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a b s t r a c t 

In a previous study, Palacios et al. (2013) explored the social competence of international adoptees, in- 

stitutionalized children and a community group of peers during early childhood, mean age 6.5 years. 

As reported by caregivers and teachers, institutionalized children were found to have lower social skills 

than children growing up in family contexts. This paper presents the longitudinal follow-up of these 3 

groups of children at a mean age of 11 years, as well as between-group and cross-informant compar- 

isons in the second wave of the study. Parents/caregivers and teachers rated the children’s social skills, 

while their sociometric status was reported by teachers. Adoptive parents reported normative social skills 

in their children, while teachers offered a more negative view. Institutionalized children scored signifi- 

cantly lower than the community group, from caregivers’ and teachers’ perspectives. The probability of 

having a good friend was statistically similar in all 3 groups, although adoptees tended to have a more 

negative sociometric status. Compared with the previous data collection, teachers reported a significant 

decrease in social skills for the adopted group, while the social difficulties remained stable over time 

in the institutionalized group. This study highlights the importance of studying social competence from 

a developmental and multi-contextual perspective, especially among children exposed to experiences of 

early adversity. 

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Inc. 

This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 

( http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ ) 
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. Introduction 

Social competence derives from a long developmental construc- 

ion, changes with age and with the requirements of the envi- 

onment ( Quinn & Hennessy, 2010 ; Waters & Sroufe, 1983 ). Dur- 

ng the first years of life, early attachment experiences are the 

oundations on which children will build future relationships with 

thers. Meta-analytic research has confirmed that secure attach- 

ent and experiences of sensitive care in early relationships are 

ssociated with more positive peer relationships during childhood 

 Pallini, Baiocco, Schneider, Madigan & Atkinson, 2014 ). On the 

ontrary, available empirical evidence is unanimous in recognizing 

hat early adversity, particularly child maltreatment and institu- 

ionalization, represents a serious threat to children’s health, well- 

eing and psychological development ( van IJzendoorn et al., 2020 ). 

ore specifically, experiences of early family adversity affect social 

ompetence during childhood in a variety of ways, including diffi- 
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ulties in social skills ( Matheson et al., 2016 ) and lower acceptance 

n the peer group ( Anthonysamy & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007 ). 

This study aims to explore the impact of adverse early ex- 

eriences and institutionalization on social competence. To this 

nd, participants were children with experiences of early adversity 

abuse and neglect), some of whom were adopted, while others 

ontinued to live in residential care. By studying the social skills 

nd peer relationships of these children longitudinally, our aim is 

o document the impact of early adversity, residential care and 

doption on social competence. The research described here forms 

art of a longitudinal project on the development of internation- 

lly adopted and institutionalized children in Spain, studied for the 

rst time between the ages of 4 and 8 years (e.g., Palacios, Moreno 

 Román, 2013 ), and then between the ages of 8 and 13 years 

 Cáceres, Román, Moreno, Bukowski & Palacios, 2021 , and this pa- 

er). 

. Social competence among internationally-adopted children 

A recent meta-analysis found that, globally, adoptees were gen- 

rally less likely than biologically reared individuals to report the 
under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
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resence of close peer relationships ( DeLuca, Claxton & van Dul- 

en, 2018 ). Empirical research focused on international adoptees 

as shown that these children generally have more limited social 

kills, as well as more difficulties maintaining positive peer rela- 

ionships during both middle childhood ( Glennen & Bright, 2005 ; 

tams, Juffer, Rispens & Hoksbergen, 20 0 0 ) and late childhood and 

dolescence ( Howard, Smith & Ryan, 2004 ). Specifically, children 

dopted from Eastern Europe tend to have lower social skills and 

ewer interpersonal relationships than both adoptees from other 

ountries and non-adopted community peers ( Barcons et al., 2012 ; 

aprin, Benedan, Ballarin & Gallace, 2017 ; Gunnar et al., 2007 ; 

oksbergen, Rijk, Dijkum & Laak, 2004 ; Paniagua et al., 2020 ; 

etranovich, Walz, Staat, Chiu & Wade, 2015 ). These social difficul- 

ies might be specially important among Eastern European children 

dopted after the age of 18 months, a cutoff found in some studies 

or the detrimental effect of early adversity on child development 

 Hawk & McCall, 2011 ). 

Longitudinal research into the social competence of adoptees 

s limited and results are mixed. Some studies have reported 

hat adopted children’s social difficulties, as assessed by their par- 

nts and teachers, do not seem to decrease over time ( Jaffari- 

immel, Juffer, Van IJzendoorn, Bakermans-Kranenbur g & Mooi- 

aart, 2006 ; Rijk, Hoksbergen & Laak, 2010 ; Tan, 2009 ), remaining 

table between the ages of 7 and 15 years ( Smith et al., 2018 ).

owever, other authors suggest that, among children adopted af- 

er adverse institutional experiences, social difficulties increase no- 

ably as they approach adolescence ( Hawk & McCall, 2011 ; Julian & 

cCall, 2016 ), with clinical scores affecting approximately 35% in 

ate childhood and adolescence ( Sonuga-Barke, Schlotz & Kreppner, 

010 ). In short, research into the social competence of adoptees 

as reported contradictory results in relation to both the mag- 

itude of the difficulties themselves and their development over 

ime. Longitudinal studies such as that presented in this paper are 

ssential to achieving greater insight into the effects of early ad- 

ersity on social competence during childhood. 

The data from our first study with internationally adopted chil- 

ren from the Russian Federation in Spain when they were on 

verage 6.5 years old ( Palacios et al., 2013 ), revealed no signifi- 

ant differences between adoptees and their community peers in 

erms of social skills. Regarding their sociometric status reported 

y teachers, less than 15% of the adoptees had negative sociometric 

ositions (rejected, neglected). When this same sample of children 

ere aged between 8 and 13 years, sociometric status assessed 

y classmates was explored by Cáceres et al. (2021) , revealing a 

ignificantly more unfavorable profile for adoptees than for their 

ommunity peers, with 50% being in negative sociometric positions 

46% rejected, 4% neglected). In the present article, the perspectives 

f parents/caregivers and teachers are considered. 

. Social competence among children in residential care 

Compared with adoption, research into the social competence 

f children in residential care is scarcer. In Spain, around 45% of 

hildren and adolescents under the Child Protection System are 

laced in residential care ( Ministerio de Sanidad, Consumo y Bi- 

nestar Social, 2020 ) and this percentage is much higher in some 

ther Western countries (e.g., Portugal), as well as in Latin Amer- 

ca and the Middle East. Although being in residential care may 

acilitate the emergence of what Keil et al. (2019) termed hyper- 

ooperative behaviors aimed at diffusing situations of hostility 

mong peers, most studies point that children in residential care 

re more likely to experience difficulties in their social compe- 

ence. Research has shown that children in residential care are 

ore likely to have social relationship difficulties within the clin- 

cal range ( Garcia-Quiroga, Hamilton-Giachritsis & Ibañez-Fanés, 

017 ; Simsek, Erol, Öztop & Münir, 2007 ; Zhang, Cecil, Barker, Mori 
261 
 Lau, 2019 ). Also, in the school context, children in residential 

are have been reported as more likely to be rejected by their 

eers as partners in academic tasks, although they may have recip- 

ocal friends for leisure and free time activities ( Martín, Muñoz De 

ustillo, Rodríguez & Pérez, 2008 ). 

Few studies have sought to explore developmental changes in 

he social competence of children in residential care. Some studies 

ound that their initial difficulties remain stable throughout middle 

nd late childhood ( Garcia-Quiroga et al., 2017 ; Roy, Rutter & Pick- 

es, 2004 ). In a study of eight to sixteen years US children with

ome contact with child protective services, about 80% failed to 

how consistently positive adaptation at all 3time points consid- 

red in the study with respect to mental health, school achieve- 

ent or social competence ( Jaffee & Gallop, 2007 ). 

When the group of children that are a part of this study were 

riginally assessed by Palacios et al. (2013) , aged between 4 and 8 

ears, those in residential care displayed lower social skills than 

hose growing up in family contexts. Regarding their sociomet- 

ic status, they were significantly more neglected (37%) than their 

ommunity peers, according to teachers’ assessments. When as- 

essed by their classmates four and a half years later, 26% were 

lassified as rejected, while only 5% were neglected by their peers 

 Cáceres et al., 2021 ). 

. Convergence between informants 

Given that our study included multiple informants of children’s 

ocial skills, it is important to study the convergence between 

hem. The majority of studies that have analyzed the level of 

nter-informant agreement in non-adoptive samples have reported 

 moderate degree of convergence between parents and teachers in 

elation to both social skills ( Renk & Phares, 2004 ) and emotional 

nd behavioral difficulties ( Van der Ende, Verhulst & Tiemeier, 

012 ). In adoptive samples also, the level of parent-teacher agree- 

ent has been found to be moderate ( Rosnati, Barni & Montirosso, 

010 ), although teachers might perceive more relational difficulties 

han parents of adopted children, maybe because some relational 

kills are likely more valued in the classroom setting ( Glennen & 

right, 2005 ). 

. The present study 

As mentioned earlier, in a previous work we explored the social 

ompetence of internationally-adopted and institutionalized chil- 

ren, in comparison with a community group of their peers, when 

hey were, on average, 6.5 years old (Wave 1) ( Palacios et al., 

013 ). Globally, results were more favorable for adoptees (who 

ere closer in their scores to the community group) than for chil- 

ren in residential care, who had lower social skills and a more 

egative sociometric status. 

By following these children 4.5 years later using similar infor- 

ants, the present study aims to explore if the effects of early 

dversity have been now buffered by the more positive and pro- 

ective post-adoption family environment. In the case of institu- 

ionalized children, given the considerable difficulties observed in 

arly childhood, it is especially important to study if their institu- 

ional lives allowed them to catch up with their community peers 

n terms of social competence. So, for the present study, the same 

hildren were assessed again when they were, on average, 11 years 

ld (Wave 2). The first goal of this study was to compare the social 

kills of the 3 groups of children 4.5 years after the first assess- 

ent, from the perspective of their parents/caregivers and teach- 

rs. The second goal was to explore children’s peer relationships in 

he second wave of the study (W2), using teachers as informants. 

inally, our third goal was to study the longitudinal changes in so- 

ial competence in the 3 groups of children. This longitudinal study 
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dds to our knowledge about the lasting effects of early adversity 

n social competence and peer relationships, as well as the poten- 

ial of adoptive families and other care environments for overcom- 

ng them. 

. Method 

.1. Participants 

The participants in this study were 95 children, their princi- 

al caregivers and their teachers, all living in Southern Spain. The 

hildren fell into three different groups: 32 international adoptees 

rom Russia, with data contributed by 32 parents and 28 teach- 

rs; 26 children in institutional care, with data from 26 caregivers 

nd 20 teachers; and a comparison community group of 37 chil- 

ren, with data provided by 37 parents and 33 teachers. The par- 

nts/caregivers and teachers provided the information about the 

hildren in the two waves of data collection, with an average in- 

erval of 4.40 years between the two assessments (SD = 0.55). The 

rst assessment (W1) took place when the children were aged be- 

ween four and eight years ( M = 6.47, SD = 1.29) and the second

ssessment (W2), reported here, was carried out when they were 

etween 8 and 13 years old ( M = 10.88, SD = 1.41). 

The adoptive group (75% boys, 25% girls) comprised children 

ho were born in Russia and adopted by Spanish families at an av- 

rage of 36 months (SD = 17). The gender imbalance in the sample 

s typical of adoptions from Russia ( AIPAME, 2013 ). All the children 

n this group had experiences of institutionalization in their coun- 

ry of origin ( M = 27 months, SD = 14), as typical in adoptions

rom Eastern European countries ( Selman, 2012 ). The main reason 

or selecting Russia was that, at the beginning of the project, this 

as one of the main countries of origin for international adoption 

n Spain ( Selman, 2012 ). 

Institutionalized children (42.3% boys, 57.7% girls) were living 

n residential care facilities in Spain at the time of the study. They 

ad been separated from their birth families due to experiences of 

buse and/or neglect. These children entered residential care at an 

verage age of 5.97 years (SD = 1.56) and they had been in the 

rotection System for an average of 5.71 years (SD = 1.20) when 

hey participated in W2. These children experienced some degree 

f instability between W1 and W2: while only 15.4% ( n = 4) had

een in the same center since their entry, 26.9% ( n = 7) had lived

n 2 centers, 23.1% ( n = 6) lived in 3 centers and 30.8% ( n = 8)

ived in 4 or more different centers between W1 and W2. Addi- 

ionally, 4 children (15.4%) lived in family foster care for some time 

etween W1 and W2, but they all returned to residential care. The 

esidential care facilities were staffed by qualified caregivers who 

otated in shifts. All the children attended schools in their commu- 

ity. A review of the residential care model in Spain can be found 

n Bravo and Del Valle (2009) . 

The comparison community group (56.8% boys, 43.2% girls) 

omprised Spanish children who were living with their biological 

amilies in the same geographical areas as most of the adoptees 

nd institutionalized children. These children had never had any 

ontact with the Child Protection System. 

The principal caregiver was identified as the adult who spent 

ost time with the child (at home or at the residential facility). In 

he adoptive and community groups, mothers answered the ques- 

ions in all cases except one –an adoptive family in which the fa- 

her did the assessment. In the residential care group, the princi- 

al caregiver was the adult who spent most time with the child in 

uestion. At school, children were assessed by their main teachers. 

Sample selection . This work forms part of the LAIS.US project 

 Longitudinal Adoption and Institutionalization Study from the Uni- 

ersity of Seville) , a broad study of child welfare and protection in 

pain. For the first wave of data collection (W1), adoptive fami- 
262 
ies were contacted through 2 agencies specialized in international 

doptions from Russia in Spain. Of the 50 adoptive families who 

ere approached, 10 decided not to participate in the study. Fam- 

lies from the community were contacted through schools selected 

andomly from the areas in which most of the adopted and in- 

titutionalized children lived, representing different socioeconomic 

evels. The schools sent letters inviting families from the commu- 

ity to participate in the study and 10% of the families approached 

ecided not to do so. In the case of institutionalized children, both 

ontact and assessment took place with the authorization and me- 

iation of the Child Protection System of the region in which the 

tudy was carried out. 

Sample retention. Of the 40 adoptive families which participated 

n W1, 80% ( n = 32) participated again in W2, while 20% ( n = 8)

id not. The adopted children not retained at W2 ( n = 8) did not

iffer statistically from the rest ( n = 32) on gender distribution 

 P = 0.316), age at W1 ( P = 0.758), age at adoption ( P = 0.890) and

ocial skills reported by parents at W1 ( P = 0.676). In the commu- 

ity group, of the original 58 families from W1, 63.79% ( n = 37) 

articipated again in W2 and 36.21% ( n = 21) did not. The com- 

unity children not retained at W2 ( n = 21) did not differ statis- 

ically from the rest ( n = 37) on gender distribution ( P = 0.162),

ge at W1 ( P = 0.667) and social skills reported by their parents

t W1 ( P = 0.120). The non-retained adoptive and community fam- 

lies did not participate due mainly to the impossibility of reaching 

hem as a result of changes in address or phone number; in a few 

ther cases, they claimed not to have time to participate. Of the 27 

hildren who were still in residential care in W2, 26 (96.30%) took 

art in the study and one child did not. 

.2. Measures 

Social Skills. Children’s social skills were assessed using the par- 

nt and teacher versions of the Social Skills Rating System (SSRS; 

resham & Elliott, 1990 ) in W1 and the Social Skills Improvement 

ystem (SSIS; Gresham & Elliott, 2008 ), a revision of the previous 

nstrument, in W2. Both questionnaires have different forms for 

arents (used with the adoptive and community groups, as well 

s with the children’s caregivers at the residential facilities) and 

or teachers. 

An example of an SSRS item is “He/She controls temper in con- 

ict situations with adults ” (item 12, Social Skills scale, Teacher 

orm). Informants rate the frequency of each behavior on a 3- 

oint scale ( Never, Sometimes and Very often ). For this study, the 

riginal version of the SSRS was translated into Spanish and 

hen back-translated by a native speaker to ensure equivalence. 

he results of the Social Skills’ scales in W1 were published in 

alacios et al. (2013) and the present paper presents the longitu- 

inal analysis of these data. For the sample used in this study, the 

eliability indexes for the scale of Social Skills were high (parents 

preschool form: α = 0.831; parents – school form: α = 0.890, 

eachers – preschool form: α = 0.920, teachers – school form: 

= 0.912). 

The SSIS ( Gresham & Elliott, 2008 ) comprises three main scales: 

ocial Skills (including subscales for communication, cooperation, 

ssertion, responsibility, empathy, engagement and self-control), 

roblem Behaviors and Academic Competence. In this study, only 

he Social Skills scale and subscales were analyzed. An example 

f an SSIS item is “Takes turns in conversations ” (item 10, Parent 

orm, Communication subscale). Informants rate the frequency of 

ach behavior on a 4-point scale ( Never, Seldom, Often and Almost 

lways ). For the sample used in this study, reliability indexes were 

igh ( α = 0.952 for the Social Skills parent form and α = 0.949 

or the Social Skills teacher form). Children’s direct scores on the 

lobal Social Skills scale were standardized, in W1 and W2, in ac- 

ordance with the tables provided by the instrument’s authors ( M 
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 100, SD = 15; Gresham & Elliott, 1990 , 2008). This standard- 

zation enabled the children’s scores from the two waves to be 

ompared. The Social Skills subscales (i.e., communication, coop- 

ration, assertion, responsibility, empathy, engagement and self- 

ontrol) were analyzed using direct scores in W2. 

Teachers’ Assessment of Sociometric Status and Friendships. As in 

1 of the study, in W2 teachers assessed again children’s socio- 

etric status and reported whether or not they had any friend- 

hip relationships with other children in their class. This tech- 

ique, used in previous studies (e.g., Andrade et al., 2005 ), has 

roved to be a valid methodology, convergent with peer ratings 

 Wu, Hart, Draper & Olsen, 2001 ). Other studies have also reported 

ignificant overlaps between teachers reports and peer nomina- 

ions methods (e.g., McKown, Gumbiner & Johnson, 2011 ; Van den 

erg, Lansu & Cillessen, 2015 ). For the purpose of this study, teach- 

rs were given a written description of the four sociometric cate- 

ories most frequently used in previous literature (preferred, re- 

ected, neglected and average) and were asked to identify which 

est described the target child. To assess the presence of friendship 

elationships, teachers answered the question “Does this child have 

ny special friends in class? ” and answers were coded Yes (pres- 

nce of close peer relationships) or No (absence of close peer re- 

ationships). These measures were also used in the first wave of 

he study ( Palacios et al., 2013 ) and this paper presents the results

rom the second wave and the longitudinal analysis. 

.3. Procedure 

The families were visited in their homes and institutionalized 

hildren were visited in their residential care facilities. Teach- 

rs who agreed to participate in the study were visited at their 

chools. Four years after the first data collection, all participating 

amilies were contacted by telephone in preparation for the sec- 

nd wave of the study (W2). Families who agreed to take part in 

he study were visited in their homes and signed a written con- 

ent form to enable the research team to contact their child’s tu- 

or or principal teacher. Following assessments at the children’s 

omes or residential facilities, the research team contacted each 

hild’s teacher to request their participation. The teachers of 85% 

f the sample agreed to participate. The regional Ethics Committee 

pproved the research project in accordance with the regulations 

urrently in force in Spain and the European Union for studies in- 

olving human participants. 

.4. Data analyses 

Missing data. Some of the children had missing data in some 

easures, especially for the longitudinal analysis. When that hap- 

ened, missing data were not included in the analysis. 

Cross-Sectional Analyses and Group Differences in W2. The mean 

cores obtained in the scales by the 3 groups of children were 

ompared separately from parents/caregivers’ and teachers’ per- 

pectives. Comparisons were made through one-way ANOVAs 

ased on Welch’s F; effect sizes were based on partial eta-squared 

0.01 small, 0.06 medium and 0.14 large; Cohen, 1988 ) and post 

oc analyses were based on Games-Howell’s correction. Cross- 

nformant analyses were explored using Spearman’s correlations 

r s ). A series of 2 ×3 mixed ANOVAs were run to explore the com-

ined influence of care group (between subject factor: adoptive, 

nstitutionalized, community) and informant (within subject fac- 

or: main caregiver, teacher) on the global Social Skills scale. To 

nsure the assumption of sphericity, Maunchly’s W test was ap- 

lied and the Greenhouse-Geisser correction was used. Post hoc 

etween-group comparisons were based on Games-Howell’s cor- 

ection. To explore the association between categorical variables 
263 
e used the Chi-squared test ( χ2 ) and effect sizes were obtained 

sing Cramer’s V (0.10 small, 0.30 medium, 0.50 large). 

Longitudinal Analyses from W1 to W2 . Two 2 ×3 mixed ANOVAs 

ere run to assess changes in global scores for social skills: one 

sing the information reported by parents/caregivers and the other 

ith the information reported by teachers. In both analyses, the 

odel included 2 independent variables: the group of children as 

 between-subject factor (with 3 levels: adoptive, institutionalized, 

ommunity) and time as a within-subject factor (with 2 levels: W1, 

2). In both cases, the direct effect of each variable was analyzed 

nd reported along with the interaction effect. The statistical mea- 

ures used in the cross-sectional analyses were also applied to the 

ongitudinal models (i.e., Maunchly’s W test, Greenhouse-Geisser 

orrections, post hoc test based on Games-Howell’s correction and 

ffect size based on η2 
p ). The stability of peer relationships was 

xplored using the Cohen’s kappa coefficient and the proportion 

f overall, positive and negative agreement between W1 and W2 

atings was analyzed. 

. Results 

The results are presented in three sections, in accordance with 

he study aims. The first section presents the between-group com- 

arisons of the scores obtained for social skills, as reported by par- 

nts/caregivers and teachers in W2. The second section presents 

eachers’ assessments of the peer relationships of the target chil- 

ren in W2. Finally, we explore the longitudinal stability of social 

kills and peer relationships in the three groups of children from 

1 to W2. 

.1. Social skills of international adoptees and children in residential 

are in W2 

Before comparing the three groups of children, we performed 

reliminary analyses to examine the effect of gender on the de- 

endent variables in 2 separate 2 (gender) x 3 (group) ANOVAs 

n the global scales of social skills. In the scale of social skills 

eported by parents, we found non-significant effects of gender 

 P = 0.372, η2 
p = 0.009) and gender ∗group interaction ( P = 0.406, 

2 
p = 0.020) with small effect sizes in both cases. The same 

as found in the scale reported by teachers, with non-significant 

ffects of gender ( P = 0.184, η2 
p = 0.024) and gender ∗group 

 P = 0.137, η2 
p = 0.054). Table 1 presents the mean scores obtained 

y the 3 groups of children in the global scale and subscales mea- 

uring social skills, according to their parents/caregivers’ ( n = 31 

doptive, 26 institutionalized and 37 community), and teachers’ 

 n = 28 adoptive, 20 institutionalized and 30 community) percep- 

ions. 

Parents’ and Caregivers’ Reports. As shown in Table 1 , according 

o parents’ and caregivers’ reports, between-group differences in 

ocial skills were statistically significant in both the global score ( P 

 0.001) and the scores for all subscales ( P between 0.045 and < 

.001) and effect sizes were medium to large in all cases ( η2 
p from 

.0 6 6 to 0.353). Post hoc comparisons indicated that adoptees did 

ot differ significantly from the community group in their scores 

or either the global scale or any of the subscales, while children 

n residential care scored significantly lower than the community 

roup for social skills (in both the global scale and in all the sub- 

cales). Adoptees scored higher than children in residential care in 

he global social skills scale, as well as in the assertion, responsi- 

ility, empathy, engagement and self-control subscales ( Table 1 ). 

Teachers’ Reports. According to teachers’ reports, between-group 

ifferences in social skills were statistically significant in both 

he global score ( P < 0.001) and the scores for all subscales ( P

etween 0.023 and < 0.001), and effect sizes were medium to 

igh in all comparisons ( η2 
p from 0.104 to 0.251, Table 1 ). In the
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Table 1 

Parents/caregivers’ and teachers’ reports of children’s social skills and comparisons between the groups in W2. 

A( n = 31/28 1 ) I( n = 26/20 1 ) C( n = 37/30 1 ) Comparison A – C I – C A – I 

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) Welch’s F P Effect size 2 post hoc P post hoc P post hoc P 

Parents/Caregivers’ reports 

Social skills (global score) 98.71 (13.36) 79.15 (18.40) 102.22 (13.20) 15.19 < 0.001 .306 .528 < 0.001 < 0.001 

Communication 15.00 (3.36) 12.87 (4.65) 15.86 (3.30) 3.96 0.025 .099 .538 .019 .136 

Cooperation 11.71 (3.52) 11.08 (3.36) 13.16 (3.29) 3.29 0.045 .066 .197 .046 .769 

Assertion 15.81 (2.94) 12.73 (3.24) 16.43 (3.24) 10.74 < 0.001 .201 .682 < 0.001 .001 

Responsibility 11.97 (3.55) 8.83 (3.61) 13.86 (3.39) 15.42 < 0.001 .257 .073 < 0.001 .005 

Empathy 14.23 (3.00) 8.81 (3.91) 13.86 (2.85) 18.96 < 0.001 .353 .869 < 0.001 < 0.001 

Engagement 16.26 (3.54) 12.50 (4.28) 16.43 (4.03) 7.99 0.001 .165 .980 .002 .002 

Self-control 11.06 (3.71) 6.71 (4.30) 11.41 (4.03) 10.94 < 0.001 .211 .930 < 0.001 .001 

Teachers’ reports 

Social skills (global score) 92.39 (12.37) 88.00 (10.26) 104.97 (14.39) 12.19 < 0.001 .251 .002 < 0.001 .380 

Communication 13.89 (3.85) 14.00 (3.43) 16.57 (4.07) 4.09 0.023 .104 .034 .052 .994 

Cooperation 10.57 (3.13) 10.75 (3.43) 14.30 (3.53) 10.45 < 0.001 .225 .000 .003 .981 

Assertion 9.86 (4.01) 10.95 (4.15) 12.97 (3.68) 4.83 0.012 .111 .009 .197 .636 

Responsibility 11.46 (4.06) 10.60 (2.64) 15.03 (3.39) 14.24 < 0.001 .244 .002 < 0.001 .648 

Empathy 10.68 (3.85) 9.55 (2.28) 12.70 (3.23) 8.09 0.001 .139 .088 .001 .419 

Engagement 12.36 (4.38) 12.55 (4.16) 15.37 (3.54) 5.28 0.009 .116 .016 .045 .987 

Self-control 11.50 (4.54) 9.90 (3.46) 14.63 (4.25) 9.48 < 0.001 .185 .024 < 0.001 .358 

Note: A = international adoptees, C = community group, I = residential care group. 
1 A: n = 31 parents and 28 teachers, I: n = 26 caregivers and 20 teachers, C: n = 37 parents and 30 teachers. 
2 Effect sizes = η2 

p (0.01 small, 0.06 medium, 0.14 large). 

Table 2 

Results from the mixed ANOVA for predicting children’s social skills in W2 as a function of 

group (adopted, residential care and community group), informant (principal caregiver and 

teacher) and the group ∗informant interaction. 

Social Skills (global score) in W2 

Source df MS F P EffectSize 

Group effect (A) 2 4751.15 18.81 < 0.001 .337 

Informant effect (B) 1 151.11 1.04 0.312 .014 

AxB 2 471.67 3.23 0.045 .080 

Error 74 145.98 – – –

Note: MS = Mean squares, effect size = η2 
p (0.01 small, 0.06 medium, 0.14 large). 
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lobal score for social skills, post hoc comparisons indicated non- 

ignificant differences between adopted and institutionalized chil- 

ren ( P = 0.380), and both groups scored lower than the commu- 

ity group ( P = 0.002 in the adoptive-community comparison and 

 < 0.001 in the institutionalized-community comparison). In the 

ubscales, post hoc comparisons revealed a similar tendency: no 

ignificant differences were observed between adopted and institu- 

ionalized children in any of the subscales, and both groups scored 

ower than the comparison group in most of them ( Table 1 ). 

Cross-Informant Analysis. To explore the degree of agreement be- 

ween parents/caregivers’ and teachers’ reports of children’s social 

kills, between-informant correlations were explored using the raw 

cores obtained on the global social skills scale. In the comparison 

roup, agreement between parents’ and teachers’ reports was high 

nd statistically significant ( n = 30, r s = 0.533, P = 0.002). How-

ver, in both the adoptive and institutionalized groups, the corre- 

ation between parents/caregivers’ and teachers’ reports was low 

nd non-significant (Adoptive: n = 27, r s = 0.012, P = 0.951; Insti- 

utionalized: n = 20, r s = 0.105, P = 0.658). 

Combined Effect of Group and Informant on Children’s Social Skills. 

he direct effect of group, informant and their interaction on chil- 

ren’s social skills were explored by means of a 3 ×2 mixed ANOVA 

 n 27 adoptive, 20 institutionalized, 30 community). The results 

f the model (presented in Table 2 ) confirmed that the group 

ffect was statistically significant with a large effect size ( P < 

.001, η2 
p = 0.337). Post hoc differences were significant between 

doptive-community ( P = 0.007), institutionalized-community ( P 

 0.001) and adoptive-institutionalized groups ( P = 0.005). The 
m  

264 
roup-informant interaction effect was also statistically significant 

ith a medium effect size ( P = 0.045, η2 
p = 0.080), indicating that 

hildren’s social skills significantly differed between both groups 

nd informants. In the community group, parents’ and teachers’ 

erceptions of children’s social skills were similar ( P = 0.334, 
2 

p = 0.032), while in the adoptive group, although not reach- 

ng statistical significance, the differences between informants did 

ave a medium effect size ( P = 0.198, η2 
p = 0.063), suggesting a 

endency among parents to perceive a higher level of social skills 

n their adopted children than teachers. In the institutionalized 

roup, differences between informants were not statistically signif- 

cant but did have a large effect size ( P = 0.095, η2 
p = 0.140), sug-

esting that caregivers tend to perceive lower social skills in the 

hildren in their care than their teachers. 

.2. Sociometric status and friendship relationships according to 

eachers’ reports in W2 

Teachers’ perceptions were used to study children’s sociometric 

tatus in W2. Table 3 shows the number and percentage of chil- 

ren from each group in each sociometric category. To meet the 

ample size criteria for applying a χ2 test, the 2 non-problematic 

tatuses (preferred and average) were merged into a single cate- 

ory. The results revealed statistically significant differences in the 

istribution of sociometric status among the three groups of chil- 

ren, χ2 (4) = 9.55, P = 0.049, V 0.25. According to teachers’ 

eports, adoptees were more likely to be rejected by their class- 

ates ( z = 2.0) and less likely to be preferred/average ( z = −2.6)



I. Cáceres, C. Moreno, M. Román et al. Early Childhood Research Quarterly 57 (2021) 260–270 

Table 3 

Distribution of the sociometric status of children from each group, according to teachers’ assessment in 

W2. 

Adoptive group( n = 28) Residential care group( n = 20) Community group( n = 28) 

Preferred 0 1 (5%) 11 (39%) 

Average 14 (50%) 13 (65%) 13 (47%) 

Neglected 9 (32%) 4 (20%) 4 (14%) 

Rejected 5 (18%) 2 (10%) 0 

Table 4 

Longitudinal sample size and mean scores of the three groups of children for social 

skills in accordance with parents/caregivers’ and teachers’ assessment in W1 and 

W2 

W1 W2 Correlations 

n M (SD) M (SD) r s 

Parents/caregivers’ reports 

A 31 96.61 (14.75) 98.71 (13.36) .553 ∗∗∗

I 24 79.42 (14.24) 77.83 (18.44) .236 

C 37 98.86 (14.79) 102.22 (13.20) .554 ∗∗∗

Teachers’ reports 

A 26 99.08 (10.95) 92.08 (12.80) .105 

I 15 79.87 (13.06) 85.60 (8.74) .061 

C 20 101.70 (12.14) 106.50 (12.52) .703 ∗∗∗

Note : A = international adoptees, I = residential care group; C = community group. 
∗∗∗ p < 0.001. 
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han their counterparts in the other two groups. Children from 

he community group were more likely to be preferred/average 

 z = 2.5) and less likely to be rejected ( z = −2.1) than those from

he other groups. In the institutionalized group, no sociometric cat- 

gory was observed to stand out in comparison with the other 2 

roups. According to teachers’ reports, 77.8% of adoptees and 73.7% 

f institutionalized children had at least one reciprocal friend in 

he classroom, compared to 89.3% in the community group. These 

ifferences were not significant and had a small effect size, χ2 

2) = 2.10, P = 0.350, V 0.168. 

.3. Longitudinal analysis of social skills from W1 to W2 

For those children for whom information was available from 

oth waves of the study, a longitudinal analysis was conducted of 

ocial skills from W1 to W2. Table 4 presents groups sizes, chil- 

ren’s standard scores for social skills in W1 and W2, as well as 

he correlations between the 2 waves. Since the sample of children 

ith information provided by teachers in both waves was small, 

e conducted preliminary retention analyses. Adoptees with lon- 

itudinal information provided by teachers ( n = 26) did not dif- 

er from the rest of the original group ( n = 14) on age at W1

 P = 0.937), age at adoption ( P = 0.552) or social skills at W1

 P = 0.260). Institutionalized children with longitudinal data from 

eachers ( n = 15) did not differ from the rest ( n = 12) on age at W1

 P = 0.120) or social skills at W1 ( P = 0.251). The community chil-

ren with longitudinal data from teachers ( n = 20) did not differ 

rom the rest ( n = 38) on age at W1 ( P = 0.316), nor social skills at

1 ( P = 0.346). 

Correlations in the community group from W1 to W2 (from 

oth parents’ and teachers’ perspectives) were large and statisti- 

ally significant. In the adoptive group, the correlations were large 

nd statistically significant only when social skills were reported 

y parents. In the institutionalized group, the correlations be- 

ween waves were non-significant ( Table 4 ). A series of 3 ×2 mixed

NOVAs were carried out to study the effect of time (within- 

ubject effect: W1, W2) and care group (between-group effect: 

doptive, institutionalized, community) on children’s social skills. 

he results of the analysis based on parents/caregivers’ reports 

 Table 5 ) revealed that the mean scores for social skills did not 
265 
hange significantly over time ( P = 0.442), although the effect of 

roup was significant ( P < 0.001), as illustrated in Fig. 1 . Differ-

nces were found between children in residential care and the 

ther 2 groups ( P < 0.001 in both cases), while differences between 

he adoptive and community groups were not statistically signifi- 

ant ( P = 0.999). 

The mixed ANOVA based on teachers’ reports ( Table 5 ), re- 

ealed a significant interaction effect of care group and study wave 

 P = 0.005), indicating that the social skills curve was different 

or each group of children ( Fig. 1 ). The post hoc paired test re-

ealed that social skills decreased significantly in the adoptive 

roup ( P = 0.031, η2 p = 0 .172), remained stable among children in

esidential care ( P = 0.158, η2 p = 0.137) and increased slightly in 

he community group, with marginally significant differences and 

 large effect size ( P = 0.052, η2 p = 0.185). 

.4. Longitudinal stability of sociometric status and friendship 

elationships from W1 to W2 

Longitudinal information about sociometric status reported by 

eachers was available for 54 children (22 adoptees, 13 institution- 

lized, 19 community children). The percentage of children who 

aintained their sociometric status from W1 to W2 and those 

ho changed are reported in Table 6 . While 78.95% of the com- 

unity group maintained a positive status (preferred/average) in 

oth waves, 45.46% of adoptees went from preferred/average in 

1 to the more negative neglected/rejected status in W2, and 

8.46% of institutionalized children improved their status from 

eglected/rejected in W1 to preferred/average in W2. Using Co- 

en’s kappa coefficient, the stability of the ratings from W1 to 

2 was non-significant in any of the groups (Adoptive: k = 0.104, 

 = 0.474; Institutionalized: k = 0.330, P = 0.109; Community: 

 = −0.118, P = 0.608), suggesting changes in the sociometric sta- 

us in all the groups. 

The longitudinal analysis of peer relationships (pres- 

nce/absence of friends at school) was explored using the 

nformation available for 54 children (22 adoptees, 14 insti- 

utionalized, 18 community). In the community group, 77.78% 

f children had at least one friend in both waves, while this 

ercentage was 50% in the adoptive group and 42.85% in the insti- 

utionalized group ( Table 6 ). Using Cohen’s kappa coefficient, the 

tability from W1 to W2 was non-significant in any of the groups 

Adoptive: k 0.016, P = 0.848; Institutionalized: k 0.111, P = 0.237; 

ommunity: k = −0.059, P = 0.596), suggesting changes in the 3 

roups from W1 to W2. Due to methodological limitations related 

o the size of the sample, we were unable to carry out analyses 

o explore the interaction between care group and stability of 

ociometric status. 

.5. Summary of findings 

According to caregivers’ reports, children growing up in fam- 

ly contexts (adoptive and community groups) had higher social 

kills than institutionalized children. According to teachers’ reports, 

doptive and institutionalized children had similar social skills, in 

oth cases lower than the community group. Between-informant 
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Table 5 

Results from the mixed ANOVAs, including the direct effect group (adopted, residential care and community), time (W1 and 

W2) and the group ∗time effects. 

Parents/caregivers’ reports Teachers’ reports 

Source df MS F P EffectSize df MS F P EffectSize 

Group effect (A) 2 7669.76 24.85 < 0.001 .358 2 3919.15 21.24 < 0.001 .423 

Time effect (B) 1 73.98 0.60 0.442 .007 1 40.24 0.42 0.522 .007 

A ×B 2 91.05 0.73 0.483 .016 2 556.97 5.74 0.005 .165 

Error 89 124.02 – – – 58 96.97 – – –

Note: MS = Mean squares, effect size = η2 
p (0.01 small, 0.06 medium, 0.14 large). 

Fig. 1. Mean standard scores in the global social skills scale for the three groups of children in the two waves of the study, based on parents/caregivers’ and teachers’ reports. 

Note: Social skills are based on standard scores ( M = 100, SD = 15) according to the normative data presented by the authors of the instrument ( SSRS ; Gresham & Elliott, 1990 ; 

and SSIS ; Gresham & Elliott, 2008 ). 

Table 6 

Percentage of children from each group whose sociometric status and presence/absence of a good friend remained stable or changed from wave 1 to wave 2. 

Sociometric status Presence/absence of a good friend 

Remained stable W1 – W2 Changed W1 – W2 Remained stable T1 – T2 Changed T1 – T2 

Positive 

status(P/A) 

Negative 

status(R/N) 

Improved 

(from R/N 

to P/A) 

Worsened 

(from P/A 

to R/N) 

Presence of 

friend 

Absence of 

friend 

Improved (from 

absence to 

presence) 

Worsened (from 

presence to 

absence) 

Adoptive group 36.36% 13.64% 4.54% 45.46% 50% 9.09% 27.27% 13.64% 

Residential care group 30.77% 30.77% 38.46% 0% 42.85% 21.43% 28.57% 7.15% 

Community group 78.95% 0% 10.53% 10.53% 77.78% 0% 11.11% 11.11% 

Note: P/ A = Preferred/Average, R/ N = Rejected/Neglected, W1 = Wave 1, W2 = Wave 2. 
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orrelations indicated that the agreement between caregivers and 

eachers was low in the adoptive and institutionalized groups. The 

nteraction effect between group and informant was significant: 

n the adoptive group, mothers had a more favorable perception 

han teachers, while in the institutionalized group caregivers had a 

ore negative view than teachers about children’s social skills. Re- 

arding their sociometric status as assessed by teachers, adoptees 

ere more likely to be rejected than the other groups. Longitu- 

inal analyses showed that, according to parents/caregivers’ re- 

orts, social skills did not change significantly over time in any of 

he groups; while according to teachers’ reports, social skills de- 

reased significantly in the adoptive group. Finally, about half of 

he adoptees worsened their sociometric status from W1 to W2, 

hile more than a third of the institutionalized children improved 

ver time. 

. Discussion 

This study explores the social competence of two groups of 

hildren whose life trajectories were marked by experiences of 

arly adversity, but who had different experiences of care there- 

fter (adoption vs residential care). The social skills and peer rela- 

ionships of both groups were compared with a sample of children 

rom the community using parents/caregivers and teachers as in- 

ormants. Using a longitudinal approach, we explored the stability 
266 
f social competence from early to late childhood in all 3 groups 

f children. 

.1. Social skills of international adoptees and children in residential 

are 

When the children in the study were aged between 4 and 8 

ears, both their caregivers and teachers coincided in assessing the 

ocial skills of those in residential care as being lower than those 

f the children in the community and adoptive groups, between 

hich there were practically no differences ( Palacios et al., 2013 ). 

s the children approached adolescence in this W2, however, a 

ignificant change seems to have occurred, since now (4.5 years 

ater), only children from the community group received a similar 

ositive assessment from both their parents and teachers. In con- 

rast, teachers’ assessments of adoptees in W2 were worse than 

hose of their parents, while their rating of institutionalized chil- 

ren was better than the one given by their caregivers in their 

nstitutions. Both groups, adopted and institutionalized children, 

ere still rated by their teachers lower than the community group. 

In the adoptive group, parents assessed their children as hav- 

ng normative social skills, while their teachers assessed them as 

eing less communicative, cooperative, assertive, responsible, en- 

aged and with less self-control than their community peers. In 

erms of parents’ assessments, the results of the present study 

re consistent with those reported previously indicating no dif- 
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erences in social skills between school-age adoptees and chil- 

ren living with their biological parents ( Barcons-Castel, Fornieles- 

eu & Costas-Moragas, 2011 ; Rosnati, Montirosso & Barni, 2008 ). 

he few studies that have jointly analyzed the perspectives of 

doptees’ parents and their teachers during middle childhood 

eport results that partially coincide with those reported here, 

articularly when the samples were comparable ( Glennen & 

right, 2005 ; Pitula, DePasquale, Mliner & Gunnar, 2019 ). For ex- 

mple, Pitula et al. (2019) found that children adopted interna- 

ionally after early experiences of institutionalization (placement 

ge between 17 and 36 months) had more social difficulties ac- 

ording to their teachers, although their parents perceived no dif- 

erences between them and a community sample. In contrast, 

lennen and Bright (2005) found that both parents and teachers 

ssessed children adopted from Eastern Europe (placement age un- 

er 30 months) as having lower social skills than their counter- 

arts from the community. 

The institutionalized children in our study scored lower on their 

ocial skills than children in the community group. These results 

re similar to those reported for institutionalized children in coun- 

ries such as Chile ( Garcia-Quiroga et al., 2017 ), Japan ( Zhang et al.,

019 ) and Turkey ( Simsek et al., 2007 ). In these studies, institu-

ionalized children were found to have more social and relational 

ifficulties than the community groups, both when they were as- 

essed by their institutional caregivers ( Garcia-Quiroga et al., 2017 ; 

hang et al., 2019 ) and by their teachers ( Simsek et al., 2007 ). To

he best of our knowledge, ours is the first study to compare insti- 

utional caregivers’ and teachers’ assessments of institutionalized 

hildren’s social skills. 

In sum, in the community comparison group, informants from 

oth the home and school environments coincided in positively 

ssessing children’s social skills. In contrast, inter-informant dif- 

erences were present for adoptees and institutionalized children. 

his difference could mean that these children’s social behav- 

or differs across contexts, or perhaps that informants’ assess- 

ent is influenced by their knowledge and beliefs about the chil- 

ren’s background. In the case of adoptees, their parents assessed 

heir social skills more positively, perhaps because they rated the 

rogress made since their arrival in the family. In the case of in- 

titutionalized children, caregivers perceived their social skills in a 

ore negative light, perhaps because the history of previous adver- 

ity of the children and their current circumstances would be well- 

nown to them. In this case, the knowledge of the early adversity 

xperienced by these children might be associated with biases that 

resuppose lower adjustment. These biases may be based on the 

nowledge of the socio-emotional difficulties in children with ex- 

eriences of institutionalization (e.g. van IJzendoorn et al., 2020 ). 

.2. Sociometric status and friendship relationships according to 

eachers’ reports 

The second aim of this study was to explore the sociomet- 

ic status and friendship relationships of adopted and institution- 

lized children in the school context. In both cases, our results 

re somewhat contradictory with respect to previous research. Re- 

arding friendship relationships, although the percentage of chil- 

ren who did not have any friends in the classroom was higher 

mong adoptees and institutionalized children than among their 

ommunity peers, the differences were non-significant. These re- 

ults, based on teachers’ perceptions, contrasts with the more neg- 

tive significant differences reported by Howard et al. (2004) for 

doptees (using parents as informants), and by Martín, Muñoz de 

ustillo and Pérez (2011) for institutionalized children (based on 

ociometric techniques). The varying methodologies and infor- 

ants considered in each study might explain the different results. 
267 
Previous research with these groups using sociometric tech- 

iques is limited. In our study, teacher assessments indicate that, 

n their late childhood, adopted children are more likely to be 

ejected than their community or institutionalized counterparts. 

hen this same subsample of adopted children was assessed by 

heir peers, 46% of them were classified as rejected ( Cáceres et al., 

021 ). Thus, both classmates and teachers coincide in assigning a 

egative sociometric status to a high percentage of adopted chil- 

ren in the years prior to the onset of adolescence, a finding which 

s clearly more concerning that the favorable data reported by 

tams et al. (20 0 0) with a sample of children adopted at a much

ounger age, just a few weeks old, but consistent with Julian and 

cCall (2016) hypothesis that the interpersonal problems of post- 

nstitutional children are more evident when assessed in adoles- 

ence than in childhood. As regards children in residential care, 

o significant differences were observed between their sociometric 

tatus and that of the community group. This finding is consistent 

ith the data reported by Martín et al. (2011) for institutionalized 

panish children of similar age. 

It is worth highlighting the fact that, whereas the sociomet- 

ic status of adoptees was more negative than that of their in- 

titutionalized counterparts, the social skills of both groups were 

ated similarly by teachers. It may be that the institutional- 

zed children’s tendency towards hyper-cooperation observed by 

eil et al. (2019) was not detected by the scale used in our study 

o assess social skills, yet nevertheless helped foster a better socio- 

etric status among this group in comparison with adoptees. On 

he other hand, in the years leading up to adolescence, children 

ho are perceived by the group as “different” may face more diffi- 

ulties to be considered and fully integrated among their peers in 

chool. In the case of adoptees, these differences could be related 

o their adoptive status (when it is known by teachers and peers), 

nd highlighted by their physical appearance, markedly different 

rom that of those born to Spanish parents. This is consistent with 

he fact that in the adolescence years adoption identity and visibil- 

ty are associated with microaggressions from peers ( Miller et al., 

020 ). 

.3. Longitudinal development of social competence throughout 

hildhood 

The third aim of our study was to explore the evolution of 

ocial skills and peer relationships throughout childhood. Among 

hildren with no experiences of early adversity, social skills tend 

o remain stable, both over time and across contexts, as observed 

n our community sample and in previous research (i.e., Renk & 

hares, 2004 ; Sørlie, Hagen & Nordahl, 2020 ). The trend observed 

mong the adopted and institutionalized children in our study, 

owever, was different. 

When assessed by their parents, the social skills of the adoptees 

n our study remained stable throughout childhood. This stability 

as been found also by other authors for information provided by 

doptive parents ( Rijk et al., 2010 ; Smith et al., 2018 ; Tan, 2009 ).

owever, in the school context (teachers’ assessments), the social 

kills of adopted children were found to diminish with age, con- 

istently with other similar studies ( Julian & McCall, 2016 ; Sonuga- 

arke et al., 2010 ). Some authors ( Julian & McCall, 2016 ) have re-

erred to this process as “a sleeper effect” of social difficulties, ar- 

uing that the effects of early adversity on social competence may 

ot become visible or evident until late childhood. As Zeanah, Gun- 

ar, McCall, Kreppner, & Fox (2011) suggested, the social skills that 

erve adopted children well in the family and served them well 

ith their peers during their younger years, may not be sufficient 

o cope with the more complex social interactions that take place 

ater on during early adolescence. 
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In relation to the social skills of children in residential care, the 

esults of our study indicate a tendency to stability, without signifi- 

ant signs of recovery or decline as childhood progresses. Our data 

oincide with those reported by other authors ( Barroso, Barbosa- 

ucharne, Cruz & Silva, 2018 ; Zhang et al., 2019 ), although some 

ross-sectional studies based on reports by teachers ( Simsek et al., 

007 ) and social workers ( Attar-Schwartz, 2008 ) found that chil- 

ren’s age correlated negatively with their social difficulties in both 

heir residential care facility and at school. 

As regards stability or change in children’s sociometric status, 

he most striking finding is the clear drop in status experienced 

y adopted children and the improvement of their institutional- 

zed counterparts as they approach adolescence. Whereas the lat- 

er group seems to benefit from the fact that, both inside and out 

f the classroom, their life transpires in a group setting, the rea- 

on for the sociometric deterioration of adoptees is less clear. This 

rop in status is quite concerning, since adopted children appear 

o have a more negative sociometric status in both the assessment 

arried out by teachers (this article) and that carried out by their 

eers ( Cáceres et al., 2021 ). 

.4. Strengths, limitations and future lines of research 

This study analyzes social competence across two waves, con- 

idering the perceptions of multiple informants from the family 

nd school contexts and including children with different experi- 

nces of early adversity and care trajectories. The analysis carried 

ut charts the evolution of adopted and institutionalized children’s 

ocial skills and peer relationships throughout childhood. Regard- 

ng the limitations of the study, social skills were measured with 

lightly different versions of the instrument at W1 and W2, al- 

hough the scores were standardized following the norms provided 

y the authors (SSRS and SSIS, Gresham & Elliott, 1990 , 2008 ). It

s also important to consider some questions related to the gen- 

ralization of the results. Although we achieved good longitudinal 

ample retention, with sample sizes like in other studies, the adop- 

ive and institutionalized groups in this study were small (specially 

or the longitudinal analyses) and in the case of adoptees gender 

as not balanced, which has certain methodological consequences, 

ncluding the fact that gender could not be controlled for in fur- 

her comparisons. Future studies may wish to address these issues 

y recruiting larger and more balanced samples. 

Additionally, the adoptive sample from this study represents a 

pecific subgroup of internationally adopted children. The profile 

f the children in this group and their subsequent development 

ay differ from that of children adopted from other countries or 

ith different pre-adoption experiences, meaning that much cau- 

ion should be exercised when generalizing the results. The insti- 

utionalized children in this study had been exposed to prolonged 

roup care and most of them experienced different degrees of res- 

dential instability, rarely having only one placement. The findings 

eported here may not be generalizable to the population of chil- 

ren who remain in residential care for shorter periods of time or 

n more stable institutional circumstances. 

As mentioned earlier, institutionalized children had significant 

ifficulties in social skills, although their sociometric status at 

chool was not so unfavorable. Future research should explore the 

inks between social skills and sociometric status in the peer group 

n more detail, particularly among children who have experienced 

arly adversity and different care trajectories. It would be particu- 

arly interesting to analyze whether, as we suspect, negative peer 

erceptions of internationally adopted children are exacerbated as 

hey approach adolescence, regardless of their social skills. 

Finally, our data show that whereas the assessments made by 

ifferent observers of the social competence of community sam- 

les are similar, in the case of children exposed to early adver- 
268 
ity, notable discrepancies are observed depending on the source 

f the information (parents/caregivers, teachers, peers). Future re- 

earch with this population should therefore incorporate the per- 

pectives of different observers in order to gain as complex a view 

s that offered by our results. 

. Conclusions and implications for practice 

The findings of this study indicate that, in general, social skills 

evelop best when children exposed to early adversity are raised 

n a family rather than an institution, especially when the per- 

pective of their main caregiver is considered. Nevertheless, the 

ecovery observed among adopted children is not complete, and 

 years after their adoptive placement they still have some dif- 

culties, particularly when teachers’ perspectives are considered. 

oreover, in the years leading up to adolescence, the sociometric 

tatus of adoptees is clearly more negative than that of their peers. 

f this finding is confirmed in future research with larger samples, 

he sociometric status of adoptees in late childhood would require 

nterventions in both the home and school environments to antici- 

ate and prevent possible added complications during adolescence, 

 period in which these children face important challenges linked 

o their adoptive identity. The findings about the social skills of 

nstitutionalized children are also worrying, given that the differ- 

nces with respect to the comparison group remained stable over 

ime. Being aware of these difficulties and promoting direct and 

requent communication and integrated work between protection 

enters and schools are key aspects to promote the social develop- 

ent of these children. 

This study proves the importance of studying social competence 

rom a multi-contextual and longitudinal perspective, since the so- 

ial behaviors displayed by children tend to differ across contexts 

nd may also change over time. This is especially important for 

hildren exposed to experiences of early adversity and subsequent 

are trajectories, as their personal development may be more sub- 

ect to variability and change. The results from this study also 

ighlight the need of effective interventions to promote the so- 

ial competence of these groups of children. The investment in 

ducation and support for adoptive families and caregivers about 

ow to promote the socioemotional development of their children 

s a key aspect. Another fundamental issue is the education of 

eachers and the school community about adoption and residential 

are, including contents related to positive peer interactions, ac- 

eptance of diversity and prevention of any type of discrimination 

r microaggressions. Some materials for teachers have been devel- 

ped in recent years, with the aim of promoting the academic and 

ocial adjustment of children in care in the school context (e.g., 

alacios, Jiménez, Espert, & Fuchs, 2014 ). 
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