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Introduction

There are considerable individual differences in children’s early dispositional characteristics,

such as how they react to challenging situations and their ability to regulate behavioural and

emotional reactions.1 These early characteristics serve as a basis for socio-emotional

development in childhood and adolescence. It has been found that early dispositional

characteristics and socio-emotional functioning have an extensive and prolonged impact on

social, school and psychological adjustment. In Western societies, for example, positive

emotionality and sociability are predictive of peer acceptance, school achievement and

psychological well-being. In contrast, defiance and aggression are associated with later peer

rejection, school problems, and other adjustment problems. Finally, negative reactivity,

behavioural inhibition and social anxiety in infancy and early childhood may contribute to

difficulties in peer relationships and adjustment problems of an internalizing nature such as

loneliness and depression.2,3,4

Subject
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Socio-emotional development is likely to be affected by cultural contexts. Developmental

theorists and researchers have long recognized the comprehensive role of culture in children’s

social development in the early years.5 Culture may promote or constrain the exhibition of

specific aspects of socio-emotional functioning through facilitation or suppression processes.

Moreover, cultural norms and values may provide guidance for the interpretation and evaluation

of social behaviours and thus impart meanings to the behaviours.6 These arguments have been

supported by findings from a number of studies in the past two decades.

Problems

Despite the importance of culture for human development, research on socio-emotional

functioning has been conducted mostly with Western, particularly North American, children.

Consequently, little is known about how children behave and perform in social situations in other

societies. Our understanding of social behaviours, relationships and psychological adjustment is

limited to Euro-American cultures.

Research Context

Over the past 30 years, there has been an increased interest in exploring children’s socio-

emotional functioning in different regions of the worlds, particularly Asia, Europe and South

America. A number of studies have been conducted in diverse societies using both qualitative

(e.g., interviewing, ethnographic, observation) and quantitative (e.g., large scale surveys,

standardized questionnaires) methods. A major challenge in the cross-cultural study of socio-

emotional functioning is the understanding of its cultural meaning. Two strategies to achieve this

understanding are (1) to examine how socio-emotional functioning is associated with social

interactions and relationships, and (2) to examine how socio-emotional functioning develops in

the culture (e.g., what developmental outcomes it leads to).6 These strategies can be used in both

within-cultural and cross-cultural studies. An examination of the social interaction context and

the developmental pattern of socio-emotional functioning from the within-cultural perspective is

the first step toward understanding its meaning and significance and provides a critical and

necessary foundation for cross-cultural comparisons on children’s socio-emotional functioning.

Key Research Questions

1. Are there cross-cultural differences in the exhibition of specific aspects of socio-emotional

functioning?
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Recent Research Results

Children across cultures may display similar as well as different socio-emotional characteristics

in early childhood. Whereas similarity emerges in pervasive aspects, the distinct patterns of

socio-emotional functioning have been revealed in cross-cultural research on children in different

societies. For example, Chinese and Korean toddlers exhibited higher fearful, vigilant and

anxious reactions than Australian, Canadian and Italian toddlers in novel stressful situations.7,8

Chinese children also displayed more committed and internalized control or self-regulation on

compliance and delay tasks than North American children in the early years.9,10,11 Similarly,

Cameroonian Nso toddlers displayed more regulated behaviours than Costa Rican toddlers who

in turn were more regulated than Greek toddlers, as indicated by their compliance with maternal

requests and prohibitions.12

Cross-cultural differences in early characteristics may be associated with parental socialization

expectations, attitudes and practices. Chen et al.7 found that whereas children’s wary and

reactive behaviour was associated with parental disappointment and rejection in Canada, this

behaviour was associated with warm and accepting parental attitudes in China. Compared with

Euro-American parents, Chinese and Korean parents were also more likely to emphasize

behavioural control in childrearing.9 In addition, according to Keller et al.,12 rural Cameroonian

Nso mothers were more likely than Costa Rican mothers, who in turn were more likely than

middle-class Greek mothers, to use a proximal parenting style (body contact, body stimulation)

which was believed to facilitate child obedience and regulation.

Socio-emotional characteristics in the early years may have implications for the development of

social behaviours. Edwards13 found that children in relatively open communities (e.g., Taira in

2. Are there cross-cultural differences in the antecedents, concomitants and consequences of

specific aspects of socio-emotional functioning?

3. Are the developmental processes and patterns of socio-emotional functioning similar or

different across cultures?

4. What cultural beliefs and values are associated with socio-emotional functioning and

development?

5. What are the processes in which cultural beliefs and values affect socio-emotional

functioning and development?
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Okinawa, one of Japan’s southern prefectures, and Orchard Town in the U.S.) where peer

interactions were encouraged had significantly higher scores on overall social engagement than

children in more “close” and agricultural communities (e.g., Nyansongo in Kenya and Khalapur

in India). Relatively low social interaction was also found in Chinese and Indonesian children,

compared with their North American counterparts.14,15

Cross-cultural differences exist not only in overall social engagement but also in the quality of

social interaction. A particular form of peer interaction which varies across cultures is socio-

dramatic activity in children’s play. Western children tend to engage in more socio-dramatic

behaviours than children in many other, particularly group-oriented, cultures. Farver, Kim and

Lee16 found that Korean American preschool children displayed less social and pretend play than

Anglo-American children. Moreover, when Korean children engaged in pretend play, it contained

more everyday and family role activities and less fantastic themes (e.g., actions related to legend

or fairy tale characters that do not exist). Gosso Lima, Morais and Otta17 found that rural children

in Brazil displayed less pretend or socio-dramatic behaviours than urban children. Furthermore,

the urban children’s socio-dramatic activities involved more fantastic characters or themes than

those of rural children. Also, the prevalent characters in the pretend play of seashore children

were domestic animals (dogs and horses), which, according to Gosso et al.17, was due to the

frequent contact of these children with them in daily life.

Children in societies where extended families live together in traditional styles tend to display

more prosocial-cooperative behaviour than children in economically complex societies with class

structures and occupational division of labour.13 Early socialization of responsibility is associated

with the development of prosocial-cooperative behaviour. Cultures that value competitiveness

and the pursuit of personal goals seem to allow for more coercive and aggressive behaviour than

cultures that emphasize group harmony. Researchers have reported that North American

children tended to exhibit higher levels of aggressive and externalizing behaviour than their

counterparts in some Asian countries such as China, Korea, Japan and Thailand, in Australia and

in some European nations such as Sweden and the Netherlands.18,19,20,21

The role of culture may be reflected not only in the display of specific socio-emotional

characteristics, but also in their functional meanings in development in different societies.22,23 For

example, behavioural inhibition in toddlerhood is associated with later social and psychological

difficulties in Western countries.24 However, longitudinal research in China revealed that early

behavioural inhibition positively predicted social competence, school achievement, and
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psychological adjustment in childhood and adolescence.25,26

Research Gaps

Several major gaps exist in the study of culture and socio-emotional development. First, there

are few systematic cross-cultural longitudinal research programs. As a result, little is known

about the developmental processes of socio-emotional functioning in a cultural context. Second,

the existing research has relied mostly on cross-cultural comparisons. Although the findings are

important in revealing cultural similarities and differences, they provide limited information

about what specific cultural beliefs and values are associated with children’s social behaviours

and emotions and their development. Third, researchers have paid little attention to the

processes in which cultural norms and values are involved in socio-emotional development. Chen
23,27 has recently proposed a contextual-developmental perspective that emphasizes the role of the

social evaluation and response processes in mediating the links between culture and socio-

emotional development. According to this perspective, during social interactions, peers evaluate

and respond to individual characteristics in manners that are consistent with cultural belief

systems in the society and express corresponding attitudes (e.g., acceptance, rejection) toward

children who display the characteristics. Culturally-directed social evaluations and responses, in

turn, regulate children’s behaviours and ultimately their developmental patterns. How the peer

interaction processes serve to transmit and construct cultures and to regulate children’s socio-

emotional functioning and development need to be examined thoroughly in future research.

Conclusions

Cross-cultural research has indicated the involvement of cultural factors in virtually all aspects of

children’s socio-emotional functioning. Cultural norms and values may affect the display and

significance of children’s socio-emotional functioning. The impact of cultural context on socio-

emotional development is likely to occur through parental socialization practices and, in the later

years, through peer interactions. Future research should explore the processes in which cultural

factors are involved in children’s social behaviours and emotions and their development.

Implications

Cross-cultural research helps us understand the role of social and cultural conditions in the

development of social competence and problems. The findings also have implications for

establishing appropriate policies related to families and children in Canada who have different
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cultural backgrounds. Moreover, the information about cross-cultural differences in children’s

socio-emotional characteristics and interaction styles are helpful for professionals to design

culturally-sensitive and relevant programs in the community and the school for children of

different backgrounds who have social and psychological problems.

References

1. Rothbart MK. . New

York: Guilford Press; 2011.

Becoming who we are: Temperament and personality in development

2. Eisner MP, Malti T. Aggressive and violent behavior. In: Lamb ME, Lerner RM, eds.

.

Hoboken, NJ: Wiley; 2015:794-841

Handbook of child psychology and developmental science: Socioemotional processes

3. Coplan RJ, Prakash K, O'Neil K, Armer M. Do you 'want' to play? Distinguishing between

conflicted-shyness and social disinterest in early childhood. 

2004;40(2):244-258.

Developmental Psychology

4. Rubin KH, Coplan RJ, Bowker JC. Social withdrawal in childhood. 

 2009;60:141-171.

Annual Review of

Psychology

5. Hinde RA. . Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University

Press; 1987.

Individuals, relationships and culture

6. Chen X, French D. Children’s social competence in cultural context. 

 2008;59:591-616.

Annual Review of

Psychology

7. Chen X, Hastings P, Rubin KH, Chen H, Cen G, Stewart SL. Childrearing attitudes and

behavioral inhibition in Chinese and Canadian toddlers: A cross-cultural study.

 1998;34(4):677-686.Developmental Psychology

8. Rubin KH, Hemphill SA, Chen X, Hastings P, Sanson A, LoCoco A, Zappulla C, Chung O,

Park SY, Do HS, Chen H, Sun L, Yoon CH, Cui L. A cross-cultural study of behavioral

inhibition in toddlers: East-west-north-south. International Journal of Behavioral

©2023-2026 ABILIO | CULTURE 6



 2006;30(3):219-226.Development

9. Chen X, Rubin KH, Liu M, Chen H, Wang L, Li D, Gao X, Cen G, Gu H, Li B. Compliance in

Chinese and Canadian toddlers. 

2003;27(5):428-436.

International Journal of Behavioral Development

10. Gartstein MA, Gonzalez C, Carranza JA, Ahadi SA, Ye R, Rothbart MK, Yang SW. Studying

cross-cultural differences in the development of infant temperament: People's Republic of

China, the United States of America, and Spain. 

2006;37:145-161.

Child Psychiatry & Human Development

11. Sabbagh MA, Xu F, Carlson SM, Moses LJ, Lee K. The development of executive functioning

and theory of mind: A comparison of Chinese and U.S. preschoolers. 

2006;17(1):74-81.

Psychological Science

12. Keller H, Yovsi R, Borke J, Kartner J, Jensen H, Papaligoura Z. Developmental

consequences of early parenting experiences: Self-recognition and self-regulation in three

cultural communities.  2004;75(6):1745-1760.Child Development

13. Edwards CP. Children’s play in cross-cultural perspective: A new look at the Six Culture

Study.  2000;34(3):318-338.Cross-Cultural Research

14. Chen X, DeSouza A, Chen H, Wang L. Reticent behavior and experiences in peer

interactions in Canadian and Chinese children.  2006;42(4):656-

665.

Developmental Psychology

15. Farver JM, Howes C. Cross-cultural differences in social interaction: A comparison of

American and Indonesian children. 

1988;19(2):203–315.

Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology

16. Farver JM, Kim YK, Lee Y. Cultural differences in Korean- and Anglo-American

preschoolers’ social interaction and play behaviors.  1995;66(4):1088-

1099.

Child Development

©2023-2026 ABILIO | CULTURE 7



17. Gosso Y, Lima MD, Morais SE, Otta E. Pretend play of Brazilian children: A window into

different cutlural worlds.  2007;38(5):539-558.Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology

18. Bergeron N, Schneider BH. Explaining cross-national differences in peer-directed

aggression: A quantitative synthesis.  2005;31(2):116-137.Aggressive Behavior

19. Russell A, Hart CH, Robinson CC, Olsen SF. Children’s sociable and aggressive behavior

with peers: A comparison of the US and Australia, and contributions of temperament and

parenting styles.  2003;27(1):74-86.International Journal of Behavioral Development

20. Weisz JR, Suwanlert S, Chaiyasit W, Weiss B, Walter BR, Anderson WW. Thai and American

perspectives on over-and undercontrolled child behavior problems: Exploring the threshold

model among parents, teachers, and psychologists. 

 1988;56(4):601-609.

Journal of Consulting and Clinical

Psychology

21. Zahn-Waxler C, Friedman RJ, Cole PM, Mizuta I, Hiruma N. Japanese and United States

preschool children’s responses to conflict and distress. 

1996;67(5):2462-2477.

Child Development

22. Chen X. Culture, temperament, and social and psychological adjustment. 

 2018:50:42-53. 

Developmental

Review

23. Chen X. Exploring cultural meanings of adaptive and maladaptive behaviors in children and

adolescents: A contextual-developmental perspective. 

 2020:44(3):256-265. 

International Journal of Behavioral

Development

24. Fox NA, Henderson HA, Marshall PJ, Nichols KE. Ghera MM. Behavioral inhibition: Linking

biology and behavior within a developmental framework. 

2005;56:235-262.

Annual Review of Psychology

25. Chen X, Chen H, Li D, Wang L. Early childhood behavioral inhibition and social and school

adjustment in Chinese children: A 5-year longitudinal study. 

2009:80(6):1692-1704.

Child Development

©2023-2026 ABILIO | CULTURE 8



26. Chen X, Fu R, Li D, Chen H, Wang Z, Wang L. Behavioral inhibition in early childhood and

adjustment in late adolescence in China.  2021;92(3):994-1010.Child Development

27. Chen X. Culture, peer interaction, and socioemotional development. 

 2012;6(1):27-34.

Child Development

Perspectives

©2023-2026 ABILIO | CULTURE 9


