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Social and Emotional Development Defined
Social and emotional development is the building of critical life skills. These social 

and emotional skills include understanding and managing oneself, relating to others, 

and making responsible choices based on self and others. More specifically, these 

skills include being able to recognize and regulate emotions, empathize and care 

about others, make good decisions, behave ethically and responsibly, establish and 

maintain positive relationships, and avoid negative behaviors.1,2 Social and emotional 

skills are essential to succeed in family, school, workplaces, and community.3 

Social and Emotional Competencies and Skills
Social and emotional skills can be grouped into three categories: Self, Others, 

and Choices Based on Self and Others. 

The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) defines 

five social and emotional competencies. Within each of the five competencies is a 

collection of skills that can be developed and strengthened throughout the lifespan. 
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There is strong empirical support for strengthening 
social and emotional skills as a strategic approach to 
improving outcomes across the lifespan.  

Strengthening social and emotional skills are increasingly recognized as 

important to one’s success in a variety of life outcomes.4 Social and emotional 

skills are associated with improved behavioral outcomes such as fewer conduct 

problems,5,6 lower levels of emotional distress,5,6 and positive wellbeing.6 Social 

and emotional skills are also associated with improved academic outcomes5,6,7 

and positive employment outcomes such as obtaining stable employment 

OthersSelf Choices Based on Self 
and Others

Competency: Social-Awareness 
The ability to take the 
perspective of and empathize 
with others, including those 
from diverse backgrounds 
and cultures. The ability to 
understand social and ethical 
norms for behavior and to 
recognize family, school, and 
community resources and 
supports.

Competency: Relationship Skills 
The ability to establish and 
maintain healthy and rewarding 
relationships with diverse 
individuals and groups. The 
ability to communicate clearly, 
listen well, cooperate with 
others, resist inappropriate 
social pressure, negotiate 
conflict constructively, and seek 
and offer help when needed.

Skills: communication, social 
engagement, relationship-
building, teamwork.

Skills: perspective-taking, 
empathy, appreciating 
diversity, respect for others.

Skills: identifying problems, 
analyzing situations, solving 
problems, evaluating, 
reflecting, ethical 
responsibility.

Competency: Self-Awareness 
The ability to accurately 
recognize one’s emotions, 
thoughts, values, and how they 
influence behavior. The ability to 
accurately assess one’s strengths 
and limitations, with a well-
grounded sense of confidence, 
optimism, and a “growth 
mindset.”

Competency: Self-Management
The ability to successfully 
regulate one’s emotions, 
thoughts, and behaviors in 
different situations – effectively 
manage stress, control impulses, 
and motivate oneself. The ability 
to set and work toward personal 
and academic goals.

Skills: impulse control, stress 
management, self-discipline, 
self-motivation, goal-setting, 
organizational skills.

Skills: identifying emotions, 
accurate self-perception, 
recognizing strengths, self-
confidence, self-efficacy.

Competency: Responsible
Decision Making

The ability to make constructive 
choices about personal behavior 
and social interactions based 
on ethical standards, safety 
concerns, and social norms. 
The realistic evaluation of 
consequences of various actions, 
and a consideration of the 
wellbeing of oneself and others.

Adapted from Collaborative for Academic, Social, and 
Emotional Learning (www.CASEL.org).
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and being employed full time.8 Social and emotional skills are protective9 and 

may buffer against a variety of negative outcomes later in life including being 

arrested by police, the need for public assistance, and substance misuse.8

Social and emotional development is embedded in the context of the 

larger social system that includes parents and other family, friends, teachers, 

coworkers, neighbors, and the community. It has been suggested that 

social and emotional skills are developed “in a complex system of contexts, 

interactions, and relationships.”3 Social and emotional skills can be taught, 

practiced, and strengthened in everyday interactions and situations. Programs 

and strategies to grow social and emotional skills have been implemented 

in a variety of settings including the home,10 preschool,11,12 K-12 school,5,13 

workplaces,14 the military,15 and through service learning opportunities 

supported at federal and state levels.16,17,18

Research has demonstrated the economic value of strengthening social 

and emotional skills. In a cost-benefit analysis of six programs designed to 

grow social and emotional competencies, Belfield et al. (2015) found that 

every $1 invested produced an $11 return.19 The current research literature 

establishes the importance of strengthening social and emotional skills and 

provides a foundation for this strategic approach to improve outcomes across 

the lifespan. 
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