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CONSENSUS AND STABILITY OF PEER ACCEPTANCE-REJECTION
STATUS IN EMOTIONALLY DISTURBED CHILDREN
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Three questions were investigated: the stability of children’s sociometric status over periods of one
to 11 months in a treatment cottage, extent of consensus regarding the most liked and most disliked
child, and the relationship of the general negative behavior level in the cottage and consensus.
Seventeen boys in residence two or more months responded to sociometric questions monthly.
Cottage behavior level was determined through daily use of a checklist. In 10 of the 11 months there
was greater agreement regarding the most disliked peer. The negative cottage behavior level was
found to be related to the nature of consensus. Stability in status from month to month was found to
be related to children’s Like or Dislike status.

In the literature dealing with peer status in groups of emotionally disturbed children some
areas have received little attention. One area that appears to be neglected in the sociometric
literature generally is the degree of focusing or centrality in children’s sociometric selections of
their peers, i.e., the extent of consensus regarding the most liked and the most disliked group
member. Secondly, the fluctuation in sociometric status of disturbed children over time has not
been extensively studied. Subordinate to this is the matter of the relationship of environmental
factors, such as the total pathological or negative behavior level in a living setting, to the
patterning of acceptance and rejection scores in groups of disturbed children.

Hartup’s (1970) review of stability of peer acceptance and rejection among disturbed children
notes only the Davids and Parenti (1958) and the Davids (1964) studies. The former investigation
dealt with shifts in friendship choice over periods of one week, two weeks, and three weeks. The
emotionally disturbed group showed significantly more fluctuation than did two normal groups.
The latter study showed more fluctuation in friendship choice among disturbed children than
among comparison groups of normal children, and less decrease, over a period of 20 minutes, in
fluctuations than is true of normal children.

Lindzey and Byrne’s (1969) review of the literature indicated that in normal children of
school age, coefficients in the 0.80’s and 0.90’s for test-retest reliability over a short period, such
as one or two weeks, were common. In normal groups, Sells and Roff (1967) found social
rejection to be less stable (more subject to shifts) than social acceptance, when children were
followed over a three-year period. The stability, over time, of rejection as well as acceptance is
pertinent to the present study. Neither of the above literature reviews included studies of stability
of rejection in groups of disturbed children.
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The present study is an outgrowth of an investigation relating specific behaviors to
sociometric status (Kaplan and Kaufman. 1968). The present emphasis is on the question of
stability of acceptance and rejection and the nature of consensus regarding the most accepted and
rejected peers. Data were obtained from sociometric procedures used at monthly intervals in the
course of one year. The makeup of this group of institutionalized disturbed children changed
from month to month, with the exception of one instance. The questions examined dealt with: (1)
The nature of group patterns of Like and Dislike phenomena; specifically, is there more
agreement regarding the most liked or the most disliked child? (2) The relationship of the level of
consensus to overall cottage behavior. (3) The stability from month to month of children’s “Like”
and “Dislike” status.

METHOD
SUBJECTS

Data were obtained from 17 children (all boys) who were residents of one treatment cottage
for two or more months during the course of one year. The median number in residence at one
time was eight. Ages ranged from six through 13, with 10- and 1 I-year-olds accounting for
two-thirds of the group. The large majority of the boys were aggressive, impulsive, had
difficulties in peer and adult relations, and were retarded academically. Several displayed social
withdrawal, nervous symptoms and unusual fears, and one boy showed some autistic
characteristics, relating minimally and inappropriately to peers and adults.

MEASURES AND PROCEDURES

The sociometric measure was administered individually. The child was given a list of the
children in the cottage and was asked to name the child he liked most, whom else he liked a great
deal, and, finally, he was asked for a possible third choice. This was followed by similarly
worded requests for names of those disliked. The child was not forced to make three choices. In
scoring choices, a child receiving a first choice was given three points, second choice was given
two points, and third choice received one point. Selection of oneself was not permitted.

The data were obtained approximately monthly, some deviation from schedule being
necessary because of holidays and vacations. Thus, the procedure was carried out 11 times in the
course of one year. Each month’s data were treated separately.

Consensus of Choices

To deal with the question of consensus, the monthly range of sociometric Like and Dislike
points was calculated as was the percentage of total Like and Dislike points received by each
child on each administration. Thus, for example, a child receiving 8 Like points out of a total of
24 points given by the whole group received a 33% score. If all other children received fewer than
eight points, then 33% represented the degree of Like consensus during that month.

Cottage Behavior Level

An index of overall cottage functioning level each month was computed, derived from daily
behavior checklist data on each child, and representing the mean score, for a group of negatively
viewed behaviors, of all the children in the cottage during the week preceding each sociometric
measure. Behavior items pertaining to physical aggression, verbal aggression, and high level of
activity for that week were used to measure negative behavior level. With this information and
the measure of consensus each month it was then possible to investigate any relationships
between these two phenomena.
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The checklist of daily behavior was developed six months prior to the beginning of the study
and was in routine use in the cottage. It contains a total of 82 items. The data used for this study
were weekly percentages for the 21 items identified as related to physical aggression, verbal
aggression, and activity level. The checklist was filled out daily by cottage personnel.

Stability

With a percentage figure representing consensus, it was then possible to calculate the amount
of change in percentage score from month to month, thus providing a measure of stability. If the
child who had received 33% of the Like points given one month received 26% the following
month, the difference or change would be seven percentage points. The makeup of the group
changed from month to month (with one exception), so each administration dealt with a
somewhat different group. The mean change in makeup was about 15% of the population, though
it reached as high as 67%. But each child’s change in Like percentage could be compared with his
change in Dislike percentage, and Like and Dislike change measures for the entire group could be
computed. “Stability” refers to the mean amount of shifting from month to month in either the
mean percentage of Like points or the mean percentage of Dislike points received. Thus, a child
present in the cottage for three months who shifted two percentage points in Like status between
his first and second months, and eight points between his second and third month, had a mean
Like shift of five percentage points.

RESULTS

CONSENSUS OF LIKE VS. DISLIKE STATUS

Table 1 provides a comparison of the range of points received by the group each month and
the points received by the most liked, least liked, most disliked, and least disliked child. In
addition, it shows the percentage of total points given that is represented by the most liked and
most disliked child. The Dislike percentage score exceeds the Like percentage in 10 of the 11
months, indicating that there is nearly always more agreement among peers regarding those
children who are viewed as highest in Dislike status. The difference in means of the Like
percentage (27.64), and the Dislike percentage (35.91) is significant, (18) = 2.51, p < 0.05.

CONSENSUS AND COTTAGE BEHAVIOR LEVEL

Table 1 also divides the 11 months into two groups, the five months found to be best by the
index of cottage behaviour and the six worst months. An additional month was placed with the
latter group because of a tie. Note that the first five months were all better than the last six. The
data show that during the best months there is greater difference between Like and Dislike
concentration than is true during the worst months. The mean Dislike percentage (points obtained
by the most disliked child each month divided by the total points given) is 40.6 compared with 29
for the mean percentage of the most liked. The difference is significant, t (8) = 2.27, p < 0.05. In
each of the best months the Dislike percentage is higher.

During the worst months, the mean Like and Dislike percentages differ less (32 compared
with 26.5, not significant). Comparing the best and worst months, neither the mean difference
between the Like percentages (29 compared with 26.5) nor between the Dislike percentages (40.6
and 32) is significant, although the latter difference approaches significance.

It would appear, then, that the finding pertaining to greater agreement
regarding the most disliked peer might well be considered in light of
environmental or situational factors, in this case the negative behavior level in the
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TABLE 1: CONSENSUS ON MOST LIKED AND MOST DISLIKED CHILD
DURING BEST AND WORST MONTHS AS DETERMINED BY

CHECKLIST
Best Months
Like Dislike
Group Group
Month Point Range %* Point Range %*
1 0 12 40 1 16 47
2 0 10 32 1 12 46
3 0 8 24 0 13 42
4 0 9 19 0 14 33
5 0 10 30 0 15 35
Mean 29 40.6
SD 8 6.35
Worst Months
Like Dislike
Month
6 1 11 17 1 13 23
7 0 11 32 1 10 33
8 0 8 24 0 11 34
9 0 13 28 0 12 25
10 0 13 28 0 14 32
11 0 9 30 0 13 45
Mean 26.5 32
SD 5.36 7.80
Mean Like, all months 27.64 Mean Dislike, all months  35.91
SD 6.45 SD 8.17

* % represented by points received by the most liked or most disliked child divided by the total
points given by the group.

cottage. The higher that level is, the less difference there is between the amount of concentration
on the most liked and most disliked child. Also, during the best months there is a trend toward
more concentration on the most disliked child than during the worst months.

STABILITY

Considering the question of stability or variation over time in the percentage of Like and
Dislike points received, the data on the 17 children in residence for two or more months show (1)
a mean Like plus Dislike shift from month to month of 13.8 percentage points, (2) mean Like
shift of 8.1, and (3) mean Dislike shift of 6.8. The difference between the latter two is not
statistically significant.

Because of changes in group composition, the amount of change in sociometric rank could
not be investigated. But if, as the above findings suggest, there is more concentration on the most
disliked child than on the most liked, then one would assume more agreement regarding the
disliked child’s characteristics. Further, one would expect less shifting in the Dislike percentage
points received than for Like points. The findings in the preceding paragraph at least suggest this.

Considering each child’s Like and Dislike shifts each month, and relating
the shifts to whether the child was more liked than disliked, (I) in instances
when the children were more liked there were more Like changes 25 times
compared with 8 times in which the Dislike change was greater, (2) when the
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children were more disliked the Dislike change was greater 21 times, the Like change being
greater 11 times. It appears, then, that the nature of shifting from month to month should be
considered in light of the child’s Like and Dislike status.

In both the seventh and eighth administrations of the sociometric procedure the group
composition (eight boys) was identical. In view of some evidence (Davids and Parenti, 1958) that
there is less stability or permanence in acceptance and rejection among disturbed than among
normal groups, the existence of an identical group for two months permitted another examination
of the stability question.

The mean Like and Dislike shifts between months seven and eight were 11.9 and 7.8
percentage points, respectively. The former is greater than the shift between any other two
consecutive months, when there were changes in group makeup. The 7.8 mean Dislike shift was
the third largest.

The approaches to investigating stability speak for the lack of permanence in acceptance and
rejection in our subjects. The data show at least as much instability from month to month within
an identical group as there was between groups in which the makeup had undergone some
change.

DISCUSSION

The indications that more children are liked (10) than disliked (7) may be explained on the
basis of two related findings. In making choices, there was a slight tendency to make more Like
than Dislike selections. In some instances a boy might indicate dislike for only one peer or might
state that he does not dislike anyone. The total Like points given in all administrations were 430
compared with 416 Dislike points. But, in addition, with more consensus of Dislike than Like
choices, the latter are diffused more; that is, more Dislike points were concentrated on fewer
children.

The relationships found between cottage behavior level and the Like and Dislike patterns of
consensus lead one to consider the possibility that during the months when cottage behavior is
best, it is more possible to distinguish between one’s peers. Some kind of systematic ordering is
then possible. But replication in other settings should be done.

The finding that in general there is more agreement on the most disliked than on the most
liked child is an interesting one, especially in view of the lack of mention of this in the literature
reviews by Lindzey and Byrne and by Hartup. These findings led to a check of data from an
earlier study with children in regular classes (Kaplan and Matkom, 1967). In that study,
sociometric data were obtained from all the children together in each class, but responses were
scored in a similar manner to that used in the present study. Converting the points received by the
most Liked and Disliked child in each class to percentages, such as were reported in Table 1, it
was found that the Dislike percentage score exceeds the Like percentage score in 11 of the 14
classrooms. The difference in means, for all classrooms, of the Like percentage (11.43) and the
Dislike percentage (16.93) is significant, t (26) = 2.50, p < 0.01. These results from regular
classrooms provide some support for the findings reported here.

The finding that the more liked children showed greater Like than Dislike shifting from
month to month, and that the reverse is true for the more disliked children, might not be surprising.
It is perhaps reasonable to expect more room for shifting in the direction where one tends to be
primarily perceived. A highly disliked child is not likely to fluctuate much in respect of the Like
points he receives. The findings reported are as significant as they are largely because of the
extreme cases, the highly liked and highly disliked, especially the latter. Finally, if there is more
concentration on the most disliked child, he may well have characteristics about which more
peers agree. Thus, there shoud be less shifting in Dislike points received, regardless of whether
the child is more liked or disliked. In any event, the present findings are not in agreement with
those of Sells and Roff (1967), who found rejection to be more subject to shifts in normal groups.
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Finally, though the data used covered an entire year, one remains hesitant about drawing
conclusions on the universality of the results. Further studies of stability in status, especially,
could well show less change from month to month. But this study points up the need to
understand the milieu in which the children are living as well as the individual characteristics of
the children.
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