of appropriate social strategies after training,

and that improvements in social knowledge were correlated with increases in social skill use in

classroom interactions with peers.16 These data suggest that social strategy instruction in this

intervention was effective and responsible, at least in part, for positive behaviour change.

Research that documents the mechanisms of change during interventions will allow program

developers to focus on the most critical components for future work.

Implications for Services

Most preschool teachers feel ill-prepared to handle the challenging behaviour of many young

children.21 For teachers, administrators and others who provide direct services to young children,

the most critical and unanswered questions are practical: How is a social skills intervention

carried out, and who will do it? Manz and McWayne offer one set of answers for these questions

in their description of the Play-Buddy intervention: socially competent peers and family

volunteers work with target children in an area of the regular classroom. However, other models

of social skills intervention require more materials, planning and special training. Fortunately,

there are now social skills programs developed or adapted for preschoolers, programs that are

grounded in empirical research, have demonstrated efficacy, and are available commercially22,23,24

or described in accessible publications.25,26 These programs capitalize on the fact that young

children respond to active learning experiences, using play, video, puppets and role play to

engage children.

Unfortunately, even with the availability of commercial products, there are obstacles to providing

social skills programs to the large numbers of preschool-aged children who may benefit. In both

the United States and Canada, preschool education consists of a fragmented patchwork of

programs with no national regulatory agency, organizational framework or support system.27

Most preschool programs are under-funded and staffed by teachers who are poorly trained and

poorly paid.27,28 This situation can be contrasted with that in public schools. Public schools are

linked through state or provisional government organizations so that information, curricula and

policies can be quickly disseminated to programs serving large proportions of children in a given
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area.  Reaching large numbers of preschool care-providers with information and training about

young children’s social competence would be difficult, yet it should be a priority. The importance

of training is illustrated by findings from Greenberg and colleagues showing that positive

changes in children’s behaviour as a result of implementing the PATHS social skills intervention

were correlated in the .3 to .4 range with ratings of the quality with which teachers implemented

the curriculum.29 Thus, an important challenge for policy-makers is how to disseminate

information, training and social skills curricula in the vast, loosely connected patchwork of

programs serving preschool-aged children.
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