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Abstract

:

Children’s self-imposed isolation in the company of others (social withdrawal due to shyness or unsociability) and active isolation due to direct aggressive behaviors can challenge successful engagement in the peer group. The developmental attributional perspective acknowledges that children’s intended affiliative responses are, in part, guided by their emotions and beliefs toward peers’ social behaviors and may differ depending on children’s sex, age group, and social behavior. This study aimed to (1) describe preschoolers’ beliefs, emotions, and intended affiliative preferences toward aggressive, shy, and unsociable peers, depending on children’s sex and age group, and (2) explore the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs, emotions and intended affiliative preferences, depending on children’s social behaviors and children’s sex or age group. A total of 158 preschoolers aged 3–6 years were interviewed, using the Child Attributions Interview to assess their beliefs, emotions and intended affiliative preferences toward peers. Teachers completed the Social Competence and Behavior Evaluation Scale to assess children’s prosocial behaviors, aggressive-anger, and anxious-withdrawal. Preschoolers’ perspectives toward shy and unsociable peers were less negative than toward aggressive peers. However, participants in our sample were not fully aware of the different intentionality and social motivations of shy and unsociable peers. Higher levels of perceived social standing, social motivation and sympathy predicted higher affiliative preferences toward shy, unsociable, and aggressive peers. However, the magnitude of the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs, emotions and intended affiliative preferences differed, depending on children’s sex, age group and prosocial behavior, especially toward aggressive and shy peer behaviors. These findings are in line with the developmental attributional perspective, but highlight the need to account for developmental specificities, sex differences in peer relationships and children’s individual differences in social behaviors.
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1. Introduction


Positive involvement in the peer group is a key developmental issue during the preschool years [1]. Children’s self-imposed isolation in the company of others (social withdrawal) and children’s active isolation by peers due to deviations from normatively acceptable behaviors can challenge their successful involvement in the peer group [2].



Contemporary scholars distinguish different subtypes of socially withdrawn behaviors that encompass distinct emotional, motivational, and psychological substrates [3]. Shyness refers to a temperamental trait that manifests itself through wariness in unfamiliar social situations and self-consciousness in situations of perceived social evaluation [2]. From a motivational standpoint, scholars consider that shy preschoolers may experience a desire of social approach that coexists with feelings of social anxiety, displaying reticent or onlooking behaviors during play activities in the classroom [4]. Conversely, unsociability is defined as a non-fearful preference for solitude [2] that reflect a reduced desire for social approach without actively avoiding social situations [4]. Unsociable children are able to engage in socially competent behaviors when approached by peers [5]. Shyness and unsociability distinguish themselves from children’s active isolation by peers [2,6], due to frequent direct aggressive behaviors that encompass intended acts to hurt and harm peers (e.g., pushing, or harmful communication) during face-to-face interactions [7].



Higher levels of shyness [8,9] and direct aggression [10] during early childhood have been concurrently and longitudinally associated with lower peer acceptance and negative peer experiences. Although relatively benign during early childhood, preliminary evidence suggests that peers might begin to respond more negatively to unsociable children in middle and late childhood [11]. According to a developmental attributional framework [12], children’s intended affiliative responses toward peers’ social behaviors are, in part, guided by their emotions and beliefs about others’ thoughts and intentions. Understanding children’s beliefs, emotions and intended responses toward shy, unsociable, and aggressive behaviors is crucial to guide the design of evidence-based interventions that can enhance adaptive socioemotional outcomes.



1.1. Preschoolers’ Beliefs, Emotions and Intended Affiliative Preferences toward Peer Behaviors


Positive involvement in the peer group is, in part, associated with one aspect of social understanding that encompasses children’s ability to make inferences about others’ internal mental states, such as thoughts, emotions and desires [13]. Although children display a nascent ability to understand others’ desires and emotions in everyday social interactions during infancy, children’s beliefs, that is, children’s representations about others’ internal mental states develop significantly between ages 3 and 5 [14]. During this period, children begin to understand the notion that different people hold different representations of the social world that guide their behaviors [14]. Early research on children’s beliefs toward social withdrawal and direct aggression suggested that children aged 5 to 6 years hold less well-developed representations toward the former than the latter [15,16]. However, subsequent studies asking kindergarten and first-grade children (mean age: 6 years) from North American [12,17,18], Dutch [19] and Chinese [20,21] contexts to respond to hypothetical vignettes evidenced that children hold more sophisticated implicit representations about aggressive, socially withdrawn and socially competent peers.



More specifically, these studies found that hypothetical socially withdrawn peers were less likely to be described as desirable playmates and more likely to be perceived negatively than socially competent peers in terms of their social motivation and social standing in the classroom [17,20,21]. Nevertheless, kindergarten and first-grade children expressed higher sympathy [19] and affiliative preference [17] toward hypothetical socially withdrawn peers and considered their behaviors as less intentional [12] and less problematic in the classroom [17,18] than those of aggressive peers. Research showed that kindergarten and first-grade children appear to be also able to make fine-grained distinctions between shy and unsociable behaviors [17,20,21]. Children reported a greater affiliative preference toward hypothetical shy peers and considered that they were less intentional and more socially motivated, had a higher social standing and lower negative impact in the classroom, and elicited more sympathy than hypothetical unsociable peers [17,20,21].



More recently, studies have been conducted in samples of younger preschoolers (mean ages: 4 to 5 years) from Italian [22] and Argentinian contexts [23], using similar methods. In line with prior research involving elementary school children [12,17,19], preschoolers reported less negative views, more sympathy, and higher affiliative preference toward hypothetical socially withdrawn behaviors when compared with aggressive behaviors [22,23]. These studies also supported the idea that young children were able to distinguish hypothetical socially competent, shy, and unsociable behaviors in terms of their intentionality and social motivations [22,23]. However, preschoolers reported comparable social standing, negative impact, and affiliative preferences toward shy and unsociable peers [22,23]. Whereas [23] found no significant differences in sympathy for shy and unsociable behaviors, [22] showed that preschoolers reported more sympathy toward shy peers when compared with unsociable peers.




1.2. Associations between Preschoolers’ Beliefs, Emotions, and Intended Responses toward Peer Behaviors


To date, most research drawn on a developmental attributional framework [12] has explored the associations of children’s attributions of intentionality and sympathy with affiliative preferences toward peer behaviors [20]. Higher attributions of responsibility (e.g., [24,25,26,27]) and emotions of sympathy [12,28] toward hypothetical aggressive, socially withdrawn, clinically depressed and hyperactive peers were associated with lower intended affiliative preferences in samples of kindergarten and primary school children. A lower proportion of studies have focused on other types of children’s interpretations toward peer behaviors. These studies found that preschoolers who perceived the behaviors of aggressive and socially withdrawn peers as more controllable and stable reported lower intended affiliative preferences toward them (e.g., [12,29,30]). Unsociable and shy behaviors are thought to differ in terms of their intentionality, social motivation [3], negative impact, social standing in the peer group and have been associated with different peer experiences during early childhood [8,9,11]. Further studies are needed to explore the associations between children’s interpretations, emotions of sympathy and intended affiliative preferences toward shy and unsociable behaviors during the preschool years.




1.3. The Role of Children’s Sex, Age, and Social Behavior


Literature suggests that children’s sex needs to be considered, when examining the associations of children’s beliefs, emotions and intended affiliative preferences toward different peer behaviors. In fact, gender stereotypes of male dominance may influence how children perceive and react to distinct peer behaviors [31]. Consistent with this idea, research drawn on hypothetical vignettes’ methods found that boys displayed less negative views toward aggressive peers and perceived them as more desirable playmates than girls but expressed significantly less sympathy toward them than girls [17,19]. Shy and unsociable peers were considered less problematic [20], less intentional and more desirable playmates among girls [22].



Research also appears to support the idea that children’s ability to understand others’ thoughts and intentions may become more sophisticated with age. In fact, older children appear to be more able to distinguish aggressive and socially withdrawn children along a responsibility dimension [12] and to make more accurate inferences about the social motivations underlying peer behaviors, especially socially competent and unsociable ones [21]. Whereas [12] found that older preschoolers reported higher sympathy toward aggressive peers than younger preschoolers, [22] found that the intended affiliative preferences toward all hypothetical peers (except the aggressive one) were higher among older children.



Few studies also found that children’s own social behaviors may impact their beliefs, emotions, and responses toward peer behaviors [17,18]. More specifically, children who displayed higher levels of maternal-reported prosocial behaviors made more accurate inferences about the intentionality of shy peers but described higher sympathy and affiliative preferences toward the socially competent peer than less empathic and prosocial children [18]. In a subsequent study, [17] found that children rated as aggressive and unsociable by mothers reported significantly lower affiliative preferences toward all the hypothetical peers. However, aggressive children perceived that all hypothetical peers would cause more problems in the classroom, whereas unsociable children perceived hypothetical peers as less likely to be disruptive in the classroom [17].



Although parents are familiar with children’s cues in multiple contexts, preschool teachers observe children in daily peer interactions and develop standards of competent behaviors, based on their observation of many children of similar age [32]. Furthermore, studies found higher levels of prosocial behaviors and lower levels of aggression among girls when compared with boys and an increase in prosocial behaviors as children grow up [32,33,34,35,36]. Understanding the role of children’s social behaviors in the associations between beliefs, emotions, and affiliative preferences toward peer behaviors may be capitalized, by considering preschool teachers’ ratings and their addictive effects with children’s sex or age group.




1.4. The Present Study


To advance the current state-of-art knowledge, the present study aimed to (1) describe preschoolers’ beliefs, emotions and intended affiliative preferences toward aggressive, shy, and unsociable peers, depending on children’s sex and age group, and (2) explore the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs, emotions and intended affiliative preferences, depending on children’s social behaviors, children’s sex, and age group. This is the first study to examine preschoolers’ beliefs, emotions and intended affiliative preferences toward different peer behaviors in the Portuguese context. According to a bioecological developmental framework [37], culture may shape the beliefs, emotional and behavioral reactions toward children’s social behaviors in the peer group [38]. In Portugal, desirable qualities to be fostered in children continue to reflect both collectivist (i.e., good manners, responsibility, tolerance, and respect) and individualistic (i.e., independence and determination) values [39]. In line with other studies conducted in the Western context, children’s lower social competence and social engagement (e.g., [40,41,42]), less positive, more disrupted, and disconnected behaviors during peer play (e.g., [43]) were found to be associated with lower peer acceptance in samples of Portuguese preschoolers.



For the first aim, we hypothesize that preschoolers will display less positive views (i.e., social motivation, social standing, and negative impact) and lower affiliative preferences toward shy and unsociable hypothetical peers when compared with socially competent peers (H1). However, preschoolers are expected to display more positive views, higher sympathy, and affiliative preferences toward shy and unsociable hypothetical peers when compared with aggressive peers (H2). Furthermore, we hypothesize preschoolers will report comparable social standing, negative impact and affiliative preferences toward shy and unsociable behaviors but will distinguish them in terms of their intentionality and social motivations (H3). Due to the inconsistency of the findings in samples of younger preschoolers, we didn’t establish hypotheses for sympathy. With respect to sex differences, we expect that boys will display more positive views toward aggressive behaviors when compared with girls, whereas an inverse pattern is expected for shy, unsociable, and socially competent behaviors (H4). Furthermore, older (5–6 years) children are expected to display more accurate views toward peers’ intentionality and social motivation and higher affiliative preferences toward all peer behaviors (except aggression) when compared with younger (3–4 years) children (H5).



For the second aim, we hypothesize that preschoolers who will perceive higher levels of intentionality, lower social motivation and social standing, higher negative impact toward shy, unsociable, and aggressive peer behaviors and who will report lower sympathy will report lower affiliative preferences (H6). Due to the exploratory nature of available evidence, we didn’t establish hypotheses for the role of children’s sex, age group and social behaviors in the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs, sympathy and intended affiliative preferences.





2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Participants


Participants were 158 preschool children with a mean age of 57 months (SD = 11. 66) and 61% boys (n = 94) who were attending six private urban and semiurban preschools, from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. Children’s preschool teachers (n = 22) had a mean age of 39 years (SD = 8.62), were mostly female (n = 20, 91%) and had a mean of 15 years (SD = 8.40) of professional experience.




2.2. Procedure


This study was approved by the ISPA Ethics Committee. The study objectives and procedures were presented to preschool boards. After approval by the preschool boards, parents/legal guardians of all children were asked to sign a written informed consent to authorize children’s and preschool teacher’s participation in the study. The acceptance rate for preschoolers’ participation was approximately 50%. Preschool teachers were also asked to provide their written informed consent. All the contacted preschool teachers (n = 23) agreed to participate.



Data collection procedures took place between February and June 2022. Before data collection, children were informed about the aims and procedures of the study, the voluntary nature of their participation and the confidentiality of their responses. Children’s verbal assent to participate was requested before starting the interview. The refusal of the minor to provide assent to participate was respected. After ethical procedures, a trained research assistant interviewed each child individually, in a private room at preschool. Each interview lasted about 15 min and was scheduled to minimize the interference of data collection in children’s daily routines and activities. Preschool teachers received a link to complete the questionnaires in an online protected platform (Qualtrics) by e-mail or a paper version of the measures in a closed envelope, according to their best convenience.




2.3. Measures


Child Attributions Interview: The Child Attributions Interview assesses children’s self-reported insights and liking of hypothetical peers, distinguishing different types of social behaviors (i.e., aggressive, shy, unsociable, or socially competent). This interview was drawn from the Interview for Attributions for Aggressive and Withdrawn Behaviors, originally developed to evaluate children’s beliefs, emotions and intended responses toward hypothetical aggressive and socially withdrawn peers [12] and later adapted to include a hypothetical socially competent [19], shy and unsociable peers [17]. Results from several previous studies provided strong evidence on the comprehensibility of the interview for young children and on its reliability and validity (e.g., [12,17,19,20,21,22,23]). The pictorial materials and the limited verbal response format used in the Child Attributions Interview have been found to be effective ways to obtain reliable and valid reports of internal constructs among young children [44]. The Portuguese version of the interview was established, using back-forward translation procedures. During the interview, the research assistant read four hypothetical vignettes, illustrating different social behaviors of same-sex peers (aggressive, shy-anxious, unsociable, and socially competent behaviors) in the classroom. Each vignette was accompanied by a cartoon picture. The presentation order of the vignettes was modified, using a Latin square design. After being read each vignette, children were asked seven questions, responded in a three-point scale (1—No/Never, 2—Maybe/Sometimes, and 3—Yes/A lot) by pointing circles of increasing sizes. Questions assessed the perceived intentionality (do you think that he/she act on purpose? do you think he/she want to behave like this?), social motivation (does he/she want to play with other kids?), social standing (would other kids in your class want to play with him/her?), negative impact (do kids that act like he/she cause a problem in your class?), sympathy (how much do you feel sorry for him/her?) and intended affiliative preference (would you like to play with him/her?, would you want to be his/her friend?) toward each of the presented hypothetical peers. Children’s responses to questions assessing perceived intentionality and affiliative preferences were combined to create an aggregate score for each of the hypothetical peer behaviors [17].



Social Competence and Behavior Evaluation Scale (SCBE-30) [32,34]: The SCBE-30 has been widely used in different cultures and provides a standardized description of affect and behavior in context, discriminating behavioral-emotional problems and social adjustment [34,35]. This rating scale, composed of 30 items, assesses preschool teachers’ perceptions about the overall quality of child’s adaptation during peer play, in terms of three dimensions: (1) Prosocial Behavior (10 items), designed to assess a well-adjusted, flexible, emotionally mature and generally prosocial pattern of prosocial adaptation; (2) Anger-Aggression (10 items), referring to a maladaptive pattern related to externalizing behaviors, including aggressive, selfish and oppositional behaviors; and (3) Anxiety-Withdrawal (10 items), measuring a maladaptive pattern related to internalizing behaviors, including anxious, depressed, isolated and overly dependent behaviors. Preschool teachers are asked to answer each item, using a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Never Occur) to 6 (Always). In the present sample, Cronbach’s alfas were 0.74 for Anxiety-Withdrawal and 0.88 for Prosocial Behavior and Anger-Aggression.




2.4. Data Analysis


For the first study aim, mixed repeated-measures ANOVAs were performed, using Child Sex (boys vs. girls) and Age Group (3–4 vs. 5–6 years) as between-subject factors and the type of peer behavior (aggressive, shy-anxious, unsociable, and socially competent peer behaviors) as a within-subject factor (since all children responded to the four vignettes depicting these kind of social behaviors). When a significant main effect of Type of Behavior or interaction effects were found, post-hoc paired t-tests comparisons with Bonferonni corrections were conducted.



For the second study aim, preliminary factorial ANOVAs, using Child Sex and Age Group as between-subject factors, were conducted to compare the teacher-rated social behaviors (i.e., prosocial behavior, aggression, and anxious withdrawal) of boys and girls aged 3–4 years and 5–6 years. Preliminary Pearson correlations analyses were conducted to examine the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs (i.e., perceived intentionality, social motivation, negative impact, and social standing), emotions (i.e., sympathy), and their intended affiliative preferences toward each of the presented problematic peer behaviors (i.e., shyness, unsociability, and direct aggression). Pearson and point-biserial correlation analyses were computed to identify potential sociodemographic covariates. Multiple linear moderated regression analyses were used to examine the previously identified significant associations between preschoolers’ beliefs, emotions, and intended affiliative preferences, depending on each children’s social behavior (i.e., prosocial behavior, aggression, or anxious withdrawal) and children’s sex and age group. These analyses were conducted in accordance with the recommendations of [45]. In the first step, each independent variable (i.e., perceived social motivation, social standing, or sympathy) and the moderators (i.e., sex, age group, teacher-rated prosocial behavior, aggression, or anxious withdrawal) were introduced. Continuous variables were mean-centered and dichotomous variables were dummy-coded (children’s sex: 1—male, 0—female; age group: 1–3–4 years, 0–5–6 years). In the second step, the interaction terms were introduced. When significant interaction effects were identified, simple slopes analyses were performed, using PROCESS model 1 (when a moderation effect was detected) or 2 (when more than a moderation effect was found to allow the effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable to vary with a moderator when a second one is held fixed) [46].



Statistical significance was set at p < 0.05, but marginally significant interactions (p < 0.10) were also reported. When significant interactions were identified, simple slopes calculations were reported and interpreted. Post-hoc power calculations with a significance level of 0.05 and power ≥ 0.80, using G-Power [47,48], showed that small effects could be detected (f = 0.09) for the first aim and small to medium effects (f = 0.07) could be detected for the second aim.





3. Results


3.1. Preschoolers’ Beliefs and Intended Responses toward Aggressive, Shy, Unsociable, and Socially Competent Peers, According to Children’s Sex and Age Group


3.1.1. Perceived Intentionality


Table 1 shows that a significant main effect of Type of Social Behavior was found. Post-hoc comparisons with Bonferonni corrections showed that socially competent peer behaviors were considered as more intentional than aggressive (t = 4.61, p < 0.001, d = 1.04), shy (t = 6.83, p < 0.001, d = 0.54) and unsociable (t = 4.54, p < 0.001, d = 0.36) peer behaviors. A significant interaction between sex and age group was also found. In the 3–4 years age group, boys perceived unsociable (t = 2.49, p = 0.007, d = 0.56), aggressive (t = 2.26, p = 0.026, d = 0.52), socially competent (t = 2.03, p = 0.046, d = 0.46) and shy (t = 2.00, p = 0.048, d = 0.46) behaviors as more intentional than girls. In the 5–6 years age group, girls perceived unsociable behaviors as more intentional than boys (t = −2.54, p = 0.013, d = 0.59).




3.1.2. Perceived Social Motivation


As shown in Table 1, a significant main effect of Type of Social Behavior was found. Post-hoc comparisons with Bonferonni corrections showed that aggressive peer behaviors as less socially motivated than unsociable (t = −2.83, p = 0.005, d = 0.23) and socially competent (t = −6.29, p < 0.001, d = 0.50) peer behaviors. Furthermore, socially competent peer behaviors were perceived as more socially motivated than shy (t = 4.02, p < 0.001, d = 0.32) and unsociable (t = 4.16, p < 0.001, d = 0.33) behaviors.



A significant main effect of Child Age Group was also identified. Children in the 3–4 years age group globally perceived all hypothetical peers as less socially motivated than children in the 5–6 years age group.




3.1.3. Perceived Social Standing


Table 1 shows that a significant main effect of Type of Social Behavior was found. Post hoc comparisons with Bonferonni corrections showed that aggressive peers were perceived as less appreciated in the peer group than shy (t = −6.07, p < 0.001, d = 0.49), unsociable (t = −7.05, p < 0.001, d = 0.57), and socially competent (t= −6.69, p < 0.001, d = 0.70) peers.



Furthermore, shy peers were perceived as less appreciated in the peer group than socially competent peers (t = −2.73, p = 0.007, d = 0.22). A significant interaction between the Type of Behavior and Age Group was also found. The magnitude of the differences between aggressive and shy peers concerning perceived social standing was stronger in the 5–6 years age group (t = −6.08, p < 0.001, d = 0.70) than in the 3–4 years age group (t = −2.72, p = 0.008, d = 0.31).




3.1.4. Perceived Negative Impact


As shown in Table 1, a significant main effect of Type of Social Behavior was found. Post hoc comparisons with Bonferonni corrections showed that aggressive peer behaviors were perceived as having a more negative impact than shy (t = 4.97, p < 0.001, d = 0.40), unsociable (t = 3.64, p < 0.001, d = 0.29), and socially competent (t = 6.10, p < 0.001, d = 0.49) peer behaviors.




3.1.5. Sympathy


Table 1 shows that a significant main effect of Type of Social Behavior was found. Post hoc comparisons with Bonferonni corrections showed that aggressive peer behaviors elicited less sympathy than shy (t = −4.80, p < 0.001, d = 0.48), unsociable (t = −6.39, p < 0.001, d = 0.60), and socially competent (t = −4.77, p < 0.001, d = 0.46) peer behaviors.




3.1.6. Intended Affiliative Preferences


Table 1 shows that a significant main effect of Type of Social Behavior was found. Post hoc comparisons with Bonferonni corrections showed that preschoolers reported a lower affiliative preference toward aggressive peers when compared with shy (t = −9.98, p < 0.001, d = 0.79), unsociable (t = −9.93, p < 0.001, d = 0.79), and socially competent (t = −10.71, p < 0.001, d = 0.85) peers.



A significant interaction between the Type of Behavior and Age Group was also found. The magnitude of the differences in intended affiliative preferences toward aggressive peers when compared with shy (t = −8.49, p < 0.001, d = 0.97), unsociable (t = −8.54, p < 0.001, d = 0.98) and socially competent (t = −9.35, p < 0.001, d = 1.07) peers were stronger in the 5–6 years age group than in the 3–4 years age group.





3.2. Associations between Preschoolers’ Beliefs, Emotions, and Intended Affiliative Preferences, Depending on Children’s Social Behavior, Sex and Age Group


Table 2 displays the descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) of teacher-rated Prosocial Behavior, Anger-Aggression and Anxious-Withdrawal, depending on children’s sex and age group. ANOVAs show that teacher-rated Prosocial Behavior was lower for boys than for girls and among children aged 3–4 years than among children aged 5–6 years. No significant main or interactions between sex and age group were found in Teacher-rated Anger-Aggression and Anxious Withdrawal, according to children’s sex and age group.



Preliminary correlation analyses found that perceived social motivation (r = 0.46, p < 0.001), social standing (r = 0.40, p < 0.001) and sympathy (r = 0.49, p < 0.001) were positively associated with intended affiliative preferences toward the aggressive peer. Perceived social motivation (r = 0.35, p < 0.001), social standing (r = 0.34, p < 0.001) and sympathy (r = 0.46, p < 0.001) were also positively associated with intended affiliative preferences toward the shy peer. Perceived social motivation (r = 0.34, p < 0.001), social standing (r = 0.32, p < 0.001) and sympathy (r = 0.42, p < 0.001) were positively associated with intended affiliative preferences toward the unsociable peer. Intended affiliative preferences toward all the hypothetical peers were not significantly associated with preschoolers’ perceived intentionality and negative impact. No sociodemographic covariates were identified.



3.2.1. Associations between Preschoolers’ Beliefs, Emotions and Intended Affiliative Preferences toward Peers, Depending on Children’s Teacher-Rated Prosocial Behavior, Sex and Age Group


Table 3 summarizes the results of multiple linear moderated regression analyses to examine the role of children’s teacher-rated prosocial behavior, sex, and age group in the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs (perceived social motivation and social standing), sympathy and intended affiliative preferences toward hypothetical peers.



Aggressive Peers


Preschoolers who perceived aggressive peers as more socially motivated reported higher intended affiliative preferences toward them. The associations between perceived social motivation and intended affiliative preferences toward aggressive peers were moderated by children’s age group and teacher-rated prosocial behavior. When rated as highly prosocial by their teachers, younger children (t = 5.34, p < 0.001) who perceived aggressive peers as more socially motivated reported higher affiliative preferences toward them than older children (t = 3.19, p = 0.001). These differences between younger (t = 5.34, p < 0.001) and older children (t = 2.18, p = 0.030) were also observed, when children’s teacher-rated prosocial behaviors were moderate. Only younger children who perceived aggressive peers as more socially motivated reported higher affiliative preferences toward them (t = 3.01, p = 0.003) at low levels of teacher-rated prosocial behaviors.



Preschoolers who perceived aggressive peers as having a higher social standing in the peer group reported higher intended affiliative preferences toward them. The associations between perceived social standing and intended affiliative preferences toward aggressive peers were moderated by children’s teacher-rated prosocial behavior. The magnitude of the associations between perceived social standing and intended affiliative preferences toward aggressive peers was greater at high (t = 6.21, p < 0.001) and moderate (t = 6.66, p < 0.001) than at low levels (t = 3.03, p < 0.001) of prosocial behaviors.



Higher levels of sympathy were associated with higher intended affiliative preferences. No moderation effects of children’s sex, age group and teacher-rated prosocial behavior were identified.




Shy Peers


Table 3 also shows that preschoolers who perceived shy peers as more socially motivated reported higher intended affiliative preferences toward them. The associations between perceived social motivation and intended affiliative preferences toward shy peers were moderated by children’s teacher-rated prosocial behavior, age group and sex. When teacher ratings of prosocial behaviors were low, older children (t = 4.75, p < 0.001) who perceived shy peers as less socially motivated reported higher affiliative preferences toward them than younger children (t = 2.97, p = 0.003). When rated as moderately (t = 4.38, p < 0.001) or highly (t = 2.26, p = 0.025) prosocial by their teachers, only older children who perceived shy peers as more socially motivated reported higher intended affiliative preferences toward them. For boys, the magnitude of the associations between perceived social motivation and intended affiliative preferences was higher when teacher-rated levels of prosocial behaviors were low (t = 4.81, p < 0.001) and moderate (t = 4.39, p < 0.001) than high (t = 2.14, p = 0.033). For girls, the associations between perceived social motivation and intended affiliative preferences toward shy peers were not significant, independent of the level of children’s teacher-rated prosocial behavior.



Preschoolers who perceived higher social standing reported higher intended affiliative preferences. These associations were not moderated by children’s teacher-rated prosocial behavior, sex, or age group. Higher levels of sympathy were associated with higher intended affiliative preferences. These associations were not moderated by children’s teacher-rated prosocial behavior, age, and sex.




Unsociable Peers


Table 3 shows that preschoolers who perceived unsociable peers as more socially motivated reported higher affiliative preferences. No moderating effects of children’s teacher-rated prosocial behavior, sex and age group were found.



Older children and preschoolers who perceived unsociable peers as having greater social standing in the peer group reported higher affiliative preferences. The associations between perceived social standing and intended affiliative preferences toward unsociable peers were moderated by children’s teacher-rated prosocial behavior, age group and sex. When rated as highly prosocial by their teachers, older children (t = 5.68, p < 0.001) who considered that unsociable peers had a greater social standing reported higher affiliative preferences toward them than younger children (t = 2.64, p = 0.009). These differences between younger (t = 1.68, p = 0.094) and older children (t = 4.94, p < 0.001) were also observed at moderate levels of children’s teacher-rated prosocial behaviors. At high levels of children’s teacher-rated prosocial behaviors, boys (t = 5.14, p < 0.001) who considered that unsociable peers had a greater social standing reported higher affiliative preferences toward them than girls (t = 2.84, p = 0.005). At moderate levels of teacher-rated prosocial behaviors, only boys who considered that unsociable peers had a greater social standing reported higher affiliative preferences toward them (t = 4.57, p < 0.001).



Higher levels of sympathy were associated with higher intended affiliative preferences. No moderating effects of children’s age group, sex and teacher-rated prosocial behaviors were found.





3.2.2. Associations between Preschoolers’ Beliefs, Emotions and Intended Affiliative Preferences toward Peers, Depending on Children’s Teacher-Rated Aggression, Sex and Age Group


Table 4 summarizes the findings of multiple linear moderated regression analyses to examine the role of children’s teacher-rated aggression, sex, and age group in the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs (i.e., perceived social motivation and social standing) and affiliative preferences toward hypothetical peers.



Aggressive Peers


Children’s teacher-rated aggression didn’t moderate the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs and intended affiliative preferences and between preschoolers’ sympathy and intended affiliative preferences.




Shy Peers


Table 4 shows that the positive associations between perceived social motivation and intended affiliative preferences toward shy peers were moderated by children’s teacher-rated aggression, age group and sex. For boys, the magnitude of the associations between perceived social motivation and intended affiliative preferences toward shy peers was stronger, at high (t = 5.05, p < 0.001) and moderate (t = 4.09, p < 0.001) than at low (t = 2.20, p = 0.029) levels of children’s teacher-rated aggression. For girls, the associations between perceived social motivation and intended affiliative preferences toward shy peers were not significant, independent of the level of children’s teacher-rated aggression. For older children, the associations between perceived social motivation and intended affiliative preferences toward shy peers were only significant at high levels of children’s teacher-rated aggression (t = 2.78, p = 0.006). For younger children, the magnitude of the associations between perceived social motivation and intended affiliative preferences toward shy peers was stronger at high (t = 4.87, p < 0.001) and moderate (t = 3.93, p < 0.001) than at low (t = 2.22, p = 0.02) levels of children’s teacher-rated aggression.



Children’s teacher-rated aggression didn’t moderate the associations between preschoolers’ sympathy and intended affiliative preferences.




Unsociable Peers


Children’s teacher-rated aggression didn’t moderate the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs and intended affiliative preferences and between preschoolers’ sympathy and intended affiliative preferences.





3.2.3. Associations between Preschoolers’ Beliefs, Sympathy and Intended Affiliative Preferences toward Peers, Depending on Children’s Teacher-Rated Anxious Withdrawal, Sex and Age Group


Table 5 summarizes the findings of the multiple moderated regression analyses to examine the role of children’s teacher-rated anxious withdrawal, sex, and age group in the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs (i.e., perceived social motivation and social standing) and affiliative preferences toward hypothetical peers.



Aggressive Peers


Children’s teacher-rated anxious-withdrawal didn’t moderate the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs and intended affiliative preferences and between preschoolers’ beliefs and sympathy.




Shy Peers


No moderating effect of children’s teacher-rated anxious withdrawal was identified in the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs and intended affiliative preferences. However, children’s teacher-rated anxious withdrawal and sex moderated the associations between sympathy and affiliative preferences toward shy peers. For boys, the magnitude of the associations between sympathy and affiliative preferences toward shy peers was stronger at high (t = 4.13, p < 0.001) and moderate (t = 4.63, p < 0.001) than at low (t = 2.87, p = 0.004) levels of children’s teacher-rated anxious withdrawal. For girls, the associations between sympathy and affiliative preferences toward shy peers were not significant, independent of children’s teacher-rated anxious withdrawal.




Unsociable Peers


No moderating effect of children’s teacher-rated anxious withdrawal was identified in the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs and intended affiliative preferences and between preschoolers’ sympathy and intended affiliative preferences.







4. Discussion


This study aimed to describe Portuguese preschoolers’ beliefs and intended responses toward hypothetical aggressive, shy, and unsociable peers, depending on children’s sex and age group, and to explore the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs and intended responses, depending on children’s social behaviors, sex and age group.



4.1. Preschoolers’ Beliefs and Intended Responses toward Aggressive, Shy, Unsociable, and Socially Competent Peers, According to Sex and Age Group


Our findings support our first hypothesis (H1) and prior empirical studies conducted in different cultures [17,20,21,22,23], showing that preschoolers perceived shy and unsociable hypothetical peers as less intentional, less motivated to play and less appreciated in the classroom when compared with socially competent hypothetical peers. In line with our second hypothesis (H2), preschoolers in our sample shared with Argentinian, Canadian, Chinese, Dutch, US, and Italian children [12,17,20,21,22,23] less negative views about the social motivation, social standing and negative impact, greater sympathy and intended affiliative preferences toward shy and unsociable hypothetical peers when compared with aggressive peers. Children’s broad distinctions between social withdrawal and direct aggression support extant evidence, showing that the latter are concurrently and longitudinally associated with negative peer experiences [10].



Notwithstanding these similarities with prior research, our findings only partially support our third hypothesis (H3) about expected differences in children’s perspectives toward shy and unsociable hypothetical peers. As found in Italian and Argentinian samples of younger preschoolers [22,23], participants in our sample reported comparable social standing, negative impact, and affiliative preferences for shyness and unsociability. These findings converge with research, showing that unsociability may be only perceived as problematic by peers during the elementary school years and that negative peer responses begin during middle childhood [11] rather than during early childhood. Contrary to prior studies conducted with younger preschoolers [22,23], our participants were not able to make fine-grained distinctions between shy and unsociable hypothetical peers concerning intentionality and social motivation. In accordance with the bioecological developmental framework [37], macro-time and macro-system factors may have influenced the meaning that preschoolers attributed to unsociable peer behaviors in our sample. Despite the reduction of prophylactic isolation measures during the school year 2021/2022 [49], data collection took place during the third wave of the COVID-19 pandemic crisis, which has continued to be characterized by infection outbreaks in preschool settings. Within this context, the self-imposed isolation of socially withdrawn children in the peer group [2] may have been interpreted in a different way by preschoolers, in terms of their underlying intentionality and motivational substrates. On the other hand, cultural values may have also influenced the findings. In a prior study, Chinese elementary school children were able to distinguish shy and unsociable peers concerning intentionality and social motivation but perceived the behaviors of the latter as less intentional and more socially motivated than Canadian children [20]. Due to social pressures to engage in affiliative and collectivist activities, [20] hypothesized that it may be more conceivable for Chinese children to believe that unsociable peers are still motivated to play and that their behaviors are less intentional. In Portugal, collectivist values related to good manners and respect continue to be perceived as desirable qualities for children [39] and quiet behaviors related to social withdrawal are often encouraged in preschool classrooms [50]. Unsociable peers display a reduced desire for social approach but are capable of socially competent behaviors when approached by peers [5]. Thus, it is possible that younger preschoolers considered that the behaviors of shy and unsociable peers reflect a conformity to social norms, considering them as equally motivated to play and unintentional. However, these explanations need to be tested in future studies.



Our findings diverge from our hypothesis concerning sex differences (H4) in preschoolers’ beliefs and intended responses toward peer behaviors. Only few sex differences were identified in preschoolers’ perceived intentionality about peer behaviors and the identified differences appeared to differ, depending on children’s age group. These findings may be, in part, related to sex differences in the structure, quality and content of peer relationships. In the 3–4 years age group, boys perceived all hypothetical peers as more intentional than girls. Since the early preschool years, boys are typically more prone to play in group and their interactions are more likely to involve dominance and competitive behaviors when compared with girls [51]. In the presence of increased dominant and aggressive behaviors, extant theory [52] and research [53] found that peers’ negative, ambiguous, and benign social behaviors are more likely to be interpreted as intended. This attributional bias may be particularly salient at younger ages, when children’s ability to understand others’ intentions is less sophisticated [18]. In the 5–6 years age group, girls perceived unsociable peers as more intentional than boys. Girls are typically involved in more prolonged interactions with the same peers and are more oriented by prosocial goals than boys [51]. As age advances, girls may become more able to interpret others’ intentionality and recognize the preference of unsociable peers for playing alone, describing them as more intentional than boys. Nevertheless, sex differences need to be interpreted with caution, because preschoolers were only asked to respond to vignettes depicting same-sex peers [22].



Children’s negative perspectives about the social standing and affiliative preferences toward hypothetical aggressive peers were more accentuated in the 5–6 years than in the 3–4 years age group. These findings are partially consistent with expected age differences (H5) that have been previously identified in a sample of Italian younger preschoolers [22]. According to a developmental framework [1], children’s successful engagement in the world of peers is a crucial developmental issue during the preschool years. Preschoolers who are successful at this developmental stage usually display positive affect, are able to modulate arousal effectively, and maintain behavioral organization, so that they are capable to sustain and coordinate interactions with individual peers and to participate in group activities [1]. Deviations from expected adaptive peer engagement among aggressive peers are usually perceived as particularly disruptive for classroom functioning during early childhood [19,54] and may become increasingly salient at the end of the preschool years (5–6 years). Nevertheless, our findings diverge from expected age differences concerning peers’ perceived social motivations [21]. In contrast, preschoolers aged 5–6 years globally perceived hypothetical peers as more motivated to play when compared with preschoolers aged 3–4 years. A closer inspection of descriptive findings evidenced that age differences in perceived social motivation were essentially identified for shy and unsociable hypothetical peers and, to a lesser extent, for socially competent peers. These subtle developmental differences partially converge with previous studies, showing that older children displayed more positive views toward the different subtypes of socially withdrawn children [22] and made more accurate inferences about the social motivations of socially competent peers [21] than younger children. Developmental theory and research also acknowledge that preschoolers engage in more frequent peer interactions and that these interactions become richer, and increasingly complex with age [55]. These developmental changes in the quantitative and qualitative features of peer interactions across preschool years [55] may also explain why older children attributed higher social motivations to hypothetical peers who displayed socially competent or less disruptive social behaviors for the peer group than younger children.




4.2. Associations between Preschoolers’ Beliefs, Emotions, and Intended Affiliative Preferences, Depending on Children’s Social Behavior and Sex and Age Group


Contrary to our hypothesis (H6), preschoolers’ inferences about peers’ negative impact in the classroom and intentionality didn’t emerge as significant predictors of affiliative preferences toward problematic peer behaviors as found in prior research [25,26,27]. Methodological features may explain these divergences with prior research. Part of extant studies investigated children’s attributions of intentionality toward hypothetical male peers, displaying clinically significant internalizing (e.g., depression) and externalizing (e.g., hyperactivity and attention deficit) problems [25,26]. These studies were also conducted in samples of kindergarten and primary school children [24], who were found to be more able to distinguish aggressive and socially withdrawn hypothetical peers along a responsibility dimension [12] than younger children. Research drawn on developmental attributional theory suggested that preschoolers’ inferences about peers’ intentionality may be associated with affiliative preferences indirectly, via emotions of sympathy or negative affect [12,28]. Indirect effects of preschoolers’ intentionality in intended affiliative preferences toward peers displaying problematic social behaviors (via children’s positive and negative emotional reactions) need to be tested in future studies.



Notwithstanding these divergences, our findings converge with our hypothesis (H6), showing that preschoolers’ interpretations about peers’ social motivation and social standing and preschoolers’ sympathy consistently predicted intended affiliative preferences toward all hypothetical peers. These findings support theoretical assumptions that children’s intended responses toward peers’ social behaviors are, in part, guided by their emotions and understanding on others’ intentions [12]. However, children’ sex, age group and social behaviors impacted the magnitude of the associations between the aforementioned variables, especially for hypothetical aggressive and shy peers.



For hypothetical aggressive peers, perceived social motivation was a stronger predictor of intended affiliative preferences in the 3–4 years age group. This moderating effect is consistent with the idea that younger preschoolers hold less sophisticated views about peers’ social motivation [18] and may be less nuanced and selective in their intended prosocial initiations with aggressive peers [55]. On the other hand, perceived social standing in the peer group was a stronger predictor of affiliative preferences toward aggressive peers among children rated as more prosocial by teachers. Preschoolers who are more prone to display comforting, helping and cooperating behaviors typically display a more discriminating social sensitivity [18] that may make them more capable to encode and interpret social cues of peers’ likeability in the classroom and may guide their intended affiliative responses. The increased proneness of prosocial children who are better equipped to understand others to engage in defending behaviors against aggression during early childhood (e.g., [56]) may also explain the obtained findings.



For hypothetical shy peers, perceived social motivation was a stronger predictor of intended affiliative preferences in the 5–6 years age group. This moderating effect is consistent with the idea that older preschoolers may hold more advanced social understanding skills [18] which may result in more accurate interpretations of the conflicted approach-avoidance motivations of shy-withdrawn peers. More aggressive and less prossocial boys who perceived shy peers as more socially motivated also reported higher intended affiliative responses toward them. These findings are in line with prior research, suggesting that shy behaviors may carry increased negative costs for boys when compared to girls [2], particularly in the realm of peer interactions [31]. Shy peers may be perceived as deviant from gender norms related to male social dominance and assertion [31,57] and as “easy targets” [2] for more aggressive children. The increased vulnerability of male shy peers in the realm of social interactions [31] may explain why children’s higher levels of sorrow toward shy peers’ negative emotional state (i.e., sympathy) revealed stronger positive associations with intended affiliative responses among boys than among girls in our sample. On the other hand, findings revealed that higher levels of sympathy were more strongly associated with higher levels of intended affiliative preferences toward shy peers among boys, rated as less anxiously withdrawn by teachers. These findings converge with prior research, showing that shy children may be capable of experiencing normative feelings of sorrow toward others’ negative emotional states but may not behaviorally react in accordance with their feelings, due to increased social anxiety and fear of rejection (e.g., [58]).



To a lesser extent, children’s own characteristics were also found to moderate the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs and affiliative preferences toward unsociable hypothetical peers. Perceived social standing was a stronger predictor of affiliative preferences among boys, preschoolers aged 5–6 years and who were rated as more prosocial by teachers. The greater orientation of boys to play in larger groups characterized by more dominant and competitive hierarchies [51] may explain why the anticipated appreciation of unsociable peers in the classroom appeared to be more influential in their intended behavioral responses toward them. Furthermore, these findings support the idea that older and more prossocial children hold a more sophisticated understanding of others’ social cues [18] and use them to guide their intended affiliative preferences.




4.3. Limitations and Directions for Future Studies


Notwithstanding its contribution, study limitations need to be acknowledged. First, the findings reflect the perspectives of Portuguese preschoolers and teachers from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, who were recruited using a convenience sampling method that limits the generalization of the findings. Second, a posteriori power analyses showed that the sample size only allowed us to detect small to medium effects, when testing the associations of each independent variable (i.e., perceived social motivation, social standing or sympathy) on intended affiliative preferences toward each problematic peer behavior (i.e., shy, unsociable, or aggressive), depending on children’s sex, age group, and each teacher-rated social behavior (i.e., prosocial behavior, aggression, or anxious-withdrawal). This allowed us to clarify the moderating role of each teacher-rated social behavior, considering its addictive effects with children’s sex and age group. However, the sample size didn’t allow us to test all the independent variables, moderators, and interaction terms together in the same model. Third, the structured interview used in the present study was validated in several cultures and allowed us to explore children’s interpretations, emotions, and affiliative responses toward hypothetical peers. Nevertheless, we cannot ignore that children’s interpretations, emotions, and affiliative responses toward aggressive, shy, unsociable, and socially competent peers were assessed with a reduced number of items and may be different in naturalistic preschool settings. Fourth, data collection took place during the third wave of the COVID-19 pandemic crisis. The timing of data collection may have influenced preschoolers’ interpretations toward hypothetical peer behaviors, but also teacher ratings of children’s social behaviors. Lastly, the cross-sectional design of the present study didn’t allow to infer causal relations between the study variables.



Future cross-cultural and longitudinal studies based on a multi-method and multi-informant approach (e.g., children’s interviews, preschool observations, sociometric measures, teacher, and parent sympathy ratings) may contribute to examine the cultural commonalities and differences and the developmental changes in preschoolers’ interpretations, emotions, and affiliative responses toward hypothetical and real peers. Future studies need to examine the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs and emotions considered together and intended affiliative preferences toward peer problematic behaviors. Similarly, moderated moderation models may be useful to clarify the complex interactions of children’s social behaviors (i.e., prosocial behavior, aggression, and anxious withdrawal) considered together with children’s sex, age group and classroom-level factors (e.g., mean classroom level of social behaviors or classroom climate) in the previously described associations. The indirect associations between preschoolers’ interpretations and affiliative responses, via positive and negative emotional reactions, may need also to be examined to shed light on the processes and mechanisms that need to be targeted in future intervention programs.





5. Conclusions


Overall, our findings that preschoolers’ perspectives toward shy and unsociable peers were less negative than toward aggressive peers. However, participants in our sample were not fully aware of the different intentionality and social motivations of shy and unsociable peers. Higher levels of perceived social standing, social motivation and sympathy predicted higher affiliative preferences toward shy, unsociable, and aggressive peers. Nevertheless, the magnitude of the associations between preschoolers’ beliefs, emotions and intended affiliative preferences differed, depending on children’s sex, age group and prosocial behavior, especially toward aggressive and shy peer behaviors.



These findings appear to support the need to design evidence-based intervention programs targeted at young children to be implemented in preschool settings that may promote adaptive beliefs and responses toward aggressive, shy, and unsociable peers and enhance their successful inclusion in the classroom. These interventions need to be developmentally tailored, as well as to consider sex differences in peer relationships and children’s individual differences in social behaviors in the classroom.
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Table 1. Preschoolers’ Beliefs (Perceived Intentionality, Social Motivation, Social Standing, and Negative Impact), Sympathy and Intended Responses (Affiliative Preferences) toward Aggressive, Shy, Unsociable and Socially Competent Peer Behaviors, according to Children’s Sex and Age Group.






Table 1. Preschoolers’ Beliefs (Perceived Intentionality, Social Motivation, Social Standing, and Negative Impact), Sympathy and Intended Responses (Affiliative Preferences) toward Aggressive, Shy, Unsociable and Socially Competent Peer Behaviors, according to Children’s Sex and Age Group.





	

	
Aggressive Peer Behaviors

	
Shy Peer Behaviors

	
Unsociable Peer Behaviors

	
Socially Competent Peer Behaviors




	

	
Boys

	
Girls

	
3–4 y

	
5–6 y

	
Total

	
Boys

	
Girls

	
3–4 y

	
5–6 y

	
Total

	
Boys

	
Girls

	
3–4 y

	
5–6 y

	
Total

	
Boys

	
Girls

	
3–4 y

	
5–6 y

	
Total




	

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)






	
INT

	
1.93 (0.81)

	
1.81 (0.77)

	
1.92 (0.78)

	
1.86 (0.81)

	
1.89 (0.79)

	
2.03 (0.68)

	
1.70 (0.71)

	
1.91 (0.73)

	
1.66 (0.74)

	
1.79 (0.74)

	
1.97 (0.76)

	
1.95 (0.75)

	
2.06 (0.78)

	
1.84 (0.72)

	
1.96 (0.76)

	
2.34 (0.73)

	
2.21 (0.78)

	
2.26 (0.74)

	
2.32 (0.77)

	
2.29 (0.75)




	
Mixed ANOVA statistics. Type of Behavior: F = 16.66 ***, η2p = 0.251. Sex: F = 1.44, η2p = 0.009. Age Group: F = 0.61, η2p = 0.004. Age Group × Sex: F = 11.12 ***, η2p = 0.069. Type of Behavior × Sex: F = 0.29, η2p =.002. Type of Behavior × Age Group: F = 1.52, η2p = 0.010.




	
SM

	
1.96 (0.85)

	
1.93 (0.87)

	
1.96 (0.82)

	
1.93 (0.89)

	
1.95 (0.86)

	
2.13 (0.87)

	
2.36 (0.76)

	
2.09 (0.83)

	
2.34 (0.83)

	
2.22 (0.83)

	
2.17 (0.82)

	
2.20 (0.83)

	
2.04 (0.80)

	
2.33 (0.82)

	
2.19 (0.82)

	
2.49 (0.73)

	
2.59 (0.67)

	
2.47 (0.74)

	
2.59 (0.67)

	
2.53 (0.71)




	
Mixed ANOVA statistics. Type of Behavior: F = 14.87 ***, η2p = 0.029. Sex: F = 1.16, η2p =.008. Age Group: F = 4.15 *, η2p = 0.027. Age Group × Sex: F = 0.03, η2p = 0.000. Type of Behavior × Sex: F = 0.73, η2p = 0.005. Type of Behavior × Age Group: F = 0.92, η2p = 0.006.




	
SS

	
1.80 (0.87)

	
1.89 (0.86)

	
1.93 (0.82)

	
1.74 (0.90)

	
1.84 (0.86)

	
2.32 (0.82)

	
2.46 (0.73)

	
2.28 (0.84)

	
2.47 (0.73)

	
2.44 (0.74)

	
2.43 (0.73)

	
2.44 (0.76)

	
2.49 (0.68)

	
2.38 (0.79)

	
2.44 (0.74)

	
2.49 (0.72)

	
2.65 (0.58)

	
2.46 (0.68)

	
2.64 (0.65)

	
2.55 (0.67)




	
Mixed ANOVA statistics. Type of Behavior: F = 29.77 ***, η2p = 0.17. Sex: F = 1.46, η2p = 0.010. Age Group: F = 0.02, η2p = 0.000. Age Group × Sex: F = 0.17, η2p = 0.001. Type of Behavior × Sex: F = 0.37, η2p = 0.003. Type of Behavior × Age Group: F = 2.75 *, η2p = 0.019




	
NI

	
2.15 (0.85)

	
2.17 (0.87)

	
2.13 (0.89)

	
2.18 (0.82)

	
2.15 (0.85)

	
1.78 (0.86)

	
1.75 (0.80)

	
1.82 (0.88)

	
1.71 (0.79)

	
1.77 (0.83)

	
1.79 (0.79)

	
1.93 (0.86)

	
2.00 (0.82)

	
1.68 (0.80)

	
1.85 (0.82)

	
1.70 (0.83)

	
1.60 (0.85)

	
1.70 (0.88)

	
1.62 (0.79)

	
1.66 (0.74)




	
Mixed ANOVA statistics. Type of Behavior: F = 14.94 ***, η2p = 0.093. Sex: F = 0.01, η2p = 0.000. Age Group: F = 0.78, η2p = 0.005. Age Group × Sex: F = 1.64, η2p = 0.011. Type of Behavior × Sex: F = 0.74, η2p = 0.005. Type of Behavior × Age Group: F = 1.97, η2p = 0.013.




	
SY

	
1.92 (0.84)

	
1.76 (0.82)

	
1.90 (0.81)

	
1.80 (0.85)

	
1.85 (0.83)

	
2.18 (0.82)

	
2.34 (0.79)

	
2.12 (0.79)

	
2.37 (0.81)

	
2.24 (0.81)

	
2.28 (0.79)

	
2.42 (0.81)

	
2.29 (0.76)

	
2.27 (0.82)

	
2.34 (0.79)

	
2.28 (0.85)

	
2.19 (0.86)

	
2.20 (0.82)

	
2.29 (0.89)

	
2.24 (0.85)




	

	
Mixed ANOVA statistics. Type of Behavior: F = 14.69 ***, η2p = 0.090. Sex: F = 0.03, η2p = 0.000. Age Group: F = 0.90, η2p = 0.006. Age Group × Sex: F = 0.53, η2p = 0.003. Type of Behavior × Sex: F = 1.99, η2p = 0.012. Type of Behavior × Age Group: F = 1.93, η2p = 0.012.




	
AP

	
1.88 (0.68)

	
1.75 (0.63)

	
1.91 (0.65)

	
1.75 (0.66)

	
1.83 (0.66)

	
2.45 (0.67)

	
2.58 (0.57)

	
2.47 (0.65)

	
2.54 (0.61)

	
2.50 (0.63)

	
2.48 (0.63)

	
2.50 (0.59)

	
2.41 (0.63)

	
2.57 (0.60)

	
2.49 (0.62)

	
2.51 (0.55)

	
2.62 (0.54)

	
2.49 (0.55)

	
2.55 (0.57)

	
2.55 (0.55)




	
Mixed ANOVA statistics. Type of Behavior: F = 65.52 ***, η2p = 0.301. Sex: F = 0.26, η2p = 0.002. Age Group: F = 0.57, η2p = 0.004. Age Group × Sex: 0.01, η2p = 0.000. Type of Behavior × Sex: F = 1.70, η2p = 0.012. Type of Behavior × Age Group: F = 2.89 *, η2p = 0.019.








INT refers to Perceived Intentionality. SM refers to Perceived Social Motivation. SS refers to Perceived Social Standing. NI refers to Perceived Negative Impact. SY refers to Perceived Sympathy. AP refers to Perceived Affiliative Preference. *** p < 0.001. * p < 0.05. 













[image: Table] 





Table 2. Descriptive Statistics (Means and Standard Deviations) of Teacher-Rated Prosocial Behavior, depending on Children’s Sex and Age Group.
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Boys

	
Girls

	
3–4 y

	
5–6 y

	
Total




	

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)

	
M (SD)






	
Prosocial Behavior

	
3.90 (0.88)

	
4.30 (0.68)

	
3.87 (0.84)

	
4.26 (0.78)

	
4.06 (0.83)




	
Model statistics: Sex: F = 9.77, p = 0.002, η2p = 0.060. Age Group: F = 7.15, p = 0.008, η2p = 0.045. Sex × Age Group: F = 3.06, p = 0.083, η2p = 0.020




	
Anger-Aggression

	
2.21 (0.88)

	
2.02 (0.61)

	
2.20 (0.91)

	
2.06 (0.63)

	
2.13 (0.79)




	
Model statistics: Sex: F = 2.10, p = 0.150, η2p = 0.014. Age Group: F = 0.73, p = 0.393, η2p = 0.005. Sex × Age Group: F = 1.08, p = 0.300, η2p = 0.007




	
Anxious-Withdrawal

	
2.11 (0.62)

	
2.12 (0.52)

	
2.08 (0.55)

	
2.16 (0.62)

	
2.12 (0.59)




	
Model statistics: Sex: F = 0.00, p = 0.947, η2p = 0.000. Age Group: F = 0.54, p = 0.466, η2p = 0.004. Sex × Age Group: F = 0.04, p = 0.852, η2p = 0.000.
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Table 3. Associations between Preschoolers’ Beliefs and Affiliative Preferences toward Peer Behaviors, depending on Children’s Teacher-Rated Prosocial Behavior, Sex and Age Group.
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Affiliative Preferences




	

	
Aggressive Peer

	
Shy Peer

	
Unsociable Peer






	
Step 1.

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t




	
SM

	
0.40

	
5.48 ***

	
0.32

	
4.15 ***

	
0.26

	
3.28 **




	
PB

	
−0.07

	
−0.88

	
0.02

	
0.33

	
−0.03

	
−0.40




	
Sex

	
0.07

	
0.96

	
−0.05

	
−0.57

	
0.00

	
0.04




	
Age Group

	
0.10

	
1.37

	
0.01

	
0.13

	
−0.12

	
−1.47




	
Step 2.

	
ΔF = 2.54 +, ΔR2 = 0.04

	
ΔF = 4.09 **, ΔR2 = 0.07

	
ΔF = 0.10, ΔR2 = 0.00




	
SM × PB

	
0.13

	
1.71 +

	
−0.18

	
−2.35 *

	
-

	
-




	
SM × Sex

	
0.04

	
0.32

	
0.21

	
1.63 +

	
-

	
-




	
SM × Age Group

	
0.25

	
2.44 *

	
−0.22

	
−2.06 *

	
-

	
-




	
Model statistics

	
F = 6.42 ***, R2 = 0.23

	
F = 4.76 ***, R2 = 0.18

	
F = 2.08 *, R2 = 0.09




	
Step 1.

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t




	
SS

	
0.46

	
6.44 ***

	
0.35

	
4.57 ***

	
0.33

	
4.35 ***




	
PB

	
−0.06

	
−0.84

	
0.07

	
0.91

	
−0.02

	
−0.25




	
Sex

	
0.09

	
1.17

	
−0.06

	
−0.72

	
−0.01

	
−0.14




	
Age Group

	
0.06

	
0.77

	
−0.01

	
−0.07

	
−0.17

	
−2.07 *




	
Step 2.

	
ΔF = 2.24 +, ΔR2 = 0.03

	
ΔF = 0.21, ΔR2 = 0.00

	
ΔF = 5.03 **, ΔR2 = 0.08




	
SS × PB

	
0.16

	
2.14 *

	
-

	
-

	
0.20

	
2.50*




	
SS × Sex

	
0.16

	
1.54

	
-

	
-

	
0.20

	
1.69 +




	
SS × Age Group

	
0.00

	
0.04

	

	

	
−0.20

	
−1.95 +




	
Model statistics

	
F = 7.96 ***, R2 = 0.27

	
F = 3.44 **, R2 = 0.14

	
F = 5.58 ***, R2 = 0.21




	
Step 1.

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t




	
SY

	
0.49

	
6.86 ***

	
0.46

	
6.26 ***

	
0.40 *

	
5.41 ***




	
PB

	
−0.01

	
−0.14

	
0.09

	
1.14

	
−0.01

	
−0.10




	
Sex

	
0.03

	
0.38

	
−0.04

	
0.50

	
0.02

	
0.38




	
Age Group

	
0.09

	
1.17

	
0.04

	
0.54

	
−0.14

	
−1.87 +




	
Step 2.

	
ΔF = 0.67, ΔR2 = 0.01

	
ΔF = 1.72, ΔR2 = 0.03

	
ΔF = 0.07, ΔR2 = 0.00




	
SY × PB

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-




	
SY × Sex

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-




	
SY × Age Group

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-




	
Model statistics

	
F = 7.82 ***, R2 = 0.27

	
F = 6.87 ***, R2 = 0.24

	
F = 4.77 ***, R2 = 0.18








Notes. Multiple linear moderated regression analyses. SM refers to perceived Social Motivation. PB refers to Teacher-rated Prosocial Behavior. SS refers to perceived Social Standing. SY refers to Sympathy. Sex: dummy-coded as 0 (female), and 1 (male). Age group: dummy-coded as 0 (5–6 years), and 1 (3–4 years). Interaction terms marked with a dash are not reported, because their introduction didn’t significantly improve the explained variance of the model. + p < 0.10. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.
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Table 4. Associations between Preschoolers’ Beliefs and Affiliative Preferences toward Peer Behaviors, depending on Children’s Teacher-Rated Aggression, Sex and Age Group.
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Affiliative Preferences




	

	
Aggressive Peer

	
Shy Peer

	
Unsociable Peer






	
Step 1

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t




	
SM

	
0.40

	
5.52 ***

	
0.32

	
4.04 ***

	
0.25

	
3.20 ***




	
AG

	
0.01

	
0.12

	
−0.06

	
0.78

	
−0.05

	
−0.65




	
Sex

	
0.09

	
1.16

	
−0.05

	
0.58

	
0.02

	
0.21




	
Age Group

	
0.12

	
1.62

	
0.01

	
0.08

	
−0.11

	
1.35




	
Step 2.

	
ΔF = 1.74, ΔR2 = 0.03

	
ΔF = 4.19 ***, ΔR2 = 0.07

	
ΔF = 0.11, ΔR2 = 0.00




	
SM × AG

	
-

	
-

	
0.19

	
2.39 *

	
-

	
-




	
SM × Sex

	
-

	
-

	
0.23

	
1.84 +

	
-

	
-




	
SM × Age Group

	
-

	
-

	
−0.21

	
−1.92 +

	
-

	
-




	
Model statistics

	
F = 5.87 ***, R2 = 0.22

	
F = 4.89 ***, R2 = 0.19

	
F = 2.13 *, R2 = 0.09




	
Step 1.

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t




	
SS

	
0.46

	
6.47 ***

	
0.34

	
4.50 ***

	
0.33

	
4.39 ***




	
AG

	
0.00

	
0.01

	
−0.10

	
−1.31

	
−0.08

	
−1.06




	
Sex

	
0.10

	
1.43

	
−0.06

	
−0.78

	
0.00

	
0.06




	
Age Group

	
0.08

	
1.06

	
−0.02

	
−0.21

	
−0.15

	
−1.97 +




	
Step 2.

	
ΔF = 1.28, ΔR2 = 0.02

	
ΔF = 0.22, ΔR2 = 0.00

	
ΔF = 3.39, ΔR2 = 0.05




	
SS × AG

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
−0.06

	
−0.82




	
SS × Sex

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
0.21

	
1.78 +




	
SS × Age Group

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
−0.25

	
−2.51 *




	
Model statistics

	
F = 7.27 ***, R2 = 0.26

	
F = 3.59 **, R2 = 0.15

	
F = 4.91 ***, R2 = 0.19




	
Step 1.

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t




	
SY

	
0.49

	
6.96 ***

	
0.45

	
6.18 ***

	
0.40

	
5.42 ***




	
AG

	
−0.02

	
−0.21

	
−0.09

	
1.26

	
−0.06

	
−0.85




	
Sex

	
0.03

	
0.44

	
−0.05

	
−0.63

	
0.04

	
0.53




	
Age Group

	
0.09

	
1.25

	
0.03

	
0.35

	
−0.13

	
−1.83 +




	
Step 2.

	
ΔF = 0.96, ΔR2 = 0.01

	
ΔF = 1.70, ΔR2 = 0.03

	
ΔF = 0.09, ΔR2 = 0.00




	
SY × AG

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-




	
SY × Sex

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-




	
SY × Age Group

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-




	
Model statistics

	
F = 7.99 ***, R2 = 0.27

	
F = 6.91 ***, R2 = 0.25

	
F = 4.90 ***, R2 = 0.19








Notes. Multiple linear moderated regression analyses. SM refers to perceived Social Motivation. AG refers to Teacher-rated Aggression. SS refers to perceived Social Standing. SY refers to Sympathy. Sex: dummy-coded as 0 (female) and 1 (male). Age group: dummy-coded as 0 (5–6 years) and 1 (3–4 years). Interaction terms marked with a dash are not reported, because their introduction didn’t significantly improve the explained variance of the model. + p < 0.10. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.
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Table 5. Associations between Preschoolers’ Beliefs and Affiliative Preferences toward Peer Behaviors, depending on Children’s Teacher-Rated Anxious-Withdrawal, Sex and Age Group.
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Affiliative Preferences




	

	
Aggressive Peer

	
Shy Peer

	
Unsociable Peer






	
Step 1.

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t




	
SM

	
0.41

	
5.58 ***

	
0.33

	
4.18 ***

	
0.26

	
3.27 **




	
AW

	
−0.06

	
−0.76

	
−0.01

	
0.07

	
−0.03

	
−0.39




	
Sex

	
0.09

	
1.16

	
−0.05

	
−0.67

	
0.01

	
0.12




	
Age Group

	
0.12

	
1.59

	
−0.00

	
−0.04

	
−0.11

	
−1.44




	
Step 2.

	
ΔF = 1.33, ΔR2 = 0.02

	
ΔF = 2.47+, ΔR2 = 0.04

	
ΔF = 0.10, ΔR2 = 0.00




	
SM × AW

	
-

	
-

	
0–07

	
0.89

	
-

	
-




	
SM × Sex

	
-

	
-

	
0.26

	
2.02 *

	
-

	
-




	
SM × Age Group

	

	

	
−0.17

	
1.57

	
-

	
-




	
Model statistics

	
F = 5.74 ***, R2 = 0.21

	
F = 3.96 ***, R2 = 0.16

	
F = 2.08 *, R2 = 0.09




	
Step 1.

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t




	
SS

	
0.48

	
6.63 ***

	
0.35

	
4.51 ***

	
0.33

	
4.37 ***




	
AW

	
−0.09

	
−1.29

	
−0.02

	
−0.31

	
−0.03

	
−0.40




	
Sex

	
0.10

	
1.41

	
−0.07

	
−0.97

	
−0.01

	
−0.09




	
Age Group

	
0.07

	
0.96

	
−0.03

	
−0.33

	
−0.16

	
−2.10 *




	
Step 2.

	
ΔF = 0.91, ΔR2 = 0.01

	
ΔF = 0.23, ΔR2 = 0.00

	
ΔF = 3.01 *, ΔR2 = 0.05




	
SS × AW

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
−0.06

	
−0.70




	
SS × Sex

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
0.18

	
1.51




	
SS × Age Group

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
−0.26

	
−2.59 *




	
Model statistics

	
F = 7.38 ***, R2 = 0.26

	
F = 3.33 **, R2 = 0.14

	
F = 4.60 ***, R2 = 0.18




	
Step 1.

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t




	
SY

	
0.49

	
6.97 ***

	
0.45

	
6.16 ***

	
0.40

	
5.43 ***




	
AW

	
−0.04

	
−0.54

	
−0.01

	
0.18

	
0.03

	
0.40




	
Sex

	
0.03

	
0.39

	
−0.06

	
−0.78

	
0.03

	
0.43




	
Age Group

	
0.09

	
1.21

	
0.02

	
0.24

	
−0.14

	
1.88 +




	
Step 2.

	
ΔF = 0.82, ΔR2 = 0.01

	
ΔF = 2.54 *, ΔR2 = 0.04

	
ΔF = 0.68, ΔR2 = 0.01




	
SY × AW

	
-

	
-

	
−0.13

	
1.81+

	
-

	
-




	
SY × Sex

	
-

	
-

	
0.23

	
2.01*

	
-

	
-




	
SY × Age Group

	
-

	
-

	
−0.07

	
−0.68

	
-

	
-




	
Model statistics

	
F = 7.96 ***, R2 = 0.26

	
F = 7.19 ***, R2 = 0.25

	
F = 5.11 ***, R2 = 0.19








Notes. Multiple linear moderated regression. SM refers to perceived Social Motivation. AW refers to Teacher-rated Anxious Withdrawal. SS refers to perceived Social Standing. Sex: dummy-coded as 0—female, 1—male. Age group: dummy-coded as 0—5–6 years, 1—3–4 years. Interaction terms marked with a dash were not reported, because their introduction didn’t significantly improve the explained variance of the model. + p < 0.10. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.
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