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Social Emotional Competence — too much or too ligl
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When we measure social competence, the scoresaiadibat a person can become
better and better just as in other school subpgath as history or geography. In general,
these scores also give an actual picture of thisstand/or progress of the person’s
social competence. However, it might be preferablportray many of the dimensions
of social competence as a continuum where the aptiavel could be in the middle
rather than at one of the ends. That is to sayalsimitiatives could take place too often
or too seldom, or a person could take others’ negdsconsideration too little, but also
too much, to the detriment of his or her own neétiss implies that the overall purpose
in a training social and emotional learning programght at the same time involve
training some participants to do less of sometlding others to do more. The present
article reflects on different continua involvedsaocial competence training and suggest
that the facilitator needs to analyse the need=aoh of the participants in a group ang
adapt the training program accordingly. The impgiaas for conducting a program,
composition of programs and for the training dilftators are also discussed.
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Introduction

The concept of social competence may be divided sakcial skills, social practice and empathic
understanding (Bellack, Mueser, Gingerich, & Agaedi997). Social skills in this context involvesetter a
person possesses different skills and is able aptatthese skills to situation-specific variablegci8l skills

are presumed to enable social practice, but spaatice in this definition also involves the degte which
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a person wants or is able to meet social demandssatisfactory way. Factors like shyness, lackedf-
efficacy, depression and emotional state will thase an impact on the performance of the socidlsski
Likewise, empathic understanding and the willingniesact according to this understanding are alsoical
part of being a socially competent person.

The training of social competence has to addresslifferent shades of the concept. It may thus be a
challenge to construct a manual-based programighadt only a step by step recipe on how to teheh t
students, but that also includes theoretical undeipgs of the program and the concept to be learne
Gundersen (2010) presents an overview of diffeemgects of the social competence concept and also
recommendations on which topics or programs shbeldaddressed to improve social competence. This
article discusses some dimensions in the concepaajues that social competence training in a grogy
require that some children and young people willttaéned indifferent directionson specific areas of
competence.

A general characteristic of most school subjecthas the students can get better and better in tha
subject. As their knowledge improves, the studeatse to know more and more about history, mathesat
geography, and other subjects. The same appearsoabgpply to social competence — a student magesco
higher and higher on scales defining social commetesuch as the Social Skills Improvement Scal#3p
(Gresham & Elliot, 2008) which includes subscalés@mmmunication, cooperation, assertion, respolitsipi
empathy, engagement and self-control. This meaaisthe social competence of the students withéseth
areas starts at a specific level and eventuallyongs after completing specific training. Howevame of
the dimensions of social competence may be repiebem a continua where the optimal level mighirbe
the middle rather than at one of the ends. It [gartant to engage in social initiatives, but one akso do this
too often — one should consider which behaviours e best appreciated by others, thus displaying
empathy. Consideration for others, however, shalgd be balanced against the consideration of whiat
be best for oneself. Training in social competetiaes has a twofold aim. On the one hand, it should
stimulate students with low scores on internaliseldavioural problems, shyness, low self-esteematdof
assertive behavior to become more assertive; anthemwther hand it should also help students wig h
scores on externalised behaviour to take fewerternative initiatives towards others. In this sesecial
competence training addresses behaviours that o@y too often, too intensely or last too longwesl as
behaviours that may occur too seldom, too supalfjcor too quickly.

This article is an attempt to describe and dissasse of these continua and underline the need for
adjusting the content of social competence traibgngards each student’s particular needs. Thisles/to
the need for more indepth trainer education, amsh&ally to combine different program componentsiaet
the needs of the individual child or young persBroblem areas for these contiua will be describedl a

further implications will be discussed.

Emotional adjustment
Responses from our environment evoke emotionshiigpiness, sadness or anger and it is inevitable
and also necessary that our responses are colbyridsg emotions that have been stirred up. Howevieen
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the activating of emotions leads to less controinfithe cortex, the reaction may lead to behaviduichvis

out of proportion to the actual triggering respofigen others. Emotional adjustment may go both ways
Some children may act with furious anger after agniprovocation while others may not show any fegi
even after episodes which normally should lead gremter expression of emotion. Training in enralo
regulation normally attempts to reduce emotionatragtivation to help the individual gain self cantr
However, some intervention groups typically alscsst of exposing participants with low levels of
assertiveness to triggering situations to encouttage to express their emotions more openly inaesp to
others’ behaviours. Similarly other emotions likelsess can be expressed in an overexaggeratedtusy.
understandable that the person is sad, but how whom the sadness is addressed may not be apgisopri
Too much concern about one’'s own emotions may ristoe empathic attentiveness to others’ emotions
which is a crucial part of empathy. Facially exjgess emotions can be triggered both involuntarily in
response to external triggering stimuli and alsovibjuntarily manifesting the expression of emotions
According to facial feedback theory, imitation daicfal gestures can actually influence the emotional
experience (Strack, Marin, & Stepper, 1988). Awarznof how emotions are expressed and also of hew t
participants actually can regulate body language fagial expressions towards more functional enmstio

may therefore be a area for development in soomalpetence training programs.

Too much or too little concern for others

Empathic understanding is a crucial part of soctahpetence (Phillips, 1985). People who display
consideration for others become more popular and i easier to build and keep friendships. Lack of
empathy may originate from such factors as reduecetbrstanding of others’ feelings or lack of emjgas
learning skills like cooperation, empathetic listenor showing consideration to others in the fgnait at
school. In these cases empathy training as aopartSocial Emotional Learning (SEL) program casdi¢o
fewer behavioural problems and increased socialpetemce (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, & Schellinger
2011; Langeveld, Gundersen, & Svartdal, 2012). dheathic dimension of social competence also stgges
that programs that address either moral issuesatypor both, could have a beneficial effect (Seinr
Clikeman, 2007) However, will children who actugllgssess the ability to consider a situation frafferent
perspectives, but nevertheless choose to act wittumsideration for the needs of the other perbengfit
from empathy training? According to some studiegl¢®, Wong, & Greenwood, 1990; Rice, Harris, &
Cormier, 1992) social skills training may lead toldren becoming even more calculating when it cone
manipulating or bullying others. Other studies hatewn that programs that include perspective itrgin
communication and self-control have a positiveaffn bullying (DeRosier, 2004). Langeveld et(aD12)
studied children with high scores on measures aiabaccompetence and low scores on measures of
behavioural problems, and found that Aggressionl&ement Training (ART) which includes training in
social skills, moral reasoning and anger contigh &ads to decreased behaviour problems (Langetell.,
2012). However, Gundersen and Moynahan (2006, §). défine a socially competent individual as one@wh
“in specific social situations, will with a high geee of probability, achieve both his/her own amel¢ommon
goals in ways which safeguard his/her own fundaaieights and those of the interaction partner(s). Iri
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this perspective children who are too self-effacamgl always put others' needs ahead of their ownldwvo
need to improve their social competence — but iotter direction. When training social competenceain
group, it is important also to emphasise this pdirthe definition. Young people may gain populariy
spending time and effort to help others, but theme thin line between actually being helpful arihly used
by others. Training in assertiveness may therebmevery important for children and young people who
generally think too much about the needs of othefs)e the same skill would appear to be too well
integrated in the repertoire of those who first émemost achieve their own needs in abusive intenas
with others. A similar perspective involves childngho always follow the rules or choose the ‘righihg to
do’ in each situation. We have seen examples aémianally high scores on tii¢ow | Think Scal€Barriga,
Gibbs, Potter, & Liau, 2001), but when the samidokn receive trainin in moral reasoning, theyrtsta
argue in a way that makes the other children t@irteyes in surprise. Technically it is wrong #&e an
apple that hangs over the fence but at the sangeytim can easily lose friends if you always pountwhat is
right and wrong. In every situation there are weritnd unwritten rules.

Social competence involves both knowing these raleavell as possible, but also being able to
reflect on the fact that these rules may differ estefing on the situation and the people involved] an
knowing when one should correct others™ actions whén you should not. These perspectives can be
addressed in programs like social perception mgifiGundersen, Strgmgren, & Moynahan, 2014), ergpath
training (Salmon, 2014) or moral reasoning traini@gpbs, 2004), but trainers need to be carefiidlping
the participants to find a balance between conatier for themselves and for others. From our own
experience of supervision in this area, some traiaee likely to emphasize consideration for othbet
undermines reasonable consideration for the ppatntis own need. One example was a trainer, ioem
dilemma discussion, who argued strongly that thénroharacter in the dilemma should go to his frisnd
birthday party instead of meeting his favouritecglayer. In these cases trainers have to utaaerHoth
the underpinnings and aims of the program and gese insight that is necessary to lead a program

successfully.

Perception of others™ intent

It is well known that antisocial youths and indivas with reactive aggression problems tend to
misinterpret other people’s signals as hostilentbiguous situations (Dodge & Coie, 1987; Crick &dge,
1996). In programs like social perception trainipgtticipants are trained to clarify such situasias well as
searching for other interpretations. Moreover, saméren and young people may have the opposis, bi
that is, either being too sceptical and interptéers too negatively, or being duped because #neytoo
credulous when interpreting social situations. &locompetence involves not only being able to oéften
different cues in a social situation and decidetivbiethe interacting partners have a friendly intemot, but
also being able to clarify the situation (e. g.asking if one is not sure). When training sociainpetence
through social perception training, the particigaarte exposed to different ambiguous situationgdoing so,
they can learn different ways of interpreting afatifying these situations and, as a result, hdpefeduce

their tendency to interpret the situations eitheteamatically negatively or positively. Perceptimishostile
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intent might have a connection with being abusegsigllly or psychologically by parents or memberthe
intimate network, and we know that early abusepsealictor of aggressive behavior in kindergarteadge,
Price, Bachorowski, & Newman, 1990). Programs Haeial Perception Training (Gundersen et al. 4201
can be an important supplement to other prograntisinvihis area. At the same time trainers neelieo
aware of the balance between being too suspicindsaing too naive, and when they should lead ah ea

direction. They should also be aware when partiggpwill need individual therapy.

Social Initiatives

The purpose of social competence training is notntike everyone equal. On the contrary, an
important aim is to contribute to increased tolesafor differences in behaviour. In addition, mpsbple
approve of interacting with people that behaveeddhtly — some are good storytellers, some are good
listeners, some are creative and take many sati#tives, while some prefer stability and honie fio
socialising. In this perspective, there is not aheal way of acting in a socially competent manragt;
behaviours must be seen in light of different dombmtexts and interaction with different partnéfswever,
when some children systematically talk too muckerimipt or take initiatives to a degree that thpsiers do
not appreciate, the consequence might be that Itie®y important friendships. Likewise, if somebody i
always quiet or never wants to join others in défe activities, the result could have the sameceffwithin
a context of training empathy or social perceptibie, intervention might be to reflect on when gdedplk
too much or too little. In this way, we can tedlol participants to recognise the small signs énitteracting
partner’s face which reflect how their behavioubéing received. An important aspect here is balslg to
adapt behaviour to different situations and perséwery situation has its own unwritten rules, @wery
person has a specific role which includes suchofacts history, degree of friendship or positidnisl
therefore important that generalisation training only deals with generating the trained skillsside the
sessions, but also for participants to reflect dretiver these skills should be acted out differeddyending
on the interaction partner. A complement may haary different value depending on whether one gives
one’s girlfriend, boss or a friend, or if it is g in privacy or in public. What makes good competeis not
the ability to generate a specific skill, but tholity to perceive when, where and how to perfornagety of
skills as demanded in a range of social encountdRggulating one’s own behaviour to become more
competent will thus for some people involve takieger social initiatives and for others engagingriare
such activties.

In general, when children or adults break sociaimsoof good behavior, they normally experience a
negative environmental reaction. However, unudedlaviour in itself does not need to be necessarily
negative. A person can exhibit a behavior thaelatively far from average, but is still considérto be
valuable for the environment; exactly because thghe is different (Gundersen & Moynahan, 2008)is |
therefore detrimental if social competence trainieads to that participant losing characteristiat tmight
differ from some of the common norms, but which atethe same time experienced as positive in the
environment. On the other hand, shy childremwdb few intitiatives or children who have a tencle to
put themselves at the centre of social interactitinthe time, would benefit by adjusting their beglour.
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General adaptation to others™ behaviour

As pointed out, social skills need to be adaptethéosituation at hand and the culture in which the
social interaction takes place, as well as to theners’ responses in such situations. Matchingehe
requirements requires breaking the interaction dmtm smaller segments, thereby teaching the mastea
number of subresponses, or micro skills. A simpleriaction such as shaking hands is thus evaluaied
only according to whether the expected steps welgally carried out, but also according to facteush as
intensity (strength of handshake and of voice, kquitch, and distance between the parties), duratio
(duration of handshake and of eye contact), amgu&recy (how often handshaking takes place). Atheke
dimensions can be understood on the basis of ancom from too little/too weak to too much/too stgp.
Some children systematically talk too loud, stare intensely into the other person’s eyes or irgrudo
another person's intimate zones, while others aysghyer behaviour in the opposite direction. Oleswsr of
role plays should therefore always evaluate spegifcro skills of importance that fit in the spéci§ituation.
One area of special interest regarding social coenge is awareness of personal space (Hall, 1866)the
ability to adapt one’s behaviour to another perisothis regard. Hall divided personal space intorfoones,
specifying the actual distance between personsnthmeate zone (15-45 cm), the personal zone (46L@R2
m), the social zone (1.22m-3.6m) and the publicezbnore than 3.6 m). However, these measures dre no
absolute since they are also moderated by variacters such as eye contact, meeting sideways thstea
front to front, gender, cultural differences andso@al preference. However, invading personal speoebe
considered as odd or impolite, and it is thus irtgodrto reflect on this in training. Some childtatk about
personal things in public zones, some talk too loutie intimate zone, some are too silent in thiglip zone,
and some go systematically too close or too faryawaother related aspect of major importance i th
ability to adapt one’s own behaviour to the sigradlone’s interpersonal partners (matching). Nolsmal
when meeting a sad person, our body language arel db voice are influenced in the same direction.
Matching movement and voice in this way is an usc@mus process which does not normally need to be
included in the program, but sometimes when childeél to have a normal interaction with otherssgibly
leading them to being bullied or losing friendsciabcompetence training is a good opportunityaise this
issue. The concept of micro skills is a naturatt jwé social skills training (e.g. McGinnis, 2012yhile
personal zones are integrated into both empathiginga (Salmon, 2014) and social perception training
(Gundersen et al., 2014).

Reactive and proactive aggression

Reactive and proactive aggression differ from ttieeloperspectives discussed in this paper, in that
neither of them are part of a socially competetialveour, but rather the opposite. However, wheryairey
behavioural problems in a training group, it isaviio evaluate whether each of the participantsrbastive
aggression, proactive aggression or both. Reaetigression can be defined as aggression resufimg f
anger activation after experienced provocationsfrostrations. Proactive aggression can be defired a
intended actions with the intent of reaching spegbals. The two concepts are distinguished adacgrtb
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whether there has been a provocation leading toaggression or not. In some definitions, proactive
aggression can have a dual meaning, either instriain@vith the aim of attaining an object or préges) or
bullying (personally directed with the aim to huiatié or control) (Brown, Atkins, Osborne, & Milnamp
1996; Camodeca & Goossens, 2008).

The overlap between the two concepts is rather Wwitfha correlation between .60 and .80 (Dodge et
al., 1987; Poulin & Boivin, 2000; Hubbard et alQ02). In a study with aggressive children, Dodgd an
colleagues (1997) found that 53% exhibited botictrea and proactive aggression, 32% only reactive
aggression and 15% only proactive aggressionitp®rtant to be aware that the two concepts héfereint
emotional, cognitive and behavioural triggers, &nat the characteristics of those who exhibit thisge
forms of aggression differ significantly. Most dfet anger control approaches included in SEL program
address reactive aggression. Proactive aggressaynbe addressed by empathy training, moral reagonin
training or through a bullying program (see e.gw@ls, 1994). The impact of traditional SEL programs
proactive aggression however, has been studiedHassin that on reactive aggression. More effodutd
therefore be directed towards finding out how a §Ebagram could integrate elements that also reduce
proactive aggression.

Self control traning seems to be crucially impottan several reasons. Langeveld et al (2012)doun
that improved self control mediated the effect dRTAon changes in behavioral problems. This is also
consistent with the work of Gottfredson and Hirs¢h®90) that theorized that the single most impurta
factor behind crime is lack of self-control. EvénGottfredsson and Hirschi's work has been critd
(Wickstram & Triber, 2007), the connection betwessif-control and crime has been confirmed (Pratt &
Cullen, 2008). For children and young people vi#havioral difficulties, approaches like angertooin
training should be included in the training. TodeEbss proactive aggression this approach should be
supplemented with empathy training, character dtlut@r moral reasoning training. As Goldstein (2D
suggested, anger may be provoked by the wrongpiriation of a social situation and social peraepti
training should therefore be included in progracdrassing deviant behavior.

Conclusion

SEL programs differ considerably in relation to Wiez they are universal or directed at a specific
group of participants, and whether they consistspécific elements like social skills training orear
multimodal programs with different components. Vlaéso differ considerably in duration. Furthermere
find differences in the qualification requiremefds facilitators and the required implementatidanslards.
In this landscape it is impossible to claim that. $iFograms in general are effective. If order tobdoable to
do so, we need to ask at least five questions:

What are the needs of the participants? Do theesiesrof the program address these needs? Is the
facilitator qualified to conduct the different asfeof the program with regard to both pedagogytaedry?
Is the program adequately adapted to include giestefor additional generalisation training? Dohs t

effectiveness study actually measure improvementise addressed needs of the specific child?
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If these questions are answered in the affirmattire, right SEL programs is likely to have a
significant effect. However, this will also impliat facilitators analyse the specific needs of edghl and
finding the right balance for the individual chil®some of the continua described in the papergtample
disregarding others™ needs, systematic wrong iatapons of other's intent, or failure to disptapalanced
emotional state may be very important factors rigdand emotional competence and should be adzitéss
social competence programs. The advantages of alkhaged programs are obvious. The facilitator will
know exactly how to carry out the program, stestep and in the right pedagogical form as instdibtethe
author. However, programs are not usually intenmedeal with every possible aspect of social enmatio
competence or the entire range of needs of eadvidudl! child in the group. It is therefore impantahat the
facilitators are able to adapt the program to bexaseful for all participants in the group, whettiey need
more or less of a certain type of behaviour. Thedseof the children may indicate that standard ¢oations
of programs like ART (Goldstein, Glick, & Gibbs, 98 Glick & Gibbs, 2011), even if it has been found
be effective for the majority of children (BarnogkiAos, 2004; Gundersen & Svartdal, 2010; Lange\eld
al., 2012) should be tried out with modificatiorrsmth new components for specific groups in oritlemake
them even more effective. However, this has tddree in accordance with the theoretical framewdrthe
programs to preserve program integrity. The fatibt must be suitably qualified in the differenpests of
the program to be able to adapt the program witdougrging from its leading principles. Facilitagim SEL
program is a challenging task, involving both tletimal understanding and pedagogical skills. Engbbr
facilitating behavioral changes requires qualifmas in both psychology and pedagogy, and shoatdoe

carried out by just following a manual, but intersface to face training by qualified trainers.
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