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Abstract: During the socialization process in family and school contexts, children display a wide
variety of social behaviors with parents and peers. Yet the developmental trajectory, the predictors
and outcomes, and the neural basis of those social behaviors are largely under-investigated. To
address these problems, we invited experts in the field to submit their latest findings to tell this
story. The current Special Issue is a collection of papers highlighting the complexity for various social
behaviors, with a focus on the complex mechanisms that link social behaviors to child socio-emotional
adjustment and mediating/moderating factors among the associations. Thirteen papers illustrate
empirical work in the field, two papers present new methodological concerns, and one paper that
provides a comprehensive review of the literature.
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Normative development of children’s social, emotional, and school adjustment stems
from sources including both family and peer groups. Parent–child and peer interactions
have unique and significant implications for children, and these social relationships serve
as a foundation for feelings of security and belonging. During the socialization process in
family and school contexts, children display a wide variety of social behaviors. However,
several issues require further exploration. For example, what are the different causal
relations that might underlie children’s social behaviors? What is the trajectory of these
social behaviors at different developmental stages? Could we find the neural basis for these
social behaviors via advanced techniques? In light of these premises, this Special Issue
aims to advance the literature on the development trajectory of children’s social behaviors
and their cognitive neural mechanisms. Sixteen papers in this Special Issue elucidate a
broad range of social behaviors and provide us two important concerns.

1. Behavior Type Concerns

The authors in this Special Issue focus on a variety number of social behaviors, includ-
ing social withdrawal, prosocial behavior, parent-child interaction, and problem behavior.

Three studies revealed the implication of social withdrawal. Overall, most of the
withdrawn subtypes turn out to be risk factors in the development of child psychological
well-being. Bowker et al. (contribution 1) examined the associations between anxious-
withdrawal and sleeping difficulties and found that social withdrawal longitudinally
predicted later trouble sleeping, especially for excluded and victimized adolescents. Sette
et al. (contribution 2) used a person-oriented approach to create shy, unsociable, avoidant,
and non-withdrawn groups, and found that unsociable group appeared to be the most
well-adjustment group whereas shy and avoidant group reported higher level of internal-
izing problems. Zhu et al. (contribution 3) examined the associations between shyness
and indices of socio-emotional adjustment and found that higher levels of screen time
exacerbated the associations.
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Two studies focus on prosocial behavior, another common social behavior in childhood
and adolescence. Li et al. (contribution 4) examined the associations between prosocial be-
havior and psychological maladjustment, and found that peer preference and self-perceived
social competence played as a serial indirect pathway among these associations. Liu et al.
(contribution 5) reported that psychological suzhi mediated the effects of early emotional
experiences on prosocial behavior and subjective socioeconomic status moderated the
mediation model.

Three studies showed some interesting findings of parent-child interaction. Specifically,
all these parent-child interaction variables seem to be mediators in the development of
child adjustment outcomes. Wang et al. (contribution 6) found that stress from context
and parenting would lead to more maternal psychologically controlling in parenting, and
in turn lead to less socio-emotional difficulties. Geng et al. (contribution 7) examined
the associations between electronic media use and internalizing problems, and further
found that parent–child conflict was a salient mediator among the associations. He et al.
(contribution 8) examined the mechanism in predicting ODD child emotional problems
through system, dyadic, and individual levels, and found that parent-child attachment
played as a mediator role.

Two studies examined the relevant predictors for the development of problem be-
havior. Yang et al. (contribution 9) examined the developmental trajectory of aggressive
behavior, and the predictors on its intercept and slope from parent and child self (i.e.,
corporal punishment, psychological aggression, and self-esteem). Mo et al. (contribution
10) examined the associations between family SES and later problem behavior via a longi-
tudinal design, with sense of coherence as mediator and maternal warmth as moderator.

2. Methodological Concerns

The papers in this Special Issue also illustrate some methodological concerns, partic-
ularly regarding sample selection, research design, and analytic strategy. One highlight
is the broad age range from early childhood (contribution 3, contribution 6, contribu-
tion 7), middle childhood (contribution 8, contribution 10, contribution 11), adolescence
(contribution 1, contribution 4, contribution 5, contribution 9, contribution 12), and emerg-
ing adulthood (contribution 2), and participants from different regions such as North
America (contribution 1, contribution 6, contribution 11), Europe (contribution 2), and
China (contribution 3, contribution 4, 5, contribution 7, contribution 8, contribution 9,
contribution 10, contribution 12). The coverage of wide developmental stages and diverse
cultural backgrounds make the conclusions in this Special Issue more generalizable to
different context.

The second highlight is the inclusion of both cross-sectional and longitudinal design,
and data collection from multiple informants. Five studies in the Special Issue used longitu-
dinal design with time point from three months to two years (contribution 1, contribution 2,
contribution 9, contribution 10, contribution 11). In addition, it should be noted that five
studies collected their data from multiple informants rather than sole self-reports. Sources
such as peer nominations (contribution 4), parent reports (contribution 1, contribution 6,
contribution 7), and teacher-ratings (contribution 3, contribution 8, contribution 10) are all
included in the Special Issue and these make the conclusions more reliable and robust.

The third highlight is the inclusion of advanced technique and statistical method.
Aside from traditional regression analysis, most of the papers in this Special Issue used
advanced statistical strategy, such as Structural Equation Modeling (contribution 1, con-
tribution 3, contribution 4, contribution 5, contribution 6, contribution 7, contribution 8,
contribution 10), Latent Growth Modeling (contribution 9), and Latent Profile Analysis
(contribution 2). Moreover, Chow et al. (contribution 11) collected neural data via EEG
technique and found that frontal EEG alpha power moderated the association between
shyness and anxiety. This study indicated the important function of cortical activity in
social interaction for individual with different social motivations. Jiang et al. (contribu-
tion 12) conducted a machine learning technique to develop a shorter measurement (i.e.,
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Buss–Warren Aggression Questionnaire) to increase the efficiency of assessing aggressive
behavior, which could reduce the frequency of insufficient effort response and decrease the
implementation costs.

3. Future Directions in Social Behavior Research

One suggestion for future research is the direct comparison for different age groups.
The developmental mechanisms of children’s social behaviors may vary from early child-
hood to emerging adulthood because of their neurological, physiological, socio-cognitive,
and emotional characteristics [1,2]. Future research would benefit from directly compar-
ing the influence of interpersonal interactions on social behavior by collecting data from
multiple age groups. In fact, some studies indicated that while parent-child interaction
was related to children’s prosocial behaviors in early childhood, adolescents’ emotion in
peer and teacher interactions may be more critical in predicting prosocial behaviors [3,4].
In addition, some researchers found the age differences in neural mechanism of prosocial
behavior. For example, the neural activation in the posterior superior temporal sulcus
(pSTS), temporal pole, inferior frontal gyrus (IFG), and cuneus in early adolescence are
peaked compared with childhood and late adolescence, showing an inverted U-shaped
curve [5].

The second suggestion is the use of more neuroscience techniques, such as fNIRS
or fMRI-based hyperscanning approach. Different from employing traditional psycho-
logical methods such as questionnaires and behavioral experiments, the new techniques
would be helpful to incorporate research approaches from social cognitive neuroscience
and psychophysiology to explore the neural and physiological mechanisms underlying
the development of children’s social behaviors [6]. It has been proposed that neural syn-
chrony can enhance mutual understanding between children and others (parents, peers,
or teachers) [7,8]. Some studies have already found the evidence that neural synchrony
serves as a crucial neural mechanism underlying prosocial and cooperative behavior [9,10].
Indeed, the use of more neuroimaging techniques, such as hyperscanning, can capture more
ecologically valid processes and mechanisms underlying the development of children’s
social behaviors.

The third suggestion is the use of qualitative method. In the current Special Issue,
most of the papers were conducted via quantitative method, which may lead to more
generalized findings [11]. However, it is difficult to reveal the developmental mechanism
underlying social interaction in real life, as well as the details of psychological needs
behind children and adolescents’ social behaviors. In future, more qualitative research
should be encouraged, including behavior coding-based observation and semi-structured
interviews [12,13], to deepening the developmental processes and mechanisms underlying
the real and simulated interpersonal interactions.
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