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Prosocial and antisocial behavior in preadolescence: Teachers’ and
parents’ perceptions of the behavior of girls and boys
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Frank C. Verhulstd, and Johan Ormel©

There has been recent emphasis on the importance of investigating prosocial and antisocial behavior
simultaneously owing to doubts about whether examining one automatically gives information about
the other. However, there has been little empirical research into this question. The present study
(based on a large population sample of preadolescents, N = 2,230) simultaneously examines proso-
cial and antisocial behavior, explicitly including the possibility that children might show prosocial
behavior according to one informant and antisocial behavior according to another. When parents and
teachers agreed in their judgments, children were distinctly profiled and differed clearly in effortful
control, intelligence, academic performance, and several peer nominations and family characteristics.
The correlates were more rater-specific for children that were prosocial according to one informant
and antisocial according to the other informant. Teachers and parents used different context-
dependent criteria for judging children to be prosocial or antisocial. Academic performance and peer
relations were related to the teacher’s judgment of prosocial and antisocial behavior. By contrast,
children’s being problematic at home (and thus causing stress for the parents) was related to the

parents’ judgment.
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An important reason for examining prosocial and antisocial
behavior at a young age is to understand who will develop
problem behavior in later stages of life and who will not. Such
knowledge is needed for prevention and intervention, and can
also contribute to developmental theories of pro- and antiso-
cial behavior (Dodge, Coie, & Lynam, 2006; Eisenberg, Fabes,
& Spinrad, 2006). The most obvious sources of information
are children, parents, peers, and teachers. We focused this
study on teachers and parents. However, informants are bound
to differ. Teachers and parents have different perceptions and
interact with children in different situations, while different
situations often provoke different behavior (Donker, 2006).

One of the most relevant differences between teachers and
parents is probably their ability to make comparative judg-
ments. Teachers observe great variation in pro- and antisocial
behavior among their pupils. Parents usually lack this experi-
ence. However, parents have knowledge of children’s behavior
in a wider range of settings than the classroom. These differ-
ences can easily result in different scores when teachers and
parents are asked to report on children’s pro- and antisocial
behavior. Thus, it is likely that multiple informants provide a
more complete picture than a single informant (Achenbach,
McConaughy, & Howell, 1987; Caprara, Barbaranelli, &
Pastorelli, 2001; Caprara & Pastorelli, 1993; Rutter, Giller, &
Hagell, 1998).
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One way of dealing with multiple informant data is to focus
on the level of agreement and disagreement. Because teachers
and parents observe children in different settings, agreement
between the informants could indicate consistency across
settings. Such consistency is considered to be an important
characteristic of the persistence of behavior over time.
Children who show antisocial behavior in more than one
setting are more at risk of persisting in antisocial behavior than
those whose antisocial acts only occur in one setting (Loeber,
1982; Moffitt, Caspi, Harrington, & Milne, 2002). The same
may hold for prosocial behavior: children who show prosocial
behavior in more than one setting are more likely to persist in
such behavior than those whose prosocial acts are context
specific (Veenstra, 2006; Vitaro, Gagnon, & Tremblay, 1991).
If teachers and parents agree on children’s antisocial behavior,
these children are expected to be more at risk than children
about whom they disagree.

To our knowledge, the amount of agreement and disagree-
ment between teachers and parents has not been investigated
using data on both pro- and antisocial behavior. There has
been a call for studies investigating pro- and antisocial behavior
at the same time. According to Fabes, Carlo, Kupanoff, and
Laible (1999), studies are needed that concurrently examine
pro- and antisocial development to account more adequately
for social development. They argued, “To examine one set of
behaviors without examining the other set presents a skewed
and limited description of the complexity of adolescents”
(p. 13). The aim of this study was to examine pro- and anti-
social behavior concurrently using a large population sample
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of Dutch preadolescents (N = 2,230) that allowed comparison
of different informants and correlates. Given that there have
been so few studies of the simultaneous assessment of pro- and
antisocial behavior by teachers and parents, we focused on
both descriptive and predictive factors. We performed a cluster
analysis to determine whether the different informants
perceived distinct groups of pro- and antisocial behavior. We
examined to what extent the clusters differed on family (e.g.,
socio-economic status, parental stress), sociometric (e.g., peer
acceptance and rejection), and individual characteristics (e.g.,
sex, effortful control, and academic performance). Finally, we
addressed the question concerning the convergence and diver-
gence of teacher and parent judgment, and possible differences
in the context-dependent criteria for these judgments. For this
purpose, we formulated the three hypotheses presented below.

Hypotheses

In an increasing number of studies of children and
adolescents, pro- and antisocial behavior have been examined
concurrently as an outcome (Boxer, Tisak, & Goldstein, 2004;
Carlo, Roesch, & Melby, 1998; Coté, Tremblay, Nagin, Zocco-
lillo, & Vitaro, 2002; Hawley, 2003a, 2003b; Hawley, Little, &
Pasupathi, 2002; Kokko, Lacourse, & Vitaro, 2006; Krueger,
Hicks, & McGue, 2001; McGinley & Carlo, 2007; Pakaslahti
& Keltikangas-Jarvinen, 2001; Persson, 2005, 2006; Rodkin,
Farmer, Pearl, & Van Acker, 2000). The results of these studies
reveal that prosocial children have a high level of well-being
and are seen as popular, friendly, and academically competent,
whereas low-social children (who were neither pro- nor anti-
social) and antisocial children are more lonely, sad, and
anxious, or even unpopular, unfriendly, and academically
incompetent.

Some studies in which a person-centered approach was used
provide evidence that some adolescents are prosocial at some
times, but antisocial at other times (Hawley, 2003a; Hawley et
al., 2002; Pakaslahti & Keltikangas-Jarvinen, 2001; Rodkin et
al., 2000). According to Hawley (2003a), such bi-strategic
children are overall well-adapted. She argues that this Machi-
avellian approach entails the balancing of “getting along” and
“getting ahead”. A similar group of tough boys in the study by
Rodkin et al. (2000) were seen as athletic, cool, and popular,
but also as aggressive (see also Veenstra, 2006).

In most studies, a single informant was used to categorize
the children, such as the children themselves (Hawley, 2003a;
Hawley et al., 2002), peers (Pakaslahti & Keltikangas-Jarvinen,
2001), or teachers (Rodkin et al., 2000). In the present study
we used the judgments of different informants, namely,
teachers and parents. When teachers and parents can form a
definite judgment and agree on their profiled judgment of pro-
and antisocial behavior of the child, then the pupils are likely
to be extreme in one direction or the other. Such children must
be very advantaged (prosocial) or disadvantaged (antisocial).
Our first hypothesis was that the family, sociometric, and indi-
vidual background would be most favorable for children who
are perceived as prosocial by teachers and parents and least
favorable for children who are perceived as antisocial by both
informants. It was also expected that children who were
perceived as neither prosocial nor antisocial (low-social) would
have a more disadvantaged background than prosocial children
and would be quite similar to antisocial children in some back-
ground characteristics (second hypothesis).

Disagreement by teachers and parents in their definite judg-

ments may be the consequence of different behavior of the
child in school and at home (Kraemer et al., 2003). However,
disagreement can also be due to differences in criteria used by
teachers and parents. Evaluations are often based on major
goals that are focal at the moment of evaluating (Dunning,
2001; Ferguson & Bargh, 2004; Lindenberg, 2006). Contexts
have a strong influence on major focal goals (Cialdini & Gold-
stein, 2004; Shah & Kruglanski, 2003). For the teacher and
the parents, the contexts and thereby the major goals differ
greatly. For the teacher, a major focal goal is likely to be a
smooth-running teaching process. What aids this is prosocial
and what disrupts it is antisocial. For parents, a major goal is
likely to be a harmonious family life, also a social process.
Again, what aids this is prosocial and what disrupts it is anti-
social. Our third hypothesis was thus that whether the pupil was
a good learner or not would be related to the teacher’s
judgment of pro- and antisocial behavior; by contrast, whether
the child was problematic or not at home (and thus a cause of
stress for the parents) would be related to the parents’
judgment. Furthermore, we expected that children who were
liked by their peers (or who helped classmates) would be seen
by teachers, but not necessarily by parents, as prosocial. By
contrast, children who were disliked by their peers (or who
bullied classmates) would be seen as antisocial by teachers, but
not necessarily by parents.

Method

Sample

The study was part of the Tracking Adolescents’ Individual
Lives Survey (TRAILS), a prospective cohort study of Dutch
preadolescents who will be measured biennially until they are
at least 25 years old. TRAILS is designed to chart and explain
the development of mental health and social development
from preadolescence into adulthood. The TRAILS target
sample involves preadolescent girls and boys living in five
municipalities in the northern part of the Netherlands, includ-
ing both urban and rural areas. It covers pro- and antisocial
behavior, and employs multiple informants.

The present study involved the first assessment wave of
TRAILS, which ran from March 2001 to July 2002 (De Winter
et al., 2005; Oldehinkel, Hartman, De Winter, Veenstra, &
Ormel, 2004). Of all children approached for enrollment in the
study (i.e., children selected by the municipalities and attend-
ing a school that was willing to participate; N = 3,145 children
from 122 schools, with 90.4% of the schools responding),
6.7% were excluded because of incapability or language
problems. Of the remaining 2935 children, 76.0% were
enrolled in the study, yielding a sample size of 2230. Both the
child and the parent consented to participate. The mean age
of the children was 11.09 years (SD = 0.55); 50.8% were girls;
10.3% were children who had at least one parent born in a
non-western country; and 32.6% of children had a father and
37.9% a mother with a low educational level (i.e., a lower track
of secondary education was the highest level attained). We did
not find any nonresponse bias in our study for the estimation
of the prevalence rates of psychopathology, including antiso-
cial behavior. Boys, children from lower social strata, and
children with worse school performance were somewhat more
likely to belong to the nonresponse group (De Winter et al.,
2005).
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