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ASENDORPF, JENS B., and VAN AKEN, MARCEL A. G. Traits and Relationship Status: Stranger
versus Peer Group Inhibition and Test Intelligence versus Peer Group Competence as Early
Predictors of Later Self-Esteem. CHILD DEVELOPMENT, 1994, 65, 1786~1798. A 9-year longitudi-
nal study of 99 children observed from ages 4 through 12 showed that inhibition toward strangers
was strongly related to inhibition with peers, and test intelligence to social competence with
peers, only in the first months of preschool socialization. These correlations decreased later on.
Stranger inhibition and test intelligence were not predictive of social self-esteem in middle
childhood. However, high inhibition and low competence in the peer group after 1 and 2 years
of group socialization did predict low social self-esteem up to age 10. Discussion focuses on the
processes that might mediate these correlative relations and on the role of relationship-unspecific
traits and relationship-specific individual attributes for later social-emotional developmental out-
comes,

This study is concerned with the predic-
tion of social-emotional developmental out-
comes in middle childhood from early be-
havior patterns. It is guided by the idea that
early predictors of social-emotional develop-
mental outcomes vary in the extent to which
they reflect the quality of children’s social
relationships and that this variation may be
related to the long-term predictive power of
the predictors.

Our first assumption is that early pre-
dictors of later developmental outcomes can
be ordered on a continuum according to
their “relationship specificity” (see Steven-
son-Hinde, 1986, for a similar view). One ex-
treme of this continuum is represented by
trait approaches to personality development.
Traits are constructs that are used to de-
scribe interindividual differences in behav-
ior that show a substantial temporal stability
and a moderate consistency across some
specified class of situations (see Mischel &
Peake, 1982). Trait approaches assume that
traits are relationship-unspecific (e.g., a so-

ciable child is assumed to be sociable with
all sorts of people). Trait taxonomies such as
the Big Five model (Digman, 1990) refer to
relationship-unspecific interindividual dif-
ferences.

At the other extreme of the relationship
specificity continuum are individual attri-
butes that are entirely relationship specific,
that is, that show no consistency across dif-
ferent interaction partners. Although com-
plete relationship specificity may be difficult
to find in human behavior, substantial rela-
tionship specificity has been demonstrated
repeatedly in developmental research (e.g.,
infants’ attachment to their mother vs. fa-
ther; see Fox, Kimmerly, & Schafer, 1991).

Our second assumption is that highly re-
lationship specific individual attributes have
considerable predictive power for later so-
cial-emotional developmental outcomes if
relationship-specific expectations are gener-
alized to other relationships. Expectations
can generalize to other relationships of the
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same type (e.g., children develop the expec-
tation that they are rejected by classmates in
general when they have experienced serious
rejection by particular classmates) and per-
haps even to relationships of a very different
type (e.g., children expect rejection by class-
mates because they experienced rejection
by the mother).

If such generalization of expectations
occurs, an individual attribute that was ini-
tially highly relationship-specific will be-
come moderately relationship-specific, that
is, more consistent across the relationships
to which the expectations generalize, but
still inconsistent with other relationships.
The broader the generalization and the
higher the emotional significance of one’s
expectations are, the more consequential
these expectations may be for one’s self-
concept and self-esteem.

This view is similar to the notion of an
internal working model of self and others
found in attachment research (Bowlby, 1969;
Bretherton, 1991) although it applies to ev-
ery emotionally significant relationship and
assumes that generalization occurs gradually
and primarily within particular types of rela-
tionships.

Our third assumption is that children’s
peer relationships in the primary peer group
such as the preschool or elementary school
class are important predictors for social-
emotional outcomes in middle childhood.
Children develop relationships with particu-
lar classmates, acquire expectations about
their behavior toward them, and tend to gen-
eralize these expectations to the whole peer
group as well as to new groups of peers (e.g.,
from kindergarten to grade 1). Because of the
high emotional significance of the primary
peer group, these expectations influence
children’s emerging self-perception and
self-esteem.

Perhaps the best empirical evidence for
this view is provided by a recent Canadian
longitudinal study. Rubin, Hymel, and Mills
(1989) and Rubin (1993) found that observed
passive social withdrawal in the kindergar-
ten group (a high rate of constructive solitary
activity) was concurrently associated with
noncompliance and nonresponsiveness by
the peers and predicted later low sociomet-
ric peer group status and internalizing diffi-
culties such as low social self-esteem and
high loneliness up to age 11, but not to age
14 (see Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1981, for
internalizing difficulties).

In the present study we attempted to
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predict children’s internalizing difficulties
in middle and late childhood from two kinds
of individual attributes that appear to be
moderately relationship-specific: their inhi-
bition and their social competence in a
highly familiar group of peers.

Evidence that inhibition in peer groups
becomes relationship-specific to some ex-
tent during group socialization was provided
by Asendorpf (1990). He related preschool-
ers’ observed inhibited behavior in the
classroom to the compliance of their peers
when the children attempted to initiate con-
tact with them. In the first months of pre-
school, no significant correlation was found,
but in the second and third year, peer non-
compliance significantly predicted inhibited
behavior in the group. Asendorpf (1990) in-
terpreted this finding by a relationship ef-
fect. When stable relationships in the class-
room had been evolved in the second and
third year in preschool, the children antici-
pated more or less peer compliance de-
pending on the quality of their relationship
with the particular peers and tended to act
more inhibited if they expected that their
social overtures would be ignored or re-
jected by the peers.

Social competence with peers in pre-
school also appears to become relationship-
specific to some extent during group social-
ization. Rubin and Rose-Krasnor (1992)
define social competence as the ability to
achieve personal goals in social interactions
while maintaining positive relationships
with the interaction pariners. Goal achieve-
ment in social interaction depends not only
on relationship-unspecific traits such as in-
telligence or general social skills but also on
the responses of the interaction partners
which, in turn, depend upon the relation-
ship of the actor to these partners. For exam-
ple, the interaction among friends in pre-
school is characterized by a higher rate of
successful social initiatives (Howes, 1987)
and a higher rate of positive conflict out-
comes such as compromises or positive post-
conflict interaction (Hartup, Laursen, Stew-
art, & Eastenson, 1988) than the interaction
among nonfriends.

There is a clear hierarchical relation be-
tween competence and inhibition in peer
groups. Inhibition can be regarded as one
specific incompetency that contributes to
the higher-level construct of competence
(see Waters & Sroufe, 1983, for a similar hi-
erarchical notion of competence). Thus, in-
hibition and measures of peer group compe-
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tence are expected to show low to moderate,
but not extremely negative, correlations.

Most empirical studies have relied ex-
clusively on sociometric techniques for the
assessment of children’s status in their early
peer group (see Coie, Dodge, & Kupersmidt,
1990, for a review). Because the term “peer
group status” is strongly associated with
such sociometric assessments, we prefer re-
ferring to children’s “relationship status”
when we consider individual attributes that
are high on the assumed dimension of rela-
tionship specificity.

As an outcome measure for mid-to-late
childhood we chose children’s social self-
esteem because it is a central indicator of
internalizing problems in mid-to-late child-
hood (Hymel, Rubin, Rowden, & LeMare,
1990) and because we expected a link be-
tween high inhibition and low social compe-
tence in the peer group and low social self-
esteem in middle childhood.

Had we only correlated children’s peer
group competence and inhibition with their
later social self-esteem, a predictive relation
would not have told us very much about the
role played by the peer relationships in this
predictive relation. It could then be argued
that the assessments of competence and
inhibition simply reflected relationship-
unspecific traits of the children and that
these traits were the ones responsible for the
predictive relation.

To exclude this alternative interpreta-
tion as much as possible, we contrasted two
kinds of predictors for children’s later self-
esteem: their inhibition and competence
after more than 1 year of group socialization,
when the children had been given a fair
chance to develop relationships with some
of their classmates, and their inhibition and
intelligence in laboratory assessments with
unfamiliar persons. We assumed that the re-
lationship-unspecific laboratory assessments
would not predict children’s later social self-
esteem, but that the more relationship-
specific assessments in the highly familiar
peer group would. Thus, we used the labora-
tory assessments as “trait controls” for the
preschool assessments.

This approach requires a demonstration
that the laboratory-based trait measures do
predict children’s behavior in the preschool
group before most of them have established
relationships with their peers (thus, in the
first months in preschool). Later, when chil-
dren’s behavior in the group reflects their

relationship status in addition to their rela-
tionship-unspecific traits, the correlation
with concurrent laboratory trait measures
should decrease. This decrease would indi-
cate highly relationship-specific peer group
assessments.

According to the results of various stud-
ies of Kagan and associates (e.g., Garcia-
Coll, Kagan, & Reznick, 1984; Kagan &
Moss, 1962; Kagan, Reznick, Snidman, Gib-
bons, & Johnson, 1988), inhibition toward
strangers is moderately stable during child-
hood and moderately consistent across un-
familiar social situations. Thus, inhibition
toward strangers should correlate with inhi-
bition in a new group of peers. When chil-
dren establish relationships with the group
members, however, stranger inhibition
should, according to our view, correlate less
with inhibition in the peer group.

Social competence with peers with
whom no relationship has been established
is largely identical with general social prob-
lem-solving skills such as proper definition
of the problem space, flexible implementa-
tion of strategies, and careful evaluation of
the outcome of the problem-solving attempt
(see Dodge, 1986; and Rubin & Krasnor,
1986). It can be expected that test intelli-
gence—traditional verbal and nonverbal 1Q
tests—is related to these general social prob-
lem-solving skills and should therefore cor-
relate with children’s social competence to
some extent (see Block & Block, 1980).
Again, we assumed that this correlation de-
creases over group socialization, when chil-
dren’s success in social problem solving in
the group is more and more codetermined
by the quality of the relationships with their
classmates.

First empirical evidence for an increas-
ing relationship specificity of peer group in-
hibition was found by Asendorpf (1990,
1993) who longitudinally compared chil-
dren’s inhibition toward strangers with their
peer group inhibition from the start of pre-
school through grade 2. Asendorpf (1990)
found a decreasing consistency between
stranger and peer group inhibition during 3
vears of preschool socialization. Further-
more, Asendorpf (1993) found that stranger
inhibition correlated again substantially
with first graders’ inhibition in the class-
room; in Grade 2, however, the correlation
dropped again strongly. We are not aware
of studies that have similarly analyzed the
long-term change of the consistency be-
tween IQ and social competence.




The present study extended Asen-
dorpf’s (1990, 1993) analysis of inhibition
in three respects. First, we related high
stranger inhibition and high inhibition in
the second and third years of preschool to
low social self-esteem at ages 8 through 12.
Second, in an attempt to replicate and gener-
alize the pattern of findings for inhibition,
we correlated children’s social competence
in all 3 years in preschool with their nonver-
bal and verbal IQ as relationship-unspecific
measures of competence, and related low 1Q
and low social competence in the second
and third year in preschool to low social self-
esteem at ages 8 through 12.

We did not expect effects of high peer
group competence on social self-esteem be-
cause there is some evidence that self-
esteem measures in middle childhood are
less sensitive to positive as compared to neg-
ative self-esteem (Kagan, Hans, Markowitz,
Lopez, & Sigal, 1982), which would attenu-
ate the effects of high peer group compe-
tence. We did not expect effects of low
inhibition on social self-esteem because un-
inhibited children are either high in social
competence or high in aggression, and both
groups appear to have an average social self-
esteem: the high-competent group because
of the insensitivity of the self-esteem assess-
ment, and the aggressive group because
these children do not seem to develop inter-
nalizing difficulties in middle childhood
(see Hymel et al., 1990).

Third, to evaluate the domain specificity
of the expected effects on children’s later
self-esteem, we assessed not only their so-
cial but also their cognitive self-esteem. We
hypothesized that the social attributes of
competence and inhibition would not be re-
lated to cognitive self-esteem. Instead, we
assumed that children’s cognitive self-
esteem is predominantly based upon the
feedback that children get in school on their
academic achievement. Because preschool
IQ is a major determinant of children’s
school achievement in elementary school,
we expected a positive correlation between
preschool IQ and cognitive—but not neces-
sarily social—self-esteem.

Method

Subjects

This study used the same unselected
longitudinal sample of 99 children (52 boys,
47 girls) that was also studied by Asendorpf
(1990, 1993). All 99 children spent at least 3
years in preschool. Throughout this 3-year
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period, 92% of the children attended the
same class (mostly with the same teacher);
every year the oldest third of the class was
replaced by a new, youngest third. This is
the normal preschool system in Germany; it
allows for the development of long-term re-
lationships among same-age classmates.
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During the first 3 years, no children or
parents refused to participate in the study;
during the next 6 years, five children de-
clined participation. Another 10 children
dropped out from the study because they
moved away from the Munich area. Because
of the low systematic attrition rate of only
5% over 9 years, no attempts were made to
control for subject attrition.

In the fourth year of the study, when
children were 7 vears old, 79 children at-
tended elementary school, and 13 remained
in kindergarten and began school a year later
(a normal pattern for Germany). Late-entry
pupils had a significantly lower 1Q at age 6
than the other children, M = 94.8 versus M
= 1054, t(85) = 4.17, p < .0001, but did
not differ significantly in social or cognitive
self-esteem at ages 8 through 12 years.
Therefore differences in late school en-
trance are ignored in the following analyses.

In the ninth year of the study, when
children were 12 years old, all children had
left elementary school and attended either
Gymnasium for high achievers (47 children)
or Hauptschule for low achievers (37 chil-
dren; a normal proportion for Munich chil-
dren). Thus, all children experienced a sec-
ond complete turnover of their peer group.

Stranger Inhibition

At 4 and 6 years of age, the children
were observed in the laboratory when they
met with an adult stranger. The stranger ap-
proached the child in a standardized way
(see Asendorpf, 1990, for details). A compari-
son of various behavioral and judgmental
measures showed that the best behavioral
indicator of the child’s inhibition toward
the stranger was the child’s latency to the
first unsolicited utterance directed at the
stranger (see Asendorpf, 1992, for details).
Intercoder agreement for the latency scores
was high for both assessments (r > .93).

Concurrent with these behavioral -as-
sessments of stranger inhibition, a parent of
the child completed an eight-item scale that
referred to inhibition to unfamiliar adults
and unfamiliar peers (internal consistency at
age 4, alpha = .95; at age 6, alpha = .93;
see Asendorpf, 1990, for more details). The
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parental inhibition scale and the behavioral
measure of inhibition correlated .67 at age 4
and .51 at age 6. The aggregate of a child’s
z transformed latency score and parental in-
hibition scale served as the measure of the
child’s stranger inhibition.

Test Intelligence

Verbal intelligence was assessed with
the German versions of the Wechsler scales
for preschool children (4 years: HAWIVA;
Eggert, 1978) or school-age children (7
years: HAWIK-R; Tewes, 1983). Nonverbal
intelligence was assessed with the Colum-
bia Mental Maturity Scale (Burgemeister,
Blum, & Lorge, 1972) at 4 and 6 years of
age. The verbal and nonverbal IQ scores had
means ranging from 100 to 108 and showed
moderate correlations between verbal and
nonverbal IQ at similar ages (.42, 4 years;
.38, 6—7 years). These correlations are some-
what lower than usual because the two tests
were administered 3~-6 months apart. There-
fore correlational analyses were performed
both for the overall 1Q scores (aggregation
of verbal and nonverbal IQ scores after z
transformation; mean ages for the aggre-
gated scores were 4 and 6 years), and sepa-
rately for verbal and nonverbal 1Q.

Peer Group Inhibition and Competence

Behavioral observation.—At 4, 5, and 6
years of age, children’s contact initiation be-
havior was observed for 8-12 10-min pe-
riods on at least 5 different days during regu-
lar free play periods in their preschool class.
The observations took place 3—-5 months
after the beginning of each school year. An
inhibited approach was coded whenever the
child approached a single person or a group,
stopped before reaching them, and looked
at them for at least 3 sec without speaking.
Success in contact initiation was coded
whenever the partner responded positively
to the initiation within 10 sec. Intercoder
agreement among the seven trained coders
was checked each year by parallel observa-
tions; it was satisfactory for all 3 years of
observation (see Asendorpf, 1990, for more
details). The percentage of inhibited, or suc-
cessful, initiations among all contact initia-
tion attempts of a child served as the child’s
behavioral score for peer group inhibition,
or competence.

Teacher Q-sort.—Concurrent  with
these behavioral assessments, the child’s
main preschool teacher provided a Q-sort
description of the child’s personality using
a German 54-item version of the California
Child Q-Set (Block & Block, 1980, Géttert &

Asendorpf, 1989). The correlation between
each child’s Q-sort profile and the prototypic
Q-sort profile of a shy-inhibited child served
as a teacher judgment of the child’s peer
group inhibition. This prototypic Q-sort had
been provided by four German preschool
teachers with high agreement (alpha = .92).
Similarly, the correlation between each
child’s Q-sort and the prototypic Q-sort of a
socially competent child served as a teacher
judgment of the child’s peer group compe-
tence. We used the Q-sort prototype from
Waters, Noyes, Vaughn, and Ricks (1985).

The teacher judgments and the behav-
ioral measures of peer group inhibition cor-
related .38 (p < .001) at age 4, .23 (p < .05)
atage 5, and .33 (p < .005) at age 6. For peer
group competence, the correlations between
judgments and behavior were .25 (p < .05)
at age 4, .04 (N.S.) at age 5, and .34 (p <
.005) at age 6. Because of the low correla-
tions between the behavioral and the judg-
mental measures of peer group inhibition
and competence, which seem to be due to
the fact that the behavioral measures tapped
only one particular aspect of peer group in-
hibition or competence, correlational analy-
ses were performed both for overall peer
group inhibition, or competence scores (ag-
gregates of behavioral and judgmental
scores after z transformation), and separately
for the behavioral and the judgmental mea-
sures.

Social and Cognitive Self-Esteem

At 8, 9, 10, and 12 years of age, chil-
dren’s domain-specific self-esteem was as-
sessed with age-appropriate German ver-
sions of the Harter scales (Asendorpf & van
Aken, 1993). At 8 years of age, the children
individually completed the German version
of the Pictorial Scale of Perceived Compe-
tence and Social Acceptance for Young
Children (Harter & Pike, 1984). This scale
includes six-item subscales for assessing
children’s social self-esteem (“peer accep-
tance”) and cognitive self-esteem (“cogni-
tive competence”); each item is rated on a
four-point scale. The internal consistencies
were acceptable for social self-esteem (alpha
= 81) and cognitive self-esteem (alpha =
72).

At 9, 10, and 12 years of age, the chil-
dren individually completed the German
version of the Self-Perception Profile for
Children (Harter, 1985). This scale includes
six-item subscales for assessing children’s
social self-esteem (“‘social acceptance”) and
cognitive self-esteem (“scholastic compe-




tence”); each item is rated on a four-point
scale. The internal consistencies were ac-
ceptable at all ages (for social self-esteem,
alpha = .76-.83; for cognitive self-esteem,
alpha = .72-.81) and were comparable in
their item content with the pictorial sub-
scales.

Results

Decreasing Consistency between
Laboratory and Peer Group Assessments
The correlations between adjacent as-
sessments of stranger and peer group inhibi-
tion are presented in Panel A of Figure 1;
some of them were already reported by
Asendorpf (1990). Stranger inhibition (an ag-
gregate of a behavioral and a judgmental
measure) showed a high stability between 4
and 6 years of age (for the composite score,
r = .75; for both the behavioral observation
and the parental scale, r = .74). Peer group
inhibition was less stable (for the composite
score, r = .44; for the teacher Q-sort mea-
sure, r = .53; for the behavioral observation,
r = .30). The difference between the stabili-
ties of .75 and .44 was significant (Z* = 3.15,
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p <.005, according to Steiger’s, 1980, Z* test
for differences between correlations in the
same sample).

Stranger inhibition correlated substan-
tially with peer group inhibition after a few
months of group socialization, but less so in
the second and third years in preschool (see
Fig. 1). The drop from .47 to .23 in the con-
current correlation between stranger and
peer group inhibition was significant, Z* =
2.03, p < .05. Both measures of peer group
competence showed this decreasing relation
with stranger inhibition. For the behavioral
measure, the concurrent correlation dropped
from an initial .53 to a final .13; for the judg-
mental measure, it dropped from .42 to .28.

The correlations for the assessments of
test intelligence and peer group competence
show a strikingly similar pattern (see Panel
B in Fig. 1). Test intelligence (an aggregate
of verbal and nonverbal 1Q tests) showed a
moderately high stability between 4 and 6
years of age (for the composite score, r =
.61, for verbal 1Q, r = .53; for nonverbal 1Q,
r = .51). Peer group competence was less
stable (r = .31; Z* = 2.80, p < .005, for the

STRANGER STRANGER
INHIBITION o INHIBITION
AGE 4 : AGE 6

.47-,\ / .23

(A)

PEER GROUP PEER GROUP PEER GROUP
INHIBITION — INHIBITION — [INHIBITION
AGE 4 2*»* AGES5 .54 AGE 6
44w+
TEST TEST
INTELLIGENCE e INTELLIGENCE
AGE 4 . AGE 6

.51-,\ / .20

31

(B)

F1G. l.—Zero-order Pearson correlations between adjacent assessments of inhibition (panel A)
and competence (panel B). *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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difference between the stabilities of test in-
telligence and peer group competence).

Test intelligence correlated with chil-
dren’s peer group competence after a few
months of group socialization but not in the
second or third years of preschool (see Fig.
1). The drop in the concurrent correlation
between test intelligence and peer group
competence from .51 to .20 was significant,
Z* = 2.29, p < .03. Both measures of peer
group competence showed this decreasing
relation with test intelligence. For the be-
havioral measure, the concurrent correlation
dropped from an initial .32 to a final -.02;
for the teacher judgment, it dropped from
42 to .29. The same pattern was also found
when the two IQ tests were analyzed sepa-
rately (for verbal IQ, drop from .44 to .22;
for nonverbal 1Q, from .42 to .12).

These analyses show that the two rela-
tionship-unspecific traits correlated strongly
with the associated peer group behavior
only at the beginning of group socialization.
After 1 or 2 years in the peer group, stranger
inhibition no longer influenced peer group
inhibition, and IQ no longer influenced peer
group competence. This decreasing consis-
tency was due to a major rearrangement of
interindividual differences in children’s
peer group behavior; the interindividual dif-
ferences in the laboratory assessments re-
mained more stable.

Long-Term Consequences of Early
Inhibition and Incompetence

The nonsignificant correlations be-
tween the relationship-unspecific traits and
their associated peer group measures in the
second and third years in preschool (see Fig.
1) made it possible to consider stranger inhi-
bition and peer group inhibition, and test
intelligence and peer group competence, as
independent predictors of children’s later
self-esteem. Because our hypotheses were
specific for low or high scores in the pre-
dictors, we chose an extreme group ap-
proach.

Identification of extreme groups.—Four
measures were available both for stranger
inhibition and for test intelligence (two at
age 4 and two at age 6). Similarly, four mea-
sures were available both for peer group in-
hibition and for peer group competence in
the familiar peer group (two at age 5 and two
at age 6). For each predictor of later self-
esteem, we defined children with low (high)
scores by scores ranging in the lower (upper)
tercile in the four assessments per predictor,
allowing for one missing value.

The two groups of children with consis-
tently high or low scores in a predictor were
contrasted with a group of average children
who had nonextreme scores in all four as-
sessments of the predictor. Finally, we re-
quired that the children had nonmissing val-
ues in the assessments of self-esteem at ages
8 through 10. Table 1 contains the resulting
number of children in the various groups.
The group sizes were very similar across dif-
ferent predictors and highly symmetric with
regard to high versus low scorers.

Correction for a reference group effect
on cognitive self-esteem at age 12.—As
usual in Germany, the children were tracked
at age 12 in schools for low- and for high-
achieving children. In the full LOGIC sam-
ple, the high achievers had a significantly
higher cognitive self-esteem than the low
achievers in the last assessment in elemen-
tary school at age 10, M = 3.04 versus
M = 2.73, +(180) = 3.69, p < .001, but had
a virtually identical cognitive self-esteem at
age 12, M = 2.79 versus M = 2.76, produc-
ing a significant achievement X age inter-
action, F(1, 179) = 9.70, p < .003. This
elimination of an initial advantage of
high achievers’ self-concept of ability is
a well-known effect in Germany and is ex-
plained by the change in reference groups
(Schwarzer, Lange, & Jerusalem, 1982).

To correct for this effect, we eliminated
the achievement X age interaction by add-
ing to each high achiever’s cognitive self-
esteem at age 12 the mean difference 0f 0.31
between high and low achievers’ cognitive
self-esteem at age 10. No correction was
necessary for social self-esteem because it
showed no achievement X age interaction
(F <1).

Long-term prediction of later self-
esteem.—Table 1 presents the means and
standard deviations of the social and cogni-
tive self-esteem scores for the 12 groups se-
lected for low, average, or high scores in the
four predictors. We performed 8 (extreme
groups) X 2 (social/cognitive) = 16 mixed
2 X 4 ANOVAs that each compared an ex-
treme group with the associated average
group across the four ages. The three de-
grees of freedom for the age effect were de-
composed into a linear, a quadratic, and a
cubic trend. The corresponding contrasts in
age took the irregular spacing of the self-
esteem assessments into account. Also, we
separately tested the extreme group effect
for the earliest assessment of self-esteem at
age 8 by 16 t tests (one for each ANOVA).
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TABLE 1

MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS FOR SOCIAL AND COGNITIVE SELF-ESTEEM

oF GRoOuPS DIFFERING IN INHIBITION AND COMPETENCE

Social at Age

SELF-ESTEEM

Cognitive at Age

PRESCHOOL PREDICTORS n 8 9

Temperamental inhibition:

LOW covercveiiineccrnrenreninenienneanens 9 283
(.44)
AVETALE .vvierineerrneeinirensciennas 32>  3.15
(.63)
High oo 9 3.15
(.50)
Peer group inhibition:
LOW i 9 3.15
(.57)
AVETAZE oovovvieeeerreveerseeens 31° 323
(.52)
High .o 9 278
(.79)
Test intelligence:
LOW i, 10 3.10
(.53)
Average ......coeivviiiiniinnnen 39¢  3.07
(.60)
High .o 11  3.08
(.60)
Peer group competence:
LOW oot 9 276
(.55)
AVETALE .ovvcrrieeenirneinaeasasiinne 35t 3.22
(.56)
High oo 10 312
(.67)

10 12 8 9 10 128
294 281 341 286 285 298
(85) (60) (44) (45) (76) (.38)
311 291 339 313 299 3.00
(51) (47) (43) (54) (42) (40)
320 313 343 313 324 292
(35)  (25) (40) (42) (32) (.39)
281 291 343 265 259 275
(84) (76) (52) (84) (46) (51)
325 312 339 310 3.14 3.04
(55) (53) (37) (50) (48) (42)
287 291 331 298 294 298
(75) (65) (44) (50) (50) (.54)
305 301 313 270 272 280
(67)  (47) (58) (39) (48) (45)
308 293 341 3.00 297 297
(59) (58 (.32) (48) (45)  (43)
339 329 362 3.08 323 312
(51) (20) (38) (31) (52) (.33)
274 297 313 289 283 280
(48) (43) (30) (42) (42) (27)
315 3.02 346 302 311 3.02
(68) (60) (42) (58) (45)  (.50)
319 3922 333 298 288 3.05
(36)  (52) (36) (50) (51) (.33)

NoTe.—Standard deviations in parentheses.

2 Corrected for reference group effect (see text).
b At age 12, one child had a missing value.

¢ Atage 12, n = 37.

On the basis of this information, we
searched for two patterns. First, a constant
effect on all four assessments of self-esteem
would be detected by a significant group
main effect in the ANOVAs. Second, an ini-
tial effect on the age 8 assessment which
then steadily decreases would be detected
by a combination of (a) a significant ¢ test for
the assessment at age 8 and (b) a significant
group X linear age interaction. Because a
decrease rather than an increase is tested, a
one-tailed ¢ test for the corresponding con-
trast in the ANOVA is appropriate here.

Our a priori hypotheses can be formu-
lated in terms of these two patterns. First,
we had expected that high peer group inhi-
bition would predict low social self-esteem.
This was confirmed by a group main effect
for high versus average peer group inhibi-

tion, F(1, 37) = 4.68, p < .04; in addition, a
marginal decrease of the group effect was
found, #(37) = 1.37, p < .09, one-tailed, for
the group X linear age interaction. For high
stranger inhibition, the group main effect
and the group x linear age interaction were
not even marginally significant. The same
lack of effect was found when high peer
group inhibition and high stranger inhibi-
tion were related to cognitive self-esteem.
Thus, our hypothesis for the effects of high
peer group versus stranger inhibition on so-
cial versus cognitive self-esteem was fully
confirmed.

The effects of high inhibition on social
self-esteem are visualized in Panel A of Fig-
ure 2. The difference between the high-
inhibited and the average groups are shown
in terms of proportions of the standard devia-
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Fic. 2.—Effects of high inhibition (panel A) and low competence (panel B) on social self-esteem.
Negative (vs. positive) effect sizes indicate that the children in the extreme groups had a lower (vs.
higher) self-esteem than average children. Effect size = [mean(extreme group) — mean{average

group)}/standard deviation (sample).

tions in the sample (effect sizes) which has
the advantage that the effect sizes can be
directly compared across age and measures
because they are independent of the group
sizes. Figure 2 shows that the effect of high
peer inhibition was large at ages 8—10 and
then decreased.

Second, we had expected that low peer
group competence would predict low social
self-esteem. The group main effect for low
versus average peer group competence was
only marginally significant, F(1, 41) = 3.52,
p < .07. However, the data confirmed the
second pattern of a decreasing group effect.
Low-competent children had a significantly
Iower social self-esteem than average chil-
dren at age 8, t(42) = 2.20, p < .04, and the
group X linear age interaction indicated a
significant decrease of the effect, t(41) =

1.92, p < .04, one-tailed. For low test intelli-
gence, the group main effect and the group
% linear age interaction were not even mar-
ginally significant. Panel B in Figure 2
shows that the effect of low peer compe-
tence remained stable through age 10 and
then decreased. Thus, our hypotheses for
the effects of low peer group competence
versus low test intelligence on social self-
esteem was fully confirmed.

Third, we had expected that low (high)
test intelligence would predict low (high)
cognitive self-esteem. A group main effect
for low intelligence, F(1, 47) = 4.49, p <
.04, along with no group x linear age inter-
action (F < 1) confirmed the first part of the
hypothesis, but high intelligence showed
only a marginal group main effect, F(1, 48)
= 2.96, p < .10, and also no group X linear




age interaction (F < 1). Thus, this hypothesis
was significantly confirmed only for low ver-
sus average 1Q.

Among the remaining tests, one signifi-
cant unexpected effect was found. There
was a group main effect for children low in
peer group inhibition on cognitive self-
esteem, F(1, 37) = 5.51, p < .03, along with
a significant quadratic age X group interac-
tion, t(37) = 2.87, p < .01. Table 1 indicates
that these children had a below-average cog-
nitive self-esteem at ages 9 and 10 but not
before or after. We do not have a plausible
explanation for this pattern. All other group
main effects and components of the group %
age interactions were not significant.

To summarize, high peer group inhi-
bition and low peer group competence
showed the expected effect on low social
self-esteem in middle childhood, and a
smaller effect in preadolescence, whereas
the associated traits of stranger inhibition
and low test intelligence had no effect on
social self-esteem. Low 1Q and low peer
competence predicted low cognitive self-
esteem. High IQ had only a marginal effect
on high cognitive self-esteem. All these ef-
fects remained virtually unchanged when
sex differences were controlled by analysis
of covariance with sex as a covariate.

Unique Contributions of Low Peer Group
Competence and High Peer Group
Inhibition to Later Self-Esteem

The fact that both low peer group com-
petence and high peer group inhibition pre-
dicted low social self-esteem could be due
at least in part to an overlap of the two pre-
dictors. Indeed, three children were both
low in peer group competence and high in
peer group inhibition. Therefore we ana-
lyzed the concurrent relation between com-
petence and inhibition in the peer group and
explored the relative contributions of low
competence and high inhibition to social
self-esteem.

As expected, peer group inhibition
(which can be considered one aspect of peer
group incompetence) correlated negatively
with peer group competence in all 3 years
of preschool (first year, r = —.36, p < .002;
second year, r = —.10, N.S_; third year, r =
—.36, p < .002). These correlations were low
enough to treat competence and inhibition
in the peer group as different predictors for
later self-esteem.

To analyze the unique contributions of
competence and inhibition to self-esteem,
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two analyses of covariance were performed.
One compared children low in peer group
competence with the average group, treating
peer group inhibition as a continuous covari-
ate. The parallel analysis compared children
high in peer group inhibition with the aver-
age group, treating peer group competence
as a continuous covariate.

When peer group competence was par-
tialed out, high peer group inhibition contin-
ued to show a marginally significant group
main effect on social self-esteem, F(1, 36) =
3.73, p < .07. When peer group inhibition
was partialed out, the effect of peer group
competence on social self-esteem at age 8
remained significant, F(1, 41) = 4.14, p <
.05, and the group X linear age decrease for
peer group competence remained margin-
ally significant, £(40) = 1.58, p < .07, one-
tailed. Thus, the effects of high peer group
inhibition and low peer group competence
on social self-esteem overlapped to some ex-
tent but also showed some independent con-
tributions to later social self-esteem.

Discussion

This study tested the hypothesis that
young children’s social behavior in sta-
ble groups of peers becomes relationship-
specific to some extent with increasing
group socialization and predicts important
developmental outcomes beyond these rela-
tionships such as social self-esteem in mid-
dle childhood when the children attend dif-
ferent peer groups. This hypothesis was
confirmed both for inhibition and for social
competence with peers in preschool.

The relationship-specificity of individ-
ual differences in the peer group was dem-
onstrated by using a “trait control” design.
Relationship-unspecific traits, assessed in
the laboratory with strangers, predicted con-
current individual differences in the pre-
school peer group at the beginning of group
socialization but lost predictive power 1 and
2 years later. We interpret this decrease in
predictive power as a result of the emer-
gence of social relationships in the peer
group; we assume that children’s relation-
ship status in the group exerted more and
more influence on their behavior in the
group, obscuring the effects of relationship-
unspecific traits on their behavior.

This interpretation of the correlational
findings is more convincing to us than the
alternative hypothesis of an increasing dif-
ferentiation of individual differences with
increasing age because the effect has been
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demonstrated in the same sample not only
for the 3 years in preschool but also for the
first 2 years in elementary school, at least for
inhibition (Asendorpf, 1993). This replica-
tion of the effect cannot be explained by a
general differentiation hypothesis.

However, it should be noted that our in-
terpretation of the replicated correlational
pattern rests on the assumption rather than
the empirical proof that children’s inhibited
and competent behavior showed an increas-
ing relationship-specificity during group so-
cialization, and that this process was not
completed in the middle term of the first
year of preschool, when our first assessment
in the peer group was scheduled. Thus, our
interpretation is not conclusive but seems
useful for guiding the direction of future
studies.

The “‘trait control” design was also used
to test the assumed effects of relationship-
specific behavior on later social-emotional
outcomes. High inhibition and low compe-
tence in the peer group after 1 and 2 years
of group sacialization predicted low social
self-esteem in middle childhood up to age
10, that is, up to 4 years later, and after
a complete turnover in the peer group,
whereas high inhibition toward strangers
and low test intelligence were not predictive

of later social self-esteem. The effects of

high inhibition and low competence in the
peer group were rather independent and
decreased after age 10 when all children ex-
perienced a second turnover of their peer

group.

This decrease parallels Rubin’s (1993)
finding for the predictive effect of early pas-
sive withdrawal on later internalizing prob-
lems. The size of the effect was similar to
the size of the effect of early IQ on later cog-
nitive self-esteem throughout middle child-
hood; for preadolescence, it became some-
what weaker. As expected, low inhibition
and high competence in the highly familiar
peer group were unrelated to later social
self-esteem.

What are the processes that mediate be-
tween early high inhibition or low peer com-
petence, and later low social self-esteem?
Our findings suggest that relationship-
unspecific traits such as high stranger inhibi-
tion or a generally low intellectual ability do
not play a major role. OQur view is that the
central mediating variable may be expect-
ations about being ignored or rejected
by classmates—a moderately relationship-
specific individual attribute that tends to
generalize from one peer group to the next

and negatively affects children’s social self-
esteem.

Low peer competence can be one major
antecedent of peer nonacceptance. Thus,
one pathway leads from low competence
with peers through expectations of nonac-
ceptance by the peers to low social self-
esteem; the correlation between low peer
competence and low social self-esteem in
the present study reflects this pathway.

The relation between high inhibition in
the peer group and low social self-esteem
requires a more complex interpretation be-
cause inhibition can be both an antecedent
and a consequence of expectations of peer
nonacceptance. In the first case, children
who faced nonacceptance outside of the
preschool (e.g., rejection by parents) may
overemphasize normal peer neglect and
rejection, and develop negatively biased ex-
pectations of peer acceptance for future in-
teractions, which, in turn, lead to inhibition
in the peer group. In the second case, chil-
dren who were neglected or rejected by
their preschool peers for various reasons
(e.g., physical abnormalities, ethnic minority
status, poor social skills) may develop realis-
tic expectations of peer nonacceptance and
therefore react with inhibition in the group.
Thus, the relation between high peer group
inhibition and low social self-esteem can re-
flect two different pathways: one originating
within the group and one outside of it.

These pathways to internalizing prob-
lems in middle childhood are similar, but
not identical, to the pathways to internaliz-
ing problems described by Rubin, LeMare,
and Lollis (1990). The major difference con-
cerns the role of inhibited behavior in the
peer group. For Rubin et al. (1990), inhibi-
tion is an antecedent rather than a conse-
quence of poor peer relationships and is
traced back to a temperamental trait that in-
cludes stranger inhibition. In contrast, we
assume that this temperamental trait plays
only a minor role in well-established peer
groups and that inhibition in a highly famil-
iar group predominantly reflects a history of
poor social relationships inside or outside of
the group.

Furthermore, we assume on the basis of
our findings that stranger inhibition in the
preschool years may not be a risk factor for
internalizing problems in middle childhood,
at least in a school system that provides chil-
dren with a highly stable group of agemates.
This conclusion does not rule out the possi-
bility that high inhibition toward strangers
is a risk factor when children are frequently




faced with a complete turn-over of the peer
group; in this case they may fail to develop
satisfactory peer relationships because they
have not had enough time to adapt to the
new groups.

In contrast, children who are character-
ized by high peer group inhibition may
profit from a change of the peer group; a
fresh start in a new group may help them to
develop better relationships with their peers
(see Asendorpf, 1994, for a discussion of
some practical implications of the distinc-
tion between inhibition toward strangers
and in the peer group).

At a more general level, the results of
the present study underscore the develop-
mental significance of the early peer group.
For more than one decade now, it has been
pointed out that early peer relationships
seem to serve important functions for later
development (Hartup, 1983). Longitudinal
relations between individual differences in
early peer groups and later social-emotional
developmental outcomes such as externaliz-
ing problems (Parker & Asher, 1987) or in-
ternalizing difficulties (Rubin et al., 1989)
have been interpreted as support for the de-
velopmental significance of early peer rela-
tionships. The present study contributes to
this research tradition.

But it does more than that. The possibil-
ity cannot be excluded that all these longi-
tudinal findings simply reflect the effect of
enduring, relationship-unspecific traits on
development—traits that fully account for
both the observed individual differences in
the early peer group and the observed out-
come in middle childhood.

In our view, the finding that relation-
ship-unspecific traits did not predict later
developmental outcomes, whereas the more
relationship-specific attributes did so, pro-
vides more support for the developmental
significance of the early peer relationships
than the demonstration of only a predictive
relation between peer group behavior and
subsequent developmental outcomes.

At an even more general level we see
some similarities between our results and
the finding from attachment research that in-
fants’ attachment to their mother is pre-
dictive of developmental outcomes in pre-
school. Both in attachment research and in
our study, individual differences in the be-
havior with highly important interaction
partners predicted later social-emotional de-
velopmental outcomes. Could this be a gen-
eral principle of development? And, if so,
how specific are the mediating mechanisms
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to each age period? These questions may
stimulate future studies of personality devel-
opment in childhood.
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