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A B S T R A C T

Socioemotional competence and peers’ social experiences have a mutually affecting relationship.
Exploring students’ reasons for disliking a classmate within the classroom context has theoretical
importance for peer interaction literature and practical importance for assisting teachers in build-
ing positive social environments. The goal of the study was to evaluate a system of categoriza-
tion of reasons for disliking a classmate. For that, and in line with grounded theory, an enlarged
heterogeneous sample of fourth and sixth grade Spanish and Portuguese students was used. Data
collection was done through a sociometric task followed by a semi-structured interview (Span-
ish students) or by completing a questionnaire (Portuguese students). 1596 reasons provided by
the Spanish students and 638 provide by the Portuguese students were analysed following the
grounded theory procedure. Results showed that students tended to mention the same type of
reasons; differences within groups relate to reasons’ salience. Implications are drawn for teaching
practice and for exploring the effect of culture and school organization on students’ appreciation
of each other.

1. Introduction

Socioemotional competence is fundamental for establishing and maintaining positive peer interactions and relationships. Peers
related social experiences have as well an influence on emotional and interpersonal development (Denham, Warren, von Salisch, et
al., 2011). By school age, most students are aware of a large array of emotions, and of emotional, cognitive, and behavioural regu-
lation strategies and are able to effectively send emotional complex messages, by taking into consideration the characteristics of the
interaction and of the people involved in it (Denham, 2005; Denham et al., 2011). In addition, emotions’ understanding also becomes
more complex as children age (Cuisinier and Pons, 2011). Five to seven-year-olds are able to understand that the experience and
expression of emotions are affected by internal states and that it is possible to simulate and to dissimulate emotions. From eight years
onwards, children are able to understand the mix and ambivalent nature of emotions, the effect that moral rules have on emotions
and the possibility of using mental strategies for controlling emotional experiences.

Developmental changes in experiencing, expressing and understanding emotions have an effect on peers related social experi-
ences. These experiences work as a context for children to learn normative rules of expressing emotions, and to develop deeper un-
derstanding of emotions and their role in peers’ interactions and relationships (Denham et al., 2011). Thus, emotional competence
and interpersonal competence have a complex mutual relationship. Students at different ages experience different emotions regard-
ing their peers, as well as understand these emotional experiences differently, which will affect peers’ interactions and relationships.
The nature of peers social experiences will facilitate socioemotional and interpersonal competence.
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Due to the developmental importance of peers related social experiences for socioemotional and interpersonal competence, many
studies have been exploring peer interactions and relationships from different perspectives. One important focus is peer rejection,
which is a group construct representing how much an individual is disliked by the peer group (Bagwell, 2004; García Bacete et al.,
2014). Peer rejection is a stressful life event (Dodge, Lansford, Burks, et al., 2003) that causes immediate negative emotions, such as
anxiety, sadness, and anger (Nesdale, 2008; Sandstrom and Zakriski, 2004). Importantly, rejection might also stimulate certain peer
behaviours that inflict social and emotional distress on the rejected child (Ladd, 2005). Indeed, peers might develop public negative
forms of behaviour towards the rejected child, such as exclusion from interactions and play, disapproval, and verbal and physical ag-
gression (Lev-Wiesel et al., 2013; Sandstrom and Zakriski, 2004). Depending on the dispositions of the rejected student as well as on
his/her interpretation of the behaviour displayed by the peers, the treatment by the peer group will have far more consequences on
children’s school adjustment (Buhs, 2005). All of these consequences make peer rejection an important topic of study, in particular
for substantiating interventions that might help rejected children fit in.

While all of these empirical results make the phenomenon of peer rejection of most theoretical relevance, it is our claim that ex-
ploring peer disliking of each other is as well of practical and theoretical importance (Sureda, Garcia Bacete, & Monjas, 2009). Unlike
peer rejection, disliking a classmate is not a property on one sole child, it is not a group construct. The experience of disliking a peer
is part of the social experience of any child (García Bacete, Carrero, Marande, & Ochoa, 2017). Peer disliking is a negative peer eval-
uation eliciting negative emotions (García Bacete, Marande, & Mikami, 2019)), that might have an important effect on the attitudes
and on the behaviours towards the peers (Hennessy et al., 2007). Thus, it is our claim that knowledge of students’ reasons for dislik-
ing a classmate across different school grades and contexts will provide significant information for understanding peers related social
experiences. This body of knowledge will also be useful for teachers to assist students in developing more socially adequate ways of
dealing with those classmates they dislike, and in building positive social environments promotive of learning and interpersonal and
emotional development.

2. Reasons for disliking a classmate

Some theories suggest that children like peers who are similar to them, regarding age, gender, ethnicity, or other characteristics,
as similarity facilitates self-validation and self-confidence, and reduces conflict with peers (Bennet and Sani, 2008; Gifford-Smith and
Brownell, 2003; Hartup, 2009; Nesdale, 2008). Other theories mention that children seek contact with peers depending on their eval-
uation of how much that interaction will afford the possibility to satisfy their basic needs, such as companionship, trust, autonomy,
and sense of belonging and of self-worth (Asher and McDonald, 2009). While these theories explain the process of disliking or liking
someone, they do not explore children’s perceptions regarding peers and peers’ behaviours. Nevertheless, these perceptions affect
how children evaluate each other, justify what behaviours are more acceptable and valued, as well as the expression of certain be-
haviours in relation to target-peers (Goldstein and Tisak, 2010; Hennessy et al., 2007; Johnson, Heath, Bailey, et al., 2013).

For instance, the study of Coplan, Zheng, Weeks and Chen (2012) showed that kindergarten and early elementary school children
tended to make different appraisals and causal attributions regarding the behaviour of shy, unsociable and socially competent hy-
pothetical children. They were also more eager to be friends with the shy hypothetical child than with the unsociable hypothetical
child. Focused on children with mental health problems, O’Driscoll et al. (2015) also found that attributions concerning the behav-
iour of hypothetical peers with ADHA or depression influenced how fair adolescents think it is to exclude a peer with mental health
problems. Similarly, Dolphin and Hennessy (2014) found that whenever adolescents made external attributions regarding the cause
of depression of a hypothetical classmate, they did not infer responsibility on the behaviour displayed by the peer, they felt sympathy
and pity towards the classmate and reported a higher probability of socially accepting him/her.

Most of these studies examined clinical samples or problematic forms of behaviour and used vignette or videos of hypothetical
peers for eliciting a response from the participants. However, responses regarding a hypothetical peer might differ from responses
in real life situations. Furthermore, any student in a class, and not only those students displaying problematic behaviour or specific
conditions, might be disliked by his/her classmates. Thus, these studies lack ecological validity (Dolphin and Hennessy, 2014). In
order to overcome these limitations, the current study aims to examine students’ reasons for disliking a classmate within the context
of regular classroom life and processes.

3. The current study

This study aims to evaluate a system of categorization regarding reasons for disliking a classmate, which was previously created
by some of the authors (García Bacete, Carrero, Marande, & Ochoa, 2017)). Using the constant comparative method (Carrero et al.,
2012; Corbin and Strauss, 2007, García Bacete, Carrero, Marande, & Ochoa, 2017) were able to differentiate reasons for disliking a
classmate provided by 1st and 2nd grade students.

Within the system of categorization, reasons for disliking a classmate were grouped in three supra-categories: Behaviour, Identity
and Indifference, and in categories and sub-categories within these supra-categories. Behaviour supra-category describes reasons for
disliking a classmate grounded on the target-peer’s behaviour (e.g., on what she/he does, says, or tries to do) and it emerged as an
important collection of reasons for disliking a classmate. Indeed, peers tended to dislike those who do not comply with the norms,
cause annoyance, dominate or show aggressive behaviour (García Bacete, Carrero, Marande, & Ochoa, 2017). This supra-category
adjusts to extant reports on the association of problematic behaviour and peer rejection (e.g., Gifford-Smith and Brownell, 2003;
Ladd, 2005; Rubin, Bukowski, and Parker, 2006). Identity supra-category describes reasons grounded on attraction processes. Chil-
dren tended to dislike those classmates with whom they do not share joint interests and activities, towards whom they hold an overall
negative appreciation, or who belong to certain social groups with which they do not identify (García Bacete, Carrero, Marande,
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& Ochoa, 2017). This supra-category adjusts to theories of personal attraction that state that people tend to like those who are similar
to them as similarity facilitates self-validation and self-confidence (Gifford-Smith and Browell, 2003; Hartup, 2009) and that belong-
ing to and identifying with a certain group help children develop a more positive image of who they are (Bennett and Sani, 2008;
Nesdale, 2008). Finally, Indifference supra-category describes reasons grounded on a lack of familiarity, lack of personal knowledge,
reflecting a low interest in getting to know or in initiating contact with the target-peer. This supra-category adjusts to existing reports
on peer interaction showing that familiarity is an important dimension for peer interaction and relationships (Farmer et al., 2007;
Gifford-Smith and Brownell, 2003).

Thus, the final system of categorization showed adjustment to the data, and to theoretical knowledge regarding peer interactions
and relationships, which are important criteria for evaluating the final categorization (Carrero et al., 2012; Corbin and Strauss, 2007).
However, considering that age is a key variable for conceptualizing peer social experiences (Bukowski, Cillessen and Velásquez,
2012), it is as well important to explore how motives for disliking a classmate change at different ages and whether the system of
categorization is useful for using with older students.

Accordingly, another goal of the study was to further evaluate the system of categorization, by extending the data collection to
new age and cultural groups (i.e., 4th and 6th grade Spanish and Portuguese students). Aligned with principles of grounded theory
(Carrero et al., 2012; Corbin and Strauss, 2007), the new groups worked as comparative groups aimed at maximizing the variance
of data in order to saturate the initial categories. The categorization is considered robust if new information no longer enlarges the
properties of the original categories or supports the emergence of new categories (Carrero et al., 2012).

Considering that the supra-categories are clearly supported by data and theoretical knowledge on peer rejection, peer interaction
and personal attraction, any deep changes in the properties of the supra-categories were not expected. However, some changes were
expected in the categories and sub-categories within the supra-categories. As children grow up, their emotional understanding of
peer interactions and of adequate social expression of emotions change (Cuisinier and Pons, 2011; Denham, 2005; Denham et al.,
2011), as well as their social goals and motives, and the repertoire of social behaviours (Gifford-Smith and Brownell, 2003; Rubin et
al., 2006). Thus, we expected to find differences regarding categories of behaviour for sustaining classmate dislike. In particular, we
expected that younger students would report more physical aggressive behaviours while older students more intimidation and verbal
aggressive behaviours, since young students tend to resort to physical aggressive behaviour while older students resort more often
to other forms of aggression (Gifford-Smith and Brownell, 2003). In addition, given that older students engage more frequently in
activities such as conversation and hanging out (rather than play), and have more sophisticated notions of friendship (Ladd, 2005;
Rubin, 2002) and a more complex social understanding (Selman, 2003), we expected their reasons for disliking a classmate would be
more guided by unshared interests and activities (categories within supra-category Identity) than younger students’ reasons.

As this is an exploration study and no previous data exists regarding Portuguese students, no specific hypotheses were derived
regarding differences between Spanish and Portuguese students. Nevertheless, cultural characteristics act as distal environments af-
fecting students’ development and behaviour (Chen and Rubin, 2011). In addition, the school system organization and classroom
composition and social dynamics have been considered important contexts affecting the emergence of certain types of peer’s inter-
actions and relationships as well (Chang, 2004; Mikami et al., 2010; Wentzel, 2009). Thus, some differences regarding both cultural
groups were expected.

4. Methods

4.1. Participants

4.1.1. Spanish sample
The sample used in this study was a convenience sample mainly due to accessibility – the schools involved were situated nearby

the universities that collaborated with the study. Participants were 1702 students enrolled in 13 public Primary Education schools of
four Spanish cities (Castellón, Sevilla, Palma de Mallorca and Valladolid). Students belonged to 40 first and second grade classrooms
(younger students’ sample), 10 fourth grade classrooms and 26 sixth grade classrooms (older students’ sample). Their ages ranged
between 6 and 12 years-old, according to the structure established in the Spanish education system. The study was authorized by the
ethics board of the University and the participating school’s boards. Participation in the study was voluntary and families provided
written informed consent. From this sample, 247 students did not nominate any classmate or did not express any motive for disliking
a classmate. From the total of 1702 participants, 4159 reasons provided by 1455 students for disliking a classmate were analysed
(Table 1).

4.1.2. Portuguese sample
The sample was a convenient sample of 504 students (52.2 % male), enrolled in 17 public schools of Lisbon’s metropolitan area

and surrounding districts. Fourth graders (56 % of the sample, 15 classrooms) ranged from 8 to 10 years-old and sixth graders (44 %,
11 classrooms) ranged from 11 to 12 years-old (Table 1). Participation in the study was voluntary. Participant students had parental
consent to join the study. In addition, the study was authorized by the Portuguese Data Protection Commission and by the Ministry
of Education. Twenty-four students did not nominate any classmate and 78 didn’t provide any reason for negatively nominating a
classmate. In total, 638 reasons for disliking a classmate presented by 402 students were analysed (Table 1). Most of the students
provided two motives to justify their nomination (59 %) while 39 % of the students provided one reason.
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Table 1
Characterization of the Spanish and Portuguese samples.

Spanish Portugal

Grade 1 st and 2nd 4th and 6th 4th and 6th
Age 6−8 year-old 9−12 year-old(9−10 and 11−12) 8−12 year-old(8−10 and 11−12)
Gender (% Male) 52.9 47.6

(48.7 % and 46.3 %)
52.2(47.5 % and 58.1 %)

N Participants 938 764
(227 and 537)

504
(282 and 222)

N missing 85 162
(33 and 129)

102
(60 and 42)

N respondents 853 602
(194 and 408)

402
(222 and 180)

Total reasons expressed 3009 1882
(598 and 1284)

638
(352 and 286)

Total reasons analysed 2563 1596
(492 and 1104)

638
(352 and 286)

5. Data collection

5.1. Data collection in Spain

The data for the present study was collected through individual semi-structured interviews in which 4th and 6th grade boys and
girls answered questions extracted from the sociometric questionnaire developed by García Bacete, Carrero, Marande, & Ochoa, 2017:
1) “From all the girls and boys in your class, whom do you like least?”, and 2) “Why do you dislike (Name of each of the nominees in
question 1)”? From these interviews, we compiled a list with 1882 reasons expressed by students to explain their rejection towards
their classmates, using grounded theory to analyse the data (Carrero et al., 2012). In order to avoid overrepresentation of a few
over-expansive students, a maximum of 5 reasons per student-nominator was considered to the quantitative analysis. Thus, the total
number of reasons analysed were 1596. The same procedure was followed in the previous study with 1 st and 2nd grade Spanish
students (García Bacete, Carrero, Marande, & Ochoa, 2017).

5.2. Data collection in Portugal

Data were collected by means of a paper sociometric questionnaire, using a peer nomination task. Students were asked to write
down the name of the classmates with whom they liked to play or hang out with during recess and the ones with whom they did
not like to play or hang out with. No limitation in the number of nominations was used. In addition, students were asked to present
reasons to justify their choices. For the current study, analysis focused solely on the 638 reasons related to not liking to play or to
hang out with a classmate.

6. Analytic strategy

To fully understand the reasons why children dislikes some peers, we used Grounded Theory, a methodology developed by Glaser
and Strauss (1967), to analyse students’ answers. This methodology has shown to be able to generate conceptual categories from data
that explain the processes that occur in complex social situations (Carrero et al., 2012).

For analysing the reasons provided by the students, we used the categorization created by García Bacete, Carrero, Marande,
& Ochoa, 2017 as a frame of reference. This categorization is formed by three supra-categories (Behaviour, Identity and Indiffer-
ence), each one constituted by categories and sub-categories (Table 2). This categorization has been recently updated (García Bacete,
Marande, & Mikami, 2019). In particular, the category Problematic Social and School Behaviours was further split in two sub-cate-
gories: Antinormative Behaviours and Incompetent Behaviours, and answers such as I don’t know were no longer lost data, but rather
were included in the supra-category Indifference, in the category Do not know – Do not reply.

In line with the grounded theory model (Carrero et al., 2012; Corbin and Strauss, 2007), first all the reasons of 1st and 2nd
grade students were re-read and incidents of 4th and 6th grade students were compared to incidents of 1st and 2nd grade students.
New incidents were compared to supra-categories, to the categories and to the sub-categories considering their properties. Based on
described properties (García Bacete, Carrero, Marande, & Ochoa, 2017, García Bacete, Marande, & Mikami, 2019), decisions were
made regarding where to fit the new incidents, namely whether new categories should be created in order to adjust for the new
incidents or whether defined properties should be enlarged to include the new incidents. Secondly, in order to better explore the
robustness of the categorization, a comparative analysis of younger and older Spanish students, as well as older Spanish and Por-
tuguese students was performed. Chi-square tests were performed to test for significance and adjusted standardized residuals were
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Table 2
Categorization of reasons for disliking a classmate.

Supra-categories Categories Sub-categories
Behaviour

Reasons grounded on the target-student’s behaviour (e.g., on what s/he does, says, or tries to do)
Aggressive
behaviour
Reasons
derived from
the
manifestation
of direct
behaviours by
the target-
student with
the purpose of
causing
personal or
physical harm
or insecurity/
fear

Verbal

Physical
Intimidation

Dominance
Reasons derived from the target-
student’s manifestation of
behaviours intended to self-
impose position, to influence
others for one’s own advantage or
strengthen one’s own ego at the
expense of others
Problematic
social and
school
behaviours
Reasons
derived from
the target-
students’
manifestation
of
antinormative
and
inadequate
social and
behaviours or
lack of
competence of
the target-
student in
fulfilling
social and
academic
expectations
and goals

Antinormative
Behaviours

Incompetent
Behaviours

Disturbance of wellbeing
Reasons derived from the
manifestation of low intensity
behaviours by the target-student
that makes others feel
uncomfortable or that interfere
with what the nominator wants,
when and how s/he wants,
making the nominator angry or
distressed
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Supra-categories Categories Sub-categories
Identity

Reasons grounded on attraction processes
created through games’ preferences, friendship or conflict relationships, exclusion or reputation

Personal
identity
Reasons
grounded on
personal
attraction
processes

Preference

Dislike
Social identity
Reasons grounded on social
attraction processes (related to
group belonging and stereotyping
processes)

Indifference
Lack of interchanges or relation between the nominator and the target-student

Unfamiliarity
Reasons grounded on a lack of
familiarity, personal knowledge,
absence of joint activities that
reflect low interest in getting to
known or in initiating contacts
with the target-student
Do not know – Do not reply
A reason is not provided or the
nominator states that he/she does
not know

Note. Adapted from authors.

considered for examining which cells are contributing the most to the chi-square value and account for any significant difference
between observed and expected values (Field, 2009).

7. Results

7.1. Global evaluation of the categorization

All reasons mentioned by the older (Spanish and Portuguese) students fit into the same supra-categories and categories as the
ones identified for the younger Spanish students (Tables 3–5).

Most of the specific reasons were the same or very similar. Nonetheless, there were some differences on how the reasons were
expressed, which did not affect its content or meaning; this was particularly evident on the supra-category Identity (Table 4). Spanish
students tended to use more often physical and concrete attributes as a reason for disliking a classmate, for instance, small, ugly, big
ears, wears glasses. They also expressed more reasons for disliking based on the classmate’s group belonging, such as being a girl,
being from South America; yet no mention was made to country and nationality in the case of the Portuguese sample. In addition,
the Portuguese students tended to mention more reasons for disliking a classmate related to non-physical attributes, such as “I do not
identify with him”, which were not as evident within the Spanish students (Table 4).

7.2. Comparative analysis of students’ reasons for disliking peers

7.2.1. Comparison between young (1st and 2nd grade) and old Spanish students (4th and 6th grade)
Comparison between younger and older Spanish students showed no significant differences in the distribution of percentages

within the three supra-categories, Behaviour, Identity and Indifference (χ2(2) = 1.55, p = .46). Nevertheless, some significant differ-
ences were found at the level of categories, χ2(7) = 116.50, p < .001, and sub-categories, χ2(11) = 444.14, p < .001 (Table 6).

Younger Spanish students mentioned a higher proportion of reasons related to aggressive behaviour (28.8 % versus 23.6 % of the
older students’ answers, asr = -3.7). On the contrary, older students expressed more reasons related to dominance than their younger
counterparts (respectively, 10.2 % and 3.4 %, asr = 8.9) (Table 6). Indeed, more reasons such as the following were mentioned by
older students: “She always wants to boss around”; “She tells me not to play with Maria” (Table 3).

In addition, regarding aggression, younger students’ most mentioned reasons for disliking a classmate were related to physical
aggressiveness (21.3 % of all reasons versus 6.1 % in 4th and 6th graders (asr= -13.1), while older students mentioned a higher
proportion of verbal and gestural aggressiveness (12.8 % and 4.1 % respectively, asr = 10.3), such as insulting, shouting, mocking
or threatening (Table 3 and 6). Regarding the sub-category problematic social and school behaviours, younger students mentioned
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Table 3
Description of the behaviour supra-category, its categories and sub-categories, its properties and incidents.

Supra-
category Behaviour

Categories Aggressive behaviour Dominance
Problematic Social and School
Behaviours

Disturbance of
wellbeing

Sub-
categories Physical Verbal Intimidation

Antinormative
social and
school
behaviours

Incompetent social
and school
behaviours

Properties Physical
aggressive
behaviours
that seek to
cause
physical
damage

Verbal and
gestural
aggressive
behaviours
that seek to
humiliate
others or
damage their
reputation

Behaviours
that seek to
frighten the
person
through
threats or
abuse

Student-target’s
behaviours that seek to
impose what is to be
done, influence others
for his/ her own
advantage or strengthen
his/ her own ego at the
expense of others

Antinormative
and
inadequate
social and
school
behaviours

Lack of competence
in social and
academic skills
necessary for the
relational and
educational
success, and
difficulty in
fulfilling
expectations and
goals (abnormal)

Low intensity
behaviours that
interfere with
what the
nominator wants,
when and how
he/she wants,
and that cause
personal or group
discomfort

Incidences
1 st-2nd, 4th

and 6th
grade
Spanish
students

E.g. Pega a
todos
[He/she
hits
everyone]
E.g. Me da
patadas
[He/she
kicks me]
E.g.
Siempre
nos hace
daño
[He/she
always
hurts us]

E.g. Me chilla
[He/she shouts
at me]
E.g. A veces
me insulta
[Sometimes
he/she insults
me]
E.g. Se burla
de nosotros
[He/she mocks
us]

E.g. Se enfada
muy rápido
[He/she gets
angry/irritated
very fast]
E.g. Me
amenaza
[He/she
threatens me]
E.g. Pega a las
chicas
[He/she hits
the girls]

E.g. Quiere siempre
mandar
[She always wants to
boss around]
E.g. Me dice que no
juegue con María
[He/she tells me not to
play with Maria]
E.g. Se hace el chulo
[He/she thinks he is the
best]

E.g. Es un
mentiroso
[He is a liar]
E.g. Hace
trampas
[He/she
cheats]
E.g. Me coge
las cosas
[He/she takes
my things]
E.g. Hace
guarradas
[He/she
makes a mess]
E.g. Es mala
[She is mean]
E.g. Se porta
mal
[He/she does
not behave]

E.g. Es poco
simpático
[He/she is not very
nice]
E.g. no trae los
trabajos
[He/she does not
do the homework]
E.g. Hace el bruto
[..]

E.g. Me molesta
[She annoys me]
E.g. Me hace
enfadar
[She makes me
mad]
Ex: No me deja
en paz
[He/she does not
leave me alone]
E.g. No hace
cosas divertidas
[She is not funny
to play with]
E.g. Me molesta
cuando trabajo
[He/she disturbs
me when I am
working]
E.g. Nos agobia
todo el rato
[….]

4 th and 6 th

grade
Portuguese
students

E.g. Bate
nos colegas
[He/she
hits his/her
classmates]
E.g. Está
sempre a
empurrar
[He/she is
always
pushing]
E.g. Batem
uns nos
outros
[They are
always
hitting
each other]

E.g. Às vezes
começam a
gozar
[Sometimes
they start
teasing me]
E.g. Chama
nomes aos
outros, muitas
vezes
[He often calls
bad names to
everyone]

E.g. Tratam-
me mal
[They treat me
badly]
E.g. Fazem-me
infeliz
[They make
me unhappy]
E.g. É má para
os outros
colegas
[She is mean
to her
classmates]

E.g. É um pouco
mandona
[She is bossy]
E.g. Dizem aos outros
para não brincarem
comigo [They tell others
not to play with me]
E.g. Gostam de mandar
nas pessoas
[They enjoy to boss
around]

E.g. São mal-
educados
[They are
rude/bad-
mannered]
E.g. É má
[She is mean]
E.g. Estão
sempre
metidos em
confusão
[They are
always in
some kind of
mess]

E.g. Está sempre a
gritar
[He is always
screaming]
E.g. Não ajuda
ninguém
[He/She does not
help anyone]
E.g. Não sabem
brincar sem aleijar
[They do not know
how to play
without injure
someone]

E.g. Às vezes
chateia-me
[She sometimes
annoys me]
E.g. Irrita-me
[She makes me
mad]
E.g. Não é
divertida
[She is not funny
to play with]

more antinormative social and school behaviours than the older ones (18 % and 11.3 % respectively, asr=-5.8). For instance, “He is a
liar”, “He cheats”, “She does not well-behave”. Furthermore, they mentioned less reasons related to incompetent social and academic
functioning (respectively, 4.5 % versus 9.7 %, asr = 6.6), such as being rude or not doing the homework (Table 3 and 6).

Within the supra-category Identity, younger and older Spanish students differed significantly in the sub-category Preference. First
and 2nd grade students tended to express more reasons for disliking the target-classmate in grounds of a positive choice for interact-
ing with other classmates (e.g., “I play with my friends”; “He is always with David”) (Table 4) than their older counterparts (respec-
tively, 3.7 % and 1.3 % of the total expressed reasons, asr = -4.6) (Table 6).
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Table 4
Description of the Identity supra-category, its categories and sub-categories, its properties and incidents.

Supra-
category Identity

Categories Personal identity Social identity

Sub-
categories Preference Dislike
Properties Idiosyncratic nominator’s

preferences, based on a global
affective frame, or on specific
interests and activities, and
expressed in an unilateral or
reciprocal way

Idiosyncratic nominator’s dislikes,
conflict, exclusion, negative
reputation, based on a global
affective frame, or on specific
interests and activities, expressed in a
unilateral or reciprocal way

Dislike of other children based on their belonging to a social group
or category or on their participation in activities typical of those
from the same group, in the absence of other reasons more
specific. These reasons actually express stereotypes and prejudices
against those who are not alike, or who belong to other group

Incidences
1 st, 4 th and

6 th grade
Spanish
students

E.g. Juego con mis amigos
[I play with my friends]
E.g. Me gusta jugar al futbol
[I like to play football]
E.g. Juega a otras cosas
[I like to play other games]
E.g. Siempre está con David
[He/she is always with David]

E.g. Me cae mal
[I don’t like him]
E.g. No me gusta a lo que juega
[I don’t like what he plays]
E.g. Va con niñas que no me gustan
[She hangs around with girls I don’t
like]
E.g. No quiere ser mi amiga
[She does not want to be my friend]
E.g. No me deja jugar a nada
[He/She does not allow me to play]
E.g. No me hace caso
[He doesn’t care about me]
E.g. Nos llevamos mal
[We do not get along well]
E.g. En 5 años se meaba
[In 5th grade he/she peed]
E.g. Un dia me rompió una pulsera
[One day he/she broke my bracelet]

E.g. Es una chica
[She is a girl]
E.g. Es feo
[He is ugly]
E.g. Lleva gafas [She wears glasses]
E.g. Tiene las orejas grandes
[He has big ears]
E.g. Lleva ropa fea
[She has ugly clothes]
E.g. Es de otra pandilla
[He/She belongs to another group]

4 th and 6 th

grade
Portuguese
students

E.g. Gosta de estar com os seus
amigos
[He likes to hang out with his
friends]
E.g. Ele gosta mais de jogar
futebol
[He likes to play football]
E.g. Gosto mais de estar com
outras pessoas
[I prefer to hang out with
others]

E.g. Não gosto muito de brincar com
ele
[I don’t like playing with him]
E.g. Ela não é o meu estilo
[She is not my type]
E.g. Não me identifico com ele
[I don’t identify with him]

E.g. Brinca a coisas de rapazes
[He/she plays boys’ games]
E.g. Ela é menina
[She is a girl]
E.g. Não gosto de brincar com as raparigas
[I don’t like to play with girls]

Table 5
Description of the Indifference supra-category, its categories and sub-categories, its properties and incidents.

Supra-category Indifference

Categories Unfamiliarity Do not know – Do not reply

Properties Lack of familiarity, personal knowledge, absence of joint activities that reflect
low interest in getting to known or in initiating contacts with the target-student

Lack of reason provided by the student for the
negative nomination(s) or a reason without content or
evasive.

Incidences
1 st, 4 th and 6 th

grade Spanish
students

E.g. No le conoce bien
[I don’t know him well]
E.g. No es amiga
[She is not my friend]
E.g. No jugamos
[We don’t play together]
E.g. Me hablo poco con él
[I do not speak often with him]

E.g. No lo sé
[I don’t know]
Ex Porque sí
[Because]
E.g. No me acuerdo
[I don’t remember]

4 th and 6 th grade
Portuguese
students

E.g. Não o conheço bem
[I don’t know him well]
E.g. Não é meu amigo
[He is not my friend]

E.g. Não sei
[I don’t know]

8
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Table 6
Frequencies and percentages of reasons within supra-categories, categories and sub-categories and adjusted standardized residuals.

Spanish samples
Portuguese
sample

Young children
(SY) (n = 2563)

Older children
(SO) (n = 1596)

Older children
(PO) (n = 638)

SY-
SO a

SO-
PO b

SUPRA-
CATEGORIES

CATEGORIES SUB-
CATEGORIES

n % n % n % asr a asr b

BEHAVIOUR AGGRESSIVE BEHAVIOUR 739 28.8 377 23.6 95 14.9 −3.7 −4.6
Verbal 106 4.1 204 12.8 36 5.6 10.3 −4.9
Physical 545 21.3 98 6.1 31 4.9 −13.1 −1.2
Intimidation 88 3.4 75 4.7 28 4.4 2.0 −.3

DOMINANCE 88 3.4 162 10.2 18 2.8 8.9 −5.7
PROBLEMATIC SOCIAL AND
SCHOOL BEHAVIOURS

577 22.5 337 21.1 141 22.1 −1.1 .5

Antinormative 461 18.0 181 11.3 83 13.0 −5.8 1.1
Incompetent 116 4.5 155 9.7 58 9.1 6.6 −.5

DISTURBANCE OF WELL-BEING 455 17.8 301 18.9 122 19.1 .9 .1
TOTAL

BEHAVIOUR
1859 72.5 1177 73.7 376 58.9 .9 −6.9

IDENTITY PERSONAL IDENTITY 365 14.2 208 13 144 22.6 −1.1 5.6
Preference 96 3.7 21 1.3 14 2.2 −4.6 1.5
Dislike/Exclusion 269 10.5 187 11.7 130 20.4 1.2 5.3

SOCIAL IDENTITY 85 3.3 71 4.4 13 2.0 1.9 −2.7
TOTAL

IDENTITY
450 17.6 279 17.5 157 24.6 −.1 3.8

INDIFFERENCE UNFAMILIARITY 184 7.2 65 4.1 93 14.6 −4.1 8.7
NK/NR 70 2.7 75 4.7 12 1.9 3.4 −3.1

TOTAL
INDIFERENCE

254 9.9 140 8.8 105 16.5 −1.2 5.3

(a) Adjusted standardized residuals. Comparison of frequencies of reasons expressed by young (SY) and old (SO) Spanish students, (b) Adjusted standardized residuals.
Comparison of frequencies of reasons expressed by Spanish (SO) and Portuguese (PO) fourth and sixth graders.

Significant differences were also found regarding the categories within Indifference. Reasons for disliking a classmate grounded
on unfamiliarity were more frequent in younger students than in 4th and 6th grade students (7.2 % and 4.1 % respectively, asr =
−4.1) (Table 6). For instance, “I don’t know him well”, “We don’t play together” (Table 5).

7.2.2. Comparison between Spanish (4th and 6th graders) and Portuguese (4th and 6th graders) students
Comparison between older Spanish and Portuguese students showed significant differences regarding the supra-categories, Behav-

iour, Identity and Indifference, χ2(2) = 50.80, p < .001. Spanish students tended to mention more reasons related to Behaviour (re-
spectively, 73.7 % and 58.9 %, asr = -6.9), while Portuguese students tended to report more reasons related to Identity (respectively,
24.6 % and 17.5 %, asr = 3.8) and to Indifference (respectively, 16.5 % and 8.8 %, asr = 5.3). Furthermore, significant differences
were found for the categories, χ2(7) = 160.823, p = .000, and for the sub-categories, χ2(11) = 168.77, p < .001, for both groups of
students (Table 6).

A closer look at the categories within Behaviour indicated that Spanish students more frequently mentioned aggressive behaviours
and dominant behaviours as a reason for disliking a classmate (respectively, 23.6 % versus 14.9 %, asr = -4.6 and 10.2 % versus 2.8
%, asr = -5.7). In addition, within the category Aggressive Behaviour, Spanish students reported more often forms of verbal aggres-
sive behaviour, as a reason for disliking a classmate than the Portuguese students (12.8 % versus 5.6 %, asr = -4.9). Additionally,
Spanish and Portuguese students’ reasons significantly differed regarding the supra-category Identity. Spanish students mentioned
less than Portuguese students, reasons related to personal attraction processes (Personal Identity) (respectively, 13 % and 22.6 %
of the total reasons expressed, asr = 5.6) and more reasons related to group belonging and stereotyping processes (Social Identity)
(respectively, 4.4 % and 2.0 %, asr = -2.7) (Table 6).

Regarding the sub-categories, within Aggressive Behaviour, Spanish students mentioned more verbal aggressiveness than Por-
tuguese students (respectively, 12.8 % and 5.6 %, asr =-4.9). On the contrary, within the category Personal Identity, the Portuguese
students expressed more reasons for disliking the classmate related to an overall negative appreciation of a classmate or a lack of
common interest and activities, than their Spanish counterparts (respectively, 20.4 % and 11.7 %, asr = 5.3) (Table 6). Indeed, more
reasons such as the following were mentioned by Portuguese students: “I don’t like playing with him”, “She is not my type”, “I don’t
identify with him” (Table 4).adjusted standardized residuals

8. Discussion

The goal of the current study was to evaluate a system of categorization of reasons for disliking a classmate. Two samples of 4th
and 6th grade Spanish and Portuguese students were used in order to maximize the variability and thus to saturate the initial cate
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gories created using reasons given by 1st and 2nd grade Spanish students. It was expected that the previous categorization would
not suffer great changes since it was supported on data and theoretical knowledge on the field of peer experiences and interpersonal
relationships. Indeed, the results are aligned with the expectations as no new categories emerged from the data and properties of
the supra-categories, categories and sub-categories remained broadly the same. Differences were mostly related to the expression of
reasons and not with the nature of the reasons. These differences are particularly salient regarding the supra-category Identity.

In order to explore more deeply the categorization, we have conducted two analyses, one comparing younger and older Spanish
students, and the other comparing Spanish and Portuguese students. Based on the literature, it was expected that younger students
would express more often reasons related to physical aggressive behaviours than older students would, whilst more intimidation and
verbal aggression as reasons for peer disliking were expected in the older students (Gifford-Smith and Brownell, 2003). We also ex-
pected that older students would report more frequently reasons based on personal attraction processes, peers’ global appreciation,
and shared interests and activities (Rubin, 2002; Rubin et al., 2015).

Consistently with initial hypotheses, 1 st and 2nd grade Spanish students did express more reasons related to physical aggressive
behaviour than 4th and 6th grade students. Some studies on developmental aggression have showed that younger children have not
yet developed control over how to express their emotions and regulate their behaviours when they are subjected to strong emotions
(e.g., angry at hearing a negative comment, frustration at losing in a game) (Moore et al., 2019) and thus, they still may lack so-
phisticated ways to express these strong emotions and use physical aggressive behaviour more often than older children (Tremblay,
2000). Hence, episodes of physical aggression are more frequent in younger students and so may have a stronger impact on students’
appreciation of each other. Furthermore, we observed an increase in reasons for peer disliking due to verbal aggression or dominance
behaviours. Verbal aggression is a way to hurt somebody much subtler than physical aggression. However, achieving the goal of re-
ally hurting the others requires a large lexicon of vocabulary and great verbal competencies. This may be one of the reasons why 1 st
and 2nd graders possibly use less verbal aggression and more the unsophisticated physical aggression. Another explanation to the
increased verbal aggression as reason for disliking a peer may be related to group processes. As children grow older, peers become
more influential in their social life, and belonging to and remaining stable in a peer group becomes of utmost importance to them
(Nesdale and Dalton, 2011). They obey then to group processes, hierarchy, and norms of their group, which may lead to the use of
verbal aggression against out-group peers, as well as dominance behaviours.

Regarding problematic social and school behaviours, older students tended to ground their reasons on the target-classmate’s in-
competent social and academic functioning, while younger students more often mentioned antinormative and inadequate social and
academic behaviours as reasons for disliking a classmate. These differences might be explained using a developmental perspective.
Peers’ social experiences play an important role in students’ social and emotional development. Children and adolescents seek in
these experiences the possibility of establishing mutual exchanges, companionship, trust, intimacy, and sense of belonging and of
self-worth (Asher and McDonald, 2009; Hartup, 2009). As students grow older, they become increasingly competent in emotional
functioning (Denham et al., 2011), and their socio-cognitive abilities develop in ways that facilitate empathy, perspective taking and
coordination (Selman, 2003). Thus, those students who do not function competently might be easily noticed and their incompetent
behaviour may constitute a reason for their classmates not wanting to establish a relationship or interaction with them (Asher and
McDonald, 2009). Contrarily, incompetent social and academic functioning might not be as important for younger students whose
overriding goal is to find a peer to play with, and not so much the search for intimacy, self-disclosure, companionship, which requires
more competent functioning (Denham et al., 2011; Rubin, 2002).

In what regards reasons related to the supra-category Identity, in particular, the less prevalence of reasons based on personal
attraction processes provided by the older students, may suggest that the peers relationships become more stable (Rubin et al., 2015)
and thus it is not necessary to highlight the differences or similitudes of activities or interests shared with peers.

Regarding the supra-category Indifference, the less reference to reasons grounded on unfamiliarity, may be explained by the fact
that the older students have been together for a longer time and in the school have been given the opportunity to interact in some
way and so, it would be difficult to provide justifications such as not having play or talk with before. On the other hand, the slightly
increment on reasons related to Do not know/do not reply might be tentatively explained by socially shared norms that value the
expression of positive emotions, but not negative ones (Fay et al., 2012). Thus, it is more acceptable not to display any reason for
disliking a classmate than to identify it. In addition, not sharing any reason for disliking a classmate may prevent negative emotions
to arise.

Comparing older Portuguese students with older Spanish students, we observed that the order of the predominance of the three
supra-categories is maintained. In both countries, reasons based on classmate’s behaviour are the most frequently mentioned, fol-
lowed by reasons based on identities, and thirdly, those based on indifference. Nevertheless, regarding categories and sub-categories,
several significant differences were found.

Regarding the supra-category Behaviour, we observe a similar trend in both groups in all categories and subcategories (except
dominance) though with much lower percentages of aggressive behaviours in the Portuguese sample. Yet differences between both
groups were found within the supra-categories Identity and Indifference. In particular, we observed a high increase in reasons re-
lated to dislike/exclusion in the Portuguese sample compared to the stability of the Spanish sample, and in Unfamiliarity compared
to the decrease in these reasons provided by the Spanish students. Due to the exploratory nature of this study, no hypotheses were
formulated. Nevertheless, the distinct procedures of data collection might have introduced some difference in students’ answers. In
addition, as a tentative explanation, these differences might as well derive from differences between both countries’ classroom social
dynamics and schools' overall culture and organization.

While the questionnaire in the Spanish study used a general criterion, asking students to nominate those classmates one dislikes
(García Bacete & González, 2010), in the Portuguese study the question asked was: with whom students do not like to play or hang
out with during recess. The specificity of the question used in the Portuguese study limits the answers to what happens during a
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non-formal period, the recess. Informal activities and recess, in particular, are organized following criteria of choice and preference,
of play relationships and friendship ties. The question itself, "not like to play or hang out with", makes it explicit and directs the
answers towards shared interests, activities, games and friendships. Classmates express then their own personal distastes, dislikes,
conflicts or exclusions, or react to those they believe the rejected child feels towards them. This may explain the strong increase in
the dislike/exclusion categories compared to Spanish data (I don't like him, he is unfriendly, I don't like his friends, I don't like what
he plays, I don't feel like being with him, when he sees me he goes away,….) or the neutral or absence of contacts of the category
Unfamiliarity (we don't play together, I don't go with them, we are not friends, we don't talk). Moreover, Spanish students were asked
to provide reasons for each one of the nominated classmates, while Portuguese students were asked why they did not like nominated
classmates in general, without addressing each nominated classmate. As a result, Spanish students might have been challenged to
look for more specific reasons, and thus to express more concrete reasons grounded on specific attributes and group belonging of the
nominated classmates, while Portuguese students might have been conditioned to express more global reasons for disliking, reasons
that would capture the attributes of several (or most of) the nominated classmates and thus more abstract attributes. In other words,
in the Spanish study, an individual perspective was obtained while in the Portuguese study, the perspective was collective (a group
of classmates, either small or large). When a child nominates several peers, it might be difficult to provide reasons related to social
identity, because of the problem of attributing the same negative stereotypes to all nominated peers. Indirectly, these circumstances
could also explain the absence of an increase in the categories Verbal Aggression and Dominance Behaviours, which can be specific
reasons for disliking a specific peer but not a valid answer towards multiple disliked peers.

Differences between Spanish and Portuguese students might also be due to differences in the countries’ specific classroom social
dynamics, and schools' overall culture and organization. Classroom social dynamics impose constrains (or offer opportunities) for
students to access a set of resources (such as information regarding norms and values), through their relationships with peers and
teachers (Plank, 2000; Tseng and Seidman, 2007). Within these contexts, certain attitudes in relation to classmates will be more val-
ued, more legitimate and certain behaviours and students’ attributes will be more or less salient and used for making an appreciation
regarding each classmate (Chang, 2004; Farmer, Leung, Weiss, 2011; Mikami et al., 2010; Wentzel, 2009; Plank, 2000). While class-
room management, organization and composition might affect classroom social dynamics (Plank, 2000, Farmer et al., 2011), some
studies have also been pointing out how organizational and cultural characteristics of the school environment play an important role
in shaping classrooms’ social dynamics (Chen and Rubin, 2011; Pertegal et al., 2015). Thus, differences found between Spanish and
Portuguese students might be as well the result of specific ways of organizing the school or the result of cultural differences regarding
the expression of behaviour and its relevance for peer interaction and relationships. Further studies will be needed to explore how
culture and the organization of the educational response, by means of classroom functioning and dynamics, might have an influence
on evaluative moves of peers in relation to each other. In particular, an important difference that we should consider refers to the
fact that 6th graders in Spain are attending their last year in elementary school, while in Portugal they attend their second year
in secondary school. This makes Portuguese 6th grade students to be perceived as “older”, more like teenagers, than Spanish 6th
graders, who are still perceived as children. By being perceived as “older” this may increase the focus on Personal Identity aspects. As
mentioned previously, older students’ groups have a strong influence on their members, especially on their personal identity, which
in turn has an influence on their reasons for disliking a peer. These groups have, in general, a smaller number of members and share
more interests in common than groups of primary school children. Additionally, upon the administration of the questionnaire, the
Spanish 6th grade students had been together for up to 6 school years while the Portuguese 6th graders might have been in the same
class only since the previous school year. This fact could also help to understand the higher proportion of Unfamiliarity reasons in
the Portuguese sample, compared to the Spanish one.

9. Conclusion

Our study was not conducted without some limitations, namely the methodological aspects that accompanied the data collection,
as specified previously, such as specific questions asked to the participants and restrictions on answers. This might have influenced
some of the results and the comparability between studies and such methodological aspects should be more meticulously planned in
future studies. Also, the fact that the data was collected on one single moment might introduce some questions regarding the stability
of the reasons provided and even the students nominated. Therefore, the collection of data on multiple times, in future studies, would
likely enrich the literature on peer relationships and motives for peer disliking.

Despite these limitations, the findings of this study support the initial system of categorization, which can be considered a useful
instrument for analysing peer disliking in different classroom settings. Reasons for disliking based on target-classmate’s behaviours,
preferences, identity of nominated and nominees, and indifference between both, continue to explain peer disliking in younger and
older students and in Spanish and Portuguese students. In sum, the system of categorization is applicable to a wide range of ages,
and to different cultures and countries, contributing to its consolidation as a versatile tool to understand peer disliking.

Nonetheless, it seems crucial to highlight that whatever the reasons for disliking a classmate, certain forms of behaving towards
peers, such as exclusion or physical aggression, should not be considered legitimate as they can cause great harm to disliked peers
(Lev-Wiesel et al., 2013; Sandstrom and Zakriski, 2004). Teachers play an important role in the development of socioemotional
competencies, by promoting actively appropriate interactions between peers and facilitating the emergence of constructive and pro-
ductive peer relationships (García Bacete, Marande, & Mikami, 2019; García Bacete et al., 2013; Colie, 2020; Theurel and Gentaz,
2015). In particular, Morcom (2014) showed that teaching practices with 8 to 11-year-old students, explicitly focused on values
such as, mutual respect, appreciation of others, attentive listening, participation and positive learning mind set, facilitated emotional
and social learning as well as peer group friendships. Therefore, consistently with this study and other studies (e.g., Killen et al.,
2009; Wentzel, 2009), it is expected that knowing and understanding the reasons that make peers dislike each other will allow
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teachers to make sense of classmates’ interactions and relationships, which will be a good starting point for teachers to work out
elaborated and sophisticated ways of interaction, promoting a positive learning environment, in particular one environment where
students interact positively with peers whom they do not like, with whom do not identify with, or who display non-normative forms
of behaviour.

In addition, the findings highlight the importance of developing cultural comparative studies (Chen and Rubin, 2011). Such stud-
ies will add on to the literature, as they will help disentangle the effects of cultural dimensions on students’ experiences with peers
from the effects of classroom’s organization and functioning.
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