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This paper presents a study of learning experiences in peer conflicts among twoand three-year-olds in Dutch daycare centres. Data were collected from
individual sampling of 96 children during their free play. As in earlier studies,
the results we obtained showed that three-year-olds used fewer unilateral
strategies and more bilateral strategies than did two-year-olds. Bilateral strategies
increased the likelihood children would play together after the conflict, but
decreased the likelihood one of them would win. Unilateral strategies increased
the likelihood one of them would win the conflict, but the use of physical force
decreased the likelihood they would play together afterwards. Teachers often
focused on the (alleged) perpetrator of the conflict and on punishing the use of
physical force. But they were seldom focused on helping to reconcile the
opponents. This study suggests that the children’s interest in peer relationships is
a strong incentive to use bilateral strategies. Therefore, teachers should value and
support peer relations rather than focusing on the perpetrators.
Keywords: daycare centres; peer conflicts; conflict strategies; physical power;
reconciliation; teacher’s role

Introduction
In daycare centres, where children play together in groups, conflicts arise almost inevitably. These conflicts are very important experiences in which young children learn
more about social relations, social rules, and the effects and consequences of conflict
strategies (Corsaro, 2005; Rourou, Singer, Bekkema, & de Haan, 2006; Kernam &
Singer, 2011; Verbeek, Hartup, & Collins, 2000). In general, two conflict strategies
can be distinguished: unilateral strategies, such as physical force, coercion, and standing
firm, in which the perspectives and wishes of the opponent are not taken into account;
and bilateral strategies, such as pro-social behaviour, compromise, and negotiation, in
which the perspectives and wishes of the opponent are taken into account (Verbeek
et al., 2000). The use of physical force, such as hitting or kicking is at its peak in
two- and three-year-olds (Cummings, Iannotti, & Zahn-Waxler, 1989; Tremblay,
2000, 2002). But children at this young age also use pro-social behaviour to maintain
their peer relationships (Caplan, Vespo, Pedersen, & Hay, 1991; Singer, 2002; Verba,
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1994). As children get older, a transition in conflict strategies takes place: the use of unilateral strategies decreases and the use of bilateral strategies increases (Caplan et al.,
1991; Laursen, Finkelstein, & Townsend Betts, 2001; Tremblay et al., 2004). This transition is related to developmental processes in the child. At around three, most children
develop the social skills that are important for bilateral strategies. They develop a theory
of mind, which is the ability to understand mental states – perceptions, feelings, desires,
and beliefs – in the self and in the other (Leslie, 1990; Wellman, 1990). Their abilities in
language, emotion regulation, and impulse control increase as well (Eisenberg & Fabes,
1998; Lightfoot, Cole, & Cole, 2008; Tremblay, 2000).
The development of positive peer relationships is related to the relationship history
in the family, especially to the quality of the parent–child attachment relationships, and
the peer group history (Howes, 2010; Mitchell-Copeland, Denham, & DeMulder, 1997;
NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 1997; Pianta, Hamre, & Stuhlman, 2002).
The peer group history of children in daycare centres is influenced by the quality of the
centre. The NICHD studies and other studies show that poor quality care in the centre is
associated with aggressive children, whereas high-quality care promotes children’s
social skills (NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2001, 2003; Rosenthal &
Gatt, 2010; Vandell, Burchinal, Vandergrift, Belsky, & Steinberg, 2010). The
NICHD studies also show that more time spent at a daycare centre in the first year
of life is related to problem behaviour in a child, even as late as when they are 15
years old (Vandell et al., 2010).
This paper presents a study of peer conflicts among two- and three-year-old children
in daycare centres. Like many earlier studies, we expected that particular conflict strategies are related to age: as children grow older unilateral strategies tend to decrease
while bilateral strategies tend to increase (Caplan et al., 1991; Laursen et al., 2001;
Tremblay et al., 2004). The goal of our study was to explore whether the age differences
were related to the children’s learning experiences in the daycare centre. Therefore, we
explored the learning experiences in peer conflicts. First, we studied the relationships
between the use of specific conflict strategies and the outcome of conflicts: the likelihood of maintaining the peer relationship after a conflict and the likelihood of one
child winning the conflict. Second, we studied the characteristics of teacher interventions in peer conflicts and whether the teacher reinforced one type of strategy or
another.
Several theoretical approaches are relevant in studying the social learning experiences of two- and three-year-old children during peer conflicts. First, there is the
social relational model. This approach focuses on the relationship between conflict
strategies and relational interests during conflict management (Killen & de Waal,
2000; Verbeek et al., 2000; de Waal, 2000a, 2000b). A conflict may help to define
the relationship between opponents, which results in a more intimate and productive
relationship than would be the case without any conflict at all (de Waal, 2000b).
However, a conflict can also damage the relationship (Aureli & de Waal, 2000). To
reduce the negative impact of conflict and to keep the overall balance of the relationship
positive, opponents may use bilateral strategies. Two- and three-year-olds try to reconcile, for instance, by offering the other an object, attempting body contact, and offering
verbal apologies (Killen & Turiel, 1991; Killen & de Waal, 2000; Verbeek et al., 2000).
Based on the social relational model, we expected that bilateral conflict strategies would
increase the likelihood of maintaining the relationship after a conflict; such strategies
are used more often when the opponents played together than when they played
apart from one another before the conflict (Rende & Killen, 1992).
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The second approach to studying the social learning experiences is the socialcognitive learning theory. This theory predicts that strategies that are rewarded by
the achievement of a goal will be used more often (Bandura, 2001; Chapman &
McBride, 1992). In the case of peer conflicts, children always have two different
kinds of interests and goals (Singer & de Haan, 2007). On the one hand, the relational
interests and goals we discussed above. On the other hand, self-centred goals of
winning the conflict. Examples of self-centred goals in peer conflicts of young children
are: winning the possession of a play object (Durkin, 1995), entering into the play
activities of another child (Corsaro, 2005), stopping unwanted actions (Shantz,
1987), and controlling the play ideas (Eisenberg & Garvey, 1981). In this study, we
explored the relationship between uni- and bilateral conflict strategies and the likelihood of achieving self-centred goals.
Social-cognitive learning theory also led us to expect that the teacher influences the
kind of strategies that children use in peer conflicts. Earlier studies show how teachers
are generally focused on reducing unilateral strategies, specifically the use of physical
force, and increasing bilateral strategies (Roseth et al., 2008). Teachers may affect the
transition from unilateral strategies to bilateral strategies by modelling and by giving a
good example of bilateral strategies (Bandura, 1986; Chapman & McBride, 1992).
Teachers may also affect the children by punishing the use of unilateral strategies,
specifically the use of physical force, and by rewarding the use of bilateral strategies.
Finally, teachers may affect the children by creating a context in which children
learn social and moral rules (Singer & de Haan, 2007). The teachers foster a moral
sense of fairness by blaming the correct perpetrator of the conflict, by focusing on
reconciliation of the opponents, and by giving explanations (Hoffman, 2000).
Rosenthal and Gatt (2010), indicating that a conflict is a social affair in which not
only the opponents, but also the audience learn from the peer conflict. Therefore,
teachers need to address more than just the children involved in the conflict; they
should include all children who have witnessed the conflict. We expected that the
teachers would use interventions that reinforce bilateral conflict strategies.

Method
Participants
The study used 23 groups in 23 licensed Dutch daycare centres. Most daycare centres
were located in major urban areas – Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, and Utrecht –
and some in smaller municipalities in the Netherlands. All centres had qualified
teachers and a heterogeneous composition of cultural backgrounds among the children.
The mean group size during observations was 10 children and two teachers. In total, 96
two- and three-year-old focus children were selected: at least two native Dutch children
and or two Moroccan or Antillean children in each centre. Because this study was part
of a larger project, children from different cultural backgrounds were selected (Rourou
et al., 2006).

Method
Our research design followed the ethical norms and was carried out with the informed
consent of the parents of the focus children, as well as the parents of the other children
present during data collection. The children’s needs and wishes were respected. The
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two researchers visited the groups before they started with audio- and video-taping to
familiarise with the children. They explained to the children that they wanted to learn
how children were playing at the centre. Data were collected by focal individual
sampling. Each focus child was video and audio-taped on two different days for 30
minutes during their free play. Free play was defined as a situation in which children
were free to choose the activity they wanted to do. We used portable wireless audio
equipment and a video camera, and the children wore a lapel microphone connected
to the pocket transmitter in a little rucksack. In a few cases, a child refused to wear
the audio equipment. In these cases, the equipment was removed and placed close to
where the child was playing. The researchers did not intervene in the peer conflicts.
In the case of violent conflicts, the teachers were always quick to intervene and to
help the children after the conflict. The 96 hours of tape obtained was checked for
peer conflicts in which the focus children were involved. A conflict was defined as
‘an incident in which one child protests, retaliates against, or resists the actions of
another child’ (Rourou et al., 2006).
Selected peer conflicts
Of the peer conflicts that occurred, only those that met three criteria were included in
this study. The first criterion was that the conflict did not involve more than two children. Conflicts among three or more children were excluded. Second, only conflicts that
lasted more than three moves (action–reaction–action–reaction) were included.
Mishaps that consisted of conflicts, including two or three moves were excluded
(van Hoogdalem, Singer, Bekkema, & Sterck, 2008). Third, we limited the age differences between the opponents, because we hypothesised that children might use different strategies towards a same age opponent than towards an older or younger opponent.
We only included young–young opponents (both two years old with at most six
months difference in age); old–old opponents (both opponents three years old with
at most six months age difference); and young–old opponents (one two-year-old and
one three-year-old with an age difference of at least nine months). In this way, we
were able to include 518 conflicts in this study.
Instruments
For each selected peer conflict, we determined the conflict strategies of both opponents,
whether opponents played together or apart from one another before and after the conflict, the winner and loser of the conflict, and the characteristics of teacher intervention.
Conflict strategies
For both opponents, we determined the conflict strategies they used. A distinction was
made between unilateral and bilateral strategies. Unilateral strategies included nonverbal and verbal opposition, expressions of anger, distress, and other negative
emotions. For example, the opponent who pulled on the object or yelled at the other
opponent was using unilateral strategies. Within the category of unilateral strategies,
a distinction was made between strategies using physical force and those that did
not. If an opponent hit, kicked, or bit the other opponent, then physical force was
used. Bilateral strategies included non-verbal actions, such as offering an object, positive contact, smiling, and verbal actions, such as proposing a compromise and saying
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nice things. For example, the opponent who shared objects was using a bilateral strategy. Also an opponent who hugged or laughed used bilateral strategies. We determined
for both opponents whether unilateral and bilateral strategies were used.
Playing together or apart
For each conflict, we determined whether the opponents in the conflict played together
or apart from one another before the conflict and whether they played together or apart
from one another directly after the conflict. Children played together when they were
within 3 feet (0.91 m) of one another and were engaged in a similar activity with incidental eye contact (referred to as parallel play) or with social interactions (referred to as
associative play; e.g. Howes & Matheson, 1992; Kontos, Burchinal, Howes, Wisseh, &
Galinsky, 2002).
Winning or losing
For each conflict, we determined whether or not there was a clear winner and loser:
whether one of the children obtained his or her self-centred goal. A conflict that
started over the possession of an object was won by the child who possessed the
object directly after the conflict (Durkin, 1995). In some conflicts, there was no clear
winner or loser because a third child took the object or the opponents decided to
share. A conflict that started because one child wanted to join in was won when the
child successfully entered into the play activities of the opponent or when the opponent
successfully stopped the child from joining (Corsaro, 2005). A conflict that started
because of unwanted actions was won when such behaviour was successfully
stopped, or continued in spite of the resistance (Shantz, 1987). A conflict over play
ideas was won by the child whose play idea was accepted (Singer & De Haan,
2007). In some conflicts, there was no clear winner or loser because a compromise
was reached.
Characteristics of teacher interventions
For each conflict, we determined whether or not a teacher had intervened in the conflict,
and we distinguished three characteristics for such interventions. First, we determined
whether the teachers used unilateral strategies (specifically physical force) or whether
bilateral strategies were used by the teacher. Unilateral strategies included non-verbal
and verbal directives and expressions of anger. If the teacher intervened by telling
the children what to do or forbade specific behaviour, or expressed anger by yelling,
she/he was using unilateral strategies. If the teacher grabbed a child by the arm or
removed him or her from the conflict, then physical force was used. Bilateral strategies
included non-verbal actions, such as modification and positive contact such as hugging;
and verbal actions, such as proposing a compromise or reducing the hostility; and positive emotions, such as friendly and confirmative behaviour. The teacher who took a
child on his or her lap, proposed a different activity, offered an object, or positively
touched a child used bilateral strategies. As the second characteristic of teacher intervention, we described whether and how the teacher punished and/or rewarded the
specific conflict strategies used during the conflict. And we determined whether the
teacher blamed one of the opponents and whether she correctly identified the perpetrator according to the researchers who observed the onset of the conflict on the video.
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Third, we determined whether attention was focused on one or both opponents and
whether the teacher was focused on reconciliation and support of the children’s
relationship. And we determined whether the teacher involved the bystanders, the
peers who witnessed the conflict.
So we distinguished with regard to strategies:
1 ¼ the teachers used unilateral strategies with or without physical force
2 ¼ the teachers used bilateral strategies
We distinguished with regard to teacher’s rewards and blaming:
1 ¼ the teacher blamed or rewarded specific conflicts strategies
2 ¼ the teacher blamed one of the opponents as the perpetrator, correctly or incorrectly according to the researchers.
We distinguished with regard to reconciliation:
1 ¼ the teacher was focused on one or both opponents and on reconciliation
2 ¼ the teacher involved bystanders who witnessed the conflict

Reliability
To calculate the inter-reliability of coders with the Cohen’s coefficient k, a random
sample of 4% of the conflicts was independently coded by two researchers. The
reliability of the conflict strategies was 0.77 (n ¼ 21); for whether opponents played
together or apart from one another before and after the conflict, the reliability was
0.93 (n ¼ 21); and for teacher intervention, the reliability was 0.82 (n ¼ 21).

Statistics
All variables were entered in SPSS and further analysed. Because the assumptions for
parametric tests were not met non-parametric x2-tests were used. Tests were two-tailed
and the 0.05 level of confidence defined significance. Fifteen out of in total 257 different children – focus children as well as peers with whom they came in conflict - were
significantly involved in more conflicts (.2SD). However findings were not subjected
to outliers; excluding outliers gave similar results so they were not excluded from this
study.

Results
In total, 518 conflicts were analysed in which 257 different children were involved. On
average each child was involved in four conflicts (SD ¼ 4.00). We analysed differences in age and use of conflict strategies, as well as gender differences. Because we
had not found differences between the ethnic groups in the use of conflict strategies
in earlier analyses of our data, we have not analysed differences in this regard in this
study (Rourou et al., 2006). Moreover, since there were hardly any differences in the
young–young, old–old, and young–old pairs of opponents in the conflict strategies
used, this variable will not be further considered here. The children most often used
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only unilateral strategies (63%); 26% used both unilateral and bilateral strategies; a
minority of 4% used only bilateral strategies; 7% of the children only used strategies
that could not be classified as uni- or bilateral, for instance, looking very surprised
when his or her play object was forcefully taken from them.
Age differences
The use of unilateral strategies did significantly differ between two- and three-year-old
children, x2 ¼ 5.63; df ¼ 1; p ¼ 0.02. The use of physical force, a subcategory of unilateral strategies, did not significantly differ between two- and three-year-old children,
x2 ¼ 1.14; df ¼ 1; p ¼ 0.29. On the other hand, the use of bilateral strategies did significantly differ between two- and three-year-olds, x2 ¼ 10.40; df ¼ 1; p ¼ 0.00. The
significant difference in the use of unilateral strategies was small, whereas the significant difference in the use of bilateral strategies was large (Table 1).
Additional analyses showed that boys and girls did not significantly differ in their
use of unilateral strategies, x2 ¼ 0.00; df ¼ 1; p ¼ 0.97, or bilateral strategies, x2 ¼
1.76; df ¼ 1; p ¼ 0.19.
Playing together or apart
In 389 of the 518 conflicts, no teacher intervened. Of the conflicts without teacher intervention, 59% started from a play situation in which the opponents played together.
Bilateral strategies were significantly more often used by opponents who played
together before the conflict (in 57% of these conflicts) than by opponents who
played apart before the conflict (47% of these conflicts), x2 ¼ 4.44; df ¼ 1; p ¼
0.04. When one or both opponents used bilateral strategies, the likelihood of playing
together after the conflict was significantly higher than when no bilateral strategies
were used, x2 ¼ 22.18; df ¼ 1; p ¼ 0.00: in 68% of the conflicts with bilateral strategies compared with 44% of the conflicts without bilateral strategies. When one or
both opponents used physical force, the likelihood of playing together after the
conflict was significantly lower than when no physical force was used, x2 ¼ 4.05; df
¼ 1; p ¼ 0.04: in 53% of the conflicts with physical force compared with 63% of the
conflicts without physical force.
Winning or losing
Of the conflicts without teacher intervention, 82% ended with a clear winner and loser.
The use of unilateral strategies had a significant effect on winning and achieving a selfTable 1. Percentage of conflicts in which specific conflict-strategies are used by two- and
three-year-olds.
Unilateral strategies

Two-year-olds
Three-year-olds

Bilateral strategies

Without physical force

With physical force

45%
43%

47%
44%

Note: Children can use both unilateral and bilateral strategies during a conflict.

25%
35%
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centred goal, x2 ¼ 15.55; df ¼ 1; p ¼ 0.00: when a child used unilateral strategies he
or she won in 52% of the cases, compared with 31% of conflicts in which no unilateral
strategies were used. The use of physical force had no significant effect on winning the
conflict, x2 ¼ 3.40; df ¼ 1; p ¼ 0.56. The use of bilateral strategies had a significant
effect on losing the conflict, x2 ¼ 22.82; df ¼ 1; p ¼ 0.00: when a child used bilateral
strategies, he or she lost in 63% of the cases, and when a child did not use bilateral strategies, he or she won in 45% of the cases.
Characteristics of teacher interventions
Teachers intervened in 25% of the 518 peer conflicts. Conflict started again after
teacher intervention in 22% of the cases. In 88% of the conflicts in which a teacher
intervened, the teacher used unilateral strategies such as directing the children what
to do, forbidding specific behaviour, or expressing anger by yelling. Physical force,
a subcategory of unilateral strategies, was used by teachers in 20% of the conflicts.
In these cases, the teacher grabbed a child by the arm or picked the child up and
removed him or her from the scene. Teachers used bilateral strategies in 40% of the
conflicts. In these cases, the teacher took a child on his or her lap, proposed another
activity, offered an object, or positively touched a child. Sometimes teachers referred
to the rule not to take an object from a peer and sometimes the teacher referred to
the rule to share. In most interventions, however, teachers did not offer any explanation.
Teachers punished the use of unilateral strategies by children in 53% of the conflicts: 65% of these punishments were directed against the use of physical force. Punishments included reprimands as well as taking away an object or separating the children.
Teachers rewarded the use of bilateral strategies in only four cases. In these conflicts,
the teacher complimented the child for exchanging objects, for giving back an object,
for stopping running, and for reconciling by giving a kiss.
In 60% of the conflicts, teachers pointed to one of the opponents as the perpetrator.
In this respect, the observers who saw the entire conflict on videotape often disagreed
with the teachers (in 30% of the cases). In 53% of the conflicts, teachers addressed one
of the opponents, and in 47% they addressed both opponents. Except for one conflict,
the teacher’s focus was never on reconciling the children, but on the moral issue of
which child was right or wrong. Although children nearby looked upset when peers
shouted or hit one another during a peer conflict, the teachers only once addressed
the bystanders in their interventions.
Discussion
Contrary to earlier studies, no significant difference in the use of physical force in peer
conflicts was found among two- and three-year-old children. As in earlier studies, we
did find a small significant difference in the use of unilateral strategies in general: threeyear-old children used significantly fewer unilateral strategies than did two-year-old
children. Also like earlier studies, we found that three-year-old children used significantly more bilateral strategies than two-year-olds. To obtain more insight into the
social learning experiences in daycare centres, which may be related to the transition
from unilateral to bilateral strategies, we explored the relationship between the conflict
strategies used and the likelihood of maintaining the peer relationship after the conflict
and the likelihood of winning the conflict. We also explored the relationship between
the characteristics of teacher interventions and the outcome of peer conflicts.
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Based on the social relational model, we expected that bilateral conflict strategies
would increase the likelihood of maintaining the relationship and continuing joint
play afterwards, and that bilateral conflict strategies were more often used by children
involved in joint play before the conflict. When one of the opponents used physical
force, the likelihood of their playing together after the conflict decreased. These findings confirmed our expectations.
Extrapolating from social-cognitive learning theory, we explored the relationship
between the use of conflict strategies and the achievement of goals. The achievement
of the relational goal we discussed above. With regard to the self-centred goals, unilateral strategies increased the likelihood of winning a conflict and bilateral strategies
decreased it.
In general, teachers’ behaviour during interventions did not reinforce bilateral conflict strategies. They often modelled unilateral strategies and focused on whether an
individual child was right or wrong, seldom on rewarding bilateral behaviour or on
reconciliation. But teachers often punished the use of one specific unilateral conflict
strategy: the use of physical force.
Our study suggests that three-year-olds use more bilateral strategies and fewer unilateral strategies compared with two-year-olds because they tend to invest more in continuing the relationship. Three-year-olds have more daycare experience, and therefore they
have more experience in seeing that unilateral conflict strategies can stop joint play.
And three-year-old children spend a higher percentage of their time in joint play
(Howes & Matheson, 1992). This is supported by additional analyses that showed
three-year-old opponents started conflicts significantly more often during joint play situations than did two-year-old opponents: 69% and 53%, respectively, in all conflicts.
Perhaps the social interest in playing with peers is so strong that children accept the
danger of losing the conflict by using bilateral conflict strategies. In our study, the behaviour of the teachers cannot explain why three-year-olds more often used bilateral conflict
strategies than did two-year-olds. The teachers more often used unilateral strategies than
bilateral strategies. They seldom rewarded the use of bilateral strategies. Although
teachers punished the use of physical force, the two-year-old children used that conflict
strategy as often as the three-year-olds.
Our study underscores the importance of teacher support for development of positive peer relationships and high quality daycare. Children’s interest in peer relationships
is a strong incentive to use bilateral strategies.
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