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Abstract

Non-Western ethnic minority youth have been described at increased risk 
of externalizing problem behavior. Poor peer relationships are implicated 
in the development of early externalizing problem behavior, and there are 
indications that ethnic minority children may be more affected by peer 
conflict. The present study investigated whether the link between peer social 
preference and externalizing behavior differs between ethnic majority na-
tive Dutch and ethnic minority children of non-Western migrants during 
the early elementary school years. A sample of 583 children was followed 
from kindergarten to fourth grade. Fifty-six percent of the children were 
native Dutch, while the remaining 44 percent were of non-Western ethnic 
origin (mainly Moroccan, Turkish, Surinamese, Netherlands Antilles). 
Annual assessments of teacher reported children’s externalizing problem 
behavior and classroom peer nominations for peer social preference were 
used. Growth curve analyses revealed that compared to native Dutch chil-
dren, non-Western children showed higher levels of externalizing behavior 
and received lower social preference scores in every grade. While native 
Dutch children decreased in their externalizing behavior over time, non-
Western children continued to show stable high levels. Importantly, the ex-
perience of low social preference was found to be more strongly associated 
with externalizing problems among non-Western children. These findings 
underscore the importance of including social factors when investigating 
ethnic minority status and behavioral adjustment.
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Introduction

Many Western-European countries and the US have experienced a rapid 
increase in ethnic diversity over the last couple of decades. Several studies 
conducted in the US and in Europe have shown increased externalizing 
problem behavior among disadvantaged ethnic minority and migrant 
groups (Ladd & Burgess, 2001; Nguyen, Huang, Arganza, & Liao, 2007; 
Rydell, 2009; Sagatun, Lien, Søgaard, Bjertness, & Heyerdahl, 2008; van 
Oort et al., 2007). In accordance with this, research in the Netherlands also 
reports higher levels of externalizing behavior and delinquency among 
youth with a non-Western family migrant background (e.g. Morocco, Tur-
key, Netherlands Antilles) when compared to native Dutch youth1 (Heath, 
Rothon, & Kilpi, 2008; Jennissen, 2009; SCP, 2010; Stevens et al., 2003; 
Vollebergh et al., 2005). Although most investigations in this area of study 
have mainly described ethnic differences in externalizing behavior, little is 
known about the possible influence of peer relations.

A large number of developmental studies has pointed out that children 
who have poor peer relationships (e.g. low social status in the classroom) 
are at risk to develop increased externalizing problem behaviors in the 
elementary school period (Ladd, 2006). As non-Western minority children 
have been found to experience more peer problems in the classroom 
(Lubbers, 2006; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002), this social factor may also play a 
role in ethnic differences in externalizing behavior (Hay, Payne, & Chad-
wick, 2004). The objective of this study was to investigate whether the 
relationship between peer social preference and externalizing behavior 
differs between ethnic majority native Dutch children and ethnic minority 
non-Western children during the early years of elementary school.

The formation of adequate relationships with classroom peers provides 
children with valuable opportunities to learn and rehearse social rules and 
to understand social norms (Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 2006). Failure 
to develop positive peer relations in elementary school is characterized 
by low peer social preference (i.e. liked by few classmates, and disliked 
by the majority; Coie, Dodge, & Coppotelli, 1982; Parker, Rubin, Erath, 
Wojslawowicz, & Buskirk, 2006) and is linked to the development of 
externalizing problems (DeRosier, Kupersmidt, &Patterson, 1994; Hymel, 
Rubin, Rowden, & LeMare, 1990; Miller-Johnson, Coie, Maumary-Grem-
aud, & Bierman, 2002). Several studies have shown that low peer social 
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preference or peer rejection can predict future increases in externalizing 
behavior, even after pre-existing levels of problem behavior are taken 
into account (Dodge et al., 2003; Ladd, 2006; Miller-Johnson et al., 2002; 
Sturaro, van Lier, Cuijpers, & Koot, 2011).

The link between low peer social preference and externalizing behavior 
may be especially relevant for certain groups of disadvantaged ethnic 
minority and migrant children (Ladd & Burgess, 2001; Rutter et al., 1974; 
Stevens et al., 2003; Vollebergh et al., 2005; Zwirs et al., 2010). Studies on 
ethnic variations in the quality of peer relations are relatively scarce, but 
the few findings available do show that ethnic minority and migrant chil-
dren are poorly accepted by their peers in elementary school compared to 
ethnic majority native children (Grünigen, Perren, Nägele, & Alsaker, 2010; 
Lubbers, 2006; Strohmeier, Kärnä, & Salmivalli, 2011). Although the exact 
reason for this is unclear, it has been suggested that acculturation factors 
such as discrepancies between the home and school culture (Berry, Phin-
ney, Sam, & Vedder, 2006; Oppedal, Roysamb, & Heyerdahl, 2005; Pawliuk 
et al., 1996) and/or language delays (Leavey et al., 2004; Oppedal et al., 
2005; Pawliuk et al., 1996; Zhou, 1997) may play a role. Another possibility 
is that their distinct physical, behavioral and/or cultural characteristics may 
evoke prejudicial biases in their peers (Aboud, Mendelson, & Purdy, 2003; 
DeRosier & Mercer, 2009), social exclusion (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002), 
or peer victimization (Monks, Ortega-Ruiz, & Rodríguez-Hidalgo, 2008). 
These differences may jeopardize the successful integration of ethnic mi-
nority migrant children into the mainstream peer group (Hamm, Bradford 
Brown, & Heck, 2005; Menting, van Lier, & Koot, 2011; Mikami, Lerner, & 
Lun, 2010) and subsequently increase their risk for developing external-
izing problem behavior.

The impact of low social preference may be experienced as more stress-
ful by non-Western minority children. This may be the case because non-
Western cultures often have a stronger collectivistic or group-oriented sense 
of belonging in which the maintenance of harmonious relationships with 
others is highly valued (Chen, 2006; Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 
2002) and acceptance by the social environment considered fundamental 
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Another reason for why the quality of peer 
relations may be of more importance to non-Western minority children 
is the disadvantaged social and economic position of non-Western labor 
migrants in Western societies (Heath et al., 2008). The higher risk for 
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complicating factors such as poverty, social adversity, mental health prob-
lems, and perceived discrimination (Oort, Ende, Wadsworth, Verhulst, & 
Achenbach, 2011; Veling et al., 2007) may cause increased (family)stress 
and less available parental support, making non-Western children more 
vulnerable to the detrimental effects of being disliked in school (Berry, 
Poortinga, & Pandey, 1997).

In sum, the theoretical and empirical evidence suggests that non-
Western children, in a Western society such as the Netherlands may be 1) 
at increased risk for low social preference, 2) more affected by low social 
preference due to their cultural and family migrant background, and 3) 
therefore more likely to respond to such experiences with externalizing 
behavior than native Dutch children. The potential moderation of ethnic 
minority status on the link between peer social preference and externaliz-
ing behavior has not been tested previously. The present study addressed 
this gap in our knowledge by investigating whether the link between peer 
social preference and externalizing behavior may be stronger for non-
Western minority children than for native Dutch children during the first 
few years of elementary school.

When investigating ethnic differences in peer social preference and 
externalizing behavior, possible spurious factors that may confound the 
effects of ethnic minority status need to be considered. First, ethnic minor-
ity children are more likely to be raised in low-income families (McLoyd, 
1998), a family context that is known to increase the risk for both peer 
relational problems (Pettit, Clawson, Dodge, & Bates, 1996) and external-
izing problems (Duncan, Brooks-Gunn, & Klebanov, 1994). Second, ethnic 
minority children are more likely to attend schools residing in poorer 
communities, which lowers their chances to learn how to adapt from 
competent pro-social peers (Attar, Guerra, & Tolan, 1994). Importantly, 
this type of school-level disadvantage has been found to predict increases 
in externalizing problem behavior and poorer social skills (Hoglund & 
Leadbeater, 2004). Thus, both family socioeconomic resources (SES) and 
school disadvantage should be taken into account.

We addressed our research questions in a longitudinal study in the 
Netherlands in which a sample of 583 elementary school children from 
the general population were annually assessed in their behavioral and 
social adjustment over the first four elementary school years (Witvliet, van 
Lier, Cuijpers, & Koot, 2009). The first aim of the present study was to 
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investigate whether non-Western minority children show increased levels 
of externalizing behavior and have a lower peer social preference score 
already over the first four years of elementary school, when compared to 
native Dutch children. The second aim was to test whether the link be-
tween social preference and externalizing behavior was stronger for non-
Western children compared to native Dutch children. We hypothesized 
that compared to native Dutch children (1) non-Western minority children 
show increased levels of externalizing behavior and have a lower social 
preference, (2) these differences remain significant when controlling for 
SES and school level disadvantage, and (3) low social preference is more 
strongly associated with high externalizing behavior among non-Western 
children.

Method

Sample and study design

Children were recruited from 30 elementary schools situated in two urban 
in the western part of the Netherlands, and in one rural area in the eastern 
part of the Netherlands. This study was approved by the ethic review 
boards of the Erasmus University Rotterdam and the VU University Amster-
dam. In 2004, children were included in the study if they passed kinder-
garten to first grade (N = 750) or if they entered a participating classroom 
(N = 111) the next year. For 88% of the children signed parental informed 
consent was obtained, which resulted in 759 children actually participating 
in this study. Children were first assessed at 6 years of age (SD = .47). Boys 
(50.3%) and girls were evenly represented. A child’s ethnicity was defined 
as non-Western if at least one of the parents originated from Morocco, 
Turkey, Surinam, Netherlands Antilles or other non-Western countries 
and migrated to the Netherlands (Statistics Netherlands, 2014c) or defined 
as native Dutch if both parents were born in the Netherlands or when 
one parent was born in the Netherlands and the other parent in another 
Western country (Statistics Netherlands, 2014d, 2014e). Based on these 
criteria, 56 percent of the children had a native Dutch background, 11% 
had a Moroccan, 10% a Turkish, 6% a Surinamese, 5% a Netherlands Antil-
lean background, while 8% had another (non-Western) ethnic background 
(e.g. Pakistan, Somalia) and the ethnic background of 4% of the children 
was unknown. There were two children with each a Dutch parent and 
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a Western migrant parent originating either from Germany or France. 
Only children whose ethnic background and household SES information, 
collected during a parent interview, were available were included in the 
study, resulting in a study sample including 583 children (77% of the 
original sample). Included children were more likely to be girls (52%) 
compared to the excluded children (41% girls) ( 2 (1) = 6.15, p = .01), and 
included children in the study also showed lower levels of externalizing 
behavior (F(1, 757) = 7.84, p = .01) and had higher social preference scores 
(F(1, 753) = 9.62, p < .01) in first grade than excluded children.

The total proportion of approximately 40% non-Western children in 
our sample can be considered large compared to the 14% population 
proportion of non-Western elementary school children aged 7-12 years 
old in the Netherlands (Statistics Netherlands, 2014g). This is likely due to 
fact that the majority of our participating schools (N = 21) were situated in 
inner cities, where there are on average higher concentrations of ethnic 
minority families with a non-Western origin. Thirty-eight percent of the 
children in our study sample had a low SES, which is fairly in line with 
what is found in the general Dutch population (32% low SES; Statistics 
Netherlands, 2012b). The average proportion of non-Western children in a 
classroom was 38% (range 0-100%).

Measures

Externalizing problem behavior
Externalizing problems were assessed with the 42-item Problem Behav-
ior at School Interview (PBSI; Erasmus Medical Center, 2004). Teachers 
were interviewed face-to-face about the behavior of every child in the 
classroom, which they rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 0 
(never) to 4 (often). Scores were obtained in kindergarten (spring), grade 
1 (spring), grade 2 (autumn and spring), grade 3 (autumn and spring), and 
grade 4 (spring). For this study, we used the conduct problems and oppo-
sitional defiant behavior scales consisting of 12 and 7 items, respectively. 
Examples of conduct problem items are ‘this child bullies or acts mean 
to others’ and ‘this child starts fights’. Cronbach alpha’s ranged from .90 
to .98 across the assessments. Examples of oppositional defiant behavior 
items are ‘this child is stubborn’ and ‘this child disobeys school rules’ with 
Cronbach alpha’s ranging from .89 to .96. The correlations between both 
scales ranged from .37 – .84. Within assessments the item scores of both 
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scales were summed and divided by the number of items to obtain an 
overall externalizing behavior score.

Peer social preference
Peer social preference scores were obtained as a measure of quality of peer 
relations by asking children to nominate an unlimited number of classmates 
whom they liked and disliked (Coie & Dodge, 1988), and was administered 
individually at the participants’ school by trained graduate and undergradu-
ate students in grade 1 to 3. In grade 4, children filled out the questionnaire 
in the classroom with several research assistants providing instructions and 
assistance. The total number of like and dislike nominations were divided 
by the number of children in the classroom minus one (self-nominations 
were not possible). Then the dislike score was subtracted from the like 
score to obtain an individual social preference score. Scores ranged from 
−1 (disliked by all classmates) to 1 (liked by all classmates).

Household socioeconomic status (SES)
SES was measured using the working population classifications of occupa-
tions scheme (Statistics Netherlands, 2012b). The highest SES score related 
to the occupation of either parent was used. Low SES was defined as being 
unemployed or holding an elementary job or less. Household SES was 
dummy coded with 0 = average or high SES and 1 = low SES.

School disadvantage
Is a school level variable that was assessed for every participating school 
by calculating the proportion of children in the school having at least 
one parent with a low level of education. Low education was defined as 
completing elementary schooling or less.

Ethnicity
Information on children’s ethnicity was collected by home visits to their 
parents and interviews about their country of birth. The variable ethnicity 
was dummy-coded 0 = native Dutch, 1 = non-Western minority.

Gender
Was dummy-coded as 0 = female, 1 = male.

Statistical analyses

We first examined the association of native Dutch vs. non-Western eth-
nic minority status with the development of peer social preference and 
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externalizing behavior using a separate multilevel growth curve model for 
each ethnic group (Muthén & Khoo, 1998). The repeated assessments of 
social preference and externalizing behavior were modeled using latent 
growth parameters for each construct in which the intercept parameter 
represents the overall level and the slope parameter represents the change 
over time. In the multilevel growth model we controlled for possible family 
and individual level confounds (low SES, gender), and school level effects 
of disadvantage. To test for the moderating role of ethnicity in the link 
between social preference and externalizing behavior a multiple-group 
(native Dutch vs. non-Western minority) parallel latent growth model was 
used (Cheong, MacKinnon, & Khoo, 2003). Growth parameters of external-
izing behavior were regressed on the social preference growth parameters. 
Moderation was used for testing whether the strengths of the regression 
paths between the growth parameters of social preference and external-
izing behavior differed between ethnic majority native Dutch children and 
ethnic minority non-Western children using a Wald test. All models were 
fitted in Mplus 5.1 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998). Model fit was determined via 
the Comparative Fit Index and Tucker Lewis Index (CFI/TLI; with values 
≥ .90 indicating acceptable fit), and the Root Mean Squared Error of Ap-
proximation (RSMEA; value ≤ .06 being acceptable) (Hu & Bentler, 1998). 
An MLR estimator, which produces robust standard errors, was used to 
account for the non-normal distribution of externalizing behavior scores.

Results

Table 4.1 shows that non-Western minority children scored significantly 
higher on externalizing behavior and significantly lower on social prefer-
ence than native Dutch children at all time-points, with effect sizes in 
the small to medium range (Cohen, 1988)3. Non-Western children were 
more often of low SES background compared to native Dutch children 
(76% vs. 20% respectively; 2 (1) = 125.80, p < .001) and also went more 
often to schools with a low educated parent population (12.6%) compared 
to native Dutch children (9.9%) (F(1, 715) = 37.04, p < .001). Correlations 
between externalizing behavior scores and social preference scores are 
reported in Table 4.2. Significant cross-sectional and longitudinal correla-
tions were found for both variables.
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Ethnic differences in the intercept and slope of externalizing 
problem behavior and peer social preference

Two separate multilevel models were fitted, one for externalizing behavior 
and one for social preference. The slope parameter for both externalizing 
behavior and social preference was parameterized at grade 2 (the middle 
assessment). In the between (individual) level, the growth parameters of 
externalizing behavior and social preference, respectively, were regressed 
on ethnicity, male gender and low SES. In the within (school level) part 
of the model, the growth parameters were regressed on the school disad-
vantage variable.

The results are presented in Table 4.3. The findings showed a signifi-
cant association between ethnicity and the intercept and slope parameter 
of externalizing behavior (CFI = .99, TLI = .99, RMSEA = .02), indicating a 
higher level of externalizing behavior in grade 2 and a differential pat-
tern of growth in these problems from kindergarten to fourth grade for 

Table 4.2 Bivariate Correlations among Externalizing Problem Behavior and Peer Social Preference

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Externalizing Problem 
Behavior kindergarten

– .59** .48** .47** .43** −.37** −.34** −.29** −.15

2. Externalizing Problem 
Behavior Grade 1

.51** – .55** .57** .42** −.47** −.44** −.39** −.31**

3. Externalizing Problem 
Behavior Grade 2

.51** .55** – .55** .42** −.32** −.43** −.46** −.26**

4. Externalizing Problem 
Behavior Grade 3

.51** .55** .58** – .46** −.31** −.47** −.37** −.26**

5. Externalizing Problem 
Behavior Grade 4

.56** .43** .55** .65** – −.37** −.52** −.40** −.35**

6. Peer Social preference 
Grade 1

−.49** −.49** −.42** −.39** −.42** – .53** .46** .45**

7. Peer Social preference 
Grade 2

−.50** −.53** −.44** −.41** −.47** .67** – .50** .43**

8. Peer Social preference 
Grade 3

−.33** −.38** −.36** −.45** −.43** .56** .67** – .56**

9. Peer Social preference 
Grade 4

−.40** −.31** −.33** −.39** −.47** .56** .64** .74** –

Note. Correlations below the diagonal represent native Dutch children and above the diagonal non-
Western minority children.
**p < .01
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non-Western minority children compared to native Dutch children. A 
significant effect of ethnicity on the intercept of social preference was 
found, but not on its slope (CFI = .97, TLI = .95, RMSEA = .04). This suggests 
that non-Western children are less liked by their peers in grade 2 (inter-
cept) than native Dutch children, and that this ethnic difference in social 
preference does not change across the early elementary years. To further 
investigate the level difference in social preference between non-Western 
minority and native Dutch children across the early elementary school 
years, we centered the intercept parameter in addition on grade 1, 3, and 
4 respectively. Results showed that at each assessment, non-Western chil-
dren were less liked by their peers: Grade 1, B = −0.09, SE = 0.03,  = −.19, 
p < .01; grade 3, B = −0.10, SE = 0.04,  = −.22, p < .01; grade 4, B = −0.11, 
SE = 0.05,  = −.25, p < .01.

Ethnic differences in the link between peer social preference 
and externalizing problem behavior

We then explored possible ethnic differences in the links between social 
preference and externalizing behavior. A multiple group model was fitted 
(native Dutch children vs. non-Western), in which the links between the 
growth parameters of social preference and externalizing behavior were 
freely estimated and compared to a model in which these links were con-
strained to be equal across the two ethnic groups. The growth parameters 
of externalizing were regressed on the parameters of social preference. A 

Table 4.3 Individual and School Level Parameter Estimates and Standard Errors for the Multilevel Latent 
Growth Curve Model for Predicting Externalizing Problem Behavior and Peer Social Preference

Externalizing Problem Behavior Peer Social Preference

Intercept Slope Intercept Slope

B SE β B SE β B SE β B SE β

Within

Ethnicity 0.182 0.080 .190* 0.040 0.020 .210* −0.092 0.028 −.202** −0.008 0.019 −.059

Male 0.335 0.038 .365** 0.020 0.013 .111 −0.123 0.015 −.282** 0.012 0.010 .091

Low SES 0.112 0.042 .118** −0.036 0.020 −.190 −0.068 0.025 −.151** 0.005 0.013 .037

Between

School Level 
Disadvantage

0.003 0.005 .169 0.005 0.002 .829 0.000 0.002 .002 0.000 0.001 −.182

*p < .05 **p < .01
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Wald test was used to test for difference (moderation by ethnicity) of the 
links.

Results showed that the strength of the paths from the growth param-
eters of social preference to the parameters of externalizing behavior was 
significantly different between native Dutch children and non-Western 
children, Wald(2) = 6.70, p < .05). Follow-up analyses showed that this was 
due to a stronger link of the intercept of social preference to the inter-
cept of externalizing: non-Western children, B = −1.98, SE = 0.26,  = −.74, 
p < .01; native Dutch children: B = −1.21, SE = 0.13,  = −.66, p < .01; Test: 
Wald(1) = 6.48, p < .05 (see Figure 4.1). No ethnic differences were found 
for the links between the slope parameters.

Although not a specific focus of this study, we also tested for differences 
in the reverse paths, from externalizing behavior to social preference. 

Figure 4.1. Results of analyses on moderation by ethnicity on the link from the growth param-
eters of social preference to the growth parameters of externalizing behavior. I = intercept; S 
= slope; ext = externalizing problem behavior; sp = peer social preference. Estimates reflect 
standardized regression coefficients for non-Western minority children (top) and native 
Dutch children (bottom). Coefficients in bold are significant at p < .01



82 CHAPTER 4

A test for moderation by ethnicity of the strength of the links from the 
growth parameters of externalizing behavior to the growth parameters 
of social preference failed to reach conventional levels of significance, 
Wald(2) = 5.54, p = .06. This suggests no ethnic differences in the link going 
from externalizing behavior to social preference.

Discussion

The present study investigated whether the association between peer so-
cial preference and externalizing problem behavior differs between ethnic 
majority native Dutch children and ethnic minority children with a non-
Western family migrant background during the early years of elementary 
school.

Our results show that non-Western minority children show higher levels 
of externalizing behavior compared to native Dutch children already from 
kindergarten throughout fourth grade. Because previous studies averaged 
externalizing behavior scores across wide developmental periods (i.e. 
4-18; Stevens et al., 2003) it remained unknown at what specific age such 
level differences become apparent, and how they may develop in time. In 
addition, our results indicate that, while ethnic majority native Dutch chil-
dren followed the normative decreasing pattern in externalizing behavior 
over time (Bongers, Koot, van der Ende, & Verhulst, 2004), non-Western 
minority children continued to show high levels. With regard to social 
preference, we found that non-Western children consistently obtained 
lower scores during this period, which is in line with previous studies 
showing that ethnic minority and migrant children take in a low social 
position in the classroom (Grünigen et al., 2010; Ladd & Burgess, 2001; 
Lochman & Wayland, 1994; Lubbers, 2006; Monks et al., 2008; Oppedal 
et al., 2005). Importantly, our results also showed that the link between 
the overall level of social preference (intercept) and the overall level of 
externalizing behavior was stronger for non-Western children.

Why do non-Western ethnic minority children respond with more ex-
ternalizing behavior to their lower social position in the classroom? First, 
although not tested in the present study, it is possible that these children 
may have dealt with a different type of peer rejection due to children’s de-
valued image of ethnic minorities (Katz, 2003; Mendoza-Denton, Downey, 
Purdie, Davis, & Pietrzak, 2002; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). Distinct physical, 
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behavioral and/or cultural characteristics have been found to evoke peer 
prejudicial biases (Aboud et al., 2003; DeRosier & Mercer, 2009), social ex-
clusion (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002), and even peer victimization (Monks et 
al., 2008). As prejudicial biases and discrimination are generally perceived 
as unfair and associated with feelings of anger and frustration, these spe-
cific social experiences may have catalyzed the use of more externalizing 
behavior among non-Western children (Coll et al., 1996; Nyborg & Curry, 
2003; Smart Richman & Leary, 2009; Vega, Khoury, Zimmerman, Gil, & 
Warheit, 1995). Some indirect empirical evidence for this notion comes 
from a Dutch study conducted by Novin et al. (2012) where it was found 
that a lack of personal belonging to both the host culture and the culture 
of origin among non-Western children functioned as a primary predictor 
for externalizing coping styles when faced with peer relational conflicts.

Another possible reason for why non-Western children may be more 
affected by low social preference may be due to the higher cultural signifi-
cance of social relations in non-Western societies. Non-Western cultures 
often have a stronger collectivistic or group-oriented sense of belonging in 
which the maintenance of harmonious relationships with others is highly 
valued (Chen, 2006; Oyserman et al., 2002) and acceptance by the social 
environment more considered as a fundamental need in comparison to 
more individualistic Western cultures (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). It may 
be because of cultural norms like these, that a low social status in the peer 
group can have greater impact on the social and emotional adjustment 
of non-Western minority children. Their relatively higher need to belong 
may play a role as a motivational factor for using externalizing coping as 
a means to restore the social imbalance (Baumeister, DeWall, Ciarocco, & 
Twenge, 2005; Strohmeier, Fandrem, Stefanek, & Spiel, 2012).

Finally, the disadvantaged position of non-Western migrants in Western 
societies may also exert its influence in their children’s resilience to social 
problems experienced at school. As these migrants have been found to 
deal with more mental health problems, poverty, social adversity and 
perceived discrimination (Heath et al., 2008; van Oort et al., 2007; Veling 
et al., 2007), high levels of (family)stress and a subsequent lack of support 
from home, may possibly make non-Western children less able to cope 
competently with the distress of not being accepted in school (Berry et al., 
1997; Oort et al., 2011; Pawliuk et al., 1996).
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Overall, our findings suggest that ethnic minority children with a non-
Western migrant family background are more vulnerable to the detrimental 
effects of negative experiences with peers in the early elementary school 
years. It may be that these children perceive, and experience their lower 
social status in the classroom differently, as reflected in the stronger as-
sociation between peer social preference and externalizing problems for 
this ethnic group. This finding advocates a special need for interventions 
aimed at promoting the social-emotional adjustment of non-Western 
minority children in early elementary school. As we observed increased 
levels of externalizing behavior among this group of children already in 
first couple of years of schooling, the early detection of aggravating peer 
relational difficulties is essential for risk reduction in problem behavior 
development.

The results of this study should be interpreted while taking into account 
several limitations. Although the schools in our study were from both 
urban and rural areas in the Netherlands, they were not drawn randomly. 
Our sample was one of convenience and it may not be representative of 
all ethnic minority children with a non-Western background. However, we 
investigated associations between ethnicity, social preference and exter-
nalizing behavior and did not study normative level differences for which 
a random sample is necessary. As a result of oversampling in urban areas, 
the average proportion of non-Western minority children in the current 
study was higher than found in the general Dutch population. Therefore, 
generalizing our findings to classrooms with a smaller proportion of non-
Western minority children should be done with caution.

Future studies using randomly sampled classrooms should also investi-
gate the potential moderating effect of ethnic classroom composition on 
the link between social preference and externalizing behavior (Gieling, 
Vollebergh, & Dorsselaer, 2010). For the extension and validation of our 
results, it should additionally be tested whether these findings apply to 
specific ethnic minority subgroups, and how other relevant factors such as 
gender and the quality of the teacher-child relationships may play a role 
(Lubbers, 2006; Meehan, Hughes, & Cavell, 2003; Zimmerman, Khoury, 
Vega, Gil, & Warheit, 1995). Finally, our findings point out that non-Western 
children are consistently less liked throughout the early elementary school 
period and that this social rejection may be due to negative appraisals by 
either other-ethnic group children as well as own-ethnic group children 
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(Greene, Way, & Pahl, 2006; Rosenbloom & Way, 2004). Additional re-
search is needed to clarify peer interactions and social preferences in an 
ethnically mixed classroom within and between different ethnic groups.

Conclusion

To our knowledge, this is the first study investigating ethnic differences in 
the link between peer social preference and externalizing problem behav-
ior across the first four years of elementary school. Our results not only 
point out that the development of externalizing behavior in non-Western 
children is more deleterious than that of native Dutch children, but also 
underscore the importance of considering an ethnicity related sensitiv-
ity for classroom social status when investigating ethnic differences in 
childhood externalizing problems. The findings suggest that interventions 
designed to reduce externalizing problems among at risk minority children 
should focus on improving their social position during the first years of 
elementary school.


