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PREVNet’s Student Executive Committee Member, Joanna Sue, interviewed PREVNet researcher Dr. Michel Boivin. Here is what he had to say of his research and partnership with PREVNet:

"My broad area of interest is in the role of peers in development. In particular, I am interested in peer relationship difficulties and how these difficulties may impact children’s social and emotional development, as well as their overall developmental trajectories, such as school readiness and overall school adjustment. 
I am currently working on 2 large scale longitudinal studies: a representative sample of 2000 children and their families born in the province of Quebec in 1998, and a parallel follow-up of about 600 twin pairs in the greater Montreal area. These children and their families have been regularly assessed since birth on a variety of dimensions having to do with emotional, cognitive, and social development. One of the goals of these studies is to understand the determinants and consequences of peer relationships in development. This is the main thrust of my research program, but I am also interested in the more general role of the early years, i.e., infancy and the preschool years, in ‘setting the stage’ for later developmental trajectories. In fact most of my more recent publications are on issues such as the early development of behavior problems, parenting, peer difficulties, stress reactivity, and school readiness. So, there has been a widening of my research interests and activity in the recent years, mostly centering on the role of the preschool years.

The studies that we are conducting are coming to maturity now, so the interesting part has been getting to understand the early precursors of what we can see developing in the school system. Because these studies are longitudinal  and have been initiated in infancy, the results allow us to identify the early precursors of relationship difficulties and, more generally of school adjustment, including children’s readiness for school. We have amazing results in some spheres, for example we have found that children’s behaviour in the early years is a strong predictor for peer difficulties later on. Using a twin design, we have also found that biological vulnerabilities predict early peer adjustment in school. Specifically, we found that by 1st grade, monozygotic twins are clearly more alike in terms of peer difficulties than dizygotic twins. We estimated to what extent  peer difficulties  were explained by genetic factors, and what behavior accounted for this association. We found that children who are hyperactive and aggressive are highly likely to be rejected and victimized by their peers in the early grades, and that is predictive association is mainly explained by genetic vulnerabilities. 

In other words, there clearly seemed to be ‘child effects’ on the degree of exposition to this rather negative environment. This is interesting scientifically, but somewhat challenging clinically; because these indicators are present very early on for adjustment problems, peer relationship problems, victimization, etc., they strongly suggest we should intervene very early in development to prevent or mitigate these difficulties. It is important to emphasize that these ‘effects’ should not be interpreted in a strongly deterministic way i.e., as a sign that things cannot be changes. Rather they tell us that some vulnerabilities exist very early on, and that if we want to change these early risk factors, we need to act early and decisively by conducting, and evaluating, interventions very early in childhood, certainly in preschool, ideally during pregnancy as some of the risk factors are already present during pregnancy. I also believe these intervention efforts should be ongoing, that is, they should be pursued and monitored over many years. 

This has been an ongoing leaning experience, and I must admit, a humbling one for someone trained within a social learning paradigm. One of the biggest lessons I’ve learned is the importance of taking into account biological factors in development both as determinants (I just talked about this) and as process variables through which peer difficulties may lead to mental and physical health problems. We certainly need to understand processes through which these negative experiences are translated into the biology of the organism. For this, longitudinal studies are important. Peer difficulties can be a single event for a child, but sometimes peer difficulties are a chronic difficulty. These difficulties can have an impact on the child’s physiological ways of dealing with stressful events (i.e. technically through the HPA axis) and on the ways a child may adapt to stress more generally. These processes are complex and multi-faceted; they involve high cognitive functions (i.e., perception, analysis and interpretation of events, memory) interconnecting with basic motivational-emotional and regulation functions. The conditions, processes, and extent to which peer difficulties affect later social-emotional development are not well understood. We need more research about this.

Another important lesson learned from my research with the twin sample concerns the role of genes and environment in development. A common, and perhaps too simple, view of these contributions is that they act independently: the genotype provides the starting point and the environment starts ‘working’ on these initial phenotypic conditions. We now know this is not how individual development works. Genes and environment are not independent, but rather  act in conjunction to mold individual differences in development. The evidence from many genetically informative studies, including the Quebec Newborn Twin Study, shows that the genotype influences to a significant extent the type of environment to which the child will be exposed: this is because children evoke and actively select their environment on the basis of their genotype, or to put it more precisely, because they do so on the basis of some characteristics that are influenced by their genotype. This seems especially true of early peer difficulties: a child who tends to react with aggression and who is hyperactive, partly for genetic reasons, will be more likely to be rejected and victimized by peers in his early years of school. In turn, these negative peer experiences will not affect children equally, and again genetic vulnerabilities and resiliency factors likely explain why some children are more affected than others by these experiences. In other words, instead of being two independent sources of influence, environmental factors and genetic factors often combine to pull a child in the same developmental direction. We need to know about these genetic-environment transactions in development.

To continue to team up with other researchers in the PREVNet network to document and understand the basic principles of child development and peer relationship difficulties, such as peer victimization. Also I look forward to partnering up with other members of PREVNet to conduct intervention research that targets the most vulnerable children very early in development . 

Hopefully if the proposal gets funded we will have the means to team up with the people in PREVNet to complete very interesting projects of fundamental and applied value."
