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Design, validation and reliability of the social cognition questionnaire for children and
adolescents

Extended Abstract
Aim

In recent years, social cognition has gained considerable attention among psychologists as the
cognitive processes necessary for understanding, processing, and storing social information about others
and the self in social interactions (Gandolfi et al., 2023). This domain encompasses constructs such as

theory of mind (understanding one's own and others’ mental states), empathy, emotion recognition, and
communication skills, all of which are essential for successful social behavior (Ho et al., 2022).

Social cognition is important across the lifespan; for example, children from an early age are capable
of understanding mental states and group membership (Gaither et al., 2020). Moreover, various
psychological disorders such as schizophrenia, depression, borderline personality disorder, and autism
spectrum disorder are associated with deficits in social cognition (Mouga et al., 2022).

Despite the significance of social cognition, existing measurement tools are often limited to specific
dimensions or adult populations, with fewer comprehensive instruments tailored to children and
adolescents. Therefore, the development of a valid and comprehensive questionnaire to assess social
cognition in children and adolescents is essential. The present study aims to develop, validate, and
determine the reliability of a social cognition questionnaire specifically designed for children and
adolescents, providing a practical tool for evaluating this important construct.

Methodology

The present study was descriptive and psychometric in nature. The statistical population consisted of
students aged 9 to 17 years in Mashhad during the 2021-2022 academic year. Based on the
recommendations of Comrey and Lee (2013), who consider a sample size of 300 adequate and 500 very
good for factor analysis, a sample of 320 participants was determined and selected through convenience
sampling.

Inclusion criteria were age between 9 and 17 years, ability to communicate, willingness to cooperate
and participate in the study, and literacy skills. Exclusion criteria included failure to respond to three or
more questionnaire items. Of the 320 participants, 148 were aged 9 to 12 years (55% female and 45%
male) and 172 were aged 12 to 17 years (43% female and 57% male).

The mean age of the sample was 13.45 years (SD = 3.24). The construct validity of the questionnaire
was assessed through exploratory factor analysis, and the reliability of the instrument was evaluated
using Cronbach's alpha coefficient. Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS version 26.

Findings

In this study, to examine the factor structure of the Social Cognition Questionnaire for children and
adolescents, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy and Bartlett’s test of
sphericity were first employed to assess the suitability of the data for exploratory factor analysis (EFA).
The KMO value was 0.894, and Bartlett’s test yielded a chi-square statistic of 2756.141 with 190 degrees
of freedom and a significance level of 0.001, indicating that the sample size was adequate and the data
were appropriate for factor analysis.

Using principal component analysis with the criterion of eigenvalues greater than 1, three factors were
extracted, accounting for 28.17%, 19.31%, and 6.14% of the total variance, respectively, and together
explaining 54.42% of the variance. After varimax rotation, the variance explained by the first factor
slightly decreased to 27.67%, while the explained variance of the other two factors increased, reflecting
improved factor differentiation.

The rotated factor loadings matrix showed that all 20 items loaded onto three distinct factors without
removing any items. The identified factors were: Empathy (8 items), Communication Skills (6 items),
and Theory of Mind (6 items), with factor loadings above 0.55. For example, the item “When I see
someone in need of help, I like to help them™ had a factor loading of 0.856 on the Empathy factor.



The reliability of the instrument was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, demonstrating acceptable
internal consistency for the questionnaire and its subscales. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for
Empathy, Communication Skills, Theory of Mind, and the total scale were 0.93, 0.78, 0.70, and 0.82,
respectively (Table 1).

Table 1. Reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) of the Social Cognition Questionnaire subscales

Variable Cronbach’s Alpha
Empathy 0.93
Communication Skills 0.78
Theory of Mind 0.70
Total Scale 0.82

Conclusion

The present study aimed to develop and validate a brief and efficient questionnaire for assessing social
cognition in children and adolescents, addressing the existing gap in related measurement tools. Content
validity assessment using the Content Validity Ratio (CVR) and Content Validity Index (CVI) indicated
that all 20 items exceeded the minimum content validity threshold based on Lawshe’s table (1975),
confirming the questionnaire’s satisfactory content quality. Exploratory factor analysis with varimax
rotation extracted three factors: empathy, communication skills, and theory of mind. All items had
standardized factor loadings above 0.3, and no items were removed. These findings are consistent with
similar studies such as Weisz & Cikara (2021) and Juhl et al. (2020), which identified empathy as a key
factor in improving social adaptation and mental health in children and adolescents. Empathy, as the
most robust component of the questionnaire, demonstrated high internal consistency with a Cronbach’s
alpha of 0.93, indicating excellent reliability in this domain. The communication skills component also
showed significant reliability with a coefficient of 0.78, underscoring its critical role in establishing
positive social relationships and reducing interpersonal misunderstandings (Rahimi et al., 2022; Moradi,
2022). Deficits in communication skills have been directly linked to psychological problems such as
social anxiety and depression (NajafiFard et al., 2021). Theory of mind, as the third factor, showed
acceptable reliability with a coefficient of 0.70 and plays a fundamental role in understanding and
predicting others’ social behaviors, representing a vital indicator for successful social interactions (Ho
etal., 2022; Wellman, 2014). Previous research has associated this factor with self-regulation, problem-
solving, and interpersonal competencies (Korucu et al., 2017; Li et al., 2022). Based on the findings of
this study, the proposed questionnaire, considering its validity, reliability, brevity, and ease of
administration, can serve as a valid instrument for assessing social cognition in children and adolescents
in both research and clinical settings.

Limitations include the restricted age range of the sample, which limits the generalizability of the
results. Furthermore, concurrent and incremental validity were not examined in this study, warranting
further investigation in future research. It is therefore recommended that the questionnaire be
standardized across broader age ranges and diverse populations such as university students.
Additionally, due to the self-report nature of the questionnaire, it is advised to incorporate
complementary and multimethod assessment approaches to enhance the accuracy and validity of the
results.
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