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Elementary-school children in Cuba and Canada participated in measures of loneliness, sociometric

status, friendship, aggression, and social withdrawal. Withdrawal was associated with loneliness in

the Cuban data from both cohorts, Grade 4 and Grade 6. In the Canadian data, withdrawal was only

linked to loneliness in Grade 6. In contrast with North American data, aggression was a significant

correlate of loneliness in the Cuban data from both cohorts. Social withdrawal was more strongly

linked with loneliness in a Grade 6 cohort than among children in Grade 4. Especially in the Cuban

Grade 6 data, there was considerable evidence that peer acceptance/rejection mediates the link

between problematic social withdrawal and loneliness. These data are interpreted in light of the

known functions of the peer group in Cuban society in regulating social behaviours that may be

interpreted as not participating in the collective group or undermining its behavioural norms.

Most of the studies linking friendship or peer relations with

school adjustment have been conducted in societies considered

individualistic, especially the United States. This may limit

severely the generality of the findings. Of the several dimen-

sions that have been proposed for the classification of cultures,

collectivism/ individualism (Hofstede, 1980) is the best known.

In collectivistic societies, people derive much of their sense of

personal identity from their membership in larger collective

units, such as their communities, extended families, or nations.

Individuals from collectivistic cultures also work toward a

common goal and assume greater collective responsibility for

the welfare of group members. However, the English-speaking

countries of Canada, Great Britain, the United States, and

Australia represent the most individualistic societies (Hofstede,

1980). Children in these nations are raised under a belief

system that emphasises and legitimises personal autonomy to a

far greater degree than almost all Third World cultures or even

those of continental Europe (Schwartz & Ros, 1995). Because

they rely less on common, shared opinions, people in

individualistic cultures tend to hold more discrete, idiosyn-

cratic beliefs about others and value their prerogative to choose

their friends.

The developing countries of Asia, Africa, and Latin America

are considered collectivistic (Hofstede, 1980). However, in

Cuba, the collectivism of Latin-American society is com-

pounded by the collective political ideology. Hofstede (1980)

noted that a ‘‘capitalist market economy fosters individualism

and in turn depends upon it’’ (p. 233) but that ‘‘various

socialist types of economic order foster collectivism and in turn

depend upon it, although to varying degrees’’ (p. 233). In an

interesting sociological account that focuses on the emotional

and behavioural aspects of collective behaviour, Aguirre (1984)

describes the ways in which Cuban collective ideology is

translated into daily instances of collective behaviour that

permeates social encounters. In the current special economic

circumstances there are many situations in Cuba in which

individual access to resources is limited; this applies both to

basic necessities (including food), and to advanced education,

for example. Either extreme cooperation or extreme individu-

alism would be understandable in this situation. Cooperation

has been the choice of Cubans: Outside observers of the

society, including those with no ideological commitment to it,

are profoundly impressed by the degree to which Cubans

depend on their families and friends for both emotional

support and everyday practical assistance (e.g., Griffiths &

Griffiths, 1979; Moses, 2000). Lutjens (1996), who analysed

the reform efforts of Cuban schools in the 1990s, notes that the

widespread support for collectivism in the school context

depends not only on state policy, which may have been its

original impetus, but also on the participation of ‘‘ordinary
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people’’. Therefore, Cuba provides a valuable opportunity to

study children’s peer relations in a very group-oriented,

explicitly collectivistic society.

Although the peer group has certainly gained importance in

Cuba over the last half century, most collectivistic societies are

characterised by close bonds between individuals and their

extended family members, and Cuba is no exception.

Typically, the extended family unit is a far more prominent

element in people’s daily lives and thinking in most of

Southern Europe, Asia, Africa, and Latin America than it is

in North America or Northern Europe (e.g., Stanton, 1995).

Nevertheless, the family is not the only socialising force in any

country. As will be detailed later, in Cuba, the socialising role

of the peer group has become a predominant feature of

community and school life since the Revolution. This social

engineering has resulted in a peer world that surely has greater

influence than it did before the Cuban Revolution and than it

does in non-socialist Latin American countries. Revolutionary

teachings aim at the coordination of the family and peer world,

not at replacing family influence. They include some guidance

for parents in raising their children and prescribe communica-

tion between parents, the Pioneers’ society (described below),

and teachers. Parents are encouraged to become involved in

their children’s schooling by means of parent councils, which

Berube (1984) describes as similar to parent-teacher associa-

tions in the USA.

Gender equity is another goal of the Revolution. The

elimination of the gender gap in basic literacy provides some

evidence that this goal has been achieved. The literacy rate for

females, which was approximately 50% prior to the Revolu-

tion, now equals that of males and exceeds that of the US

(World Bank, 1979). Nevertheless, Latin-American countries

have a strong tradition of ‘‘machismo’’ that may not have

disappeared altogether in Cuba in 40 years. Therefore, there is

reason to suspect that gender non-normative behaviour—

according to traditional norms and stereotypes, i.e., overt

aggression by girls, withdrawal by boys—is linked to peer

rejection in that country.

The social world of Cuban children

Children’s culture in Cuba is characterised by expectations for

social participation that are particularly explicit. Some of these

demands were introduced intentionally to foster collective

consciousness (e.g., World Bank, 1979). Social participation is

clearly expected in many domains, and increases systematically

in the second cycle of elementary school (Grades 4 to 6).

Children are expected to participate in the Pioneers, a student

organisation with school and community responsibilities. In

school, pupils of this age are expected to work together on

group projects. They evaluate each other’s work and each

other’s fulfilment of civic responsibilities. Neighbourhood life

is also characterised by strong demands for group participa-

tion. Neighbours provide practical as well as affective support

to each other. Children are customarily expected to associate

socially with others in the immediate vicinity of their homes,

and also to participate in organised neighbourhood activities,

such as collecting materials for recycling, enhancing the

physical appearance of the neighbourhood, disinfecting in

times of epidemic, etc. Children are expected to spend much of

their free time in the company of other children and to resolve

difficulties with other children without adult intervention.

Teachers are well aware of the importance of the peer group

as a socialising agent, including the importance of the peer

group in the neighbourhood. Teachers often organise casas de

estudio (home study groups) that meet in the homes of selected

pupils. These groups are led by pupils who are doing well at

school, and who assume responsibility for helping fellow pupils

prone to academic difficulty or, in some cases, social with-

drawal. Cuban schools emphasise character education in which

loyalty to the group, school, and country is taught both

didactically and through group activities related to these core

values. Moreover, many Cuban children participate in extra-

curricular sport and artistic pastimes, which can include

systematic sports training for children with identified talent,

whose achievements can become sources of national pride. In

addition, almost all Cuban children are active participants in

neighbourhood sports and games, which are a well-established

tradition and a predominant feature of children’s daily lives.

From early adolescence onwards, classes are brought to

residential schools in the countryside for periods of 30–45

days during the school year, where they participate in collective

living (MacDonald, 1985). In brief, it is difficult to imagine a

society where children’s culture is more group-oriented than it

is in Cuba.

Although the Revolution has emphasised most strongly the

role of the larger peer group, close friendship at the dyadic level

is strongly rooted in Cuban thought. Jose Marti, the 19th-

century hero of Cuban independence who is still very revered,

commented on the nature of friendship in a poem studied

commonly in Cuban schools:

The leopard has found its den

In the forest, brown and dry,

More than the leopard have I,

A good friend’s the best haven.

As on a toy, she lies to rest

The geisha on the maple cushion:

I also rest and can attest,

‘‘A friend is like no other cushion’’.

The Count his lineage would spend

As beggars the hope dawn brings;

But I, as the birds have wings,

In Mexico have a friend!

The President, they contend,

Has a garden with a fountain,

And rich stores of gold and grain:

I have more, I have a friend.

(Marti, 1997, p. 115).

There are many indications that the traditional value placed

on close friendship has not abated. The children’s author

Enrique Pérez Dı́az (1998) published a very poignant

children’s book called Inventarse un amigo (Making up a friend)

about a lonely, socially withdrawn boy from a broken family

who tries desperately and often in vain to find a close friend.

Finally, the value of friends is recognised in the top popular

song of 2003, by Charanga Habanera, entitled El Bonney: ‘‘I

love you much. I don’t have much money, but I have a million

friends [to share with you]’’.

Thus, contemporary Cuban society offers a somewhat

unique opportunity to study the relative importance of

relationships both at the large group and dyadic levels, in a
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society where peers and families are both commonly recog-

nised as major agents of socialisation.

Identifying the ‘‘outsiders’’

Considerable research has been conducted in several countries

both to trace the social behaviours that are associated with peer

rejection and to document its effects (e.g., Asher, 1990). In the

Cuban system, doing anything that would undermine the

collective interest is, in theory, likely to be sanctioned

negatively by the peer group. Research by Chen and his

colleagues in the People’s Republic of China (e.g., Chen,

Chen, Wang, & Liu, 2002) has provided empirical confirma-

tion of the very strong consequences of aggressive behaviour in

a collective society, and we see no reason why those

consequences should not be as strong in Cuba. The same

cross-cultural consistency may not apply to less salient social

behaviours such as social withdrawal. Chen’s research project,

which featured data collection in Canada as well as in China,

suggests that the sanctions for social withdrawal vary by culture

more extensively than do the sanctions for aggression.

In China, particularly before recent economic and

educational changes that brought with them some Western

practices (e.g., Chen, Rubin, & Li, 1995), shyness/social

withdrawal was linked to acceptance by peers and to positive

regard by adults. That did not occur in parallel Canadian data.

However, those findings may have more to do with traditional

Chinese values for modesty and politeness than with the

workings of a collectivistic educational system. Therefore, we

do not expect them to generalise to the prediction of peer

acceptance by outgoing, emotionally expressive Cubans. We

theorised that in Cuba, nonparticipation in social interactions

with peers is perceived as signifying voluntary nonparticipation

in the collective group. For that reason, social withdrawal in

Cuba would constitute a manifest deviation from social norms

that should logically be linked to maladjustment.

Loneliness in Cuba seems almost an oxymoron. Gordon

(1976) maintains that in the USA, the increasing social

isolation, individualism, and competitiveness of their society

make Americans prone to loneliness. She also implicates the

increasing mobility of Americans in generating loneliness. The

ideology underlying Cuban society eschews competition, and

mobility is low. Some cross-cultural comparisons in the

literature, which have been conducted almost exclusively with

adults and adolescents, have confirmed higher levels of

loneliness among North Americans than among individuals

in other parts of the world (e.g., Rokach, Orzeck, Cripps,

Lackovic-Grgin, & Penezick, 2001). However, other studies

have not revealed differences in loneliness between North

Americans and members of more collectivistic societies (e.g.,

Neto & Barros, 2000).

Objectives of the present research

Our major objectives are based on the assumption, introduced

earlier, that the peer group has a more explicit socialising role

in Cuba than in Canada; that participation in the social

activities of peers is a stronger expectation in Cuba, as it is in

other group-oriented societies. Hence, we hypothesised that

the link between social withdrawal and peer acceptance is

stronger in Cuba than in Canada. We also expected to find that

social withdrawal is strongly linked to loneliness in the Cuban

sample. Although we also hypothesised that aggression would

be related to peer acceptance, we did not adopt the hypothesis

of cross-national differences in this regard because previous

studies have established that aggression is correlated with peer

rejection by elementary-school children in most countries

studied (B. H. Schneider, 2000).

We were also interested in exploring some of the specific

mechanisms that might be associated with peer-group sanc-

tioning of anti-group behaviour. Boivin and Hymel (1997),

working in Canada, found that both aggression and withdrawal

were linked with loneliness among elementary-school children.

However, they found that most of the variance in loneliness

explained by aggression and withdrawal could be accounted for

by peer rejection. We expected this to be the case even more in

Cuba, where rejection of peers is likely to be more systematic

and to be focused more directly on individuals who threaten

the harmony of the group or do not participate in it. Finally,

given the potentially important distinction between overall

peer-group acceptance/rejection and friendship at a dyadic

level (Bukowski, Newcomb, & Hartup, 1996), we wanted to

clarify the implications of not having a close friend in school.

More specifically, we expected not having a reciprocal friend to

predict loneliness in both Cuba and Canada. We also expected

that both aggression and social withdrawal would be linked

with not having a close friend.

Method

Participants and procedure

The participants were 201 children in Grades 4 (40 boys and

59 girls) and 6 (41 boys and 61 girls) in Santa Clara, a city of

approximately 200,000 inhabitants in Central Cuba. Agricul-

ture, the University, and tertiary services to the surrounding

rural areas provide the predominant economic activities. Grade

levels in Cuban schools correspond essentially to those in

Canada and the United States. The main data collection took

place in three elementary schools.

In some of the analysis we report, we compare the Cuban

data with a sample of 201 Canadian children, matched by

grade and gender with the Cuban sample, from a larger data

set collected in Brampton, Ontario, a predominantly middle-

class suburb of Toronto. The overwhelming majority, 89%,

were born in Canada; 95% reported speaking English at home.

Canadian school records do not usually contain information

about the ethnic or racial backgrounds of students.

All instruments were group administered to children in

school. The original instruments were translated from English

to Spanish by the first author, then back-translated into

English by the second author to ensure the accuracy of the

translation.

Instruments

Nominations of classmates liked most and liked least. These were

based on prompts asking the participants to indicate up to

three members of their classes whom they really want and do

not want to be with them in school. We converted the results

into standardised Liked Most and Liked Least scores and then

into Social Preference scores using well-established procedures

developed by Coie, Dodge, and Coppotelli (1983).

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF BEHAVIORAL DEVELOPMENT, 2005, 29 (3), 219–228 221
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Friendship nominations. We also asked the children to identify

their close friends at school. It is important to note that we

imposed no limit on the numbers of these nominations. We

solicited nominations for friends both within and outside of the

children’s own classes and schools, in order to reflect

accurately the properties of the participants’ social interaction

patterns. All participants except two indicated that they had

friends. Using the matrix of nominations, we computed a

dichotomous variable indicating whether or not each child had

a reciprocated close friendship in his or her class.

Loneliness. We measured this by using the Loneliness Scale

developed by Asher and Wheeler (1985). This questionnaire

consists of 16 items directly relevant to loneliness (e.g., ‘‘I am

lonely in school’’; ‘‘I have lots of friends in my class’’), and

several filter items (e.g., ‘‘I like science’’). The internal

consistency coefficient for the loneliness items in the Cuban

data was .80.

Aggression, social withdrawal, and sociability/leadership. The

Revised Class Play is a well-established sociometric instrument

in which children nominate their peers for roles in a

hypothetical class play (Masten, Morison, & Pellegrini,

1985). Factor analysis of the Cuban data revealed an

interpretable three-factor structure very similar to the original

one. The coefficients for internal consistency of the Cuban

Spanish version were: Sociability/Leadership, .74; Sensitive/

Isolated, .72; Aggressive/Disruptive, .81. The data summarised

in Table 1 indicate very good concurrent validity for the

Aggressive/Disruptive and Sensitive/Isolated.

There has been considerable concern in the recent literature

that the Sensitive/Isolated factor may be measuring two very

distinct types of children’s social withdrawal, depending on

whether it is the shy/anxious child who initiates the withdrawal

or the group that actively isolates the child (Rubin, Burgess, &

Coplan, 2002). Active or peer-initiated withdrawal is measured

by the items ‘‘someone who is always left out’’, ‘‘can’t get

others to listen’’, or ‘‘has difficulty finding friends’’. In

contrast, self-initiated or passive withdrawal is represented by

the items ‘‘shy’’, ‘‘feelings get hurt easily’’, ‘‘usually sad’’, and

‘‘would rather play alone’’. This distinction was not evident in

the factor structure of our Cuban data. Nevertheless, we

examined separately the items pertaining to each form of

withdrawal discussed in the international literature. The

internal consistency for both conceptually-generated clusters

was marginally acceptable: .67 for peer-initiated withdrawal

and .62 for self-initiated withdrawal. The correlation between

the two clusters in the Cuban data was .65. Because our

hypotheses pertained to self-initiated withdrawal, we used that

cluster in our main analysis. However, we repeated the analyses

using the full original Sensitive/Isolated factor and there was no

change in the pattern of findings.

We used the Teacher–Child Rating Scale (T-CRS) devel-

oped by Hightower and colleagues (1986) to measure the

participants’ social behaviours at school from the teachers’

perspective. This is a 40-item Likert-type questionnaire that

taps a wide variety of social behaviours at school. The original

factor structure did not replicate in our Cuban data. Factor

analysis with varimax rotation revealed eight factors: Leader-

ship, Social Skills, Popularity, Self-Control, Aggression,

Shyness/Withdrawal, Sadness, and Alienation. However, the

intercorrelations between several of the factors were quite high,

and internal consistency for several of the factors was

insufficient. Further analysis revealed two interpretable sec-

ond-order factors: Sociability/Leadership (14 items; alpha ¼
.90) and Anxiety/Withdrawal (13 items; alpha ¼ .70).

We were guided by our hypotheses in selecting the T-CRS

data to use in further analyses. Although the two second-order

factors are strong from a psychometric point of view, the

content of the items included was not specific enough to

provide answers to our research questions. Furthermore, these

factors did not correspond to the factors of our other sources of

information, i.e., peers and parents. We were reassured by the

fact that both the four-item Aggression and the four-item

Shyness/Withdrawal factors had higher coefficients of internal

consistency than the other first-order scales, .85 and .80,

Table 1

Intercorrelations of variables included in path analyses

1. Peer-

reported

aggression

2. Peer-

reported

withdrawal

3. Teacher-

reported

aggression

4. Teacher-

reported

shyness

5. Loneliness 6. Peer

acceptance/

rejection

7. Reciprocal

friend

status

Grade 4

1 — –.10 .43 –.15 .20 –.30 –.34

2 .08 — –.06 .35 .16 –.01 .03

3 .33 .27 — –.20 .18 –.29 –.09

4 –.04 –.10 –.12 — .22 –.22 –.24

5 .14 .11 .14 .18 — –.21 –.22

6 –.30 .06 –.20 –.03 –.10 — –.27

7 –.16 –.08 –.19 .06 –.07 –.19 —

Grade 6

1 — –.09 .33 –.26 .19 –.47 –.21

2 .12 — –.20 .27 .15 –.38 –.28

3 .23 –.18 — –.30 .19 –.20 –.22

4 –.17 .21 –.33 — .22 –.22 –.19

5 .10 .17 .11 .20 — –.42 –.49

6 –.33 –.25 .07 –.25 –.27 — –.25

7 –.13 –.08 –.28 –.19 –.30 –.28 —

Coefficients for Cuban participants appear above the diagonal, Canadians below.
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respectively. Furthermore, from a conceptual standpoint, these

two scales were more suitable than even the original Acting-out

and Shy-Anxious scales that emerged in the factor analysis of

the original. This is because items pertaining to sadness loaded

on a factor of their own in the Cuban data and not on the

Shyness/Withdrawal scale; items pertaining to alienation also

loaded on a different factor from items pertaining to aggres-

sion. For these reasons, we used the first-order Aggression and

Shyness factors in our analyses.

Intercorrelations of data from peers and teachers

As shown in Table 1, the correlations between conceptually

similar scales, (e.g., teacher- and peer-report measures of

aggression) were quite high, providing support for the validity

of the measures.

Results

Overview of analytic strategy

We begin with comparisons by gender and country of the

means and variances of the major variables used to test the

hypotheses. Besides ensuring that subsequent procedures are

used without violation of assumptions, these preliminary

procedures provide the basis for some interesting comparisons,

such as cross-national differences in loneliness. We continue

with a series of multiple regressions and path analyses to test,

first of all, whether the link between social withdrawal and peer

acceptance/rejection is stronger in the Canadian than in the

Cuban sample. In the same analysis, we establish whether

aggression is correlated with peer acceptance/rejection in both

countries.

The next sets of analyses focus on the associations between

the behavioural predictors, i.e., social withdrawal and aggres-

sion and the criterion variable of loneliness. These analyses

were designed to establish whether the correlation between the

behavioural predictors and loneliness is mediated by peer

rejection. Finally, we report the results of an analogous set of

analyses designed to establish whether the correlation between

the behavioural predictors and loneliness is mediated by the

presence or absence of a reciprocated friendship at school.

Within that path analysis, the direct paths between friendship

and loneliness are useful in gauging the importance of

friendship in both countries.

Cross-country comparisons

Descriptive statistics for loneliness appear in Table 2. These

statistics should be interpreted with some caution because

Levene’s test of homogeneity of variances did reach conven-

tional levels of statistical significance (Levene statistic ¼ 3.866;

p 5 .05), indicating a violation of the assumptions. This

violation is not considered serious in the case of equal n, as in

the present analysis, and because of the robustness of ANOVA

to such violations. The country effect was significant, F(1, 268)

¼ 5.61; p 5 .05, indicating higher levels of loneliness in

Canada than in Cuba. Girls reported somewhat higher levels of

loneliness than did boys, but the effect did not reach

conventional levels of statistical significance F(1, 268) ¼
3.74; p 5 .054. The grade effect and all interactions were

non-significant.

There were no significant cross-national differences for

peer- or teacher-reported aggression, social withdrawal, or

peer-rated acceptance/rejection. This is in part an artifact of

the standardisation of the peer nominations, which was

conducted within-country.

Predicting loneliness from social withdrawal and
aggression

Table 3 is a summary of the multiple-regression analysis

performed to assess the links between problematic peer-

directed social behaviour and loneliness in Cuba and Canada.

As shown, the predictors accounted for a significant portion of

the variance and the final model was significant. Consistent

with the ANOVA results reported earlier, there were no

significant country or gender effects; the grade effect was also

nonsignificant. Both aggression and withdrawal, however, were

significant predictors, accounting for approximately equal

portions of the variance. The significant interaction effects

add essential detail about the contributions of social behaviour

to loneliness. Inspection of the data revealed that both social

withdrawal and aggression were more strongly associated with

loneliness in Cuba than in Canada.

We repeated the analysis, substituting teacher-rated shyness

and aggression for the data obtained from peers. The results

were very similar to those reported in Table 3. The predictors

accounted for 15% of the variance. Again, there were no

significant country, gender, or grade effects; both aggression

and withdrawal emerged as significant predictors. However,

the only significant interaction was Country � Social With-

drawal. Again, the predictive power of social withdrawal was

stronger in the Cuban data.

Peer acceptance/rejection as a function of social
behaviour

The results of this multiple-regression analysis are presented in

Table 4. Country, grade, and gender were not significant

predictors of social preference, but this could well be artifactual

because of the standardisation procedures used to calculate the

outcome variable. Both peer-rated aggression and social

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF BEHAVIORAL DEVELOPMENT, 2005, 29 (3), 219–228 223

Table 2

Descriptive statistics for loneliness by country, grade, and gender

Boys Girls

Variable Country total Grade 4 Grade 6 Grade 4 Grade 6

Cuba 25.5 (5.6) 26.0 (7.1) 24.8 (4.8) 27.4 (5.9) 25.0 (6.0)

Canada 27.1 (6.9) 26.5 (9.7) 27.1 (8.1) 25.9 (7.2) 27.1 (5.0)

Standard deviations appear in parentheses following the means.
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withdrawal were significant predictors of social preference, as

were several interaction effects. Social withdrawal was a

stronger predictor of social preference in Cuba than in Canada,

and also a stronger predictor in Grade 6 than in Grade 4.

Significant results also emerged when we re-analysed the

data using teacher data (an important step, because this

minimises problems inherent in shared method variance). Both

social withdrawal and aggression were significant predictors of

social preference. Importantly, social withdrawal was more

closely associated with the criterion variable in Grade 6 than in

Grade 4. Although this Grade � Withdrawal interaction was

significant, the other interaction effects were not.

Direct and mediated links between social behaviour
and loneliness

Figure 1 depicts the path analyses performed to determine

whether social preference and the availability of a reciprocal

friend at school function as mediators of the associations

between these social behaviours and loneliness. As shown, the

model as a whole explained far more variance in Grade 6 than

in Grade 4 and, at both grade levels, far more variance in the

Cuba sample than in the Canadian sample. The direct paths

were significant, but not strong, for aggression in the Cuban

sample, but not the Canadian, at both grade levels, and also for

withdrawal in the Cuban Grade 6 sample and the Canadian

Grade 4 sample. We used procedures developed by Kenny and

his colleagues (e.g., Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger, 1998) to test the

significance of the mediated effects in each country and at each

grade level (see Table 5). Among the criteria proposed by

Kenny et al. for testing for mediated links using multiple

regression is that, in addition to the mediated path being

significant, the mediating variable should have approximately

as strong a relationship with both the predictor and outcome

variables. This criterion appears to be essentially satisfied for

the mediated paths from both withdrawal and aggression

through social preference to loneliness in both country samples

at Grade 6, and, less convincingly, for aggression in the Cuban

Grade 4 sample. Statistics for the significance of the mediated

paths appear in Table 5. Thus, the path analysis provides some

support for the hypothesis that peer acceptance/rejection

Table 4

Multiple regression results: Predicting peer acceptance/rejection from aggression and social withdrawal

Step Variable(s) entered beta t Change in R2 F (change) Cum R2

1 Country –.011 –0.19 .00 0.04 .00

2 Gender .060 0.99 .00 0.98 .00

3 Grade .029 0.49 .00 0.24 .00

4 .06 8.24*** .06

Aggression .230 3.75***

Withdrawal –.137 –2.21*

5 .11 5.64*** .17

Country � Aggression –.069 –0.83

Country � Withdrawal .372 2.45**

Gender � Aggression –.090 –1.09

Gender � Withdrawal .404 2.67*

Grade � Aggression .102 1.32*

Grade � Withdrawal .600 3.49***

F(model)1, 264 ¼ 4.86***

*p 5 .05; **p 5 .01; ***p 5 .001.

Table 3

Multiple regression results: Predicting loneliness from peer-rated aggression and social withdrawal

Step Variable(s) entered beta t Change in R2 F (change) Cum R2

1 Country –.086 –1.45 .00 2.09 .00

2 Gender –.125 –2.15* .02 4.43* .02

3 Grade –.146 –2.43* .02 5.03** .04

4 .04 6.97* .09

Aggression –.121 –2.02*

Withdrawal –.179 –2.95**

5 .04 8.88** .13

Country � Aggression .174 2.00*

Country � Withdrawal .170 1.97*

Gender � Aggression –.161 –1.03

Gender � Withdrawal –.060 –0.70

Grade � Aggression –.037 –0.46

Grade � Withdrawal –.013 –0.71

F(model)11, 264 ¼ 5.577***

*p 5 .05; **p 5 .01; ***p 5 .001.
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functions as a mediator that explains as much of the variance in

loneliness as the direct paths at least in the Cuban sample at

Grade 6. An identical pattern of results emerged when we

repeated the analysis using teacher-report measures of social

withdrawal and aggression.

Figure 2 contains the results of a path analysis for an

analogous model in which reciprocal friendship status (i.e., a

dichotomous variable indicated whether or not the child has a

reciprocal friend at school, rather than how accepted or

rejected overall the child is) is tested as the mediator. The

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF BEHAVIORAL DEVELOPMENT, 2005, 29 (3), 219–228 225

Table 5

Significance tests for mediated paths

Cuba Canada

Path Grade 4 Grade 6 Grade 4 Grade 6

Withdrawal to social preference to loneliness 0.85 3.25 0.39 2.22

Aggression to social preference to loneliness 2.00 3.90 1.50 1.90

Withdrawal to reciprocal friendship status to loneliness 0.22 3.34 0.70 1.44

Aggression to reciprocal friendship status to loneliness 2.44 2.11 0.99 1.31

Paths with Z 4 1.96 (italicised) are statistically significant.

Figure 1. Path diagram for the direct and mediated prediction (through social preference) of loneliness from peer-rated aggression and

withdrawal. (Cuban data appear before Canadian data on each path. Coefficients � .17 are statistically significant.)

 at UNIVERSITAT AUTÒNOMA DE BARCELONA on July 27, 2009 http://jbd.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jbd.sagepub.com


226 VALDIVIA ET AL. / PEER RELATIONS IN CUBA

results are generally similar to the findings depicted in Figure 1

for mediation through peer acceptance/rejection, with particu-

larly strong indicators of the strength of the mediated paths in

the Cuban Grade 6 cohort. This indicates that the alternative

mediator hypothesis—that the association between proble-

matic peer-directed social behaviour and loneliness is mediated

by friendship status—is more or less as consistent with the data

than the initial mediator. Again, the results were little changed

when we substituted teacher-report data for the peer reports of

withdrawal and aggression.

Inspection of the direct paths between the mediating

variables and loneliness reveals that either being unaccepted

by peers or not having a reciprocated friend at school are more

strongly linked with loneliness in Cuba than in Canada. These

correlations were stronger for the Grade 6 cohort, but the

significant (p 5 .05) cross-national differences applied to both

age cohorts. Interestingly, friendship status in Grade 4 was a

significant correlate of loneliness in the Cuban data, but not in

the Canadian data.

Discussion

Many of our findings regarding the correlates of peer rejection

and loneliness are quite similar to the results of research

conducted in many other countries, be they developed or

undeveloped, capitalistic or socialist, individualistic or collec-

tivistic. Cross-cultural research is beneficial even when it

reveals more similarities than differences. Cross-cultural

similarity adds confidence to the viability of the constructs

being studied, and helps identify ‘‘scripts’’ for social interac-

tion (Whiting & Edwards, 1988) that may turn out to be

species-wide. Thus, the absence of cross-national differences in

the significant correlations between aggression and peer

Figure 2. Path diagram for the direct and mediated prediction (through friendship status) of loneliness from peer-rated aggression and

withdrawal. (Cuban data appear before Canadian data on each path. Coefficients � .17 are statistically significant.)
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acceptance/rejection are of interest, as are the age differences in

both countries in the correlations between social withdrawal

and peer acceptance/rejection.

Aside from the age differences in the direct correlations, our

exploration of the paths that lead from social behaviour to

loneliness revealed age differences in the predictive power of

peer acceptance/rejection as a mediator that explains the

association between problematic social behaviour and lone-

liness. The Grade 6 data in both countries are similar to those

found in Canada by Boivin and Hymel (1997), in that social

preference functioned as a mediator of the paths between

dysfunctional social behaviour (i.e., both aggression and

withdrawal) and loneliness. Perhaps by Grade 6, peers develop

a more crystallised and differentiated picture of what consti-

tutes unacceptable behaviour. By that point, their influence

over individuals’ feelings may also increase as children prepare

psychologically for the transition to secondary school at the

end of that school year. Rejection of Canadian peers who

withdraw from social interaction was evident in our sample,

but only in the Grade 6 cohort. Although this process was

operational to a certain extent in Cuba even at Grade 4, the

results were much stronger by Grade 6. This is consistent with

the developmental differences that have been found in North

America and elsewhere. The age differences are often

attributed to the fact that social withdrawal is not salient in

children’s evaluations of their peers during the early elemen-

tary-school years (Rubin et al., 2002).

The cross-national differences in the strengths of the

mediating paths and, hence, the mechanisms by which social

withdrawal probably leads to loneliness in the two countries

may well reflect the current function of children’s peer groups

in Cuban society. The results of our path analysis suggest, first

of all, that the structure of children’s culture in Cuba provides

sanctions for both social withdrawal and peer-directed aggres-

sion. These social behaviours probably signify either non-

participation in the communal unit or interference with its

harmony. The price of displaying these behaviours is having

fewer friends and being less accepted socially than others,

leading to loneliness. Another indication of the strength of

peer-group sanctions is the finding that aggressive Cuban

children are lonely; this is another important way in which our

findings differ from those of studies conducted in North

America (e.g., Boivin & Hymel, 1997; Parkhurst & Asher,

1992; Prinstein, Boergers, & Vernberg, 2001).

There was little difference in loneliness between the Cuban

and Canadian samples. Furthermore, the Cuban average

loneliness score is about the same as the loneliness scores for

US participants of average sociometric status reported by

Asher and Wheeler (1985), who used the same instrument as

we did. The very fact that it is possible for Cuban children to

feel lonely would surprise foreign observers of the society,

although it might be very difficult for Cuban children to be

alone. That distinction is explored in greater detail by

Buchholz and Catton (1999), who conclude that while it is

important and productive for humans to be alone at times,

loneliness is an extreme that is associated with feelings of loss.

Nevertheless, even loneliness can be useful, because it is an

inevitable part of the process of separating from total

dependence on adults. The loneliness and peer rejection of

aggressive children may serve to inhibit aggressive behaviour by

themselves or by others. The fact that children without

reciprocal friends in their classrooms are lonely illustrates the

importance of close friendships at the dyadic level, even if the

entire culture is very oriented to large-group processes (see

Nangle & Erdley, 2001, for consideration of the role of

friendship in children’s psychological adjustment).

Cuban children’s culture may illustrate a paradox men-

tioned by Peplau and Perlman (1979), in which too much social

interaction can lead to loneliness. There are several ways in

which this could happen. One possibility is that the social

interactions in Cuban neighbourhoods are so rich and

rewarding, on the one hand, and so visible, on the other, that

children grow up expecting high levels of social support of high

quality. This could lead to loneliness for individuals who, for

whatever reason, do not achieve the modal level of rewarding

social interaction. It is also possible that there is simply so

much social contact and so much stimulation in Cuban urban

neighbourhoods that some children become overwhelmed,

‘‘tune out’’, and become lonely. Allusions to that process exist

in the literature on urban neighbourhoods in the US (Sutton,

2001).

It is less surprising that peer rejection exists in Cuba. The

individual consequences of peer rejection have been empha-

sised for many years in writings from Europe and North

America. There is no reason why the same consequences to

individuals should not occur in Cuba, where peer support and

peer rejection may act to serve the collective in ways that can

be seen as facilitative even if they are not always pleasant. That

is because the peer group has been given responsibility for

upholding and propagating the core values of the culture and

of the Revolution. Rejection is a social sanction that may be

useful in dealing with behaviours, such as aggression against

peers, that threaten the harmony of the group and that may be

motivated by a desire to impose an individual’s needs over the

welfare of the collective group. Our data indicate that such a

sanction is indeed applied in response to aggressive behaviour

in Cuba, as it is in virtually every country studied (e.g., B. H.

Schneider, 2000). The use of force to achieve one’s individual

aims is inconsistent with the core beliefs underlying the Cuban

educational system and with the cooperative nature of its

formal and informal social structures.

The absence of gender effects in the consequences of

aggression and withdrawal is worthy of comment. Latin

societies, including the Spanish-speaking countries of Latin

America, are traditionally characterised by sharp gender-role

distinctions in expectations for social behaviour, with aggres-

sion subtly encouraged for males but prohibited for girls and

women, and with social isolation seen as unusual for boys and

men (J. Schneider, 1971). However, Hofstede’s (2001) more

systematic survey of national values, which did not include

Cuba, suggests that this is an oversimplification because some

Latin countries emerged as ‘‘masculine’’ (i.e., prone to gender-

role distinctions) whereas others were found to be very

‘‘feminine’’. ‘‘Machismo’’ is discussed very frequently by

Cubans, and equal opportunity for both genders is a national

goal (Aguirre, 1976), even if it is not uniformly achieved at this

point. Perhaps the fact that the consequences of peer-directed

aggression and social withdrawal did not differ significantly by

gender indicates that some progress is being made.

Although the correlations between friendship and peer-

acceptance status were not high, both emerged to some degree

as correlates of loneliness. It is important to remember that the

data presented here represent only the existence of friendships.

Had we also considered the quality of these relationships, or

the characteristics of the individuals involved, these variables

might have emerged as even more closely related to loneliness.
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We speculate that the data pertaining to close friendship might

have been more strongly linked to loneliness had we used a

measure of loneliness that differentiated peer-network and

dyadic loneliness (Hoza, Bukowski, & Beery, 2000). Unfortu-

nately, these measures were reported in publications that

appeared after our data were collected. Because many

collectivistic societies like Cuba are also very family-oriented,

researchers might also consider including relations with

neighbours, siblings, and cousins, who may relate to children

in ways similar to friends.

Manuscript received January 2003

Revised manuscript received August 2004
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