
Social and Emotional Development Research Background

Sharing, making friends, paying attention, expressing emotions, and dealing 
with challenges successfully are critical to lifelong learning, success, and 
happiness. These skills are part of social and emotional development, which 
begins with children’s earliest relationships and experiences and has big 
impacts on later outcomes – not just for children, but for their families and 
communities, too!

Social and emotional development involves several interrelated areas of 
development, including social interaction, emotional awareness, and self-
regulation. Below are examples of important aspects of social and emotional 
development for young children.

Social interaction focuses on the relationships we share with others, 
including relationships with adults and peers. As children develop socially, 
they learn to take turns, help their friends, play together, and cooperate with others. 

Emotional awareness includes the ability to recognize and understand our own feelings and actions and those 
of other people, and how our own feelings and actions affect ourselves and others.

Self-regulation is the ability to express thoughts, feelings and behaviors in socially appropriate ways. 
Learning to calm down when angry or excited and persisting at difficult tasks are examples of self-regulation.

Social and emotional development begins in the earliest moments. Infants learn through social interactions 
with the adults who care for them and most are born with the ability to read basic social cues.1 For example, in 
the first hours of life, infants turn their heads toward their parents’ voices.2 Later in infancy, most babies learn 
to look to where adults are looking or pointing and then begin imitating simple actions and sounds during 
interactions with caregivers.3 For some children with developmental delays or disabilities, milestones may 
come a little later or children may need extra support to enhance their social and emotional development. 
Supporting all young children’s early social interactions helps them begin to understand their world and open 
the door for the earliest learning experiences. Children with a strong social and emotional foundation are 
more likely to graduate high school, go to college, and fare better on measures of overall wellness.4, 5

What the Research Tells Us
The relationship between children, their families, and other adults in their lives is critical to children’s 
healthy social and emotional development.6, 7, 8 Beginning from birth, parents and caregivers play a central 
role in fostering social and emotional development by responding sensitively and consistently to the needs 
of their infants. When families and caregivers provide consistent and warm care, read their infant’s cues, 
and engage in meaningful back-and-forth interactions, they show children that they are loved and secure. 
This security gives young children the confidence they need to explore the world around them, discover new 
concepts, and form positive relationships with others – like peers and teachers. As children grow, families, 
caregivers, and early childhood teachers can support children’s emerging social and emotional development 



by continuing to foster warm and responsive 
relationships. Within the safe havens of close 
relationships, children can learn new and more 
complex skills, like self-regulation, playing with 
peers, and empathizing with others. These and other 
dimensions of social and emotional development 
prepare children for success in school and set the 
foundation for health and wellness later in life. 
For some children with developmental delays or 
disabilities, more intentional and intensive supports 
may be needed.9 In these cases, parents can partner 
with professionals, such as early interventionists 
and special educators, to support children’s social 
and emotional growth. All children have the ability 
to experience emotion, but how they experience 
it and how they learn to manage it may depend a 
great deal on the relationship with their primary 
caregiver(s) and other important adults in their 
lives, and the early learning environments where 
they spend their time.10,11

A large body of research shows that a strong social 
and emotional foundation helps boost children’s 
learning, academic performance and other 
positive long-term outcomes. Frequent back-and-
forth interactions with caregivers in the earliest 
years form the foundation of social and emotional 
development and development in all areas. These 
interactions create neural connections in the brain 
that are the building blocks of later learning.12, 13 
When children are able to manage their emotions, 
get along well with others, and persevere through 
challenges, their minds are free to concentrate on 
learning new things from parents, teachers, peers, 
and through their own exploration. Children with a 
strong social and emotional base tend to be more 
engaged in learning and form relationships with 
others more easily.14 For example, when children 
play collaboratively with peers, they can share what 
they know, learn from others, and advance their 
learning. Learning from peers is important for all 
children, but can be especially important for some 
children with developmental disabilities and delays. 
A robust body of research indicates that structured 
peer-mediated learning has strong effects on 
academic, interpersonal, and social development 
for children with developmental disabilities.15, 16, 17 

Strong social and emotional skills can also boost 
motivation, perseverance, and self-regulation – 
critical skills for academic and lifelong success.18 
In fact, research shows that children who enter 
kindergarten with good social and emotional skills 
may be more likely to attend college, earn a degree, 
and enjoy stable employment prospects later in 
life.19 Furthermore, strong social and emotional 
skills at kindergarten entry help lower children’s 
risk of mental health problems in adulthood.20 These 
compelling outcomes underscore the importance of 
focusing on social and emotional development for all 
children, including those with and without disabilities 
and developmental delays.

Positive social and emotional development carries 
important benefits for all children, and particularly 
for children from low-income families and young 
children with developmental delays or disabilities 
who may start school behind their peers.21, 22, 23 
Opportunities to foster social and emotional 
development are all around us. Families and 
caregivers can nurture children’s social and 
emotional development through simple, daily 
activities. For example, when caregivers provide 
predictable daily routines, they help children develop 
trust and feel safe and in control. Similarly, helping 
children stay calm and focus on a task develops 
critical self-regulation skills that they’ll use to tackle 
future challenges.



For additional resources on supporting social and emotional development in young children, check out the 
other resources in this series.

These resource materials are provided for the user’s convenience. The inclusion of these materials is not 
intended to reflect its importance, nor is it intended to endorse any views expressed, or products or services 
offered. These materials may contain the views and recommendations of various subject matter experts 
as well as hypertext links, contact addresses and websites to information created and maintained by other 
public and private organizations. The opinions expressed in any of these materials do not necessarily reflect 
the positions or policies of the U.S. Department of Education. The U.S. Department of Education does 
not control or guarantee the accuracy, relevance, timeliness, or completeness of any outside information 
included in these materials.
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