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ABSTRACT 

 

This study examined social information processing theory’s predictions that the accuracy of 

children’s perceptions is associated with their peer acceptance.  Specifically, it evaluated 

concurrent and prospective associations between the accuracy of children’s perceptions and their 

peer acceptance, assessed by sociometric status and by positive and negative peer nominations.  

In addition, this study evaluated if accuracy was associated with acceptance, independent of the 

influence of bias.  Sex and aggression were evaluated as potential moderators of these 

relationships.  In addition, this study examined possible differences in accuracy for rejected-

aggressive subtypes of children.  Peer nomination and peer rating data were collected from a 

sample of 663 third through fifth grade children, 389 of whom were classified as popular, 

average, or rejected sociometric status.  Hierarchical regression analyses and analyses of 

variance were conducted.  Results provided some support for social information processing 

theory, as inaccurate perceptions were concurrently associated with less peer liking.  Level of 

aggression moderated this relationship.  In addition, inaccurate perceptions were associated with 

more peer disliking for girls, but not for boys.  These results remained significant when 

controlling for bias, suggesting that accuracy and bias are unique measures of off-target 

perceptions.  Accuracy did not predict changes in acceptance over the course of one academic 

year.  When rejected-aggressive subtypes were evaluated separately, rejected-aggressive girls 

were more inaccurate than their peers, but there were no group differences for boys.  With the 

inclusion of bias, group differences became nonsignificant, suggesting that bias differentiated 

rejected-aggressive girls from their peers.
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Social acceptance is important to children’s functioning both in childhood and in later 

life.  Studies have shown that children with low social acceptance report feelings of loneliness, 

social anxiety, and depression (for review, see Patterson, Kupersmidt, & Griesler, 1990).  Low 

social acceptance in childhood has also been linked to later life difficulties such as dropping out 

of school or criminality (Parker & Asher, 1987).  When examining social acceptance, it is 

important to assess not only objective ratings, but also children’s perceptions of their acceptance.  

This is because children’s perceptions of their peer interactions can have implications for both 

their understanding of themselves and their future social interactions.  Cooley’s (1902) social 

psychological theory of the development of self-concept posits that children use their perceptions 

of social acceptance to form their concept of self.  That is, if children perceive a lack of social 

acceptance, they will evaluate themselves negatively (for review, see Cillessen, & Bellmore, 

1999).  In addition, social information processing theory (Dodge, 1986; Crick & Dodge, 1986) 

predicts that children’s perceptions of social acceptance can influence the quality and quantity of 

future social interactions.  This theory emphasizes the need for accurate perceptions of liking in 

order to adaptively interact with peers.  Whereas accurate perceptions can lead to adaptive 

interactions, inaccurate perceptions are likely to lead to maladaptive interactions (Dodge, 1986; 

Crick & Dodge, 1994).   Both Cooley’s theory of the development of self-concept and social 

information processing theory emphasize the importance of assessing the accuracy of children’s 

perceptions, particularly as it relates to children’s social acceptance. 

Social information processing theory emphasizes the importance of recognizing and 

interpreting peer interactions.  According to this theory, accurately understanding a peer’s 

feelings and behaviors is essential in order to evaluate the success of an interaction (Dodge, 

1986; Crick & Dodge, 1994).  Accurate perceptions of social acceptance enable children to make 

judgments about their interactions, a key first step of social information processing theory.  In 

turn, the evaluation of the interaction is crucial when determining how to proceed with future 

interactions.  If children evaluate an interaction as unsuccessful, they can respond by stopping, 

repeating, or modifying the original behavior (Rubin & Krasnor, 1986).  If children do accurately 

understand a peer’s response to an interaction, they can modify their behavior and engage more 

adaptively with peers.  Such prosocial interactions have been linked to popularity among peers 

(Rubin & Krasnor, 1986).  Alternately, if they do not understand that the interaction was 
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unsuccessful, they cannot respond appropriately, possibly continuing to engage in a maladaptive 

behavior that could result in rejection (Rubin & Krasnor, 1986).   

    Previous research on social information processing theory has examined social 

information processing problems, with a particular emphasis on hostile attribution bias.  

Research has repeatedly found a link between social information processing problems (e.g. 

hostile attribution bias) and social difficulties, including aggressive behaviors (Burks, Laird, & 

Dodge, 1999; Dodge, Laird, Lochman, & Zelli, 2002; Coleman & Kardash, 1999) and peer 

rejection (Dorsche & Keane, 1994).  More recent research has examined possible precursors 

(Shultz & Shaw, 2003) and mediators (Fite, Goodnight, Bates, Dodge, & Pettit, 2008) of the 

relationship between social information processing problems and aggression.  Despite this range 

of studies, very little research has examined predictions of social information processing theory 

regarding the accuracy of children’s perceptions of acceptance and its relation to their peer 

acceptance. This study aimed to fill this research gap by exploring both concurrent and 

prospective associations between the accuracy of children’s perceptions and measures of their 

social acceptance.  By doing so, this study could further the understanding of why some children 

get along well with peers, while others struggle to interact appropriately and form friendships.  

Such evaluations of the relationship between the accuracy of children’s perceptions and their 

social acceptance can inform theory about child relations.  This information can also be used to 

develop social skill interventions to improve children’s interactions and social acceptance with 

peers. 

Accuracy 

Most previous research has examined the bias, not accuracy, of children’s perceptions.  

Although bias is a form of accuracy, there are important differences between the two constructs.  

Bias describes the difference between actual and perceived acceptance, taking into account the 

direction (either positive or negative) of the difference score.  The measure of bias indicates a 

systematic tendency to skew perceptions in either a positive or negative direction (Campbell & 

Fehr, 1990).  In contrast, accuracy describes the absolute value of the difference between actual 

acceptance and perceived acceptance, and thus does not include direction (Campbell & Fehr, 

1990).  Compared to bias, accuracy is a more complete measure of off-target perceptions.  An 

overall score is computed by summing the degree of inaccuracy for each of the child’s 

perceptions.  Because bias is directional, the sum of bias scores does not reflect overall 
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inaccuracy.  If a child highly overestimates the acceptance of one peer yet highly underestimates 

the acceptance of another, a summation of the scores would show no bias.  Thus, it is possible 

for a child to be unbiased yet highly inaccurate (Crocker, Kayne, & Alloy, 1985).  A lack of bias 

only indicates a lack of systematic bias, rather than perceptions that converge with actual 

acceptance ratings.  Due to these factors, the present study evaluated the accuracy of children’s 

perceptions of acceptance.  In addition, bias was included as a covariate to determine if findings 

related to accuracy remain significant even when bias is controlled.   

A review of the literature revealed only two previous studies that assessed the accuracy of 

children’s perceptions of peer acceptance and its relationship to sociometric status.  Cillessen and 

Bellmore (1999) evaluated 644 fourth-graders from each of 28 classrooms in 10 schools.  

Sociometric status classification (i.e. popular, average, or rejected) was determined through 

unlimited peer nominations.  Children were provided with a roster of all fourth-graders and 

asked to nominate those whom they liked most (positive nomination) and liked least (negative 

nomination).  Children with a popular sociometric status received many positive nominations 

and few negative nominations, and children with a rejected status received many negative 

nominations and few positive nominations.  Average children received a moderate number of 

both positive and negative nominations.  In addition to these peer nominations, children also 

were asked to predict peer liking and disliking, answering the questions “Who likes you the 

most?” and “Who likes you the least?” (Cillessen & Bellmore, 1999).  Accuracy was calculated 

by comparing children’s predicted nominations to the actual peer nominations they received for 

each category.  Results revealed that when evaluating peer liking (predicted peer nominations of 

“like most”), the popular status group had significantly higher accuracy than the other 

sociometric status groups, whereas the rejected status group had lower accuracy.  This finding 

was consistent with social information processing theory.  In contrast and contrary to social 

information processing theory, when evaluating peer disliking (predicted peer nominations of 

“like least”), the popular status group had lower accuracy and the rejected status group had 

higher accuracy compared to other sociometric status groups (Cillessen & Bellmore, 1999).  

Overall, these findings provided mixed support for the prediction that more accurate perceptions 

are associated with greater social acceptance.  

The second study evaluating children’s perceptual accuracy and social acceptance found 

a similar pattern of mixed support.  MacDonald and Cohen (1995) collected data from 429 
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elementary students in grades 1 through 6.  Children completed peer nominations of their same-

sex classmates, indicating those classmates they liked most and liked least.  Children were also 

asked to report the expected peer nominations they would receive from their classmates.  The 

accuracy of children’s perceptions was determined using signal detection theory to determine 

“hits” in which a child accurately predicted a positive or negative peer nomination and “false 

alarms” in which a child incorrectly predicted either peer nomination.  Accuracy proportions 

were calculated for each and then compared, with a greater divergence between hits and false 

alarms (i.e. more hits than false alarms) reflecting greater accuracy.  Consistent with social 

information processing theory, results revealed that rejected children were less accurate in their 

perceptions of liking, as compared to popular and average children (MacDonald & Cohen, 1995).  

In contrast, results also showed that children in the popular group were less accurate than peers 

in their perceptions of disliking (MacDonald & Cohen, 1995), which is not consistent with 

predictions of social information processing theory.  These findings were similar to those found 

by Cillessen and Bellmore (1999).  Findings from both studies provided mixed support for social 

information processing theory, as it predicts that popular children would be most accurate and 

rejected children would be least accurate, regardless of whether it was liking or disliking being 

evaluated.   

This mixed support for predictions based on social information processing theory could 

be due to the methodology of these studies.  Both studies relied on peer nomination data to 

determine both sociometric status and accuracy of perceived peer acceptance; children who 

received more positive nominations received a higher status rating and also had a greater chance 

of accurately predicting liking.  By the nature of the popular group definition, popular children 

received very few ratings of disliking and therefore had few instances when they could correctly 

predict disliking.  This methodological limitation also explains the finding that rejected children 

were more accurate in perceptions of disliking compared to children in other sociometric status 

groups.  Rejected children had more opportunities than their peers to accurately predict disliking.  

Because the reliance on peer nomination data could have influenced the findings of these studies, 

additional research should remedy this methodological concern and reevaluate the association 

between children’s perceptual accuracy and peer acceptance. 
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Present Study 

The present study advanced previous research in a number of ways.  First, it addressed 

the methodological concerns of previous studies and reevaluated concurrent associations 

between the accuracy of perceptions and peer acceptance, as measured by sociometric status 

groups.  This study also extended previous research by examining peer acceptance separately as 

positive and negative peer nominations.  In addition, it built upon past research by testing both 

concurrent and prospective associations between the accuracy of perceptions and social 

acceptance.  Lastly, the present study also evaluated potential moderators of the relationship 

between children’s accuracy and social acceptance, as discussed in further detail in sections to 

follow.  When exploring these questions, this study included bias as a covariate to evaluate if an 

association between accuracy and these variables existed above and beyond that which was 

accounted for by bias. 

Addressing Methodological Concerns 

In light of the methodological concerns with prior research in this area, the present study 

collected peer rating data in addition to the peer nomination data used in previous studies, so that 

separate measures could be used to determine social acceptance and accuracy.   In addition, the 

collection of peer rating data also provided more comprehensive information about class-wide 

peer acceptance.  Using the peer nomination procedure, children vary widely in the number of 

peers they nominate, leaving some children with little to no nomination data.  In contrast, by 

using peer rating data, children were prompted to report standardized responses for each of their 

classmates, thus providing a consistent amount of information for all children in the class (for 

review, see Chan & Mpofu, 2001).   The peer rating Likert-type scale provided more detailed 

information about the degree of liking for each child as well.  Also, the peer rating procedure has 

higher, less variable test-retest reliability than the nomination procedure across repeated 

assessments of young children (Hartup, 1983).  

Whereas accuracy was calculated using peer rating data, peer acceptance was assessed 

two ways using peer nomination data.  To facilitate a comparison with the two previous studies 

that evaluated the accuracy of children’s perceptions and their peer acceptance, nominations 

were used to form sociometric classifications of popular, average, and rejected children.  Popular 

children received mostly positive nominations, and rejected children received mostly negative 

nominations.  Together, popular and rejected groups measured social preference, specifically 
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how well liked a child is by peers (Coie, Dodge, Coppotelli, 1982).  Average children served as a 

normative sample, receiving a moderate number of both positive and negative nominations.  

Children in the rejected status group were targeted in this study because peer rejection has been 

linked to future problems (e.g. dropping out of school or criminality) (Parker & Asher, 1987).  

Because of this, it is important to evaluate possible reasons that could account for the difficulties 

experienced by this rejected group.  In contrast, popular and average sociometric status groups 

are less likely to experience the later life difficulties associated with peer rejection; the main 

purpose of their inclusion was to serve as comparisons for the rejected group.  Whereas the 

average group served as a normative comparison sample, the popular group represented the 

opposite extreme of the rejected group.  As such, a comparison between these rejected and 

popular groups could reveal a greater discrepancy in the accuracy of the children’s perceptions of 

social acceptance, as opposed to the comparison between rejected and average groups. 

The second method of measuring peer acceptance involved examining children’s positive 

and negative nominations as continuous measures.  By doing so, it was possible to evaluate 

accuracy across the full range of social acceptance.  Furthermore, assessing peer acceptance via 

these data made it possible to examine the effects of accuracy separately for positive and 

negative nominations, to determine if accurate perceptions have a different association with 

positive versus negative nominations.  Receiving positive nominations is not the opposite of 

receiving negative nominations; it is possible that accuracy could impact one form of nomination 

without impacting the other.  For example, less accurate perceptions could potentially be 

associated with less peer liking (i.e. fewer positive nominations) but not be associated with 

greater peer disliking (i.e. more negative nominations).  

Testing Prospective Associations 

In addition to addressing a methodological problem of prior studies, the present study 

extended research by evaluating prospective associations between the accuracy of perceptions 

and children’s social acceptance.  To the author’s knowledge, the present study is the first to 

evaluate this relationship longitudinally.  Specifically, this study evaluated if children with less 

accurate perceptions experienced a decrease in their peer acceptance across the school year.  If 

initial inaccuracy is associated with a decrease in later acceptance, this would provide necessary 

(but not sufficient) support for a potential causal link between accuracy and acceptance.  These 
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findings could guide future research as well as interventions aimed at improving children’s social 

acceptance.  

Bias  

Most previous research on children’s perceptions of peer acceptance has focused on bias 

rather than accuracy.  Bias has been assessed in relation to depression and aggression in children, 

with associations between depressive symptoms and negatively-biased perceptions (Kistner, 

David-Ferdon, Repper, & Joiner, 2006) and between aggressive behaviors and positively-biased 

perceptions (David & Kistner, 2000).  A few studies have explored the association between bias 

and peer acceptance, finding mixed results.  Some research showed that positively-biased 

perceptions of acceptance were associated with higher ratings of social acceptance by peers 

(Brendgen, Vitaro, Turgeon, Poulin, Wanner, 2004; Kistner, David, Repper, 2007).  Other 

studies found drastically different findings, as positive biases were concurrently linked to peer 

rejection (Patterson, Kupersmidt, Griesler, 1990) and were prospectively linked to lower social 

preference over time (Hughes, Cavell, Prasad-Gaur, 2001).  Although the primary focus of the 

present study is on associations between the accuracy of children’s perceptions and their peer 

acceptance, it is important also to consider associations between bias and acceptance in the 

present sample.  Given that accuracy is a construct that includes bias as well as unsystematic 

errors about one’s peer acceptance, a goal of this study was to test the hypothesis that accuracy is 

associated with peer acceptance, independently of bias.   

Aggression and Perceptual Accuracy 

 Research has repeatedly found an association between aggressive behaviors and a lack of 

social acceptance (Kerestes & Milanovic, 2006; Newcomb, Bukowski, & Pattee, 1993; Dodge, 

1983; Dubow, 1980).  Because of its strong association with peer disliking and rejection, 

aggression could overshadow other potential factors influencing social status.  That is, even if 

children are accurate in their perceptions yet they engage in aggressive behaviors, then they are 

likely to be rejected or disliked by peers.  This, in effect, would obscure any association between 

accuracy and social acceptance.  For this reason, aggression was controlled for in this study in 

order to evaluate the relationship between accuracy and acceptance, independent of aggression.  

In addition, social information processing theory predicts that inaccurate perceptions are 

associated with maladaptive behaviors such as aggression.  If inaccuracy is coupled with these 

maladaptive behaviors, this could influence the likelihood that the child is disliked or rejected by 
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peers. To evaluate this possibility, aggression was evaluated as a potential moderator of the 

relationship between accuracy and acceptance.   

Because of the difficulties associated with peer rejection, additional research has looked 

at aggressive subtypes of children specifically within the rejected sociometric status 

classification.  These studies found that rejected-aggressive children have positively-biased 

perceptions, whereas rejected-nonaggressive children do not share this bias (Patterson, 

Kupersmidt & Griesler, 1990; Hymel, Bowker, & Woody, 1993; Zakariski & Coie, 1996 

Hughes, Cavell, & Grossman 1997; David & Kistner, 2000).   Finding this lack of bias, some 

studies concluded that rejected-nonaggressive children are accurate in their perceptions (Hymel, 

Bowker, & Woody, 1993; Zakriski & Coie, 1996).  As discussed previously in the comparison 

between accuracy and bias, a lack of bias does not equate to accurate perceptions.  To the 

author’s knowledge, no studies have assessed the accuracy of these rejected-aggressive subtypes.  

As such, this study compared rejected-aggressive subtypes to an average sociometric group to 

evaluate if there were differences in level of accuracy between these groups.   

Effects of Sex 

When evaluating the association between the accuracy of children’s perceptions and their 

social acceptance, the present study also examined potential sex differences in accuracy, as well 

as a potential moderating effect of sex on the relationship between accuracy and social 

acceptance.  Previous studies have reported mixed findings on the effect of sex on perceptual 

accuracy.  Some results indicate no sex difference in the accuracy of children’s perceptions 

(MacDonald & Cohen, 1995; Malloy, Yarlas, Montvilo, & Sugarman, 1996; Ausubel, Schiff, 

Gasser, 1952).  In contrast, one study showed girls to be more accurate than boys in their 

perceptions of peer acceptance (specifically peer liking, but not disliking) (Cillessen & Bellmore, 

1999).  Whereas many studies have found no support for sex differences, the recent results of 

Cillessen and Bellmore (1999) indicate the possibility that sex differences could impact the 

accuracy of children’s perceptions.  As such, possible sex differences in the accuracy of 

perceived acceptance were examined in this study.  By evaluating the effects of sex, the present 

study further contributed to the unresolved issue of sex differences in perceptual accuracy.  In 

addition, this study also evaluated sex as a potential moderator of the relationship between social 

acceptance and the accuracy of children’s perceptions of acceptance.  By doing so, this study 
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examined if the accuracy of children’s perceptions was associated differently with social 

acceptance depending on the perceivers’ sex.    

Summary and Hypotheses 

The present study assessed the accuracy of children’s perceptions of acceptance, a topic 

which has received minimal research attention.  Whereas the results of previous studies were 

limited by their use of only peer nomination data, the present study utilized both peer nomination 

and peer rating data to evaluate if accuracy is associated with children’s social acceptance, as 

predicted by social information processing theory.  By assessing a potential link between 

children’s accuracy and their sociometric status group, the results can be compared to previous 

studies that also evaluated social acceptance in this manner.  Specifically, this study evaluated 

the relationship between sociometric status group (popular, average, or rejected) and the 

accuracy of children’s perceptions.  In addition to evaluating social acceptance via sociometric 

status classifications, the present study also assessed associations between accuracy and positive 

and negative peer nominations.  By evaluating accuracy as related to these continuous measures 

of social acceptance, it was possible to compare accuracy to various degrees of peer liking and 

disliking.  Using separate measures of positive and negative nominations also enabled the 

relationship between accuracy and peer liking to be evaluated separately from the relationship 

between accuracy and peer disliking.  Doing so allowed for the detection of unique associations 

between accuracy and liking versus disliking.  In order to evaluate if accuracy is uniquely 

associated with these measures of social acceptance, this study included bias as a covariate.  In 

addition, aggression and sex were also evaluated, examining their association with accuracy as 

well as their potential moderating effect on the relationship between accuracy and social 

acceptance.  Lastly, this study evaluated the claims of previous research that rejected-

nonaggressive children are accurate in their perceptions.  Specifically, this study compared the 

accuracy of rejected-aggressive, rejected-nonaggressive, and average children.   

 This study evaluated the relationship between perceptual accuracy and social acceptance 

several ways, and therefore several hypotheses were posited.  First, perceptual accuracy was 

predicted to differ across sociometric status groups, with rejected children being less accurate 

than their popular and average peers.  Second, it was hypothesized that inaccurate perceptions 

would be concurrently associated with fewer positive nominations and more negative 

nominations from peers.  Third, inaccurate perceptions were predicted to be prospectively 
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associated with fewer positive and more negative nominations at Time 2, independent of Time 1 

nominations.  Fourth, these effects were expected while controlling for sex, aggression, and bias.  

Although no hypotheses were offered, this study also evaluated sex and aggression as possible 

moderators of the association between accuracy and acceptance.  In addition, this study 

compared the accuracy of perceptions among rejected-aggressive, rejected-nonaggressive, and 

average children.  
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METHODS 

 

Participants 

This study used archival data previously reported in Kistner, David, and Repper (2007).  

Data were collected from a sample of 716 third through fifth grade students, who attended nine 

public elementary schools in a small southeastern metropolitan city.  Of the original sample, 

three children refused to participate and 21 children did not fully complete measures.  An 

additional 29 children moved from the area between Time 1 and Time 2 (fall and spring of one 

academic year).  These 53 children were not included in this study.  Of the remaining 663 

children (301 boys and 362 girls), 70% of the children were Caucasian, 26% were African-

American, and 4% were from other racial/ethnic groups including Hispanic, Asian, and East 

Indian.   From this total sample, 389 children (165 boys and 224 girls) were classified in popular 

(n=79, 36 boys and 43 girls), average (n=236, 90 boys and 146 girls), or rejected (n=74, 39 boys 

and 35 girls) sociometric status groups.  Within the rejected group specifically, there were 36 

aggressive children (25 boys and 11 girls) and 38 nonaggressive children (14 boys and 24 girls).  

This study evaluated the subset of 389 children for analyses involving sociometric status group, 

and the full sample of 663 children were used to test research questions not specifically 

evaluating sociometric groups. 

Measures 

Peer liking and disliking nominations. Children were given a list of their classmates 

and asked to indicate the three same-sex children they “like most” and the three same-sex 

children they “like least” in their classroom.  Children were then asked to nominate three 

opposite-sex children for each statement.  The positive and negative nominations were totaled 

independently for each child and then divided by the total number of nominators in the class.  By 

calculating measures of peer liking and disliking as ratio scores, this allowed for more sensitive 

detection of changes in these measures over time (Murray-Close, Ostrov, & Crick, 2007).  In 

addition to computing continuous measures of peer liking and disliking, peer nomination data 

were also used to group children according to sociometric status, as detailed below.   

Sociometric status. Children were divided into sociometric status groups (popular, 

average, and rejected) based on the number of positive (“like most”) and negative (“like least”) 

peer nominations they received.  First, positive and negative nominations were independently 

summed and standardized within grade level.  Social preference scores were determined by 
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subtracting the standardized negative (“like least”) nominations from the standardized positive 

(“like most”) nominations. Social impact scores were calculated by summing the standardized 

positive and negative nominations.  Children were classified in the popular sociometric status 

group if their social preference score was greater than 1.0, their standardized positive nomination 

score was greater than 0, and their standardized negative nomination score was less than 0.  

Children were classified as average if their social preference and social impact scores were 

greater than -.5 but less than .5.  Children were classified as rejected if their social preference 

score was less than -1.0, their standardized positive nomination score was less than 0, and their 

standardized negative nomination score was greater than 0 (Coie, Dodge, & Coppotelli, 1982).  

These sociometric status classifications (popular, average, and rejected) represented the groups 

across which accuracy was compared. 

Peer-rated acceptance. Children were provided with a list of their classmates and asked 

to indicate how much they liked each.  They rated liking on a five-point scale, choosing options 

ranging from 1 (“do not like at all”) to 5 (“like very much”).  This measure of peer-rated 

acceptance is both valid and reliable (for review, see Hartup, 1983).  Test-retest reliability was 

.76 between Time 1 and Time 2. 

            Perceived peer acceptance. Children were asked to indicate how much each of their 

classmates liked them using the same five-point scale as used for peer-rated acceptance.  They 

predicted their peers’ ratings, choosing options from 1 (“do not like at all”) to 5 (“like very 

much”).  The perceived peer acceptance calculated from these ratings was similar to that 

calculated from other self-report measures (Kistner, David, Lonigan, & Hooe, 2000).  Test-retest 

reliability was .61 between Time 1 and Time 2.   

Accuracy. Accuracy scores were computed by taking the absolute value of the difference 

between a child’s perceived peer-acceptance ratings for each classmate and the actual peer-rated 

acceptance rating from that same classmate.  The accuracy scores for each comparison were then 

averaged to determine the overall accuracy score for each child.  This accuracy score indicates 

how closely a child can predict liking from each of his peers.  If there is little difference between 

actual and perceived scores, then the accuracy score will be low, indicating accurate perceptions.  

If there is a large difference between the actual and perceived scores, then the accuracy score 

will be higher, indicating greater inaccuracy.   Between Time 1 and Time 2, test-retest reliability 

of accuracy was .40. 
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Bias. Bias was calculated by regressing children’s perceived acceptance ratings onto the 

actual acceptance ratings from their peers.  The resulting residual scores represent the variance of 

perceived acceptance not accounted for by actual acceptance ratings.  Residual scores below 0 

represented a negative bias, and scores above 0 reflected a positive bias.  This manner of bias 

calculation replicates that of previous studies (e.g., Brendgen et al., 2004; Cole, Martin, Peeke, 

Serocynski & Hoffman, 1999; Kistner, David, Repper, 2007).  Test-retest reliability of bias was 

.56 for this sample. 

 Aggression. Children were provided with a roster of their classmates and were asked to 

nominate three children who met the criteria for aggression.  The measure of aggression 

evaluated both overt and relational aggression, as assessed by separate five-item scales (Crick, 

Bigbee, & Howes, 1996; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995).  The overt aggression scale included items 

assessing both verbal aggression such as “call others mean names” and physical aggression such 

as “hit, kick, or punch other kids.”  The relational aggression scale consisted of items measuring 

intent to harm others’ relationships such as “when they are mad at a person, they get even by 

keeping the person from being in their group of friends.”  Nominations received by a child were 

summed and then standardized within the class in a manner consistent with previous research 

(Crick & Grotpeter, 1995).  Previous research has shown both the overt and relational subscales 

to be reliable measures of aggression, with internal consistency reliability of .94 and .83 

respectively (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995).  The internal consistency reliability for this sample was 

.97 for overt aggression and .89 for relational aggression.   

From these relational and overt aggression scores, two measures of total aggression were 

calculated.  A continuous total aggression variable was created by summing the overt and 

relational aggression scores and then standardizing these total scores.  This continuous total 

aggression variable was included in regression analyses.  In addition, a total aggression grouping 

variable was calculated.  As before, overt and relational aggression scores were summed and 

then standardized.  Children were classified as aggressive if their total aggression score was 

equal to or above the average aggression score of the sample.  If their score was below the mean, 

then children were classified as nonaggressive.  This total aggression grouping variable was used 

to form rejected-aggressive subtypes and was included in analyses comparing sociometric status 

groups.   
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Procedure 

This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board, and parent consent and child 

assent were also obtained prior to data collection.  Data were collected from children during the 

school day at two time points across one school year.  Time 1 data were collected three months 

into the school year to ensure that classmates were adequately acquainted with one another.  

Time 2 data were collected six months later.  To ensure confidentiality during data collection, 

children were divided into groups with students other than their normal classmates.  The 

importance of confidentiality was also stressed to the students in the study’s instructions.  While 

children completed the measures, research assistants circulated to assist with any questions the 

children had.  After children completed the measures, they were given a paper-and-pencil puzzle 

to complete. This redirected their attention in order to minimize the likelihood that they would 

discuss the measures when they returned to their original classrooms. 
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RESULTS 

 

Data Analyses 

This study’s hypotheses were tested using a combination of hierarchical regression 

analyses and analyses of variance (ANOVAs).  A 3 (Sociometric Status: Popular vs. Accepted 

vs. Rejected) x 2 (Aggressive vs. Nonaggressive) x 2 (Sex) ANOVA was conducted to evaluate 

the hypothesis that the accuracy of children’s perceptions is associated with their sociometric 

status classification.  Three sociometric status groups (popular, average, and rejected) were 

evaluated.  Aggression and sex were also included in order to evaluate their potential moderating 

effects on the relationship between the accuracy of perceptions and sociometric classification.  

To further examine accuracy within the rejected sociometric status, an additional two-way 

ANOVA was conducted.  This 3 (Aggressive-Rejected vs. Nonaggressive-Rejected vs. Average) 

x 2 (Sex) ANOVA examined if there were differences in the accuracy of rejected-aggressive, 

rejected-nonaggressive, and average sociometric status children.  Again, sex was included as a 

potential moderator.  For both ANOVAs, significant interactions were followed with tests of 

simple main effects.   

Hierarchical regression analyses were also conducted to examine the association between 

accuracy and social acceptance, as measured by positive and negative nominations.  To examine 

if accuracy is associated with positive and negative nominations differently, separate analyses 

were conducted, evaluating positive and negative nominations as the dependent measure.  In all 

regression analyses accuracy, sex, and aggression were included in the first step.  Potential 

moderating effects of sex and aggression were evaluated by adding interactions of accuracy x sex 

and accuracy x aggression in the second step.  To evaluate a possible causal relationship between 

accuracy and social acceptance, these analyses were repeated using Time 2 positive and negative 

nominations as the dependent variable, controlling for Time 1 nominations.  For all regression 

analyses, any significant interactions were followed with post hoc analyses evaluating the simple 

main effect of the moderator at one standard deviation above and below its mean.    

Lastly, all analyses (both regressions and ANOVAs) were repeated, controlling for bias.  

The inclusion of bias evaluated if the findings represent a unique association between social 

acceptance and accuracy, above and beyond the variance associated with bias. 
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Preliminary Analyses 

Data were screened for skew, kurtosis, and outliers.  When evaluated for the full dataset, 

the total aggression continuous variable was found to be positively skewed and leptokurtic.  This 

non-normal distribution was corrected using a square root transformation on the total aggression 

variable, bringing the skew and kurtosis estimates within acceptable levels.  Descriptive statistics 

and bivariate correlations were calculated for all variables.  Bivariate correlations provided initial 

support for social information processing theory.  These correlations revealed that accuracy was 

significantly correlated with Time 1 positive nominations r(663) = -.140, p < .001 and negative 

nominations r(663) = .092, p = .018, such that greater inaccuracy
1
 was associated with fewer 

positive nominations and more negative nominations at Time 1.  Accuracy was also significantly 

correlated with Time 2 positive nominations r(663) = -.133, p = .001 and negative nominations 

r(663) = .112, p = .004, as greater inaccuracy was associated with fewer positive and more 

negative nominations at Time 2.  There was a significant correlation between accuracy and sex 

r(663) = -.080, p = .04, suggesting that girls were more accurate than boys.  Accuracy was also 

associated with bias r(663) = .118, p = .002.  Accuracy and aggression were significantly 

correlated r(663) = .111, p = .004, such that greater inaccuracy was associated with greater 

aggression.  Aggression was significantly correlated with negative nominations at both Time 1 

r(663) = .435, p < .001 and Time 2 r(663) = .398, p < .001, such that greater aggression was 

associated with more negative nominations at both time points.  Additional bivariate correlates 

along with descriptive statistics for the full sample are reported in Table 1.  Descriptive statistics 

are reported for each sociometric status group in Table 2. 

Associations between Accuracy and Sociometric Status Group 

In order to test the hypothesis that children classified in the rejected sociometric status 

group are less accurate in their perceptions compared to children in average and popular 

sociometric status groups, a 3 (Sociometric Group: Popular vs. Accepted vs. Rejected) x 2 

(Aggression Group: Aggressive vs. Nonaggressive) x 2 (Sex) ANOVA was conducted with 

accuracy as the dependent variable.  Contrary to predictions, results did not reveal a main effect 

                                                 
1 The term “accuracy” is used to communicate the construct of on-target or off-target perceptions, as this is the term defined by 

Campbell and Fehr (1990).  However, results are reported and discussed using the term “inaccuracy.”  Not only does this term 

better express the manner in which the measure is calculated (i.e. higher scores reflect greater inaccuracy), interpreting results in 

terms of inaccuracy better answers the research question of interest (i.e. Are inaccurate perceptions associated with lower social 

acceptance?).  Accuracy and inaccuracy should be interpreted as opposite ends of a continuum, with inaccuracy reflecting the 

same construct as less accuracy.  
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of sociometric status; children classified as rejected were not significantly more inaccurate than 

their average and popular peers.  Although there were no main effects of sociometric status or 

sex, there was a significant sex x sociometric status group interaction, F(2,377) = 3.43, p = .034, 

Partial Eta Squared = .018.  Follow-up analyses revealed a simple main effect of sex for the 

rejected group F(1,70) = 5.41, p = .023, Partial Eta Squared = .07, as rejected girls (M = 1.24, SD 

= .42) were significantly more inaccurate than rejected boys (M = 1.09, SD = .42).  Figure 1 

illustrates this interaction.  In addition, results showed a significant main effect of aggression 

F(2,377) = 5.52 p < .019, Partial Eta Squared = .014, such that aggressive children  (M = 1.20, 

SD = .44), regardless of sociometric status, were more inaccurate than their nonaggressive peers 

(M = 1.12, SD = .37).  Other interactions that were included in this regression analysis were not 

significant, including sociometric status x aggression, sex x aggression, and sex x sociometric 

status x aggression.  This ANOVA was repeated controlling for bias, and significant results 

remained the same.  Complete statistics are reported in Table 3. 

Aggressive Subtypes of Rejected Children 

A 3 (Aggressive-Rejected vs. Nonaggressive-Rejected vs. Average) x 2 (Sex) ANOVA 

evaluated differences in accuracy among rejected-aggressive, rejected-nonaggressive, and 

average sociometric status children, and it also evaluated sex as a possible moderator.  Results 

revealed a significant main effect of sex F(1,304) = 4.805, p = .029, Partial Eta Squared = .016 

and aggression group F(2,304) = 3.45, p = .033, Partial Eta Squared = .02, however, these results 

were qualified by a significant group x sex interaction F(2,304) = 3.36, p = .036, Partial Eta 

Squared = .02.  Further interpreting this interaction revealed a simple main effect of group F(2, 

178) = 3.66, p = .028, Partial Eta Squared = .040, such that rejected-aggressive girls (M = 1.45, 

SD = .40) were more inaccurate than rejected-nonaggressive (M = 1.14, SD = .40) and average 

(M = 1.13, SD = .37) girls.  Rejected-nonaggressive and average girls were not significantly 

different from each other.  There was no significant difference in accuracy between the groups 

for boys.  See Table 4 for additional statistics and Figure 2 for an illustration of this interaction. 

Contrary to predictions, when this analysis of variance was repeated controlling for bias, 

the results were reduced to nonsignificance.  The main effects of sex F(1,303) = 3.59, p = .059, 

Partial Eta Squared = .01 and aggression F(2,303) = 2.72, p = .068, Partial Eta Squared = .02 

were reduced to non-significance, as was the group x sex interaction F (2,303) = 2.78, p = .064, 

Partial Eta Squared = .02.   
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Concurrent and Prospective Associations between Accuracy and Peer Nominations 

Hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to test the hypothesis that inaccurate 

perceptions of peer acceptance are associated with fewer positive and more negative 

nominations. Concurrent associations between the accuracy of children’s perceived acceptance 

and their positive and negative nominations were examined in two hierarchical regression 

analyses. The dependent variable of the first regression model was Time 1 positive nominations.   

Accuracy, aggression, and sex were added to the first step of the regression model.  In step 2 of 

the regression, sex and aggression were evaluated as potential moderators of the association 

between accuracy and positive nominations.  Results of this regression supported the hypothesis, 

as accuracy significantly predicted positive nominations (β = -.14, t = -3.55, p < .001).  

Specifically, greater inaccuracy was associated with fewer positive nominations.  This 

relationship was moderated by aggression; at high levels of aggression, inaccurate perceptions 

were associated with fewer positive nominations (β = -.21, t = -4.33, p < .001), but the 

association was not significant for low levels of aggression (β = -.04, t = -.65, p = .517).  Figure 

3 illustrates this interaction.  Neither sex nor aggression was significantly associated with 

positive nominations.  There was no moderating effect of sex on the interaction between 

accuracy and positive nominations.  When bias was included as a covariate, there was no change 

in the association between accuracy and positive nominations.  For complete results, see Table 5. 

The second set of hierarchical regressions included Time 1 negative nominations as the 

dependent variable, and all other variables remained unchanged.  Results of this second 

hierarchical regression are detailed in Table 6.  Contrary to the hypothesis, the accuracy of 

children’s perceptions did not predict negative nominations.  However, results revealed a 

moderating effect of sex, such that for girls (but not for boys), greater inaccuracy was associated 

with more negative nominations (β = .11, t = 2.28, p = .023; β = -.02, t = -.41, p = .684).  In 

addition, results showed that aggression was significantly associated with negative nominations 

(β = .47, t = 12.79, p < .001), such that higher aggression was related to more negative 

nominations. There was no moderating effect of aggression on the relationship between accuracy 

and negative nominations.  As predicted, the inclusion of bias as a covariate in this analysis did 

not alter the significant findings. 

Two additional hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to evaluate if the 

accuracy of children’s perceptions predicted changes in positive and negative nominations over 
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time.  The dependent variable of the first regression model was Time 2 positive nominations.  

Time 1 positive nominations, Time 1 accuracy, Time 1 aggression, and sex were entered in the 

first step of the regression model.   Interactions of accuracy x sex and accuracy x aggression 

were entered in the second step to evaluate potential moderating effects of sex and aggression on 

the relationship between Time 1 accuracy and Time 2 positive nominations.  The hypothesis was 

not supported, as accuracy did not predict changes in positive nominations.  No moderating 

effects of either sex or aggression were found.  Results revealed that Time 1 positive 

nominations significantly predicted Time 2 positive nominations (β = .77, t = 31.55, p < .001).  

This finding remained significant when bias was added as a covariate.  See table 7 for complete 

statistics.   

In the fourth hierarchical regression, Time 2 negative nominations served as the 

dependent variable.  Time 1 negative nominations were entered in the first step of the regression 

model, and all other variables remained the same as in previous regression analyses.  Results did 

not support the hypothesis, as Time 1 accuracy did not predict change in negative nominations.  

There were no moderating effects of either sex or aggression.  Time 1 aggression predicted Time 

2 nominations (β = .13, t = 4.23, p < .001), with higher aggression predicting more negative 

nominations.  In addition, Time 1 negative nominations predicted Time 2 negative nominations 

(β = .65, t = 21.39, p < .001).  As predicted, the inclusion of bias did not change the relationship 

between accuracy and Time 2 negative nominations.  Complete statistics are reported in Table 8. 
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DISCUSSION 

 

This study was designed to examine social information processing theory’s predictions 

that the accuracy of children’s perceptions is associated with their social acceptance by peers.   

According to social information processing theory, accurately perceiving peers’ feelings and 

behaviors is important to creating adaptive interactions and fostering social acceptance.  Social 

information processing theory posits that if children are not accurate in their perceptions, then 

they will be less socially accepted by peers.  In order to test these predictions of social 

information processing theory, this study evaluated both concurrent and prospective associations 

between the accuracy of children’s perceptions and their peer acceptance.  Specifically, 

children’s accuracy was examined in relation to their sociometric status and to peer reports of 

how much they were liked or disliked.  Previous studies found mixed support for sex differences 

in the accuracy of children’s perceptions, so this study tested for possible sex differences in 

accuracy.  It also examined possible moderating effects of sex on the relationship between 

accuracy and acceptance.  Additionally, because aggression is associated with acceptance 

(Kerestes & Milanovic, 2006; Newcomb, Bukowski, & Pattee, 1993; Dodge, 1983; Dubow, 

1980), this study sought to examine the unique relationship between accuracy and acceptance, 

above and beyond the influence of aggression.  It also evaluated if the association between 

accuracy and acceptance was moderated by aggression.  Subtypes of rejected-aggressive children 

were also evaluated separately.  Whereas previous studies explored differences in bias between 

these subtypes, this study extended research by comparing these subtypes on a measure of 

accuracy.  Finally, because accuracy and bias are highly related, this study repeated all analyses 

controlling for bias, in order to examine if the associations with accuracy existed independent of 

bias.   

Support for Social Information Processing Theory 

The main purpose of this study was to evaluate if accuracy was associated with social 

acceptance, as predicted by social information processing theory.  Results provided some support 

for social information processing theory.  At the simplest level, accuracy was correlated with 

both peer liking and disliking.  As predicted, inaccurate perceptions were associated with less 

liking and more disliking by peers.  These correlations were significant both for concurrent and 

prospective associations.  It should be noted, however, that all correlations were modest in size.   
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The association between accuracy and social acceptance was further evaluated in a 

number of ways.  First, to facilitate a comparison to previous research, the accuracy of children’s 

perceptions was compared across sociometric status groups.  The results of previous research 

examining the association between accuracy and sociometric status provided mixed support for 

social information processing theory.  Specifically, previous research found that rejected children 

were least accurate (Cillessen & Bellmore, 1999; MacDonald & Cohen, 1995) whereas popular 

children were most accurate (Cillessen & Bellmore, 1999) when compared to peers on measures 

of liking.  In contrast and contrary to social information processing theory, rejected children were 

most accurate (Cillessen & Bellmore, 1999) and popular children were least accurate (Cillessen 

& Bellmore, 1999; MacDonald & Cohen, 1995) when compared to peers on measures of 

disliking.  Because these studies used the same measures to calculate accuracy and social 

acceptance, these mixed findings could be the result of confounded measures (e.g.  providing 

popular children with more opportunities to correctly predict liking and fewer opportunities to 

correctly predict disliking).  The present study rectified this methodological shortcoming and 

compared the accuracy of children’s perceptions across sociometric status groups using separate 

measures to calculate accuracy and acceptance.  With these changes, results of the present study 

revealed that there were no significant differences in accuracy across the groups.  These results 

suggest that the differences reported in previous studies could have been an artifact of flawed 

methodology.  Furthermore, the findings of the present study revealed that children in popular, 

average, and rejected sociometric status groups do not differ in their perceptual accuracy.  More 

specifically, rejected children were not significantly more inaccurate than their popular and 

average peers.  These results were contrary to predictions based on social information processing 

theory.     

The lack of group differences found in the present study could be due to the fact that 

sociometric status groups were formed using a combination of both positive and negative 

nominations.  To examine the possibility that accuracy was associated differently with positive 

than with negative nominations, additional analyses were conducted to evaluate the relationship 

between accuracy and separate measures of positive (like most) and negative (like least) 

nominations.  These analyses evaluated if accuracy uniquely predicted peer liking and peer 

disliking, even when controlling for aggression, sex, and bias.  As predicted, findings revealed 

that inaccurate perceptions were associated with less peer liking. Furthermore, inaccurate 
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perceptions were associated with more peer disliking for girls, but not for boys.  Moderating 

effects will be discussed in more detail in following sections.  Combined, these findings provide 

some support for social information processing theory, as inaccuracy was concurrently related to 

less peer liking for both girls and boys, and it was related to greater peer disliking for girls but 

not boys.  It should also be noted that accuracy uniquely predicted these associations, 

independent of any variance associated with bias. 

In addition to examining these concurrent associations, this study also evaluated 

prospective associations between accuracy and peer liking and disliking.  Although bivariate 

correlations revealed an association been Time 1 accuracy and Time 2 positive and negative 

nominations, inaccurate perceptions at Time 1 did not predict change in either peer liking or 

disliking at Time 2.  This finding did not support predictions of social information processing 

theory and precludes any conclusions of causality.  This lack of prospective associations 

indicates that inaccuracy does not produce changes in social acceptance within one academic 

year.  It is possible, however, that inaccurate perceptions could be causally linked to later peer 

rejection, but the changes in social acceptance occur over an extended period of time, longer than 

the 6 months evaluated in this study.   

Sex Differences 

When examining the relationship between accuracy and acceptance, this study examined 

sex as a moderator.  It also evaluated potential sex differences in level of accuracy.  Findings 

revealed a simple correlation between accuracy and sex, such that girls were more accurate than 

boys.  Although modest in size, this correlation provides some evidence that girls and boys may 

differ in the accuracy of their perceptions of social acceptance.  In addition to this finding, results 

revealed that sex moderated the relationship between accuracy and social acceptance.  

Specifically, for girls (but not boys) inaccurate perceptions were linked to more disliking by 

peers.  This sex difference was again found when social acceptance was evaluated by 

sociometric status group.  Girls in the rejected group were more inaccurate than rejected boys.  

Restated, inaccurate perceptions were associated with peer rejection for girls, but not for boys.  

These findings show that girls’ inaccuracy is related to more disliking than is boys’.   

The difference in social acceptance could be due to the way boys and girls form 

friendships at this age.  Although both boys and girls form dyadic friendships, girls spend more 

time in these dyadic interactions, which allows for more communication and self-disclosure 
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(Rose & Rudolph, 2006; for review, see Dunkel, 2007).  Previous research has found that 

adolescent girls, compared to adolescent boys, engage in more self-disclosure with their friends 

(Rose & Rudolph, 2006).  Other research has shown that boys participate in more group, 

physical activities compared to girls.  Some have posited that participation in these activities 

gives boys the opportunity to compare physical abilities, which they may use to form a clear 

social hierarchy (Rose & Rudolph, 2006; for review, see Dunkel, 2007).  It is possible that social 

appraisals of disliking for girls are based on different criteria than disliking for boys.  Boys may 

establish their social standing through their participation in physical activities (Rose & Rudolph, 

2006; Dunkel, 2007).  In contrast, girls spend more time engaging in personal interactions, and 

they may be more disliked if they are inaccurate in their perceptions within these interactions.   

Role of Aggression 

This study further explored the relationship between children’s accuracy and their social 

acceptance, evaluating aggression as a potential moderator.  Results provided support for this 

moderating role of aggression.  Specifically, at high levels of aggression, inaccurate perceptions 

predicted less peer liking; however, at low levels of aggression, there was no association between 

inaccurate perceptions and less liking by peers.  This finding suggests that children’s social 

acceptance is associated not only with the inaccuracy of their perceptions, but also with the 

behaviors accompanying these misperceptions.  If children’s inaccuracy is combined with 

aggressive behaviors, it is likely that they will be less liked by their peers.  In contrast, if children 

are inaccurate but they do not act on their misperceptions in an aggressive manner, then this 

inaccuracy may not be linked to less liking by peers.         

In addition to moderating the relationship between accuracy and social acceptance, 

aggression was also associated with the accuracy of children’s perceptions.  Specifically, 

inaccurate perceptions were associated with more aggression.  This finding provides possible 

support for social information processing theory, which predicts that inaccurate perceptions can 

lead to maladaptive behavioral responses and inappropriate social interactions.  Alternately, it is 

also possible that children’s aggressive behavior could lead to inaccurate perceptions.  If children 

behave aggressively toward others, then their peers may be less willing to interact with them.  

This is supported by previous research that found aggression to be associated with peer rejection 

(Kerestes & Milanovic, 2006; Newcomb, Bukowski, & Pattee, 1993; Dodge, 1983; Dubow, 

1980) and by this study’s findings that higher aggression is concurrently and prospectively 
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associated with more peer disliking.  With fewer peer interactions, aggressive children may have 

fewer opportunities to hone their social information processing skills and develop more accurate 

perceptions of their social interactions.   

It deserves note that even when controlling for bias, the relationship between accuracy 

and aggression remained significant.  This finding extends previous research that found 

associations between aggression and bias (Hymel, Bowker, & Woody, 1993; Zakariski & Coie, 

1996), as it reveals that aggression could also be independently linked to non-systematic 

inaccuracy.  This suggests avenues for future research into the nature of accuracy and aggression.        

Rejected-Aggressive Subtypes 

This study also examined accuracy for aggressive subtypes within the rejected 

sociometric status group.  Specifically, it tested previous studies’ conclusions that there was a 

subset of rejected-nonaggressive children who were more accurate in their perceptions than their 

rejected-aggressive peers (Hymel, Bowker, & Woody, 1993; Zakriski & Coie, 1996).  These 

studies evaluated rejected-aggressive and rejected-nonaggressive children on measures of bias, 

found that rejected-nonaggressive children were unbiased, and concluded that these children 

were also accurate in their perceptions.  Because bias and accuracy are distinct measures of off-

target perceptions, this study sought to examine if these rejected-nonaggressive children were 

actually accurate in their perceptions.  Results of this study showed that rejected-nonaggressive 

girls were as accurate as average sociometric status girls, and both groups were significantly 

more accurate than rejected-aggressive girls.  Boys showed no differences in accuracy across all 

three groups.  Together, these findings provide support for previous studies’ conclusions that 

rejected-nonaggressive children are accurate in their perceptions.  When controlling for bias, this 

sex difference disappeared, such that for both boys and girls, all three groups (rejected-

aggressive, rejected-nonaggressive, and average) showed no differences in accuracy.  This 

suggests that it was bias, rather than accuracy, that differentiated rejected-aggressive girls from 

their rejected-nonaggressive and average female peers.   

Bias as a Covariate 

This study hypothesized that accuracy would be uniquely associated with social 

acceptance, independent of the influence of bias.  Contrary to predictions, when evaluating 

differences in accuracy for rejected-aggressive subtypes, the inclusion of bias changed the 

results.  This finding could indicate that it was bias, not accuracy, driving the effects within the 
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rejected-aggressive subtypes.  Alternately, the lack of group differences after controlling for bias 

could be the result of an underpowered comparison that was limited by small sample size.  

Importantly, apart from this example, controlling for bias did not change the association between 

accuracy and acceptance for analyses conducted with the full sample.  This supports the 

hypothesis that accuracy is uniquely associated with social acceptance, above and beyond any 

influence of bias.  In addition, it provides further support that accuracy and bias represent two 

related, yet distinct constructs of off-target perceptions (Campbell & Fehr, 1990).  As such, when 

evaluating off-target perceptions, research should define bias and accuracy appropriately and 

avoid using the terms interchangeably.  Furthermore, these findings suggest that future research 

should move beyond traditional evaluations of bias and also examine the unique associations of 

accuracy. 

Limitations and Strengths 

This study was limited in several ways.  First, findings did not support the hypothesis that 

accuracy predicts change in positive and negative nominations.  This lack of findings could be 

due to the study’s design, as children’s accuracy and acceptance were evaluated at two time 

points during the course of a single school year (approximately 6 months apart).  It is possible 

that inaccurate perceptions could predict change in social acceptance over a period of time 

greater than 6 months.  Future research should continue longitudinal data collection over a 

greater length of time to further evaluate a possible prospective association between accuracy 

and social acceptance. Second, findings that examined rejected-aggressive subtypes should be 

interpreted with caution, as this comparison could have been underpowered due to the small 

number of children forming rejected-aggressive subtypes.  This small sample size and the 

resulting lack of power could explain why the addition of bias eliminated any group differences 

between rejected-aggressive subtypes.  Third, the way the total aggression grouping variable was 

calculated could have impacted the results.  By using the mean as the cutoff for aggressive 

versus nonaggressive group classification, those children scoring just above the mean would be 

classified as aggressive even if their behavior was not highly aggressive.  Those children scoring 

just above and below the mean also would have very similar aggression scores, which could have 

minimized group differences between the rejected-aggressive subtypes.  In addition, the total 

aggression grouping variable was standardized across the entire sample, rather than for each sex 

separately. When standardizing in this way, girls who meet criteria for aggression would likely 
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be significantly more impaired than their other female peers. This could have influenced the 

moderating effect of sex found within the rejected-aggressive subtypes.  Fourth, it is important to 

recognize the limits of generalization, particularly with regard to age, as only third through fifth 

grade children were included in this study.  These results may differ for children at different 

developmental levels; therefore caution should be used when extending these results to children 

of different ages.  Future research should explore these questions with children at different grade 

levels.  Fifth, it should be noted that no alpha correction was used to correct for Type 1 error.  

Due to the dearth of research in the area of children’s perceptual accuracy, it was decided that the 

risk of Type 1 error represented less of a threat than falsely rejecting potentially valuable 

findings based on a reduced alpha value.  Because this study aimed to explore all possible 

significant findings without employing an alpha correction, findings should be interpreted in this 

context and additional research should reexamine the significant findings reported here. 

Despite these limitations, this study advanced research in a number of ways.  First, it used 

separate measures to calculate accuracy and social acceptance, thus eliminating a possible 

confound of previous studies that examined the concurrent association between children’s 

accuracy and their sociometric status.  Second, this study evaluated social acceptance via 

sociometric status and peer reports of liking and disliking.  By looking at peer reports of liking 

and disliking separately, this study was able to tease apart potentially different associations 

between accuracy and peer liking and disliking.  Third, this study extended previous research by 

evaluating prospective associations between the accuracy of children’s perceptions and their later 

social acceptance. By evaluating prospective associations, this study sought to strengthen 

interpretations of causality and further test social information processing theory’s prediction that 

the accuracy of perceptions can impact later social acceptance.  Additionally, this study 

advanced previous research by examining potential moderating effects of sex and aggression on 

the relationship between accuracy and acceptance.  Lastly, this study examined unique effects of 

accuracy, independent of bias, thus providing additional evidence that accuracy and bias are 

unique measures of off-target perceptions. 

Conclusions  

This study revealed some support for social information processing theory, as accuracy 

was associated with less peer liking and more disliking.  Results were moderated by sex and 

aggression.  Findings showed that accuracy was uniquely related to social acceptance, 
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independent of bias.  This suggests that accuracy and bias represent unique measures of off-

target perceptions and highlights accuracy as an area worthy of independent examination.  Future 

research should continue to examine both accuracy and social information processing theory, 

specifically exploring a possible longitudinal relationship between accuracy and social 

acceptance over a greater period of time.  Overall, the findings of this study further the theory of 

child relations and provide a first step toward informing and tailoring social interventions for 

children.  
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         Table 1 

         Bivariate Correlations Among Measures for Full Sample 

        Note.  Sex is coded such that higher scores represent girls. 

       *p < .05.   **p < .01    ***p < .001 

  

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

8 

 

9 

 

10 
1. Sex _  

.10** 

 

.18** 

 

-.01 

 

-.07 

 

-.05 

 

-.02 

 

-.08* 

 

.05 

 

-.29*** 

2. Perceived Peer Acceptance (Time 1) _ _  

.37** 

 

.27** 

 

-.16** 

 

.21** 

 

-.11** 

 

.09* 

 

.94** 

 

.06 

3. Actual Acceptance (Time 1)  _ _ _  

.60** 

 

-.56** 

 

.53** 

 

-.55** 

 

-.07 

 

.02 

 

-.30** 

4. Positive Peer Nominations (Time 1) _ _ _ _  

-.37*** 

 

.78*** 

 

-.37*** 

 

-.14*** 

 

.06 

 

-.05 

5. Negative Peer Nominations (Time 1) _ _ _ _ _  

-.34*** 

 

.71*** 

 

.09* 

 

.04 

 

.43*** 

6. Positive Peer Nominations (Time 2) _ _ _ _ _ _  

-.44*** 

 

-.13** 

 

.03 

 

-.07 

7. Negative Peer Nominations (Time 2) _ _ _ _ _ _ _  

.11** 

 

.09* 

 

.40*** 

8. Accuracy _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  

.12** 

 

.11** 

9. Bias _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  

.17*** 

10. Total Aggression  _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

Mean  

1.54 

 

3.04 

 

3.09 

 

.24 

 

.23 

 

.26 

 

.25 

 

1.17 

 

-.00 

. 

.24 

SD  

.50 

 

.75 

 

.65 

 

.21 

 

.20 

 

.21 

 

.22 

 

.41 

 

.99 

 

.27 
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 Table 2 

 Descriptive Statistics of Sociometric Status Groups 

 

 Note. Actual Accept. = Actual Acceptance; Per. Accept. = Perceived Acceptance; Pos. Nom. T1 = Positive Nominations at Time 1; Neg. Nom. T1 =  

 Negative Nominations at Time 1; Pos. Nom. T2 = Positive Nominations at Time 2; Neg. Nom. T2 = Negative Nominations at Time 2; Total aggress. = 

 Total Aggression. 

 Accuracy was scored such that higher scores indicate greater inaccuracy. 

 Popular Average Rejected 

Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Actual Accept. 3.58 .50 3.61 .48 3.60 .49 3.05 .56 3.24 .52 3.17 .54 2.26 .52 2.52 .62 2.38 .58 

Per. Accept. 3.12 .74 3.34 .65 3.24 .70 2.95 .73 3.08 .71 3.03 .72 2.49 .64 2.79 .86 2.63 .76 

Accuracy 1.14 .46 1.09 .39 1.11 .42 1.17 .39 1.13 .37 1.15 .38 1.09 .42 1.24 .42 1.16 .43 

Pos. Nom. T1 .52 .21 .46 .17 .49 .19 .24 .16 .25 .14 .25 .15 .09 .10 .10 .10 .09 .10 

Neg. Nom.T1 .08 .07 .09 .08 .09 .07 .19 .13 .21 .14 .20 .14 .50 .21 .51 .15 .51 .18 

Pos. Nom. T2 .45 .25 .42 .17 .44 .21 .26 .19 .24 .17 .25 .18 .11 .11 .10 .09 .10 .10 

Neg. Nom. T2 .09 .10 .11 .13 .11 .12 .20 .16 .23 .16 .22 .16 .46 .26 .49 .25 .47 .25 

Bias -.18 1.02 .13 .83 -.01 .93 -.10 .98 -.04 .95 -.06 .96 -.31 .86 -.02 1.14 -.17 1.01 

Total Aggress. .22 .22 .11 .16 .16 .20 1.6 .27 .15 .16 .19 .22 .40 .32 .21 .15 .31 .27 
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Table 3  

Results of 3x2x2 ANOVA (Sociometric Group: Popular vs. Accepted vs. Rejected x Aggression 

Group: Aggressive vs. Nonaggressive x Sex) 

 

*p < .05.    
 
 
 
 
 

 SS df MS F 

Sample (n=389)     

     Sex .144 1, 377 .144 .928 

     Sociometric Status Group .024 2, 377 .012 .078 

     Aggression Group .855 1, 377 .855 5.518* 

     Sex x Sociometric Status 1.062 2, 377 .531 3.426* 

     Sex x Aggression Group .00 1, 377 .000 .003 

     Sociometric Status x Aggression Group .592 2, 377 .296 1.908 

     Sex x Sociometric Status x Aggression Group .215 2, 377 .108 .694 

     Error 58.449 377 .155  

     Total 569.064 389   

Sample – With Bias as Covariate     

     Bias .234 1, 376 .234 1.510 

     Sex .107 1, 376 .107 .690 

     Sociometric Status Group .030 2, 376 .015 .098 

     Aggression Group .750 1, 376 .750 4.842* 

     Sex x Sociometric Status 1.002 2, 376 .501 3.237* 

     Sex x Aggression Group .000 1, 376 .000 .001 

     Sociometric Status x Aggression Group .557 2, 376 .279 1.800 

     Sex x Sociometric Status x Aggression Group .207 2, 376 .104 .669 

     Error 58.215 376 .155  

     Total 569.064 389   
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Table 4  

Results of 3x2 ANOVA (Rejected-Aggressive vs. Rejected-Nonaggressive vs. Average x Sex) 

 

*p < .05.   **p < .01

 SS df MS F 

Sample (n=310)     

     Sex .71 1, 304 .71 4.81* 

     Rejected Subtype 1.02 2, 304 .51 3.45* 

     Sex x Rejected Subtype .99 2, 304 .50 3.35* 

     Error 45.11 304 .15  

     Total 457.51 310   

Sample – With Bias as Covariate     

     Bias 1.07 1, 303 1.07 7.36** 

     Sex .52 1, 303 .52 3.59 

     Rejected Subtype .79 2, 303 .39 2.72 

     Sex x Rejected Subtype .81 2, 303 .40 2.78 

     Error 44.04 303 .15  

     Total 457.51 310   
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Table 5 

Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Concurrent Associations between Accuracy and 

Positive Peer Nominations 
 

Variable β t F Change R
2
 Change 

Full Sample (n=663)     

  Step 1   4.84 .02** 

     Sex -.03 -.83   

     Accuracy -.14 -3.55***   

     Aggression -.04 -1.02   

  Step 2   4.62 .01* 

     Accuracy x Aggression -.51 -2.89**   

     Accuracy x Sex -.07 -1.78   

Full Sample – Bias as Covariate     

  Step 1   5.04 .03** 

     Sex -.04 -1.08   

     Accuracy -.15 -3.79***   

     Aggression -.06 -1.45   

     Bias .09 2.36*   

  Step 2   6.11 .02** 

     Accuracy x Aggression -.61 -3.44**   

     Accuracy x Sex -.06 -1.59   

 

Note.  Accuracy was scored such that higher scores indicate greater inaccuracy.  

*p < .05.   **p < .01    ***p < .001 
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Table 6 

Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Concurrent Associations between Accuracy and 

Negative Peer Nominations 

Variable β t F Change R
2
 Change 

Full Sample (n=663)     

  Step 1   57.84 .21*** 

     Sex .08 2.06*   

     Accuracy .04 1.28   

     Aggression .47 12.79***   

  Step 2   2.84 .01 

     Accuracy x Aggression .22 1.40   

     Accuracy x Sex .08 2.27*   

Full Sample – Bias as Covariate     

  Step 1   44.14 .21*** 

     Sex .08 2.23*   

     Accuracy .05 1.45   

     Aggression .48 12.88***   

     Bias -.06 -1.62   

  Step 2   2.97 .01 

     Accuracy x Aggression .28 1.72   

     Accuracy x Sex .08 2.15*   

 

Note.  Sex was coded such that higher scores represent girls. 

*p < .05.   **p < .01    ***p < .001 
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Table 7 

Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Prospective Associations between Accuracy and 

Positive Peer Nominations 

Variable β t F Change R
2
 Change 

Full Sample (n=663)     

  Step 1   260.66 .61*** 

     Sex -.06 -2.46*   

     Accuracy -.02 -.99   

     Aggression -.05 -1.89   

     Time 1 Negative Nominations .77 31.55***   

  Step 2   .96 .00 

     Accuracy x Aggression .10 .89   

     Accuracy x Sex .03 1.29   

Full Sample – Bias as Covariate     

  Step 1   208.22 .61*** 

     Sex -.06 -2.43*   

     Accuracy -.02 -.97   

     Aggression -.05 -1.83   

     Bias -.00 -.12   

     Time 1 Negative Nominations .77 31.40***   

  Step 2   .97 .00 

     Accuracy x Aggression .10 .90   

     Accuracy x Sex .03 1.28   

Note.  Sex was coded such that higher scores represent girls. 

*p < .05.   **p < .01    ***p < .001 
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Table 8 

Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Prospective Associations between Accuracy and 

Negative Peer Nominations 

Variable β t F Change R
2
 Change 

Full Sample (n=663)     

  Step 1   177.90 .52*** 

     Sex .06 2.15*   

     Accuracy .04 1.54   

     Aggression .13 4.23***   

     Time 1 Negative Nominations .65 21.39***   

  Step 2   .16 .00 

     Accuracy x Aggression .02 .20   

     Accuracy x Sex -.01 -.45   

Full Sample – Bias as Covariate     

  Step 1   142.85 .52*** 

     Sex .06 1.99*   

     Accuracy .04 1.39   

     Aggression .13 3.88***   

     Bias .04 1.34   

     Time 1 Negative Nominations .65 21.44***   

  Step 2   .07 .00 

     Accuracy x Aggression -.01 -.06   

     Accuracy x Sex -.01 -.37   

Note.  Sex was coded such that higher scores represent girls. 

*p < .05.   **p < .01    ***p < .001 
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Figure 1: Sex x Sociometric Status Group Interaction 
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Figure 2: Sex x Rejected-Aggressive Group Interaction 
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Figure 3: Moderating Effect of Aggression on the Association between Accuracy and Positive 

Nominations 
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Figure 4: Moderating Effect of Sex on the Association between Accuracy and Negative 

Nominations 
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-

Parent Informed Consent Form 

Project Title: The Impacc of Aggression on Social Development, Emotional Adjustment, 

and Academic Achievement 

Investigators: Corinne F. David, B.S. and Janet Kistner, Ph.D. 

Telephone: (850) 644-5753 

The purpose of the research project in which we are asking your child and his/her teacher 

to participate is to Jearn bow social development, classroom behavior, and academic 

performance are related. 

Should you decide to permit your child to participate, your child's part in tbe project will 

include (following her or his consent to participate) completing a number of 

questionnaires designed to measure: actual and perceived peer relationships, general 

dispositions to experience positive and negative emotions, symptoms of depression, 

symptoms of anxiety, and symptoms of aggression. If you ｡ｧｲｾ･＠ to participate, we will 

also collect standardized achievement scores from your child's academic file. 

This information from and about the children participating in the project will be collected 

during two sessions falling within a 2-week period. Questiotmaire measures will be 

completed in class-groups and will be arranged with school personnel to ensure that 

participation does not interfere with the children's important school work. A second 

administration ofthe questionnaires will be done in six months, so the stability of your 

child's responses can be examined. 

Your child's participation may result in the following benefits: The information that we 

gather from this project will be used to help educators and mental health professionals 

understand how to help children get more from their educational experiences. This 

project will provide information about factors tha! adversely affect children's school 

performance and possible ways of identifying these potential problem factors before 

children are adversely affected. The information derived from this project will help your 

children's school evaluate their effectiveness and sufficiency of some of its programs. 
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Based upon previous use of the included questionnaire.s and investigations of the impact 

of these measures, we believe that there is very low risk or discomfort associated with 

your child's participation in this project. 

Your child's participation is this project is completely voluntary. Your child does not 

have to participate if you do not want him/her to. Your decision whether to allow your 

child to participate or not will have no effects on any treatment or services to which you 

or your child is entitled from the school. Either you or your child may change your mind 

and withdraw from this project at any time without penalty. There are no risks associated 

with withdrawal from this project. 

Confidentiali ty will be ensured in the following ways. In public reports on the results of 

this project, results will only be reported that have been averaged over large numbers of 

children. No individual child will ever be identified publicly. Information obtained from 

your child's academic record vvill be used solely for research purposes. Children. will be 
ensured confidentiality while providing information and following the completion of this 

project. All information gathered on your child will be kept in a locked fLie storage area 

identified only by a code and will not be released to your child 's school or to any other 

person or institution. 

If at any time you have questions about this project, please comact Corinne David, a 

Florida State University graduate student, or Janet Kistner, faculty advisor, at the 

Department of Psychology, Florida State University, (850) 644-5753. A description of 

the group results of this project will be sent to you upon request. 

If you agree to allow your child to participate in this research project, please sign and 

prim your name and the name of your child below. Your signature indicates that you 

have read the information provided above, or have had it read to you, and that you have 

decided to participate. 

Signature and printed name of parent or guardian Date 

Printed name of child Child's date of birth 
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Phi Beta Kappa, 2005 

   Summa Cum Laude, 2005 

   Psi Chi Psychology Honors Society, 2005 

   Notre Dame Scholar, 2001 

 

RESEARCH   

    

Florida State University, Research Assistant, August 2007 – Present 

Part-time placement working for an ADHD research project.  The goal of 

this project is to prepare a research dataset based on previously-collected 

data from the Multidisciplinary Center (a place where child assessments 

are conducted).  Trained and supervised undergraduate research assistants, 

in their second-entry and verification of the data.  Conducted lab-meetings 

with undergraduates to track progress and trouble-shoot problems in data 

entry. 

 

Florida State University, Research Assistant, June 2008 – August 2009 

Part-time placement working on a study evaluating children’s attention on 

an eye-tracking task.  This project was designed to compare children’s 

response times to eye-tracking tasks to determine if differences exist 

between children with or without ADHD.  Trained and supervised 

undergraduate research assistants in the administration of IQ and reading 

assessment measures for this project.  Contacted participants for the study, 

organized the scheduling of participants, and worked directly with 

participants, collecting data from parents on children’s mood and 

behaviors. 
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University of Illinois at Chicago, Visiting Research Analyst, August 

2005 – July 2007 

Worked 20 hours a week for an NIMH-funded research study entitled 

Project N.A.F.A.S.I. (Nurturing All Families through After School 

Improvement), implementing an evidence-based intervention designed to 

improve child behavior and learning in inner-city after school programs.  

Assisted in the adaptation and implementation of intervention strategies.  

Participated in the development of a peer leader curriculum and training 

manual.  Recruited, interviewed, and supervised eight undergraduate 

research assistants.  Organized and participated in participant recruitment 

and data collection. 

   Supervisor: Stacy Frazier, Ph.D. 

 

University of Illinois at Chicago, Visiting Research Analyst, August 

2005 – July 2007 

Worked 20 hours a week for an NIMH-funded research study entitled 

Links to Learning, implementing an evidence-based intervention linking 

community mental health resources and schools in order to improve child 

learning and behavior.  Assisted in selection of behavioral observation 

system and prepared presentations for multiple mental health agency 

meetings. Collected data via interview and behavioral observation.  

Entered and verified data.  Conducted literature searches and prepared 

measures for electronic data collection. 

   Supervisor: Marc Atkins, Ph.D. 

       

PAPERS  

Frazier, S. L., Chacko, A., Van Gessel, C. A., O’Boyle, C., Atkins, M. S., 

&  Pelham, B. (submitted to Child and Adolescent Mental Health) The 

STP Meets the South Side of Chicago: Bridging Science and Service in 

Urban After-School Programs. 

 

PRESENTATIONS 

Van Gessel, C. A., & Kistner, J. June, 2010) Young Children’s Helpless 

Response to Challenge and Their Later Academic Achievement. Poster 

presented at the 5
th

 Annual IES Conference. Washington, DC. 

 

Van Gessel, C. A., & Kistner, J. (Nov., 2009) The Accuracy of Children’s 

Perceptions of Social Acceptance. Poster presented at the 43
rd

 Annual 

ABCT Convention. New York, NY. 
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CLINICAL 

EXPERIENCE 

Florida State University Psychology Clinic, Psychological Trainee, 

August 2008-April 2010  

Worked in the FSU Psychology Clinic, providing empirically-validated 

treatments to clients with a range of psychological disorders.  Maintained 

a case load of four clients. 

Supervisors: Donald Kerr, Ph.D., Norman B. Schmidt, Ph.D., and  

Thomas Joiner, Ph.D. 

    

University of Notre Dame Practicum in Developmental Disabilities / 

Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), ABA Tutor, Aug. 2004 – July 2005 

   Individually tutored children with autism, using ABA strategies. 

   Supervisor: Thomas Whitman, Ph.D. 

   Weekly Commitment: 4 - 20 hours 

 

   University of Notre Dame First Year of Studies,  

Freshman Peer Advisor, August 2004 – May 2005 

Individually met with first-year students, providing support and guidance 

in their transition to college.  

   Supervisor: Kenneth DeBoer 

   Weekly Commitment: 6 - 9 hours      

                

Marian Hall Residential Facility, St. Louis, MO, Student Intern, June 

2004 - July 2004 

Worked and lived in the residential facility.  Co-supervised summer day 

program for female adolescents who were victims of abuse and neglect.  

Assisted with Safe Place Program, instructing safe place locations on 

proper protocol. 

   Supervisor: Stacy Newberry 

   Weekly Commitment: 40 hours  

 

Madison Center, South Bend, IN, Student Intern, January 2004 – May 

2004 

Worked with members of the Sunshine Clubhouse, a psychosocial 

rehabilitation program for mentally ill adults.  Observed group therapy for 

mentally ill clients in Adult Day Treatment Outpatient Program. 

   Faculty Supervisor: Kathleen Gibney, Ph.D. 

   Site Supervisor: Paul Curry 

   Weekly Commitment: 9 hours 

 

   St. Patrick Center, St. Louis, MO, Student Intern, June 2003 – July 2003 

Worked with mentally ill or chemically dependent clients in Shamrock 

Club day facility for homeless adults.  Co-facilitated daily art therapy for 

clients.  Learned intake procedures for new clients.  Tutored GED class.  
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Assisted in preparation for yearly “Back to School” supply drive for 

children in poverty.  Compiled new volunteer handbook.   

   Supervisor: Katie Burkhalter 

   Weekly Commitment: 40 hours 


