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Abstract

Diurnal change of salivary
cortisol in toddlers and latent

profiles in daycare adjustment

Lee, Jungmin
Dept. of Child Development and Family Studies
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

The purpose of this study was to investigate daycare adjustment in
toddlers by tracking changes in diurnal salivary cortisol. To achieve
this research goal, the relations and latent profiles between variables
of salivary cortisol change, age, gender, length of time since
enrollment (care length), temperament, peer relationships, and
toddler—teacher relationship were examined in 60 primarily
middle-class, Korean toddlers attending daycare. Diurnal changes in
salivary cortisol were assessed by measuring their salivary cortisol
level twice daily, in the morning and mid-afternoon. Temperament
was assessed by the childee parents, along with sub categories of
activity/approach, negative emotionality and inhibitory control. Quality
of peer relationships and toddler—teacher relationship were rated by

the teacher using a self report questionnaire.
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Toddlers# diurnal change of salivary cortisol throughout their time
in daycare was related to care length with a year or more Iin
daycare correlating to a smaller afternoon increase. In this set of
toddlers that had been in daycare for more than a year, closer
relationships with peers and with their teacher were tied to a smaller
afternoon cortisol rise.

Using latent profile analysis, three distinct profiles of toddler
daycare adjustment were identified: relaxed, conflict, and tensioned.
The relaxed profile (42%) showed decreasing cortisol diurnal changes
and high levels in quality of peer and teacher relationship; the conflict
profile (26%) maintained a steady level of diurnal salivary cortisol,
with high levels of conflict with their peers and teacher; the
tensioned profile (34%) showed prominent afternoon cortisol rise while
the quality of their peer and teacher relationships were high.

Temperament and diurnal cortisol changes were correlated to care
length; among toddlers who had attended daycare for less than a
year, higher levels of activity/approach and inhibitory control were
related to increased afternoon cortisol rise. Differences in levels of
activity/approach, negative emotionality and inhibitory control were
evident in the latent profiles of daycare adjustment: the relaxed
profile had a high level of negative emotionality and average activity/
approach and inhibitory control; the conflict profile had low levels of
activity/approach, negative emotionality and inhibitory control; and the
tensioned profile showed high levels of activity/approach and
inhibitory control, and average levels of negative emotionality.

Toddlers# diurnal cortisol changes differed by age and gender, and
was further differentiated by temperament, peer relationship and
toddler—teacher relationship. Toddlers in the 1 year old class displayed

higher afternoon cortisol rise even when care length was controlled.
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In that class, girls showed higher afternoon cortisol levels than boys.
Among the latent profiles for daycare adjustment, age and gender did
not prove to be significant variables.

The findings above illustrate the complex nature of a toddlerce
physiological adjustment to daycare. It is a process involving factors
of temperament, and quality of connection with peers and their
teacher. The study underscores the need to understand cortisol
diurnal changes in daycare in relation to the three distinct variables

of temperament, peer and teacher relationship.
keywords : salivary cortisol, daycare adjustment, peer

relationship, toddler-teacher relationship, temperament
Student Number : 2012-31097
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