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Abstract 

 
What are the roles of specificity and commonality in social-emotional development? We begin 

by highlighting the conceptual context for this timely and timeless question and explain how 

responses to it can inform novel lines of theoretical and empirical inquiry, as well as 

sociocultural generalizability. Next, we describe how the selection of papers included in this 

special section contribute to our understanding of specificity and commonality in social-

emotional development. We then explain how applying the complementarity principle to social-

emotional development can inform a future research agenda in this domain. Lastly, we discuss 

how specificity and commonality fundamentally impact the way we conceptualize and 

implement interventions aimed at nurturing social-emotional development in every child.  

Keywords: Social-emotional development, specificity, commonality, complementarity, tailored 

interventions. 
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Towards Complementarity: Specificity and Commonality in Social-Emotional Development  
 

Introduction to the Special Section 

 
There is as much difference between us and ourselves as between us and others.  

Michel de Montaigne, 1580 (book II) 

 
The capacity for growth is an integral part of being human. Social-emotional 

development—how we understand our own and others’ emotions, express our internal states, 

needs, and desires, and navigate emotional and social upheaval—is an essential component of 

the human journey and a core feature of our personality across the life span. Social-emotional 

experiences are complex and heterogeneous, allowing humans from vastly different backgrounds 

to reach their fullest psychological potentials. Thus, any attempt to understand and enhance 

social-emotional development begins with an acknowledgement and appreciation of the uniquely 

lived experiences, richness, and healthy potentials for growth within each human being (Maslow, 

1962; Rogers, 1961). We still often rely on averages across groups to understand how social-

emotional processes unfold across the lifespan. In this introduction to the special section, we 

work towards a more complete understanding of every child’s social-emotional development by 

offering a thorough analysis of their uniqueness and context embeddedness. While this approach 

moves beyond the illusion of sameness in the empirical realm, it also recognizes that nearness in 

human emotional experiences is always possible to some extent, and thus emphasizes the 

inherent value in searching for common themes, shared experiences, and similarities in social-

emotional development.  

The main goal of this article is to adopt a fresh approach to this timely and timeless topic 

with three novel questions: What is specific in children’s social-emotional development? What is 
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common? And how do we move beyond sameness and apply the principle of complementarity to 

inform sociocultural generalizability and intervention practices aimed at nurturing social-

emotional growth?  

Questioning our development as social-emotional creatures in specific places, as specific 

individuals, and at specific points in time can help us appreciate our differences and guide us 

through issues of diversity, sociocultural generalizability, and inclusion. Questioning what is 

common in social-emotional development across these contexts and junctures can elucidate 

shared challenges and strengths, bringing scholars together in understanding the broader issues 

that make us human. Thus, investigating both specificities and commonalities in social-

emotional processes and pathways may bring the field closer to magnifying the uniqueness and 

growth potential of each human’s social-emotional experiences through the interrelatedness and 

collaborative potential of shared human experiences.  

Exploring what is common in children’s social-emotional development has a rich and 

longstanding tradition in developmental psychology. For instance, Charlotte Buehler’s child-

study laboratory in Vienna, founded in 1922, introduced comprehensive observations of children 

with the goal of identifying a unified scheme of psychological development (Buehler, 1927; see 

also Ainsworth, 1985; Erikson, 1950; Piaget, 1932). This heritage built the foundation for 

contemporary theorizing and empirical research, which continues to provide invaluable 

information on children’s common social-emotional development, including implications for 

their health, the interrelated wellbeing of others, and their productivity and contributions to the 

greater good across the life span. These early theories and beginnings also come with major 

limitations, including (but not limited to), the predominant reliance on White, European-heritage 

samples and experiences, associated invisibility of minority populations, as well as a dramatic 
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underrepresentation of the rich diversity of social, economic, cultural, and historical realities that 

impact child social-emotional development. Even with the use of sophisticated sampling 

techniques to generate representative samples for specific contexts, significant questions remain 

as to if, and to what extent, these findings can be generalized across individuals, populations, 

places, and historical time (Syed, Santos, Yoo, & Juang, 2018).  

The case for every child’s uniqueness has been made since centuries, particularly in the 

early beginnings of the fields of clinical child psychology, child psychoanalysis, and childhood 

education. For example, Anna Freud acknowledged that every child has a unique personality and 

that their specific corresponding needs must be considered in the therapeutic alliance and 

treatment planning steps (Freud, 1965). While this reflects an appreciation of specificity in the 

realm of treatment, clinician scientists and like-minded people have also made numerous 

attempts to understand the unique developmental features of children. This is reflected in the 

application of case study designs to help illuminate unique clinical manifestations of the same 

diagnosis (Moustakas, 1992). 

Questions of specificity and commonality in social-emotional development are also of 

current and increasing focus, with an urgent need to understand if and how much the findings 

from leading longitudinal studies on children’s social-emotional development can be generalized 

across populations and settings. Clearly, a much more complete appreciation of the full range of 

diversity across populations, contexts, and time is warranted in the study of social-emotional 

development (Hill, 2021). This is becoming particularly important as children around the world 

are confronted with a growing and vast array of adversities, including poverty, and exposure to 

violence and institutionalization, widening divisions along local, national, and international lines 

(Hillis et al., 2021).    
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Social-emotional development 
 

Social-emotional processes encompass humans’ affective and social experiences, 

including the ways we express and deal with emotions, both within us and in relation to others, 

and how we relate to ourselves and others in everyday life (Saarni, 1999). Social-emotional 

development pertains to how these processes change over the lifespan. It is complex, as it 

involves understanding one’s own and others’ internal affective states, desires, and needs, as well 

as abilities to coordinate diverse perspectives (Malti, 2020; Malti & Song, 2018). These 

processes change dynamically across childhood and adolescence as capacities and contexts 

change, requiring the continuous adaptation and re-balancing of self- and other-oriented needs. 

In developmental psychology, different conceptual frameworks have been proposed to describe 

and understand social-emotional development. While these frameworks emphasize different 

subcomponents of social-emotional development, they typically share the overt components of 

emotional understanding, emotional expression, emotion regulation, social interactions, and 

relationships. There is also a joint emphasis on how the development of these components 

impacts our personal well-being, how we relate to others, and the contributions we make to the 

greater good (Izard, Youngstrom, Fine, Mostow, & Trantacosta, 2006; Malti & Krettenauer, 

2013; Schultz, Izard, & Bear, 2004).  

Taxonomies of social-emotional development propose that its components can be 

organized and understood along two core dimensions: self- versus other-orientation and over- 

versus under-regulation. Self- versus other-orientation refers to whether the social-emotional 

component is predominantly focused on the self (e.g., self-conscious emotions, such as feelings 

of guilt following one’s own wrongdoing), others (e.g., other-oriented emotions, such as 

empathy/sympathy for those in need), or both the self and others (e.g., social understanding 
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requiring the integration of one’s own and others’ perspectives) in a way that is adequate for 

one’s age or developmental level (Malti, 2016, 2020; see Eisenberg, 2000; Hoffman, 2000). 

Considering over- versus under-regulation helps one understand how a social-emotional 

component is likely expressed given the individual’s ability to regulate and balance their 

emotional arousal (Thompson, 1994; see Eisenberg, Spinrad, & Eggum, 2010). For example, 

while moderate feelings of sympathy have been associated with prosocial behaviors, the over-

regulation of sympathy can present as callousness and the under-regulation of sympathy can 

present as personal distress and self-focused avoidance (Eisenberg, Spinrad, & Morris, 2014; see 

Eisenberg et al., 1996). Similarly, healthy levels of guilt after a wrongdoing are thought to deter 

future mishaps, whereas the over- and under-regulation of guilt are thought to manifest as ethical 

disengagement and neurotic self-blame (Malti, 2016; see Colasante, Jambon, Gao, & Malti, 

2021). 

The six manuscripts in this special section focus on a range of social-emotional capacities 

in the first two decades of life, including dimensions of emotional self-regulation, other-oriented 

emotional and behavioral tendencies, as well as self-oriented processes of emotional 

development. They explore social-emotional development as it is embedded in specific contexts, 

including distinct cultural frameworks across and within societies, parenting values and 

practices, religious beliefs, and experiences of migration, minority status, and discrimination.  

We explore the extent to which these rich findings provide evidence for commonality and 

specificity in 1) the respective subcomponents of social-emotional development and 2) links 

between social-emotional processes and contextual features.  
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In the following section, we discuss the role of commonality in social-emotional 

development and briefly highlight how the manuscripts in this section contribute to answering 

this question. 

Commonality in social-emotional development 

The issue of common features in social-emotional processes, both across and within 

individuals, remains a core pillar of theoretical inquiry and empirical research in developmental 

psychology. Importantly, notions of commonality do not need to equate to perfect sameness or 

universality in developmental processes. Rather, the commonality principle refers to the general 

assumption that shared characteristics within the human species make it possible to identify 

similar features or trends across children, contexts, individuals, and historical time (e.g., 

processes of change, growth, and homeostasis in social-emotional capacities as they naturally 

unfold across the lifespan; Maturana & Varela, 1972). It can also refer to the concept of 

nearness, which includes psychological proximity, contextual similarity, or a complex 

combination of both. Thus, identifying commonalities in social-emotional processes is possible 

in principle because human beings have evolved as a species and, as a result, share many 

characteristics at a general level (Einstein, 1934; Sullivan, 1953).  

Applied to the empirical realm, the commonality principle refers to attempts that identify 

similarities in dimensions of social-emotional development, such as empathy, and their 

expressions across individual, contextual, and temporal levels. Commonality does not deny 

diversity; rather, it presupposes that an accurate, shared description arising from an analysis of 

the rich variation in social-emotional processes in the human species can help identify properties 

within the self-organizing system of social-emotional development, ultimately moving research 

in this domain forward.  
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On a meta level, the search for commonality reflects our natural human need for 

relatedness, and indicates perceived mutuality in emotional experiences and interdependence 

stemming from caring relationships (Fromm, 1955; Kagıtçıbası, 1996; Malti, 2021). Humans 

have the complex ability to assume an imaginary viewpoint and observe others in relation to the 

self, a capacity that can make them increasingly aware of shared features in dimensions of social-

emotional growth. For instance, accurate empathy can help us identify similarities in emotional 

experiences, both between us and others, and within ourselves across diverse contexts, thus 

enabling an understanding of, and changes in, perceptions of ourselves, others, and the world 

around us (Rogers, 1961). 

The manuscripts in this section provide some evidence for commonality in social-

emotional development. Specifically, Jukes et al. (this section) explored how communities in 

Mtwara, Tanzania conceptualize children’s social-emotional capacities across two studies. The 

findings documented that an other-oriented, prosocial component and an emotional self-

regulation component were part of parents’ perceptions of children’s social-emotional 

development. These perceptions reflect two of the main components of existing approaches to 

social-emotional development. The next two papers in this special section investigated 

commonality in social-emotional development within a specific cultural setting. The second 

manuscript by Lin et al. (this section) showed that patterns of infant temperament, including 

emotional self-regulation, described in predominantly White North American samples replicated 

in a sample of Mexican American infants. This finding supports the notion of some 

generalizability across diverse subpopulations, providing a frame for how common patterns of 

temperament may relate to environmental adversity and predict developmental outcomes.  
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In the third paper, Chen et al. (this section) investigated the generalizability of 

intergenerational transmission models of self-regulatory processes in a sample of Chinese 

American immigrant children and parents. Their findings underscored the common factors of 

parental self-regulation and parenting behaviors in children’s self-regulatory development. The 

next two papers examined common features in social-emotional development, including 

relationships, across cultural settings. The fourth paper by Rothenberg et al. (this section) 

assessed commonality in social-emotional development and parenting behaviors using 

longitudinal data from nine countries and spanning the middle childhood to middle adolescence 

period. Single-generation parenting demonstrated commonality across cultures. Specifically, 

parental warmth promoted, and parental hostility, neglect, and rejection impeded the 

development of child flourishing—these patterns largely held regardless of parenting norms.  

Using a person-oriented approach, the fifth paper by Oh et al. (this section) explored how 

dimensions of adolescents’ relationship quality (i.e., support and negativity) with mothers, 

fathers, and best friends were influenced by three cultural contexts (i.e., South Korea, the United 

States, and Portugal), as well as how culturally common and culturally specific relationship 

profiles were associated with adolescents’ social behaviors across these contexts. The majority of 

youth in all three countries reported considerably congruent or high-quality relationships with 

their mothers, fathers, and best friends, and a high-quality profile was associated with the most 

optimal social-behavioral development in all three countries. These findings are consistent with 

attachment theory and previous studies showing that high quality parent-child relationships and 

parental support contribute positively to the development of social behaviors across cultures. In 

the sixth and last paper, Davidov et al. (this section) investigated the role of maternal 

psychological control in children’s prosociality in middle childhood, as well as the role of 
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religiosity as a moderator across three studies using samples of Israeli Jewish and Arab Muslim 

Israeli families. Across studies and religious contexts, religiosity moderated the link between 

maternal psychological control and children’s prosociality.  

Together, these papers speak to commonality in the conceptualization and expression of 

basic dimensions of social-emotional development across specific samples and contexts. 

Interestingly, there was even some evidence for commonality in moderating effects across 

different contexts.   

Specificity in social-emotional development 
 

In contemporary psychology, the specificity principle has been introduced as a 

framework to understand developmental processes and related outcomes arising from or within 

specific individual characteristics, relationships, contexts, and/or time points (Bornstein, 2017, 

2019; Lerner & Bornstein, 2021). Its application to social-emotional developmental processes 

implies an acknowledgement of the vast variability of social-emotional processes in any given 

population/context, a move away from average scores, and the needs to more fully describe and 

study the rich diversity of developmental processes (Cheah, 2016; Rose, 2017). This requires a 

shift to a focus on the uniqueness of each child’s social-emotional development and what 

individual experiences mean for a child embedded in a particular context (Hill, 2021). Thus, 

specificity implies that social-emotional processes cannot be adequately captured by a focus on 

regularity, average scores, and comparative perspectives of normativity. Rather, less expected, 

unique, and specific notions of singularity and self-organizing features of living systems at the 

level of analysis are required to move beyond past knowledge about normative and typical 

social-emotional processes as they unfold across the first two decades of life (Jung, 1957; Malti, 

2021; Maturana & Varela, 1972). A search for specificity also calls for the study of child social-
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emotional development in specific populations that have been traditionally marginalized in 

developmental and clinical sciences, such as ethnic minority or refugee and migrant populations 

(Cabrera & Leyendecker, 2017; García Coll et al., 1996; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2017), as well as a 

thorough analysis of the unique features of the multi-level system in which the child is 

embedded, including family, peer, school, neighborhood, and community contexts, both 

contemporaneously and across time (Roisman, 2021; Witherspoon et al., 2016).   

The manuscripts in this special section tackled these issues by analyzing specificity in 

social-emotional processes in specific populations and contexts across the first two decades of 

life. Jukes et al. (this section) found that, contrary to commonly used indicators of social-

emotional development in predominantly White populations from North America and Europe, 

dimensions of social responsibility in children, including obedience, are considered a highly 

valued component of social-emotional development by parents and teachers in Mtwara, 

Tanzania. These findings support within-culture specificity in some domains of social-emotional 

development, which speaks for the need to investigate within-culture conceptualizations and the 

measurement of social-emotional development (Kaertner, 2015; Keller, 2018). The next two 

papers address a central theme of acculturative specificity—the heterogeneity of immigrant 

experiences and multifaceted links to social-emotional development. Lin and colleagues (this 

section) speak to specificity in the overrepresentation of high positive affect, well-regulated 

infant temperamental profile, and the absence of a reactive, well-regulated profile of infant 

temperament in this sample of Mexican American families. Moreover, the negative reactive, low 

regulated profile was associated with poorer socioemotional adjustment only for the subset of 

infants whose mothers endorsed low Anglo orientation or high Mexican orientation. These 

findings align with the emphasis that traditional Mexican culture places on the importance of 
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values of respect and familism, and Mexican-origin parents’ emphasis on social-emotional 

capacities that foster obedience, respect, and moral obligations (see Davis et al., 2021).  

Chen et al. (this section) showed specific intergenerational self-regulatory processes 

within an acculturative and socioeconomically diverse sample of Chinese American parents and 

children. Common association between parents and children’s aspects of self-regulation in this 

ethnic minority immigrant family context was linked through specific indicators of family 

socioeconomic status (SES), (i.e., caregiver education). In addition, children’s bilingual 

proficiency and dimensions of self-regulation were uniquely associated, suggesting that key 

contextual differences within distinct ethnic groups may account for variability in their social-

emotional development. The next two papers examined specificity in social-emotional 

development across cultural settings. Rothenberg et al. (this section) found that intergenerational 

parenting influenced children’s flourishing in samples of families from nine different countries 

over time. Intergenerational parenting showed specificity as children from cultures with above-

average parental warmth experienced the most benefits through the intergenerational 

transmission of parental warmth on child flourishing. In addition, children from cultures with 

below average parental hostility, neglect, and rejection were best protected from the deleterious 

effects of negative parenting behaviors on flourishing. Oh et al. (this section) documented 

cultural specificity in the relationship profiles of adolescents, as well as in the complex buffering 

effects of certain relationship profiles on adolescents’ social and behavioral outcomes across 

South Korea, USA, and Portugal. For example, South Korean youth showed relatively congruent 

relationship profiles characterized by greater support from and negativity with their mothers and 

fathers, relative to with their friends. Finally, Davidov et al. (this section) found that maternal 

psychological control was not always negatively associated with children’s prosocial behavior; 
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rather, this link varied based on sociocultural contexts as measured by religiosity, as well as 

somewhat by cultural groups (Jewish versus Arab families).  

In summary, the empirical findings document commonality in social-emotional processes 

across specific samples, as well as their links with contextual variables. The results also show 

a remarkable amount of uniqueness in social-emotional development in specific samples, 

relationships within cultural contexts, related values, and socioeconomic contexts. They speak to 

the need to acknowledge the diversity in social-emotional processes as they unfold in unique 

sociocultural and socioeconomic contexts across the first two decades of life (Chen & Rubin, 

2011). The results also show that it is useful to explore questions of specificity and commonality 

with a diverse range of research designs and approaches, including within-group analyses of 

social-emotional development and the meaning systems attached to them, across-group 

comparisons, and complex cultural and contextual moderation-mediation effects (see Davidov, in 

press) to study sociocultural mechanisms and assumptions of heterogeneity in children’s social-

emotional development. Carefully investigating psychological, acculturative, sociodemographic, 

and contextual variations in purposeful ways may help disentangle what is unique and what is 

potentially common in child social-emotional development and when and why these variations 

and shared experiences matter. Together, these examinations provide social scientific analyses 

with unique and extraordinary power to unravel meaning and the association of meaning with 

action and help to elucidate forces that shape development. 

Towards complementarity: Specificity, commonality, and sociocultural generalizability  
 
The most universal quality is diversity 
 
Michel de Montaigne, 1580 book II 
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Throughout this article, we have highlighted the need to move beyond a science of 

average score comparison and toward a nuanced, specific perspective of child social-emotional 

development. However, the empirical findings presented in the manuscripts of this special 

section show that there is value in searching for both the common and the specific in children’s 

social-emotional development within and across sociocultural contexts. Theoretically, the 

question remains: Is it possible to move away from sameness while acknowledging that, despite 

the vast richness of social-emotional processes across development, regularity and similarity 

remain, at least in part? The collective findings of this section touch on this idea and speak to 

both specific and common features in social-emotional development and, to some extent, 

illustrate that specificity and commonality may work in concert in multifaceted ways.  

Again stepping back to a meta-level stance, a shared sense of humanity may serve as a 

framework or reference point from which to understand the unique deviations of each child’s 

social-emotional pathway, all the while acknowledging that there are also shared features in 

those inner experiences. The latter may reflect what is potentially common or less dependent on 

contextual variations in the human species, for example, common qualities in the domain of 

social-emotional development, such as a fundamental capacity to express caring concern for the 

self and others. Shared challenges in parenting in urban, middle-class contexts can also lead 

mothers across seemingly diverse immigrant and non-immigrant cultures to similarly express 

maternal warmth to nurture their children, and maternal control over their children to set 

behavioral norms/standards, maintain child safety, support social relations and respect for others, 

provide structure, and guide moral development (Cheah et al., 2015; Cho et al., 2021). At the 

same time, however, mothers’ emphasis on specific reasons and strategies varied across cultural 

groups, reflecting culturally prioritized values and modes of adaptation within their specific 
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contexts (Cheah et al., 2015; Cho et al., 2021). How such philosophical questions and discourse 

translate into the study of child social-emotional development is certainly an exciting task to 

tackle for future multidisciplinary endeavours. This task requires genuine open-mindedness 

towards diversity in its rich entirety, respect for differences and unique pathways, and a search 

for what is specific and common in becoming humane without equating common features with 

“sameness” or due only to shared biology. Respect, a core prosocial virtue and component of the 

social-emotional developmental domain, involves an appreciation of the differences between us, 

and also an awareness of our inherent interrelatedness, which can transcend perceived 

differences and create holistic experiences of two beings that create meaning (i.e., the “I-Thou 

relationship”; Buber, 1923/1997; Malti, Peplak, & Zhang, 2020). As such, we confer that a 

respectful, complementary view of what is potentially different and similar between us and 

others can inform attempts to capture both diversity and commonality in social-emotional 

development. In sum, the findings from this special section speak to the usefulness of 

transcending dualism and adopting a complementary perspective—one that acknowledges both 

the uniqueness in every child’s social-emotional development within context, yet still integrates 

past knowledge on common processes in social-emotional development, ultimately finding 

creative ways to combine new information on specific and common structures and patterns to 

reach a more comprehensive understanding of every child’s social-emotional development.  

Lessons learned from the complementarity principle may also shed light on how we can 

move toward a research agenda that acknowledges both the vast richness and diversity of social-

emotional processes without losing the potential that the identification of similarities within and 

across children, places, and time inherently has for understanding psychological adaptation. The 

complementarity principle was introduced in the discipline of physics as part of quantum 
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mechanics and asserts that particles can sometimes have different properties that cannot be seen 

or studied at the same time. With the properties of position and momentum as an example, the 

more precisely a particle’s position is determined, the less information is available to determine 

its momentum. Conversely, with measurable momentum, it becomes more difficult to determine 

a particle’s position (picture a still frame of a blurred baseball travelling at 100 mph). Thus, the 

confines we introduce in measurement limit our understanding of phenomena and a complete 

understanding of phenomena can only come from a consideration of all available experiments 

and properties (Bohr, 1928).  

Moving forward, there may be value in adopting these lessons from the complementarity 

principle to research on children’s social-emotional development. For example, it may be helpful 

to consider how one’s conceptual or empirical approach precludes an understanding of 

specificities at the expense of understanding commonalities (and vice versa). It may also be 

prudent to consider the possibility of fully accounting for commonality and specificity in the 

same approach, or if it is necessary or better to adopt separate approaches best suited to 

understanding commonality and specificity and then consider the totality of their respective 

results. The complementarity principle may thus serve as a useful frame to open more 

comprehensive venues for the exploration of social-emotional processes as they naturally unfold 

in their entire richness, including approaches that draw out similarities and differences across 

historical and generational time, multiple disciplines, and communication and transfer (see Hill, 

2021). A meta-level view of complementarity may also help respond to questions regarding the 

sociocultural generalizability of substantive conclusions within the social-emotional 

developmental domain by contributing to conceptual replication (Lykken, 1968) and clarifying 

which findings are robust within specific populations and settings (Roisman, 2021).  
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Complementarity and interventions aimed at nurturing social-emotional development 

The knowledge gained from the current articles and their synthesis may also have 

implications for intervention practices aimed at nurturing social-emotional growth in every child. 

Taking the uniqueness of every child’s social-emotional development seriously means to design 

and implement assessments and developmentally sensitive interventions that respond as caringly 

and sensitively as possible to every child’s needs in a highly individualized manner. While extant 

social-emotional programs mostly account for age-related differences, the heterogeneity in 

social-emotional development within age groups and within and between specific populations, 

both at any point in development and across time, still need to be addressed much more carefully 

and comprehensively (Gonzales et al., 2016; Malti et al., 2016; Malti, 2020). 

Accounting for the full range of variability within and across development and 

sociocultural contexts is an urgent and necessary step towards better interventions for every 

child. Artificial intelligence approaches may help adapt social-emotional and mental health 

intervention approaches to children’s unique developmental needs (Bickman, 2020), and there is 

great promise to the digital development and implementation of developmentally tailored, 

individualized strategies to nurture every child’s full social-emotional potential. However, due to 

the complexity and subtlety of factors that influence what works in interventions in this area, as 

well as the dynamic nature of the relationship between child and practitioner, there are also many 

challenges for the effective application of artificial intelligence or machine learning in 

psychosocial interventions aimed at nurturing social-emotional development and mental health 

(Horn & Weisz, 2020).  

In line with the lessons learned from the principle of complementarity, it may also be 

useful to leverage established, common principles of nurturing care alongside highly 
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individualized and developmentally tailored strategies to capture and promote both common and 

specific aspects of social-emotional development in the same intervention approach. A gardening 

metaphor can illustrate how specific and common features of social-emotional development can 

be nurtured complementarily. While different flowers in a garden require highly individualized 

approaches and methods (e.g., different watering and pruning schedules), all of their roots are 

embedded in the same soil, which itself requires nurturing care (e.g., balanced nutrients) to 

provide a strong foundation for everything living in the garden to grow and reach its fullest 

potential. Similarly, as the findings in this special issue attest, children have both specific 

(flowers) and common (soil) social-emotional needs and characteristics. As such, they may 

benefit from interventions that integrate targeted (flower) and common (soil) approaches. This 

requires careful listening to, and understanding of, a child’s needs, along with the existence of a 

warm, positive relationship that can make a response to the caring possible (Noddings, 1984; 

Rosa, 2016). Considerable work remains in finding answers to the questions of when and how 

developmentally tailored, contextually unique interventions are needed, if and when combined 

tailored and promotional approaches for all are suitable, and when and how the use of common 

strategies to nurture social-emotional growth in or even across communities can be considered 

(VanderWeele, 2021). 

The manuscripts in this special section and research on the transferability of interventions 

across contexts also speak to the specific ways in which interventions should be adapted to 

account for specific needs (as per above, to account for different flowers above the soil). First, 

there is a need to identify and account for the meaning that individuals attach to social-emotional 

development in a specific community and why (see Jukes et al. and Lin et al., this section). Next, 

a more nuanced understanding regarding how specific contexts contribute to specificities in 
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social-emotional growth is warranted, acknowledging the heterogeneity both within specific 

groups (Chen et al. and Lin et al., this section) and across cultural frameworks (Rothenberg et al. 

and Oh et al., this section), as well as considering moderators of cultural effects on social-

emotional development (Davidov et al., this section). Indeed, the transferability of parenting 

interventions aimed at nurturing child development across contexts depends on how well such 

interventions (including their curriculums and assessment tools) are adapted to the local context 

(Jeong, Pitchik, & Yousafzai, 2018; Zhang et al. 2021), as well as the extent to which bottom-up, 

community-based approaches (involving all stakeholders) are used to identify and prioritize the 

needs of a specific group (Abubakar et al., 2019: Speidel et al., 2021).  

In terms of complementarity, it also seems warranted to think carefully about anchoring 

multi-sectoral interventions into a system of nurturing care and protection to make individualized 

interventions sustainable (see Britto et al., 2017). While child-level interventions will continue to 

improve when considering both unique and common features of social-emotional development in 

a given sociocultural context, it is also essential to provide support for nurturing care and 

protection to caregivers, practitioners, and policymakers so that they can address the social-

emotional needs of children and themselves in times of social change, high prevalence rates of 

mental health needs, and exposure to adversities that compromise social-emotional development 

(Bethell et al., 2017; Carlos et al., in press; Killen, 2019). This relates to questions regarding the 

improvement of existing health care and education systems, how common systemic factors that 

work can be nurtured and dismantled from those that do not, along with community capacity 

building and stakeholder empowerment (Aboud & Yousafzai, 2015).  

Lastly, beyond an acknowledgement of the need to move from developmentally and 

contextually sensitive approaches to systems of nurturing care, an evolution of a collective 
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ethical mindset is needed to sustain research-informed attempts to comprehensively nurture 

every child’s social-emotional development. According to polymath Albert Schweitzer, a 

reverence for life reflects an appreciation of diversity in its fullest sense, in being aware that we 

live and want to live a feature we share with every other human being (and living entity). Thus, 

we owe appreciation to everyone, both similar and different from us, in their quest and right to 

reach their fullest potential (Schweitzer, 1966).  

Conclusion 
 

In this article, we highlighted some of the current conceptual issues involved in the study 

of specificity and commonality in children’s social-emotional development. We also discussed 

and synthesized the empirical findings of the manuscripts in this section that speak to 

specificities and commonalities in dimensions of social-emotional development, as well as in 

how different sociocultural contexts affect those dimensions. While the search for common in the 

past all too often meant sameness and coarse averaging, a new, rich understanding of social-

emotional processes requires both an analysis of specific and common properties across 

individuals and individual time, contexts, and historical time. At the meta-level, lessons learned 

from the complementarity principle may be useful in reaching a more complete understanding of 

social-emotional processes embedded in sociocultural frameworks and meaning systems across 

the first two decades of life. A dual focus on the specific and common features of social-

emotional development can respond to questions regarding sociocultural generalizability and 

inform sustainable, developmentally and contextually tailored interventions that nurture unique 

pathways of social-emotional development through individualized strategies while 

acknowledging common human needs across children.  
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