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Interplay Between Past and Present Influences

Objective: To explore potential postadoption
moderators of the link between preadoption
experiences and adoptees’ social competence.
Background: In the context of the limited
and inconsistent knowledge about adopted
children’s social competence, our hypotheses
concern the interplay between preadoption
parental neglect and adoptive parents’ emotion
socialization practices.
Method: With adopters as informants, the
social competence of 97 Portuguese school-age
children was evaluated in terms of social skills
and competing problem behaviors, using the
Social Skills Improvement System-Rating Scale.
Children’s preadoption experiences (using a
sociodemographic questionnaire) and parental
emotion socialization (evaluated by the Coping
with Children’s Negative Emotions Scale) were
also assessed.
Results: Time since adoption and unsupportive
adoptive parents’ responses moderated the rela-
tionship between preadoption parental neglect
and adoptees’ social skills. Unsupportive adop-
tive parents’ responses exacerbated the effects
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of preadoption neglect. This moderation was
stronger with longer postadoption time.
Conclusion: Added to preadoption parental
neglect, unsupportive adoptive parenting accen-
tuates the risks for adoptees’ social competence.
Implications: Adoptive parents should be
informed that socialization practices concern-
ing children’s negative emotions are associated
with adopted children’s social competence.

The socioemotional development of adoptees
is particularly interesting as a group due to
the contrast between adversity experienced
before the adoptive placement and positive
experiences in their adoptive families (Palacios
& Brodzinsky, 2010). Many studies have been
designed to analyze the negative effects of early
adversity on physical, cognitive, and behavioral
development, as well as the catch-up processes
triggered by the new family environment (e.g.,
van IJzendoorn & Juffer, 2006), but much less
is known about how pre- and postadoption
socioemotional experiences interact to shape
adoptees’ social functioning, particularly their
social competence. This study was designed to
examine the link between preadoption neglect
and adoptees’ social competence, by testing
the moderating role of both adoptive parents’
emotion socialization practices (supportive and
unsupportive parenting) and the length of the
adoptive parent–child relationship.
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Background

Social Competence Among Adopted Children

Social competence has been conceptualized as
an evaluative term based on others’ judgments
about the performance of social tasks (Gresham,
1986, 2016). Social skills are the building blocks
for children’s social competence and the basis of
those judgments. As part of this conceptualiza-
tion, social skills can be influenced or blocked by
problem behaviors (e.g., the ability to make new
friends can be hampered by social withdrawal
behaviors). Within this framework, the opera-
tionalization and assessment of social compe-
tence should consider both dimensions: social
skills and their competing problem behaviors
(Gresham, 2016).

Research about adoptees’ social skills is
limited and inconsistent, and sometimes even
contradictory. Some studies indicate that, com-
pared with their nonadopted peers, school-age
adoptees show lower social skills (e.g., Caprin,
Benedan, Ballarin, & Gallace, 2017). Oth-
ers report more similarities than differences
between adoptees and nonadoptees compared
with institutionalized children (e.g., Palacios,
Moreno, & Román, 2013). Still others have
observed developmentally typical (Glennen
& Bright, 2005) or higher (Tan & Camras,
2011) social skills in adopted children. Also, a
cross-sectional study (Julian & McCall, 2016)
identified higher social skills in children than
in adolescents, whereas a longitudinal study
(Sonuga-Barke, Schlotz, & Kreppner, 2010)
reported increases in social problems from 6 to
11 years of age.

Palacios et al. (2013) suggested method-
ological reasons to explain these research
inconsistencies, as different studies use diverse
social dimensions, instruments, samples, and
informants. For example, some refer mainly
to social skills (e.g., Tan & Camras, 2011),
whereas others focus on problems with peers
(e.g., Sonuga-Barke et al., 2010). In addition,
international adoptees have been studied, with
contradictory findings depending on the country
of origin (Glennen & Bright, 2005; Julian &
McCall, 2016; Sonuga-Barke et al., 2010; Tan
& Camras, 2011). Participants’ age at the time
of assessment has also differed, ranging from
kindergarten to secondary school (Julian &
McCall, 2016). In an attempt to overcome the
challenges these methodological differences
and their mixed findings present, in this study,

we consider both social skills and problem
behaviors in a sample of domestic Portuguese
adoptees whose age is relatively homogeneous
(8–10 years).

Regarding adopted children’s problem behav-
iors, research findings have been more consis-
tent. Meta-analyses have identified a higher pres-
ence of problem behaviors in adoptees than non-
adoptees, with more incidence of externalized
than of internalized difficulties (Askeland et al.,
2017; Juffer & van IJzendoorn, 2005).

Preadoption-related influences. In Portugal,
parental neglect is the most prevalent form of
child maltreatment within the birth family (expe-
rienced by 71% of the children who are placed
in out-of-home care; National Institute of Social
Security, 2018). Parental neglect has detrimental
effects on children’s social outcomes because
parents persistently fail to meet their children’s
physical, educational, social, and emotional
needs (Hildyard &Wolfe, 2002). However, the
impact of early parental neglect on adopted chil-
dren’s social competence has received limited
attention from researchers (cf. Tan, 2006).

When parental neglect is followed by insti-
tutionalization, structural neglect is frequently
involved, adding another risk factor for children
(van IJzendoorn et al., 2011). In Portugal, 97%
of children in out-of-home care are placed in
institutional care (National Institute of Social
Security, 2018). Although these institutions meet
children’s basic needs and protect them from
parental abuse, they are inadequate in providing
a consistent and responsive caregiving environ-
ment (Rodrigues & Barbosa-Ducharne, 2017).
This aspect is key for socioemotional devel-
opment, particularly for social competence, as
attested by the postinstitutionalized children’s
problems with indiscriminate social behavior
(Soares et al., 2014) and social withdrawal
(Baptista et al., 2013).

The child’s age at adoption placement is one
of the most important variables in adoption
research (e.g., Juffer & van IJzendoorn, 2005)
and it is an indicator of the length of exposure to
early adversity. The child’s age at adoption has
been negatively correlated to adoptees’ social
skills (Julian & McCall, 2016; Tan & Camras,
2011) and positively to problem behaviors
(Merz & McCall, 2010).

Postadoption-related influences. Once placed
in adoptive families, children show marked
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developmental improvements (van IJzendoorn
& Juffer, 2006). However, there is limited
knowledge of the processes that may promote
or inhibit children’s recovery pathways. In
the social competence domain, research using
nonadoption samples has identified parents’
emotion socialization practices as a key contrib-
utor (Eisenberg, Fabes, & Murphy, 1996).

Parental management of the child’s emotions
provides opportunities for the child to observe,
learn, and experience emotions (Morelen,
Shaffer, & Suveg, 2016). Through model-
ing, coaching, and contingent responsiveness,
parental emotion socialization contributes to
emotion outcomes (expression, understanding,
and regulation), which in turn are assumed
to influence children’s social competence
(McDowell, Kim, O’Neil, & Parke, 2002).
In nonadoption research, supportive parental
responses have been associated with better
parental and teacher ratings of school-age
children’s social skills, whereas unsupportive
responses have been linked to lower social skills
and more problem behaviors (Alves & Cruz,
2011; Baker, Fenning, & Crnic, 2011; Eisenberg
et al., 1996). In adoption research, Herrera
(2014) showed that unsupportive responses by
adoptive parents contribute to externalizing
problems in postinstitutionalized intercountry
adoptees. However, although research has shown
that the adoptive family environment is associ-
ated with adoptees’ control and understanding
of emotions (Garvin, Tarullho, van Ryzin, &
Gunnar, 2012; Soares, Barbosa-Ducharne, Pala-
cios, & Pacheco, 2017), the impact of parental
emotion socialization, particularly supportive
and unsupportive parental responses, on the
adoptees’ social skills has not been studied. It is
also in this context that the relevance of length
of the adoptive parent–child relationship, as
a measure of exposure to the new caregiving
context, needs to be considered.

Moderating role of postadoption parenting.
Adoption research has shown that past and
present experiences interact in complex ways.
Pitula, DePasquale, Milner, and Gunnar (2017)
indicated that early institutional deprivation
predicts problems with peers only in the context
of low adoptive parenting quality. The mod-
erating role of parenting quality has also been
seen in the relationships between accumula-
tive preadoption risks and adoptees’ adaptive
behavior (Kriebel & Wentzel, 2011) as well as

indiscriminate friendliness (Garvin et al., 2012).
Herrera (2014) ascertained the moderating role
of unsupportive adoptive parents’ responses in
the link between some adoptee characteristics
and his or her externalizing problems.

The Present Study

This study was developed with a sample of Por-
tuguese children adopted from care within an
age-restricted range of 8 to 10 years. The devel-
opment of social competence begins in infancy,
but it is essentially in the school setting and dur-
ing middle childhood that skills learnt at home
are put into practice in social interactions with
peers. Aiming to contribute to a better under-
standing of school-age adopted children’s social
competence, in this study, we explored both pre-
and postadoption predictors and also considered
the interplay between past and present influ-
ences. Within preadoption influences, we were
particularly interested in parental neglect due to
scant research with adoptees and because most
Portuguese children in out-of-home care had
been neglected by their birth families (National
Institute of Social Security, 2018). As a key
postadoption influence, we considered adoptive
parents’ emotion socialization practices, partic-
ularly how parents respond to their children’s
negative emotions, a consideration that is nearly
absent in adoption research. Furthermore, we
recognized the importance of the length of the
adoptive parent–child relationship.

On the basis of the aforementioned research
evidence, we predict the following:

H1: More preadoption adversity (existence and
longer length of neglectful experiences in the birth
family, more time spent in out-of-home care before
adoption, and older age at adoption placement)
will statistically predict adoptees’ lower social
competence (fewer social skills and more compet-
ing problem behaviors). We expect that the length
of institutionalization will be an added risk on top
of adversity in the birth family.

H2: Higher supportive, lower unsupportive
parental responses and longer adoptive parent–
child relationships will statistically predict
adoptees’ higher social competence (more social
skills and less problem behaviors). We expect that
postadoption experiences will predict social com-
petence over and above the studied preadoption
experiences.

H3: Adoptive parents’ emotion socialization prac-
tices and time since adoption will be individual
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moderators of the link between preadoption
parental neglect and adoptees’ social competence
(social skills and problem behaviors). We expect
that supportive parental responses act as pro-
tective factors by mitigating the negative effect
of preadoption parental neglect on adoptees’
social competence, whereas unsupportive adop-
tive parents’ responses intensify this negative
effect. Additionally, we expect that this mod-
erating role of parental responses (supportive
and unsupportive) is stronger as the time after
adoption increases. In addition to more support-
ive or unsupportive parenting, we expect that a
longer time since adoption buffers or exacerbates,
respectively, this relationship.

Method

Procedures

These data are part of a broader adoption study
approved by the Ethics Committee of the Univer-
sity of Porto and the National Board of Data Pro-
tection. A close collaboration with the National
Adoption Agency allowed for the selection of
adoptive families according to two criteria: (a)
adoptees between 8 and 10 years of age and
(b) at least a year after adoptive placement. All
families in the most populated district in North-
ern Portugal who met the inclusion criteria were
contacted. The final study sample (N = 125)
represented 74.9% of all potential families (the
remaining refused to participate or could not be
reached due to outdated contact information).
The present sample (N = 97) corresponds to the
participants from whom we have full informa-
tion on the studied variables. Adoption profes-
sionals made the first contact with families. Data
collection was conducted at each family home
by trained interviewers, who safeguarded all
ethical principles and the participants’ confiden-
tiality. The father and the mother answered the
questionnaires individually and separately. Each
parent signed an informed consent for voluntary
participation and, as usual in Portugal, did not
receive any financial compensation.

Participants

The adoptive parents of 97 Portuguese families
(86 different-sex two-parent families and 11
single mothers) participated in this study. As
is the case with all adoptions in Portugal, the
adoptive parents were unrelated to the chil-
dren they adopted. Parents were 36 to 59 years

of age (M = 45.4, SD = 4.4), and they had
between 2 and 23 years of formal schooling
(M = 12.4, SD = 4.4). These parents (all Cau-
casian) adopted 97 Portuguese children (96%
Caucasian), including 58 boys (59.8%) and 39
girls (40.2%), all 8 to 10 years of age (M = 8.7,
SD = 0.8) at the time of the study. Children
were domestically adopted from the public child
welfare system between 0.2 and 8.0 years of age
(M = 3.1, SD = 2.2), and at the time of assess-
ment, they had been in their adoptive families
between 1.0 and 9.4 years (M = 5.6, SD = 2.2).
Before adoption, they had spent between 0
and 75.0 months (M = 15.3, SD = 19.6) with
their birth families, and, according to adop-
tive parents, 44 children (45.4%) had suffered
experiences of neglect with their birth parents
(vs. 53 children without preadoption parental
neglect experiences). Out of the 53 children
without neglect experiences, 40 had no living
experiences with their birth families because
they had been placed in out-of-home care
immediately after birth, and 13 had suffered
other kinds of negative experiences while living
with their birth families (e.g., physical abuse).
Additionally, as is typical in Portugal (National
Institute of Social Security, 2018), 90.7% of the
adoptees in the sample (n = 88) were placed
in institutional care before adoption compared
with 9.3% (n = 9) who were in foster families.
Regardless of placement type, the children
had spent between 1.0 and 60.0 (M = 22.0,
SD = 14.5) months in out-of-home care before
adoption.

Measures

Adoptees’ social competence (dependent vari-
able, DV). The child’s social competence was
evaluated with the parent form of the Social
Skills Improvement System-Rating Scales
(SSIS-RS; Gresham & Elliott, 2008a), which
includes two scales. The social skills scale (46
items: e.g., “Makes eye contact when talking,”
“Questions rules that may be unfair,” “Makes
friends easily,” “Resolves disagreements with
you calmly”; 𝛼 = .96 in this study) includes
communication, cooperation, assertion, respon-
sibility, empathy, engagement, and self-control
skills. The problem behaviors scale (31 items:
e.g., “Has temper tantrums,” “Bullies others,”
“Acts without thinking,” “Withdraws from oth-
ers”; 𝛼 = .93) includes externalization, bullying,
hyperactivity/inattention, internalization, and
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autism-related behaviors. Each parent indicated
how often the child showed each skill and
behavior, with response options ranging from
never (scored as 0) to almost always (3). Total
scores represent the sum of all the items (46
for social skills; 31 for problem behaviors),
with higher scores indicating more social skills
(maximum raw score: 138) and more problem
behaviors (maximum: 93). In the absence of
Portuguese norms, raw scores were used to
compare our findings with original norms (for
the same age group and using sex-combined
norms). In Gresham and Elliott (2008b), mean
raw scores (–1 SD<M <+1 SD) ranged from
80 to 117 for social skills and from 4 to 29 for
problem behaviors.

Child’s preadoption experiences (independent
variables, IVs). The child’s past was opera-
tionalized through (a) having (or not having)
experienced neglect within the birth family, (b)
time lived within the birth family, (c) time spent
in out-of-home care before adoption, and (d) the
child’s age at adoption placement (time in birth
family plus time in out-of-home care). This
information was obtained from the adoptive par-
ents using a sociodemographic questionnaire.
Preadoption parental neglect as it was assessed
in this study refers to the lack of supervision
and family monitoring; exposure to deviant
parental models; and failure in providing for the
child’s development in all its domains, including
health, education, socioemotional development,
nutrition and safety.

Adoptive parents’ responses to child’s negative
emotions (IVs). Parental responses to negative
emotions was evaluated using the 72-item Cop-
ing with Children’s Negative Emotions Scale
(CCNES; Fabes, Eisenberg, & Bernzweig,
1990). It includes 12 hypothetical scenarios of
a child’s daily or common activity that evoke
negative emotions (e.g., “If my child falls off
his/her bike and breaks it, and then gets upset
and cries… ”) followed by six parental reac-
tions to each scenario (e.g., “I would remain
calm and not let myself get anxious,” “I would
comfort my child and try to get him/her to forget
about the accident”) that represent distinct ways
of coping with the child’s negative emotions.
Response options for each item ranged from
very unlikely (1) to very likely (7).

The six parental reactions assessed cor-
respond to the six subscales of CCNES.

Three of them (problem-focused,
emotion-focused, and expressive encourage-
ment) form the positive/supportive responses
scale (𝛼 = .96, in this study) and correspond,
respectively, to the degree to which parents help
their children find solutions for their problems,
respond with strategies that help their children
feel better, and accept and encourage children’s
expression of negative emotions. The others
(minimization, punitive, and distress) form the
negative/unsupportive responses scale (𝛼 = .95)
and correspond to what extent parents mini-
mize/devaluate children’s negative emotions,
respond with punitive reactions to control the
expression of children’s negative emotions, and
feel distress when their children express nega-
tive emotions. As in Fabes et al. (1990), mean
response scores were calculated within each
subscale across the 12 items. Although widely
used (Johnson, Hawes, Eisenberg, Kohlhoff,
& Dudeney, 2017), to our knowledge, there
are no available norms for CCNES. Supportive
and unsupportive parental responses and the
length of the adoptive parent–child relationship
were the variables that characterized the child’s
postadoption-related experiences.

Data Analyses

Data were analyzed using the IBM SPSS Statis-
tics for Windows v24. Results (for parents’
responses to children’s negative emotions and
parents’ reports of adoptees’ social competence)
were explored using the mean score of mothers
and fathers combined (when both were avail-
able). This was done given (a) the aim of ana-
lyzing parents’ emotion socialization practices
as an adoptive family variable; (b) strong cor-
relations between mothers and fathers in the
evaluation of their children’s social competence
(social skills, r = .76, p< .001; problem behav-
iors, r = .76, p< .001); (c) moderate to strong
correlations between mothers and fathers in their
responses to the children’s negative emotions
(supportive responses, r = .37, p = .001; unsup-
portive responses, r = .56, p< .001); and (d) the
higher reliability of variables when using the
mean score of both parents (.93<𝛼 < .96) com-
pared with individual mother and father vari-
ables (.86<𝛼 < .94).

Neither univariate normality violations nor
extreme outliers were found in the data. Given
that the 3.5% of missing values regarding
adoptee’s social skills can be ignored (Kline,
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2011), mean substitution was used to deal with
these incomplete data (Hawthorne & Elliott,
2005). Cohen’s (1988) effect size interpreta-
tion benchmarks were followed. Preliminary
to the main analyses, descriptive statistics and
Pearson’s bivariate correlations were performed.

To test the pre- and postadoption predictors of
adoptees’ social skills and problem behaviors,
two multiple linear regressions were calculated.
These data met numerous assumptions for this
analysis: normal distribution, error homogene-
ity (graphically validated), error independence
(acceptable Durbin Watson figures: 1.66 and
1.78), and non-multicollinearity (validated with
figures of tolerance and variance inflation fac-
tors). Finally, moderations (interaction between
IVs) and conditional effects were tested using
the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2013),
which calculates all the necessary products
between variables, estimates the best-fitting
ordinary least squares regression model, probes
the interaction, and provides the conditional
effects. In particular, Model 1 (simple moder-
ations) and Model 2 (two additive moderators;
Hayes, 2013) were tested. Each analysis used
a bootstrapping approach with 5,000 resam-
ples, and statistical significance was assessed
using 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals
(CIs). Unstandardized regression coefficients
are reported.

A priori statistical power calculation using
G*Power (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner,
2007)—based on an alpha (𝛼) of .05, a beta
(𝛽) of .20, a medium effect size (f 2) of .15
(Cohen, 1988), and increasing from a baseline of
five predictor variables (a simple moderation of
time since adoption) to seven predictors (adding
two additional moderators)—yielded a recom-
mended sample size of 92. Our sample of 97
respondents provided sufficient power to detect
an effect size (f 2) of .14 and larger.

Results

Descriptive and correlational statistics between
DVs and pre- and postadoption IVs are pre-
sented as preliminary analyses to the regression
models. The results obtained from the two hier-
archical regressions (for pre- and postadoption
predictions of social skills and problem behav-
iors), testing H1 and H2, are displayed. Finally,
the test of moderations (H3) are presented,
first exploring the three simple moderations of
postadoption IVs (supportive or unsupportive

responses and the time since adoption, sepa-
rately) and then testing jointly two moderators
(supportive or unsupportive responses and the
time since adoption, additively).

Preliminary Analyses: Descriptive
and Correlational Statistics

Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1.
For social skills, adoptees showed mean raw
scores (M = 103.6, SD = 16.5) near the norm
reported by Gresham and Elliott (2008b), and
only 10.3% (n = 10) had raw scores more than 1
SD below the normed mean. For problem behav-
iors, adoptees also showed mean raw scores
(M = 29.2, SD = 12.7) near the reported norm,
although 47.4% (n = 46) scored more than 1
SD above the normed mean. There were no
meaningful differences between two-parent and
single-parent families.

Correlations between all study variables are
also presented in Table 1. Social skills were
statistically and positively correlated with chil-
dren’s age at time of assessment; that is, the
older the children, the higher their social skills.
For this reason, children’s age was included in
the hierarchical regression models as a covari-
ate. In contrast, social skills were statistically
and negatively correlated with preadoption
parental neglect and with the time they spent in
out-of-home care, showing that the less the time
spent in out-of-home care, as well as the absence
of neglect experiences, the higher the adoptees’
social skills. In relation to postadoption experi-
ences, social skills were statistically correlated
with time since the adoption. Children who had
been adopted longer tended to have a higher
level of social skills.

Adoptees’ problem behaviors were statisti-
cally and negatively correlated with the chil-
dren’s age, and age was therefore included in
the problem behaviors model as a covariate just
as it was in the social skills model. In relation
to preadoption experiences, the only statistically
significant correlation was a positive relation-
ship between problem behaviors and time spent
in out-of-home care. Finally, time since adoption
was negatively, and unsupportive parenting was
positively, correlated with problem behaviors.

Hierarchical Regressions Predicting Adopted
Children’s Social Competence (H1 and H2)

Two hierarchical regressions were carried
out separately for social skills and problem
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behaviors to test H1 and H2, respectively. The
six predictors were sequentially entered into
the models in four blocks or steps: (1) child’s
age, (2) child’s preadoption parental neglect
experience, (3) time spent in out-of-home care,
and (4) postadoption experiences: supportive
and unsupportive adoptive parents’ responses
and time since adoption. Parental neglect and
time in out-of-home care were entered in dif-
ferent blocks to explore the impact of time in
out-of-home care over and above the influence
of the parental neglect (added risk). The child’s
age at adoption and time spent in the birth family
were not included due to multicollinearity prob-
lems. Results are displayed in Tables 2 and 3.

In Step 1, the child’s age was a statistically
significant predictor of both social skills and
problem behaviors, with older children found
to have higher social skills and a lower degree
of problem behaviors. In Step 2, preadop-
tion parental neglect statistically enhanced the
prediction of social skills over and above the
child’s age covariate, but the same was not
true for problem behaviors. In Step 3, adding
the time in out-of-home care indicated that
more time in out-of-home care predicted more
problem behaviors and statistically enhanced
the overall prediction of problem behaviors (see
Table 3; ΔR2 = .08) but not less social skills
(see Table 2; ΔR2 = .02).

In the final step of the social skills model
(Step 4), F(6, 90) = 4.61, p< .001, R2 = .24,
ΔR2 = .08, time since adoption was the only
postadoption predictor that did not statistically
enhance the prediction of social skills; both sup-
portive and unsupportive parental responses did
so. Recall from Table 1 that zero-order corre-
lations for parental responses were not statisti-
cally significant; thus, the regression results can
imply suppressor effects. Placing supportive (b)
and unsupportive (c) responses together in the
regression predicting social skills (a), support-
ive responses strengthened to some extent the
predictive force of the unsupportive ones, and
vice versa. The zero-order correlation of unsup-
portive responses with social skills (r = –.11)
was lower in magnitude than was its semipar-
tial correlation (ra(c.b) = –.24); the semipartial
correlation of supportive responses (ra(b.c) = .21)
was also greater than the zero-order correlation
(r = .19). In combination, these findings suggest
that both supportive and unsupportive responses
were suppressor variables, each one suppressing
variance in the other and increasing R2.
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Table 2. Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis for Predicting Adoptees’ Social Skills (N = 97)

Step and predictor variables R2 ΔR2 B 95% CI 𝛽 t p

Step 1 .10 .10 .001
Child’s current age 6.95 [2.75, 11.15] .32 3.29 .001

Step 2 .14 .04 .001
Neglect experience(presence) –6.65 [–13.09, –0.21] –.20 –2.05 .043

Step 3 .16 .02 .001
Time in out-of-home care –0.18 [–0.41, 0.06] .16 –1.51 .135

Step 4 .24 .08 <.001
Time since adoption –0.50 [–3.22, 2.21] –.07 –0.37 .714
Supportive responses 4.54 [0.51, 8.56] .24 2.24 .028
Unsupportive responses –4.83 [–8.51, –1.15] –.27 –2.60 .011

Note. Reference category in parentheses. CI = confidence interval for B.

Table 3. Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis for Predicting Adoptees’ Problem Behaviors (N = 97)

Step and predictor variables R2 ΔR2 B 95% CI 𝛽 t p

Step 1 .11 .11 .001
Child’s current age –5.46 [–8.69, –2.23] –.33 –3.35 .001

Step 2 .12 .01 .003
Neglect experience(presence) 2.53 [–1.79, 8.25] .13 1.28 .205

Step 3 .20 .08 <.001
Time in out-of-home care 0.27 [0.09, 0.45] .31 3.04 .003

Step 4 .29 .09 <.001
Time since adoption 0.44 [–1.59, 2.46] .07 0.43 .670
Supportive responses –1.63 [–4.63, 1.36] –.11 –1.08 .281
Unsupportive responses 5.46 [1.82, 7.30] .33 3.31 .001

Note. Reference category in parentheses. CI = confidence interval for B.

In the final step of the problem behaviors
model, F(6, 90) = 6.04, p< .001, R2 = .29,
ΔR2 = .09, unsupportive adoptive parenting
(𝛽 = .33, p = .001) statistically predicted a
higher degree of problem behaviors. The sup-
pressor effect found with social skills was not
found in this model.

Moderation Effects of Postadoption
Experiences (H3)

Single moderation models. Using the PRO-
CESS macro for SPSS, the interactions between
preadoption neglect (the only non–time-related
preadoption variable) and each postadoption
variable (supportive adoptive parents’ responses,
unsupportive adoptive parents’ responses, and
time since adoption) were tested with social
skills and problem behaviors as DVs. The
child’s age and time in out-of-home care were
introduced as covariates in the three simple
moderation tests. Furthermore, considering the

reciprocal suppressor effect of the two types of
parents’ responses, each one was controlled in
the moderation test of the opposite one.

In relation to the social skills’ prediction,
results showed that the model including sup-
portive parental responses as a moderator
was statistically significant, F(6, 90) = 5.04,
p< .001, R2 = .25. However, the interaction
between neglect and supportive responses
was not, B = –5.51, 95% CI [–13.07, 2.04],
t(96) = –1.45, p = .151, thereby precluding
a conclusion of moderation in this case with
these data.

Regarding to the model including unsupport-
ive responses as a moderator, F(6, 90) = 5.54,
p< .001, R2 = .27, the interaction between
preadoption parental neglect and unsupportive
adoptive parents’ responses was statistically
significant, B = –7.61, 95% CI [–14.81, –0.40],
t(96) = –2.10, p = .039. Figure 1 shows that
when unsupportive parenting was higher (1 SD
above the mean; solid line), there was a negative
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FIGURE 1. Single moderation of unsupportive
parental responses. Slopes of unsupportive

responses at the mean (M), as well as ±1 SD from the
mean. Preadoption neglect (IV = independent
variable) is on the X-axis and children’s social

skills is on the Y-axis (DV = dependent variable).
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relationship between preadoption neglect and
adoptees’ social skills, B = –13.04, CI [–22.57,
–3.50], t(96) = –2.72, p = .008. When unsup-
portive responses were at the mean level
(dashed line), B = –6.08, CI [–12.87, 0.72],
t(96) = –1.78, p = .079, or 1 SD below the
mean (dotted line), B = 0.88, CI [–8.52, 10.27],
t(96) = 0.19, p = .853, there was no statisti-
cally significant relationship between early
neglect and current social skills. That is, among
children exposed to unsupportive adoptive par-
enting 1 SD above the mean, those who had
been neglected had a statistically lower degree
of social skills than children who had not been
neglected (see Figure 1).

In the model involving time since adoption
as single moderator, F(5, 91) = 5.50, p< .001,
R2 = .23, the interaction between preadoption
parental neglect and time since adoption was
also statistically significant, B = –5.75, 95% CI
[–9.71, –1.78], t(96) = –2.88, p = .005. That
is, there was a negative relationship between
preadoption neglect and adoptees’ social skills,
conditioned by time since adoption. In this case,
the only statistically significant conditional
effect was when time since adoption was 1
SD above the mean (solid line in Figure 2),
B = –15.35, CI [–27.42, –3.28], t(96) = –2.53,
p = .013. With more time within the adoptive
family, social skills of children without past
experiences of neglect were statistically higher
than social skills of children with past experi-
ences of neglect (see Figure 2). When time since
adoption was at the mean level, B = –2.83, CI

FIGURE 2. Single moderation of time since adoption.
Slopes of time since adoption at the mean (M), as

well as ±1 SD from the mean. Preadoption neglect
(IV = independent variable) is on the X-axis and

children’s social skills is on the Y-axis
(DV = dependent variable).
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[–11.74, 6.08], t(96) = –0.63, p = .530, or 1 SD
below the mean, B = 9.70, CI [–3.05, 22.44],
t(96) = 1.51, p = .134, there was no statistically
significant relationship between early neglect
and current social skills.

In short, single moderations showed that (a)
supportive parental responses did not affect
the relationship between preadoption parental
neglect and adoptees’ social skills; (b) the rela-
tionship between preadoption parental neglect
and adoptees’ social skills was only statistically
significant among those with higher unsup-
portive adoptive parenting; (c) the relationship
between preadoption neglect and adoptees’
social skills was only statistically significant
among those for whom a relatively long time
had passed since adoption, showing that time
within the adoptive family was more positive for
the social skills of children without preadoption
neglect than it was for those with preadoption
neglect. The relationship with preadoption
parental neglect and problem behaviors was
not statistically moderated by supportive or
unsupportive adoptive parents’ responses or
time since adoption.

Two additive moderators model. Considering
jointly the previous two statistically significant
moderators (Model 2 in PROCESS), the double
moderation was confirmed, F(8, 88) = 6.21,
p< .001, R2 = .36. Interactions between
preadoption parental neglect and unsupport-
ive parental responses, B = –8.42, 95% CI
[–15.27, –1.57], t(96) = –2.44, p = .017, and
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FIGURE 3. Two additive moderators’ model: additive moderation of unsupportive parental responses and time
since adoption. Slopes of unsupportive at the mean (M), as well as ±1 SD from the mean, across the three

graphs. Graph 1 refers to 1 SD below mean time since adoption. Graph 2 refers to the mean time since adoption.
Graph 3 refers to 1 SD above mean time since adoption. Preadoption neglect (IV = independent variable) is on

the X-axis and children’s social skills is on the Y-axis (DV = dependent variable).
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preadoption neglect and time since adop-
tion, B = –6.51, 95% CI [–10.20, –2.81],
t(96) = –3.50, p< .001, were both statistically
significant. The R2 increased .12 because of
both interactions, F(2, 88) = 8.65, p< .001. To
address potentially confounding effects of the
child’s age, time spent in out-of-home care, and
supportive parenting, the model was tested with
these factors entered as covariates.

There was a statistically significant relation-
ship between preadoption neglect and adoptees’
social skills, conditioned by both unsupportive
parenting and time since adoption. Figures 3
shows that for children with a shorter time since
adoption (M –1 SD; Graph 1), the relationship
between preadoption neglect and current social
skills was not statistically moderated by unsup-
portive parenting. On the contrary, for those with
a mean amount of time living with adoptive par-
ents (Graph 2 in Figure 3), preadoption neglect
showed a statistically significant negative rela-
tionship to adoptees’ social skills only when
unsupportive parental responses were 1 SD
above the mean (solid line), B = –14.98, 95%
CI [–25.90, –4.06], t(96) = –2.73, p = .008.
Furthermore, for those with more time since
adoption (M + 1 SD; Graph 3 in Figure 3),
preadoption neglect was negatively linked to
adoptees’ social skills regardless of whether
unsupportive parenting was low, B = –13.76,
CI [–26.48, –1.03], t(96) = –2.15, p = .034,
at the mean, B = –21.46, CI [–33.06, –9.86],

t(96) = -3.68, p< .001, or high, B = –29.16,
CI [–42.79, –15.52], t(96) = –4.25, p< .001.
The negative effect of preadoption neglect
on adoptees’ social skills was exacerbated by
unsupportive parenting, and this moderating
effect became more negative the more time had
passed since the adoption (H3).

Discussion

In this study, we explored pre- and postadop-
tion predictors of adoptees’ social competence
in a sample of domestically adopted Portuguese
children. The central aim was to examine how
pre- and postadoption processes interact to shape
adoptees’ social competence. We also exam-
ined the moderating effect of adoptive parents’
emotion socialization practices in the relation-
ship between preadoption neglect and adoptees’
social competence.

Although our main goal was the analysis of
predictors of adopted children’s social compe-
tence, the descriptive data for SSIS-RS add to
what we know about the adoptees versus non-
adoptees comparison in social competence. In
this sample of Portuguese adoptees, only about
one in 10 children was below the mean reference
values in social skills, but nearly half (47.4%) of
the sample was above the mean reference values
in problem behaviors. This was consistent with
previous research in which a higher incidence of
problem behavior in adoptees has been observed
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(Askeland et al., 2017; Juffer & van IJzendoorn,
2005). Perhaps some of the contradictory find-
ings in previous research derive from the fact
that these two aspects of social competence have
not always been clearly differentiated in extant
research on the topic.

The first hypothesis (H1), predicting a nega-
tive connection between preadoption adversity
and adoptees’ social competence (social skills
and problem behaviors), was partially con-
firmed. Preadoption parental neglect predicted
lower social skills (before considering the
amount of time spent in out-of-home care) but
did not predict adoptees’ problem behaviors.
Moreover, more time spent in out-of-home
care predicted more problem behaviors. These
results are in line with existing literature on
the long-lasting negative influence of parental
neglect (Hildyard &Wolfe, 2002) and the length
of institutional adversity endured (Askeland
et al., 2017; Juffer & van IJzendoorn, 2005;
Sonuga-Barke et al., 2010).

Time in out-of-home care had the strongest
negative association with adoptees’ social
competence among the preadoption variables
examined. For the vast majority of participants,
out-of-home care was institutional rearing.
After a mean adoption period of 5 years, even if
essentially characterized by positive experiences
(van IJzendoorn & Juffer, 2006), exposure to
institutional care was still negatively associated
with children’s social competence, especially
problem behaviors. These findings provide
yet another piece of evidence suggesting that
institutional care might lead to developmental
shortcomings and an increased likelihood of
problem behaviors and interpersonal difficulties
(Baptista et al., 2013; Merz & McCall, 2010)
and that change is needed in Portuguese policies
concerning children’s placement in institutional
care. We return to this point later.

Results partially confirmed H2, which stated
that (un)supportive adoptive parents’ responses
and time since adoption predict adoptees’
social skills and problem behaviors. Unlike
the findings reported in other studies (Caprin
et al., 2017; Palacios et al., 2013), correlations
between time since adoption and adoptees’
social competence were statistically significant
in our data. However, time since adoption was
a relevant predictor only in interaction with the
child’s preadoption neglect experience, demon-
strating the complex interplay between adopted
children’s past and present influences, as shown,

for instance, in Kriebel and Wentzel (2011) and
Pitula et al. (2017).

Consistent with notions about the role of
the adoptive family as a place to recover from
past experiences (van IJzendoorn & Juffer,
2006), and highlighting the importance of a
supportive and stable postadoption parent–child
relationship, supportive adoptive parenting
predicted higher levels of social skills. More-
over, consistent with previous research (Alves
& Cruz, 2011; Baker et al., 2011; Eisenberg
et al., 1996; Herrera, 2014), and as stated in H2,
unsupportive parental responses predicted both
lower levels of social skills and higher levels of
problem behaviors.

Although neither supportive nor unsupportive
parenting statistically correlated with adoptees’
social skills, when placed together in the regres-
sion analysis both supportive and unsupportive
parenting statistically enhanced the prediction of
social skills. As previously stated, these findings
reveal a reciprocal suppression effect between
supportive and unsupportive responses. The pos-
itive correlation between them means that both
coexist (parents who react more positively are
also those who react more negatively), but the
correlation was only moderate. Future research
should explore the interplay between supportive
and unsupportive parenting in explaining chil-
dren’s outcomes.

Because we considered our sample to be
homogeneous in terms of age, the statistical rela-
tionship between the adoptees’ age and their
social competence was an unexpected finding.
Although Julian and McCall (2016) showed
that adoptees’ social skills increase from mid-
dle childhood to adolescence, our findings dis-
played the same increase within middle child-
hood, highlighting that this age group was not
as homogeneous as intended by restricting the
sample to adoptees between 8 and 10 years of
age. In fact, the child’s age had to be consid-
ered a covariate across our data analyses. These
findings can suggest that adoptees developed
social skills at a rapid rate on a compressed
timeline compared with nonadopted children, in
essence making up for lost time due to adverse
experiences lived before adoption. Nevertheless,
research has shown that this rapid development
and catch-up tends to be more common in the
first years after placement but slackens and stabi-
lizes over time (e.g., Palacios, Román, & Cama-
cho, 2010). Thus, further evidence should be
explored on this issue.



576 Family Relations

Finally, our findings were consistent with H3
for social skills but not for problem behaviors.
Results confirmed the independent and joint
moderating role of family experiences after
adoption (assessed through the length of time
within the adoptive family) and of the adoptive
parents’ emotion socialization practices, on
children’s social skills. The findings related to
adoptive parents’ emotion socialization, which
have not been reported in previous literature, are
of special interest in the case of adoptive par-
ents’ unsupportive responses to their children’s
negative emotions. Unsupportive parenting
exacerbated the effect of preadoption parental
neglect on adoptees’ social skills. The use of
unsupportive emotion socialization practices
seems to extend the negative impact of early
neglect to the postadoption period and therefore
emerges as an added risk factor for adoptees
with past adversity.

Time in the adoptive family was positively
associated with these skills in children without
preadoption experiences of neglect. In contrast,
time since adoption was negatively associated
with social skills in children with preadoption
parental neglect. Thus, findings highlighted
the exacerbating role of time since adoption in
the negative effect of neglect on social skills.
Taking together findings related to postadoption
experiences as risk factors, the longer children
are exposed to unsupportive parenting prac-
tices, the more accentuated their impact seems
to be on children’s social skills. In sum, the
apparent negative effect of preadoption neglect
on the adoptees’ social competence seems to
be increasingly compounded the longer chil-
dren are subsequently exposed to unsupportive
parenting following adoption.

Finally, although the issue goes well beyond
the goals of this study, our findings raise some
concern about the social competence con-
struct. Social competence has been defined as
possessing the necessary skills to perform com-
petently in social tasks and exhibiting the behav-
iors appropriate for interactions with others, and
the instrument developed to assess social com-
petence encompasses both aspects (Gresham,
1986, 2016). Despite a high correlation between
them (r = –.73), the two dimensions functioned
quite differently from one another in the present
study. Although regression analyses indicated
that both social skills and problem behaviors
were associated with adoptive parents’ emotion
socialization, the moderation tests considering

both past and present influences worked well for
social skills but not for problem behaviors. Thus,
we question whether social skills and problem
behaviors are two different (even if related)
domains or are two aspects of the same domain,
as the concept of social competence suggests. In
fact, SSIS-RS provides separate scores for each
domain, without any integrative score. More
research seems to be needed to clarify this issue
in terms of both concept and assessment.

Limitations and Future Directions

Two of the main shortcomings of this study are
the assessment of children’s social competence
by only their parents and the retrospective
gathering of information about their past expe-
riences. The latter is a common procedure
in adoption studies but raises some concerns
about the accuracy of the information. In future
research, it would be beneficial to obtain a more
reliable assessment of neglect experiences and
to evaluate adoptees’ social competence using
multiple informants. The cross-sectional design
we employed is another limitation because it
only allowed us to assess correlations; a longi-
tudinal design would allow the findings to be
taken a step further by confirming the sequence
and pace of change. Yet another limitation is
the small sample size that prevents the use of
more complex analytical techniques, such as
structural equation modeling. In future studies,
alternative statistical methods could be used to
account, for example, for the interdependence
of the data and to take advantage of mothers’
and fathers’ separate scores.

Practical Implications

This study’s findings have important implica-
tions for professional practice with families,
and specifically for Portuguese child-protection
policies. Results highlight the importance of the
family in providing a consistent, privileged, and
secure relationship, which is essential in sen-
sitive periods of socioemotional development
(Julian & McCall, 2016). In the Portuguese con-
text, nearly 97% of children who cannot remain
in their birth family are placed in institutional
care, which is not only an anomaly in Western
countries today (Del Valle & Bravo, 2013) but
also a context that cannot provide the type of
attachment relationship with a caregiver that
young children need (Dozier et al., 2014). Fam-
ily alternatives should be promoted, particularly
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for young children. In addition, our findings
reveal the importance of a seldom-considered
variable when working with adoptive parents:
parental emotion socialization. The detrimen-
tal outcomes associated with unsupportive
parental responses—such as those involving
minimization, punition, or distress—to the
adoptees’ expression of negative emotions was
underscored in our results, particularly when fol-
lowing early parental neglect. Indeed, positive
parenting approaches seem to be most needed by
those whose early adversity makes them more
vulnerable to negative socialization practices.

Conclusion

Despite its limitations, this study contributes to a
better understanding of the processes underlying
adopted children’s social competence, which is
an area still in need of research. A strength of this
study is the use of variables not studied in pre-
vious adoption research—namely, preadoption
neglect and parental responses to the children’s
negative emotions. This research also provides
new information about the postadoption parent-
ing processes that contribute to adopted chil-
dren’s social competence. In addition, it brings
to light the relevance for future research of the
interplay between pre- and postadoption experi-
ences in the prediction of adoptees’ outcomes.
In conclusion, postadoption parenting practices
should never be an added risk factor for children
with past experiences of socioemotional neglect.
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