
60 Unit 1: Personal Development

•• Emotional regulation is the ability to cope with emotions, such as maintaining positive 
emotions and avoiding the display of inappropriate emotions by monitoring and mod-
ifying emotional reactions. Understanding when and where it is socially appropriate to 
express emotions is also referred to as emotion display rule knowledge (Matsumoto, 
2009; Saarni, 1979), which does not develop until about age 7 (Hayashi & Shiomi, 
2015). Display rules vary by ethnic group. For example, one study found that Asian 
Americans expressed emotions less often than Whites (Hwang & Matsumoto, 2012).

The presence of each of these three elements of emotional competence during the pre-
school years is related to social competence in elementary education students. Children who 
do not express positive affect, have difficulty regulating their emotions, or are unable to under-
stand other people’s emotional states are more likely to have peer difficulties later on (Denham 
et al., 2003). Although most studies on the importance of emotional competence have been 
conducted with preschoolers from middle-class families, preschoolers from low-income fam-
ilies are also found to benefit socially from emotional competence (Garner, Jones, & Miner, 
1994). The benefit of emotional competence is important not only  during preschool but has 
been found to be related to academic performance among adolescents as well (Morales & 
Zafra, 2013; Rodeiro, Emery, & Bell, 2012).

Social competence changes over time based on a wide variety of skills, processes, and social 
patterns that unfold across the life span. The family context was the original focus of most 
developmental research on social competence. The results of some significant family studies 
may help us understand which students are at highest risk for social competence deficits:

•• Children with insecure attachment histories tend to show more withdrawal and neg-
ativity in peer relations and to display more problem behaviors across various cultures 
(Ding, Xu, Wang, Li, & Wang, 2014; Jaffari-Bimmel, Juffer, van Ijxendoorn, Bakermans-
Kranenburg, & Mooijaart,, 2006; La Freniere & Sroufe, 1985; Park & Walters, 1989).

•• Parental insensitivity and unresponsiveness may lead to impoverishment or distortion of 
the emotional and social resources needed to maintain peer relations (Attili, Vermigli, & 
Roazzi, 2010; Gagnon et al., 2014).

Social Competence. 
Socially competent children 
and adolescents have good 

interpersonal skills that lead 
to many friendships and 
popularity among peers.

Family context: See 
Module 2
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