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Abstract

The aim of this study is to examine the effect of executive function
skills on social skills in 4-5-year-old children. The study group
consists of 151 children aged 4-5 years and their teachers. The data
of the research were collected through the "Childhood Executive
Functioning Inventory” and "Social-Emotional Assets and
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Social competence and emotion recognition are only predicted by
working memory. On the other hand, empathy, self-regulation and
total social skills are predicted by working memory and inhibitory
control together. Two executive function skills can explain
approximately 41% of social skills. Tracking the executive function
skills of the children in the preschool period can give an idea of

their current and future social-emotional developments. DOI: 10.15390/ES.2025.2579

Introduction

Social skills including emotion recognition and regulation, empathy, establishing positive
relationships, maintaining relationships and responsible decision-making allow children to gain skills
in social, academic and behavioral areas (Bierman et al., 2017). Social skills gained in early childhood
enable the individual to exhibit skills such as establishing and maintaining healthy relationships,
problem-solving, displaying positive social behaviors and responsible decision-making in the
upcoming years (Weisberg, 2019). As these skills are developed, the sense of social belonging increases
and the individuals have higher ethical values and demonstrate positive behaviors (Zins & Elias, 2007).
This helps the conflicts and negative behaviors decrease by affecting society's mental health.

Social skills develop in line with cognitive skills (Bierman & Motemadi, 2015). Especially, the
development of executive function skills plays a significant role in the social skills of children. Children
with higher executive function skill levels adapt themselves to new conditions easily, cope with
problems better, feel safe in new environments and interact with people around them more easily
(Diamond, 2013). Children who plan their behaviors according to their goals, interact with their
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environment more easily, develop coping strategies and solve conflicts can exhibit behavior regulation,
empathy and responsible behavior skills by reading the emotions of others (Benavides-Nieto et al.,
2017). The research conducted in neuroscience indicates that similar areas of the brain are activated
during the processes related to social skills and executive functions, and that the developments in
certain areas of the brain affect executive functions and social skills (Cheng et al., 2010; Hinnant et
al., 2013; Just et al., 2012). The mutual effect of development in the prefrontal region and environmental
stimuli plays an important role in changes in executive functions and social skills (Eslinger et al., 2004).
Damage or developmental problems in this region cause impairments in executive functions and social
skills. Especially social and environmental deprivation in childhood negatively affects the development
of prefrontal cortex and executive functions (Blair & Raver, 2012; Curtis & Cicchetti, 2007). Children
living in socially disadvantaged areas can experience developmental problems due to the lack of
environmental stimuli and exposure to negative events. Social and financial problems, negligence, poor
nutrition and the lack of parent-child interaction affect the development of children in different areas
(Black et al., 2017). As a whole, the lack of a stimulating environment during early childhood affects
brain development and causes risks in executive function skills and social-emotional development
(Barrasso-Catanzaro & Eslinger, 2016). In the study by Wolf and McCoy (2019), it is explicitly
demonstrated that social skills and executive functions are important for early academic skills and

success.

Social skills are essential for establishing successful relationships in social life (Hansen et al.,
1995). Socially competent individuals can communicate effectively in various social settings and employ
appropriate coping strategies. The development of social competence and social skills depends on the
maturation of the skills of establishing effective communication, maintaining communication, and
controlling emotions and behaviors (Fabes et al., 2006; Rubin et al., 2006). Benavides-Nieto et al. (2017)
revealed that executive functions are related to the quality of social skills and peer relationships. The
research concluded that children with high executive function scores also scored high in social
interaction, social cooperation, following instructions, and developing friendship behaviors. According
to the research findings of Veraksa et al. (2020), it was revealed that children with a high level of
interaction in the classroom scored higher in cognitive flexibility tasks. Amani et al. (2019) examined
the effects of an executive function skill strengthening program based on group games developed for
preschool children on children's social skills. The research findings revealed that inhibitory control skills
supported through group games produced improvements in children's social skills. Inhibitory control
helps create appropriate responses reactions by regulating thoughts, behaviors, attention and emotions
(Diamond, 2013). The ability to control and regulate emotions, thoughts and behaviors depends on
children's ability to perceive social cues. In a study, preschool children's ability to understand emotions
was found to be a predictor of their negative behaviors (Choe et al., 2013). The ability to understand
emotions and correctly interpret social references also helps children regulate their behaviors and
emotions. Skills such as inhibitory control and working memory are in a strong relationship with self-
regulation skills (Slot et al., 2017). These executive function skills which help to choose appropriate
responses and eliminate inappropriate options help the children to regulate their emotions and
behaviors. A study shows that children with low working memory score conflict with their teachers,
and the relationship between the teacher and children is negatively affected as a result. The findings of
a study which revealed that this also influenced peer relationships showed that the conflict between the
teacher and child decreased based on working memory which develops within the process (de Wilde et
al., 2016).
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The researchers investigating the effect of executive function skills on social skills conducted
experimental studies to analyze the relationship between these two variables. These experimental
studies show that the change occurring in the executive function skills affects cooperation, social
interaction skills as well as adaptive skills (Romero-Lopez et al., 2020) and that the children whose
executive function skills develop exhibit behaviors such as helping peers in case of need, encouraging
each other and helping other peers to find playmates (Diamond et al., 2019). The results obtained
indicate that executive function skills have an effect on the social competencies of the children, and they
mutually affect each other. Depending on the developments in their executive function skills, children
demonstrate skills such as understanding and interpreting emotions, regulating behaviors, realizing the
perspectives of others and acting accordingly. Conducted research shows that the developments in
executive function skills have an effect on self-regulation (Slot et al., 2017), emotion recognition (Leung
et al., 2016; Mohtasham et al., 2019), empathy (Cascia & Barr, 2017; Zeng et al., 2021) and social
competence skills (Diamond et al., 2019; Dias & Seabra, 2017; Romero-Lopez et al., 2020) of the children.

In this study, it is aimed to investigate the effect of executive function skills on social-emotions
development in children aged 4-5 years. The findings of the research which was conducted in a
socioeconomically disadvantaged area provide information on social skills, social competence and
interpersonal communication skills which are of critical importance in social life. It is thought that
deficiencies in social skills, poor social adaptive skills and lack of social competence will affect the
children in social life, academy and other fields. The ability to adapt oneself according to different
circumstances, to regulate emotions and behaviors and the social competence skill in a world that is
dynamic and constantly changing are of critical importance for functionality. Therefore, the findings to
be obtained from this research will contribute to the expansion of literature knowledge of the children
on factors affecting their academic, social life and interpersonal communication skills. Therefore, the
findings of this research will contribute to the expansion of the literature on the factors affecting the
academic, social life and interpersonal communication skills of children living in socio-economically
disadvantaged areas.

As the aim of this study, which was conducted through predictive correlational design, the
effect of executive function skills on social-emotions development in children aged 4-5 years was
analyzed. In line with this aim, answers to the following questions will be sought:

e Do inhibitory control and working memory skills of children predict their recognition of
emotions?

¢ Do inhibitory control and working memory skills of children predict their empathy skills?
¢ Do inhibitory control and working memory skills of children predict their regulation skills?
¢ Do inhibitory control and working memory skills of children predict their social competencies?
answers to these questions are sought.
Method

Participants

The participants of this research consist of 151 children (#gin=77, 51.0% - nvoy=74, 49.0%) at the
ages of 4-5 (Means=54.6 months) in the educational institutions of socially disadvantaged
neighborhoods at the center of the capital city, Ankara. In the selection of the disadvantaged region, the
rate of slums, the number of needy people to be assisted and the high rate of migration were taken into
consideration.

Data Collection Tools
The data of the research were collected through the "Childhood Executive Functioning
Inventory" and "Social-Emotional Assets and Resiliency Scale".
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Childhood Executive Functioning Inventory

Turkish validity and reliability study of the measurement tool developed by Thorell and
Nyberg (2008) was conducted by Ciftci et al. (2020). The scale which was applied to 754 children 48-72-
month-old has a two-factor, 24-item structure. When the fit indices were examined, it was stated that
the RMSEA value was .06, the SRMR value was .04 and the CFI value was .93. Regarding the reliability
values of the factors, Cronbach's Alpha coefficients were found to be .95 for Working Memory sub-scale
and .91 for Inhibitory Control sub-scale. When Table 1 was analyzed in this study, as a result of a
confirmatory factor analysis conducted to test the suitability of the study for the sample group, it was
observed that item load values were between .30 and .92, X2/sd value was 2.44, CFI value was .88, TLI
value was .86, RMSEA value was .08 and SRMR value was .06. This shows that the current structure is
suitable for the sample of the research. Reliability values were found to be .96 for Working Memory sub-
scale and .88 for Inhibitory Control sub-scale.

Social-Emotional Assets and Resiliency Scale

Turkish validity and reliability study of the scale developed by Ravitch (2013) was conducted
by Giilay Ogelman et al. (2021). The measurement tool which was applied to 403 children at the age of
5 has four sub-dimensions and 22 items. When the fit indices were examined, it was stated that the CFI
value was .92, the SRMR value was .05 and the RMSEA value was 08. Cronbach's Alpha values were
calculated as .92 for the Emotion Recognition sub-dimension, .92 for the Empathy sub-dimension, .85
for the Self-Regulation sub-dimension and .86 for the Social Competence sub-dimension. The total
reliability coefficient was found to be .96. When Table 2 was analyzed in this study, as a result of a
confirmatory factor analysis conducted to test the suitability of the study for the sample group, it was
observed that item load values were between .36 and .81, X?/sd value was 2.19, CFI value was .91, TLI
value was .90, RMSEA value was .08 and SRMR value was .06. This shows that the current structure is
suitable for the sample of the research. Cronbach's Alpha value was calculated as .92, .91, .86 and .88,
respectively. The total reliability coefficient was found to be .96 in this study.

Data Collection Process

Required approvals regarding the use of scale and applications were obtained before data
collection. Ethical approval was obtained from the Ethics Committee of Ankara University on
10/02/2022 with the decision number 56786525-050.04.04/410978. Since the instruments are not suitable
for self-assessment by children, they should be completed by an adult who knows the child. The data
were collected from 40 teachers at 15 preschool education institutions of 16 schools in the determined
areas. When the teachers were determined, it was considered that they knew the children for at least 6
months and had information on their developments. The teachers chose the 4 children completely
randomly without knowing the purpose. Each teacher was randomly asked to make an evaluation about
no more than 4 children, as 2 girls and 2 boys. The participants of the research consisted of 151 children
after deducting the number of children whose data was incomplete from 160 children who provided
feedback.

Data Analysis

Before the data was ready for analysis, all values were standardized and converted into z-scores.
Assumptions of multiple regression analysis were tested for the obtained data. Firstly, extreme values
and assumption of normality were tested. After this process, whether there was a linear relationship
between the dependent and independent variables was investigated with a scatter diagram. No
multicollinearity problem was observed between the independent variables in the examination
regarding the multicollinearity problem.
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Table 1. Assumptions of Multiple Regression Analysis

Dimensions Skewness  Kurtosis  Cook's Durbin-Watson Tolerance VIF
Working Memory -.553 147 - - 393 2.542
Inhibitory Control -.220 -.107 - - .393 2.542
Emotion Recognition -.549 -.762 .00-.06 1.320 - -
Empathy -.221 -460 .00-.11 1.231 - -
Self-Regulation -.276 -.364 .00-.07 1.253 - -
Social Competence -.333 -.739 .00-.07 1.385 - -
Total SES -.460 -.389 .00-.11 1.153 - -

According to Table 1, when the coefficients of skewness and kurtosis for the assumption of
normality are analyzed, it is observed that it is between 1 for all scores. This is one of the indicators
that the data demonstrate a normal distribution (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). It can be said that there are
no multiple extreme values since it was observed that Cook's values checked in the examination of
extreme values ranged from 0 to .11 and were less than 1. In the examination regarding autocorrelation,
Durbin-Watson values are expected to be between 1-3 and closer to 2. It is observed in the data
examination that there is no autocorrelation (Field, 2018). Correlation, tolerance and VIF values were
analyzed to test the assumption of multicollinearity. It was determined that there was no
multicollinearity problem since correlation values were not above .90, the tolerance value was not less
than .10 and the VIF value was not above 10 (Pallant, 2016).

In addition, statistical analysis was made to reveal the power of the research. When the effect
size (f>=.41), sample size (n=151) and the number of predictors (n=2) were analyzed, the power of the
study was found to be .99.

Results

Findings related to the results of the research are examined in this section.

Table 2. Correlation Matrix of the Variables

Dimensions 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7.
1. Working Memory 1.00 779" 541" 540" 572 543" 6177
2. Inhibitory Control 1.00 455" 522" 616" 484~ 585"
3. Emotion Recognition 1.00 777 .668™ .690™ 893"
4. Empathy 1.00 702" 772" 916"
5. Self-Regulation 1.00 717 .869™
6. Social Competence 1.00 876"
7. Total SES 1.00
"p<.01, p<.05

In Table 2, because the scale scores supported the assumption of normality, the relationship
between social skills and executive functions was analyzed through Pearson's correlation coefficient.
There is a positive relationship between working memory and emotion recognition (r=.54, p<.01),
empathy (r=.54, p<.01), self-regulation (r=.57, p<.01), social competence (r=.54, p<.01) and total social
skills (r=.62, p<.01). Similarly, there is a positive relationship between inhibitory control and emotion
recognition (r=.46, p<.01), empathy (r=.52, p<.01), self-regulation (r=.62, p<.01), social competence (r=.48,
p<.01) and total social skills (r=.59, p<.01).

Table 3. Regression Analysis for the Prediction of Emotion Recognition by Working Memory

Model B sh B t p
Stable .021 .067 - 0.311 .756
Working Memory 524 067 541 7.842 .000
R=.541 R2=292

F(1, 149)=41.231 p<.001 Emotion Recognition= (.541) x Working Memory
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When Table 3 was analyzed, it was found that Inhibitory Control was not a significant predictor
of Emotion Recognition (p>.05). Therefore, it was excluded from the analysis and regression analysis
was re-conducted. According to the results, it was observed that working memory is a significant
predictor of emotion recognition scores (F(1, 149)=41.231, R2=.292, p<.001). This indicates that 29% of the
total variance regarding the emotion recognition score can be explained by working memory.

Table 4. Regression Analysis for the Prediction of Empathy by Working Memory and Inhibitory
Control

Model B sh B t p
Stable .004 .068 - 0.055 .956
Working Memory .340 .109 339 3.135 .002
Inhibitory Control .258 .109 257 2.375 .019
R=.563 R2=317

F(2, 148)=34.404 p<.001 Empathy= (.339) x Working Memory + (.257) x Inhibitory Control

According to Table 4, it is observed that working memory and inhibitory control together are
significant predictors of empathy (F(2, 148)=34.404, R?=.317, p<.001). Working memory and inhibitory
control together explain 32% of the total variance of empathy scores. The order of importance of the
variables predicting empathy significantly is as follows: working memory (3=.34), inhibitory control

(B=-26).

Table 5. Regression Analysis for the Prediction of Self-Regulation by Working Memory and Inhibitory
Control

Model B sh B t )
Stable 014 063 - 0.224 .823
Working Memory 232 .100 .235 2.316 .022
Inhibitory Control 428 .100 433 4.269 .000
R=.633 R2=.401

F(2, 148)=49.565 p<.001 Self-Regulation= (.235) x Working Memory + (.433) x Inhibitory Control

When Table 5 was analyzed, it was found that working memory and inhibitory control were
significant predictors for self-regulation scores (F(2, 148)=49.565, R?=.401, p<.001). Together they explain
40% of the total variance of self-regulation. The order of importance for predicting self-regulation is as
follows: inhibitory control (3=.43) and working memory (3=.23).

Table 6. Regression Analysis for the Prediction of Social Competence by Working Memory and
Inhibitory Control

Model B sh B t )
Stable .025 .065 - 0.390 698
Working Memory 517 .066 .543 7.893 .000
R=.543 R2=295

F(1, 149)=62.299 p<.001 Social Competence= (.543) x Working Memory

When Table 6 was analyzed, it was found that inhibitory control was not a significant predictor
of social competence (p>.05). Therefore, it was excluded from the analysis and regression analysis was
re-conducted. According to the results, it was observed that working memory is a significant predictor
of social competence scores (F(1, 149)=62.299, R>=295, p<.001). This indicates that 30% of the total
variance regarding the social competence score can be explained by working memory.
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Table 7. Regression Analysis for the Prediction of Social Skills by Working Memory and Inhibitory
Control

Model B sh B t p

Stable .018 .062 - 0.284 777
Working Memory 403 .099 412 4.084 .000
Inhibitory Control .258 .099 264 2.618 .010
R=.639 R2=.408

F(2, 148)=51.075 p<.001 Total SES= (.412) x Working Memory + (.264) x Inhibitory Control

According to Table 7, working memory and inhibitory control together are significant
predictors for the total score of social skills (F(2, 148)=51.075, R?=.408, p<.001). Working memory and
inhibitory control explain 41% of the total variance of social skills scores. The order of importance for
predicting social skills significantly is as follows: working memory (f3=.41), inhibitory control ([3=.26).

Discussion, Conclusion, Suggestions

Executive functions which present the skill to plan, control and update the interactions and
behaviors in social environments are important for the healthy development of children. These
environments provide children with the opportunity to experience different social situations and
establish new relationships. In addition, children encounter social problem situations and have the
opportunity to experience the processes of producing solutions to these situations. Controlling their
behaviors in social environments, creating appropriate response reactions, and developing problem
solving skills by establishing effective communication enable children to gain social competence.
Executive function skills come into play in children's ability to communicate effectively, review their
behaviors in social situations and produce new options and alternatives, manage their behaviors, and
use effective problem-solving strategies. Executive functions, which are involved in the processes of
making plans, controlling behaviors and impulses, and changing behaviors when necessary, are
important for the healthy development of children. The development of children living in socio -
economically disadvantaged areas can be negatively affected by factors such as poverty, neglect, and
lack of a stimulating environment. Poor executive function and social emotional skills of children who
face limited learning opportunities due to environmental factors can be observed (Black et al., 2017;
Korzeniowski, 2022). Poor executive function skills impair behavior regulation abilities, which in turn
lead to problem behaviors and hinder the development of social competence (Holmes et al., 2016).
Studies have revealed that similar regions in the brain are activated in behaviors that involve social
skills and in processes where executive functions must be used (Cheng et al., 2010; Hinnant et al., 2013;
Just et al., 2012). Development in the prefrontal region of the brain affects executive functions and social
skills. Developmental problems due to damage to this region or lack of environmental stimulation lead
to deterioration in executive functions and social skills (Blair & Raver, 2012; Curtis & Cicchetti, 2007).
The study conducted by Wolf and McCoy (2019) also reveals the effect of the development of executive
functions and social skills on children's early learning processes. Based on the relationship between
social skills and executive functions, this study aimed to examine whether executive function skills are
predictors of social-emotional development in socially disadvantaged children.

The findings obtained from the study show that working memory is a predictor of children's
emotion recognition skills. However, when working memory and inhibitory control were included in
the model together, it was determined that there was no significant effect. The results of the study
conducted by Morra et al. (2011) also support these findings. In the study conducted with children
between the ages of 5-11, it was revealed that working memory predicted emotion understanding skills.
Perceiving and recognizing emotions is an important skill that allows predicting what the other person
feels, their purpose and subsequent behaviors during the interaction process with others (Thingujam et
al., 2012). Working memory ensures that the information received after stimulus inputs is integrated
with previous experiences, the inputs are processed sequentially, they are interpreted and this
information is manipulated for a purpose (Spencer, 2020). Therefore, a strong working memory will
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help children read and interpret social references as a result of experiences correctly and make correct
analyses by combining them with their past experiences. Swanson and Beebe-Frankenberger (2004) also
show that children with weak working memory have difficulty integrating new learning experiences
with their past experiences. In both social life and in the cognitive processes in which learning
experiences take place, the results obtained from past experiences help to structure new information.
Social references such as emotions, facial expressions and tone of voice are also structured according to
past experiences and reactions are formed accordingly. Therefore, having a strong working memory is
important for recognizing emotions, associating them with past experiences and creating responses. The
emotional socialization behaviors of adults such as mothers, fathers or teachers in the child's close
environment and the learning opportunities they offer to children enable children to understand
emotions and become aware of others' thoughts (Castro et al., 2015).

Growing up in environments that deprive children of a stimulating environment and cause a
lack of social experience leads to deficiencies in the ability to recognize emotions and interpret social
cues. Parents who interact less with their children and are unaware of their developmental needs
interact less with children and cause children to be socially isolated (Rokita et al., 2018). The study
conducted by Li et al. (2023) reveals the effect of learning opportunities in the home environment on
social competence. The stimuli provided by parents depending on their beliefs and attitudes towards
the development of children's social skills affect children's social skills. The risk of children living in
socially disadvantaged areas being deprived of a stimulating environment, and parents' beliefs and
attitudes towards children's developmental needs can affect developmental processes. According to
Soucie et al. (2023), mothers who were more aware of their children's emotions used more emotional
expressions than mothers who were less aware. This reveals the importance of parental awareness and
the learning opportunities that parents offer to the child.

The findings obtained regarding the second research question show that working memory and
inhibitory control skills predict empathy when included in the model. These two skills together explain
empathic skills in children. The results of the meta-analysis study conducted by Yan et al. (2020) based
on studies on children's empathy skills and executive functions revealed that cognitive empathy skills
are related to inhibitory control, working memory and cognitive flexibility skills, and emotional
empathy skills are related to inhibitory control. The results of another research reveal that inhibitory
control skill is the predictor of cognitive empathy (Zeng et al., 2021). In the research by Gao et al. (2016),
it is shown that there is a relationship between working memory and cognitive and emotional empathy
skills. The results obtained in the research support the findings of this research which shows that
working memory and inhibitory control skills are predictors of empathy. In the process of social
interaction, it seems reasonable that empathy which includes emotional sharing and regulation
processes and enables making deductions about the cognitive and emotional states of people (Decety &
Holvoet, 2021) can be affected by inhibitory control and working memory skills which ensures that the
behaviors are displayed in a consistent and regulated way. An individual who makes inferences by
considering the emotional states, facial expressions and tones of voice of people will perceive these
social references and go into a process of regulation based on previous experiences. It is thought that
working memory and inhibitory control skills will become more prominent in these processes.
Executive function skills are influenced by life experiences and learning opportunities. Adverse
experiences during childhood can impact children's developmental processes. Research indicates that
experiences in childhood affect social-cognitive skills, such as the ability to understand others'
perspectives and develop empathy (Crawford et al., 2020; Lim et al., 2024).
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The findings regarding the third question of the research show that working memory and
inhibitory control explain self-regulation skills in children. Working memory and inhibitory control
predict self-regulation skills when included together in the model. Slot et al. (2017) examined the
relationship between the emotional and cognitive self-regulation skills of children and executive
functions. In the study, it was concluded that there is a strong relationship between inhibitory control
and working memory which are executive function skills and self-regulation skills of children. In
another study, it was determined that there is a significant relationship between inhibitory control skills
and emotional regulation skills of preschool children (Carlson & Wang, 2007). Inhibitory control skill
which helps the creation of appropriate response reactions by enabling the control of thoughts,
behaviors, attention and emotions (Diamond, 2013) will help the children to regulate their emotions and
behaviors. The findings of a study on children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder show that
inhibitory control plays an important role in the regulation of externalization behaviors of children
(Cristofani et al., 2020). Another research reveals that children with low working memory scores have
a higher rate of conflict with their teachers and they have more problems with their peers accordingly.
It has been revealed that there is a decrease in conflicts between the teacher and children whose working
memory skills are developed through the intervention practices made during the research process and
that the teacher-child relationships are improved (de Wilde et al., 2016). The results of the research in
the literature indicate that working memory and inhibitory control skills help children with the
regulation of behaviors and emotions. The promotion and enhancement of these skills will help the
children to display behaviors by putting them into the process of evaluation, interpretation and re-
regulation. Families with low socioeconomic status face numerous stressors that affect their lives, such
as financial concerns, access to quality nutrition, and adequate housing. Children raised in these
environments, where access to resources is limited, are more exposed to risk factors such as parental
stress, restricted access to resources, and a lack of stimulating environments (Duncan et al., 2015).
Compared to children in socially advantaged positions, those growing up in disadvantaged regions
experience life circumstances that influence their social and cognitive development.
Neurodevelopmentally intertwined executive functions, and social skills are also shaped by children's
life experiences (Cuartas et al., 2022). Children raised in socioeconomically challenging conditions are
more likely to face social and emotional difficulties later in life compared to their peers (van Poortvliet,
2021). The research findings by Hosokawa and Katsura (2017) also revealed that low family income is a
predictor of an increase in emotional and behavioral problems. It is thought that the stress factors
experienced affect the coping processes of families and children and the processes of using effective
problem-solving skills. The lack of environments that support effective problem-solving skills and the

modeling of parents' problem-solving styles suggest that children's problem-solving and self-regulation
skills will be affected.

The findings for the fourth research question show that working memory is a significant
predictor of social competence scores. According to Tang et al. (2021), it was concluded that verbal
ability in children, that is, the ability of children to express their feelings and thoughts effectively,
predicts social competence together with working memory. In short, it was observed that children with
good verbal abilities and working memories also have better social skills. Children with stronger
executive function skills also have better abilities to adapt to changing situations, overcome problems,
feel safe in new environments, and communicate more easily with their environment. Experimental
research results focusing on developing executive function skills show that children have increased
cooperation, social interaction skills, and adaptation behaviors due to the development seen in their
executive function skills (Romero-Lopez et al., 2020) and that they exhibit behaviors such as helping
their peers in case of need, encouraging each other, and mediating other peers to find playmates
(Diamond et al., 2019). The results of a study also show that working memory affects children's ability
to display social competence behavior in peer conflict situations. It has been found that working
memory shows a higher correlation than these two skills in the task of coping with conflict situations,
in which other components of executive functions, such as cognitive flexibility and inhibitory control
skills, are also involved (Caporaso et al., 2019). Children who are good at working memory and other
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executive function skills can become more socially competent individuals by exhibiting skills such as
thinking, reviewing and regulating their behavior in conflict situations or situations that require
competence. Therefore, it is estimated that executive function skills may have an impact on social-
emotional development.

Another finding from this study is that executive function skills are predictors of social skills.
When working memory and inhibitory control are included in the model together, it is concluded that
they explain the total social skill scores of children. According to the research of Amani et al. (2019),
there are improvements in the social skills of children whose inhibitory control skills are supported.
Benavides-Nieto et al. (2017) revealed that children with high executive function scores had high scores
in social interaction, social cooperation, following instructions, developing friendship behaviors, and
accepting others.

In early childhood, the importance of social competence and social-emotional well-being is
emphasized (Oberle et al., 2016). It is stated that children who are socially competent are more likely to
be successful in education, find a job in the future, and establish safe and stable social relationships
(Jones et al., 2015). Deficiencies in social skills affect the children's adaptation to school. Disruptive
behaviors lead to aggression and adaptation problems (Domitrovich et al., 2007). Additionally, the sense
of belonging is higher in children who have good social-emotional well-being and feel self-sufficient.
The sense of belonging that is developed with social competence and well-being helps children to have
high academic self-efficacy and success (Goodenow, 1993). Children who are socially strong and
successful are more likely to be strong in other areas. The positive effect of feeling socially competent
and good in other stages of development shows that these skills should be supported (Taylor et al.,
2013).

Similar to the other studies in the literature, this research indicates the effect of executive
function skills on social skills. The predictors of social skills were analyzed in this research which
specifically focuses on two specific executive function skills such as working memory and inhibitory
control. In addition to the studies in the literature, analysis was made by modeling both skills together
and the prediction level of these two skills for social skills jointly and separately was determined. The
obtained findings indicate that inhibitory control and working memory skills of the children living in
socio-economically disadvantaged areas predict their empathy and self-regulation skills. It
demonstrates that particularly the education programs of children living in disadvantaged areas should
be diversified, especially through objectives for executive function skills. It is thought that children
whose skills such as planning, avoiding sudden behaviors, ability to switch between emotions, and
behavior-shaping according to life experiences are more socially competent and behave responsibly by
minding the emotions and thoughts of others. The acquisition of these skills which will facilitate the
resolution of conflicts and problems in social life will help individuals within society to establish healthy
relationships, produce alternatives, care about others and respect their rights.

The research reveals the effect of executive function skills of children within the study group on
social skills and includes various limitations. The limitations of the research include conducting the
research in a specific area and collecting the data through teachers who know the children well. It is
thought to be effective to conduct the research with the data obtained directly from children with a
broader sample and include different executive function skills in the research can be effective. Tracking
the executive function skills of the children in the preschool period can give an idea of their current and
future social-emotional developments. Besides, the promotion of executive functions at the points that
they are deemed inadequate can prevent the weaknesses which may occur during their social-emotional
development.
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