
59Module 3: Social-Emotional Development

Another aspect of social competence is the ability to express, understand, and regulate emo-
tions within the self and others, called emotional competence. There are three major elements 
of emotional competence (Denham et al., 2003; Hubbard & Coie, 1994):

•• Emotional expressiveness is the ability to express positive and negative emotions appro-
priately. Teachers are more likely to rate children who express more positive and less 
negative emotions as friendly and assertive, whereas children who express more negative 
emotions are viewed by teachers as aggressive and sad.

•• Emotional understanding is having knowledge about others’ emotions and using lan-
guage to describe those emotions (e.g., “He looks sad”). As a result of understanding 
other people’s emotions, children with emotional knowledge can respond more effec-
tively to peers according to their emotional states (Liao, Li, & Su, 2014). Children as 
young as 2 to 3 years of age are able to understand other people’s emotional expressions 
of distress and respond with appropriate behaviors.

TABLE 3.3      Characteristics of Social Competence During Childhood and Adolescence

DEVELOPMENTAL PERIOD CHARACTERISTICS
Early childhood •• Beginning of strong reciprocity in social exchanges (matching, fitting, and coordinating 

social acts) 

•• Rapid development in synchronizing interactions with peers 

•• Movement from nonverbal signals to strong verbal communication patterns 

•• Onset of self-classification of gender, age, and race 

Early elementary •• High levels of mutuality in social responding 

•• Responding simultaneously to more than one peer 

•• Learning how to recruit others into ongoing activity 

•• Increased reliance on verbal, rather than physical, strategies in interpersonal control 

Late elementary •• Peer group formation and identification of role in the group 

•• Continued reliance on authority figures to guide behavior, but with increasing reliance on 
peers as a mechanism of norm establishment 

•• Continued reciprocity and increased integration of patterns of social exchange 

Early adolescence •• Employment of peer group affiliation to achieve particular ends 

•• Peers now taking primary role as a mechanism of norm establishment 

Middle adolescence •• Sharp delineation between strategies for same-sex and opposite-sex relations, along with 
norms, behaviors, goals, and outcomes 

•• Development of more rigid social structures and evolution of subgroup norms for 
behavior 

•• Formation of transient cross-sex liaisons for mutual support or gratification 

Late adolescence •• Divergence of interaction styles as a function of the social groups in which individuals 
engage (code switching) 

•• Sharpening of sexual stereotypes 

•• Employment of cognitive capabilities to enhance social relations (better social cognition) 

•• More sophisticated use of skills to inhibit, remove, or control the behavior of others 

SOURCE: Adapted from Cairns, 1986.


