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Abstract

The research investigated the development of verbal intimacy in young
children’s (3.5-6.5 years of age) friendships by measuring their capacity for restrictive
self-disclosure (1.e. the greater disclosure of information of highly personal content to
friends than other individuals, as opposed to the equal disclosure of information of
low personal content to all individuals). Young children’s capacity for intimate
friendships 1s ill understood, partly due to limited or unsubstantiated data regarding
the types of information that are considered high and low in personal content at this
age, as the First Study (N = 110) showed. The Second Study (N = 93) attempted to fill
this gap in our knowledge by investigating the sort of information that children
consider secret. The results showed that children’s ability to differentiate secret and .
non-secret information increased with age: 4-year-old children could not
systematically differentiate secret from non-secret information, 5-year-old children
systematically identified information that was not secret but were not consistent in
their identification of secret 1tems, while 6-year-old children systematically identified
and differentiated secret and non-secret items. However, children of all ages identified
as secrets the statements which included a specific cue, such as the word surprise, in
their wording. The Third Study (N = 209) investigated whether young children
employ the restrictive disclosure-to-friends pattern when revealing the secret pieces of
information. Moreover, the study investigated whether specific cues influence young
children in applying the restrictive disclosure pattern, and to this effect participants
were allocated randomly to either the ‘clue condition’ group (where they were given a
clue that some information might be secret) or the ‘no clue condition’ group. Children
In the ‘clue condition’ group treated the majority of the statements as secret
information and therefore tended to only share it with a friend or with nobody. In
contrast, in the ‘no clue condition’ group statistically significant differences were
found only in the secret items, suggesting that, when not influenced by an adult,
children have the ability to identify highly personal/secret information and to treat it
by accordingly applying the restrictive disclosure-to-friends pattern. Taken together,
the findings suggest that young children engage in restrictive self-disclosure to friends
in some, but not all, circumstances, and thus display signs of verbal intimacy in their

friendships.



9eg :(a0s1A12dnG) Aq pasiunnios wwLIo,]

’ 1q1VSd ‘7'9-1'0Sdd
Lyutod Aue je Aprys o) woy merpyim

. oN @ 01 Y811 219tp Jo pountojuy aq syredionred ({14

VSV '€'6-1"$Sdd {FOUBAPE Ul pIUreIqo 94 Jouued
ST} 9J9YM JUISUOO PAULIOJU] UIB)qO O} 10 YIIedsal

2} JO amjeu ) JO Juipue;s1apun 13yl 213]dwiod

ON a 0} *sjuedionred o) moﬁm 2q mcawtﬂﬁ e IIAN

€-1'vSdd ‘(pajaugep 90u0 Iseaun A0YS JO
105{qo 0y L]o1] o8 syuedionred o Ji1 9jqerdasoeun

sowooaq Surpes|siut Jo uoneuLIojul SUIPjOYPIM )

pIntuno)) sonyry jeusunreda oy Aq pasnter suonnedsaid syuaunuoy

, O _ 0\ N./ 21eqd :19s0do1d Jo aanjeudig

0-BLYSY "suonjedrjqnd o) uone|aI ul Jouqpe3) pue UOLBINSUCS JO
92132p o1y pue ‘Biep oY) uodn JUIUNWOD 0) 9[q8 2q PUB O) S50 SARY [[IM Sjuzdoipred

S9A Lpesnoeid 2q uoljdasop jJo Hos Jwos {1
YOTyMm O} JU3IXI Y} 0) uone]a1 Ul UIAI3 24 pInoys vonedtjLre]d ‘aeudoidde §y
3 X Keam Aue uy padejueapesip suostad 12410
"ua1piiya Yim (sasodind yaressas 1og)
Suppom 210599 Juosuod [ejuased Esao $]O0Y2S 18Y) AINSU JSnW no X “porvedurosoe SOA suossod paureiaqy
OIe S1OUOIBISal Jel]) [B1IU9SSI S§ 1 938 Jo suvak 9] Jopun CAIP[IYd Juiyoreasas udym
S SIOPIOSIP [BJUIUI YiIM SUOSId]
(UMEID 3Q PINOLS UOHUINE 5,993 1uuIo]) 53 X Spaau [e109ds i1 SUOSIIY
so1ig yuswpedad SY) YoIyas 0) pue WIIDUOD [EINI O) . .
SX @ oS 2A13 YT 1 Yorym s.oyewr 1Yo Aus a19y) M1y s1294 9] JO 93¢ 24} J2pUN SUOSIAY
CVSH Lpaprendajes 2q syuedidived 53 X sjewnuy
. Jo Anwiuoue ay) |{1m 'PIAISQO 050Y) JO JUISUOD |
ON _ natydxe oy moylim ‘pakojdwo s1 uotjeAInsqo J| BCYSY 21VSE ‘¢ E-TESdd
. L 3uIMO][0] ) JO AUR SAJOAUL Y21BISIT Y} {[1AN
BSVYSY ‘1'6Sd € (s198uens Aq 219y
PIAISQO0 9q O} _Smﬁ A[jpuuou £ay) pjnom pue -8y VSV ‘qIVSH '1'€Sdd
a9ed oijqnd & 1Y) 51 'PIAISQO 250Y) JO JUISUOD {PRULRIQO JUISUOD J1AY} pue ‘Apms Y} jo
ON saf | .. 1o11dX? 94y ynoyiim ‘pakojdud §1 uolRAIISGO J] ON @ . $9A1193(qO0 a1y Jo'pauLIojut 2q sjuedistued [ip
q-egYSY '¢'8Sdd (Adeaud uo “ *(919 paujeyqo suojssjwaad *suopyneraxd) 38sd a1y 1240 wopdas
SOA e I80JIU3 JO UOISTUL SNPURN SAJOAUT YDIL3SII [[IM Sonssy [ 9y up ou Aroyvuejdxd uw apjaosd ‘uwinjod GNVH LHO R 24 vl
| . . s132dd8 I[2419 ¥ J] *'mo[2q SuOpSInb 24} 0) suodsat Jura1 2y} FIDUID 25831
q-eTVSY ‘P1B1YSH ‘v°8-1'85d4
(sivedjonred sy o3 ‘jejusw 3o jearsyd ON N ..
53X e ‘ssa.18 10 uLiey 91qiusod 2A]0AUT YO1esIS I .
| , . o " (1861 “eoloe1g ﬂcoO 10] sauljapinn
>-eS'PYYSY 't NQlvSd '1°LSdd LRIt <m< 661 ‘oonorId [8oIYIT JO JURWARIS 1YSH ‘€661 "Siuedidipey
.%oEoocoo 1912189531 94} 0} [RHUIPLJUOD UBWNH Y)im Yyareasdy] dunonpuo)) Joj sojdidunrd [earig :Sdg) i(s)aundiosip
ON @ puB ‘snOWAUOUE UIELIDI SPI0JII YIILISII {[IM JURAD[3 94} 10f sauljopingd [ediyd oY) SumpNo SHUIWNI0P Y} peal nok ey

SANSSI TYDIHLT 30 MIIATY (11



) £W/rf/. VAR, pﬁ RKodA WO 2)

oY) nuC;ML.DB 9303 % ﬁmi,..Oxo/o 0, \'™
Watuey \e\verod (o 30 Geph -gy 30MW

CHP\ND U R0 O PR T Sy

, :(pessaIppe 3q [|m Aoy
mny Kes pue sansst Lue 19y Jnuapt uayp ‘oed a1y 1040 T uORIS 3ajduiod 1s11.1)
:SANSSI TYDIHLI A0 AIYIWINS (1]

o
JUomm ‘os Ji mmwom.wcto::oz [eonpy Joyioue 0} panruiqus 94 19foad sy [jim J0 seH

SPVILY Muy wym

WSS heyd  3puy Pt,..jﬁ VAR 0IMA  Jore ey
© O v T VIR AP 200 VA

Aduy. P20’ S0aude AW Wy 9t 2a \am
MR\ U TP\ eak -¢  WYbo! VAo VWD
Oy 30 \ntsua e Adwer Rl ey
;54\.0/{.0& ?6\ afﬁnﬁCwmﬁw A.Cu»ﬁ/ffu @(«5» 30 rzéﬂﬁf
:7/( Ufﬁbo’/nwza 2n C\ ?Eﬁ ..w/)fl 3O WG z.w..

(s)Pownout goreasal 2y (2 paynIsal 1o passadoe moi pue ‘ajqeatidde J1 ‘syuedionred
oy} Jo amjeu (q uonsanb yoreasas ; Apms o Jo (s)une (e 3oofoid Jo Areunung yaug

.w?,c/ﬂﬁf,w:u TN\ fu.ﬁff/tf

219sfo1d Jo N [eUOISIAOL]

F2MONDG VoG Wy 7Q  dosmumdng pounug jo oureN
: JO2A el

| QMY WML oy Whowy Op\|  :wsodosg joomdiosiq /oy, / dume
NOILVINHOJINI AN1OIOIDVL (1

s333f01J Juapn)Q §r1ea59Yy surrog SurIoNUOIA] [edN I

L1s19A1uq) Jourug ‘saoustog Uewmpy Jo yuaunreda(y



List of Contents

Page
List of Tables 6
List of Figures 9
Acknowledgements 10
Aim of the Research 11
Literature Review L 12
1. Overview. 12
2. Beyond peer relations: Towards friendship. 13
2.1 About friends 13
2.2 Is it important to have friends? 15
3. Not all friendships are the same. 19
4. So, what is intimacy? (Intimacy and its relation to self-disclosure) 22
4.1 Intimacy 22
4.2 Self-disclosure 24
4.3 Breadth and depth of self-disclosure 26
4.4 Intimacy and self-disclosure in young children’s friendships 28
4.5 Recipients of self-disclosure 38
4.6 Gender differences in intimacy and self-disclosure 42
4.7 Depth of self-disclosure revisited: Young children’s intimate disclosures 45
5. Tell me your secret. 50
5.1 Young children’s capacity for secrecy 51
5.2 Recipients of secrets: The ‘appropriate confidant’ 54
5.3 Secrets and 1ntimacy 56
6. Conclusions/Research hypotheses. 59
I. The First Study: Do young children have intimate friendships? 60
I.1. Overview. 60
[.2. Designing the tasks. 61
[.2.1 Two methodological issues 61
[.2.2 Designing the tasks 63
I.3. The First Study: The Pilot. 69
I.3.1 Participants 69
[.3.2 Materials 69
1.3.3 Procedure 69
[.3.4 Results, discussion and conclusions 74
I.4. The First Study: Methodology. 77
I1.4.1 Participants 77

[.4.2 Materials 77



Page

1.4.3 Procedure 77
I.5. The First Study: Results. 80
I.5.1 Research hypotheses of the First Study 80
I.5.2 Results of the Tape-Recording Task 80
[.5.3 Results of the Personal and Zinc Interviews 90
[.6. The First Study: Discussion. 08
1.6.1 Discussion of the Tape-Recording Task 98
1.6.2 Discussion of the Personal and Zinc Interviews 103
II. The Second Study: What is a secret to a young child? 110
II.1. Overview. 110
[1.2. What is a secret to a young child? 111
[1.2.1 The content of secrets 111

I1.2.2 What is it about secrets that it is different?/Aim of the Second Study 119
I1.3. Exploring the content of young children’s secrets: The design of the Second

Study. 122

I1.4. The Second Study: The Pilot. 126
I1.4.1 Designing the Pilot Study 126

[1.4.2 Participants 128

[1.4.3 Materials 128

I1.4.4 Procedure 128

11.4.5 Results/Conclusions 129

I1.5. The Second Study: Methodology. 134
I1.5.1 Participants 134

I1.5.2 Matenals 134

I1.5.3 Procedure 134

I1.6. The Second Study: Results. 137
I1.6.1 Research hypotheses of the Second Study 137

[1.6.2 Results of the children’s definitions of secrets 137

I1.6.3 Analysis of the data from the children’s interviews 140

I1.7. The Second Study: Discussion. 148
I1.7.1 Discussion of the children’s definition of secrets 148

I1.7.2 Discussion of the results of the children’s interview 150

I11. The Third Study: So, do young children tell their secrets to their friends? 161

III.1. Overview. 161

I11.2. Exploring whether young children tell their secrets to their friends: The design

of the Third Study. 162
I11.2.1 Aim of the Third Study 162
[11.2.2 Designing the Third Study 162

II1.3. The Third Study: Pilot I. 165
[11.3.1 Designing Pilot I 165
[11.3.2 Participants 1635
[11.3.3 Materials 165
[11.3.4 Procedure 165
[11.3.5 Conclusions 167

[11.4. The Third Study: Pilot II. 168



Page

II1.4.1 Designing Pilot II 168
I11.4.2 Participants 168
I11.4.3 Matenals 168
[11.4.4 Procedure 168
[11.4.5 Conclusions 170
II1.5. The Third Study: Methodology. 171
I11.5.1 Participants 171
[I1.5.2 Matenals 171
[11.5.3 Procedure 171
[11.6. The Third Study: Results. 172
II1.6.1 Research hypotheses of the Third Study 172
I11.6.2 Clarification and reliability testing of the Second Study’s results 172
I11.6.3 Analysis of the Third Study’s data 177
1.7 The Third Study: Discussion. 191
General Discussion 210
1. Overview. 210
2. General Discussion. 211
2.1 Introduction 211
2.2 The First Study 212
2.3 The Second Study 220
2.4 The Third Study 230
2.5 Conclusions and suggestions for future research 237
Appendix A: Pictures of the materials used in the First Study 241
Appendix B: Guidelines for the coding of the Tape-Interviews 243

Appendix C: Results of the principal components analysis (PCA) with varimax
rotation conducted on the Tape-Recording Task’s data, excluding the variables
‘Description to environment to friend’ and ‘Description of environment to non-

friend’. 246
Appendix D: Guidelines for the coding of the answers to the question: ‘What is a
secret?’ 249

Appendix E: Results of the principal axis factoring analysis conducted on the
Second Study’s data investigating children’s classification of secrets and non-

secrets 251
Appendix F: Results of the principal components analysis (PCA) with varimax
rotation conducted on the data of the Third Study 254

References 261



List of Tables

Table 1: Percentage of Variance Explained by the Components Extracted by the
PCA on the Personal Content of the Tape-Recording Task

Table 2: Rotated Component Matrix of the PCA on the Personal Content of the
Tape-Recording Task

Table 3: Frequencies and Percentages of Disclosures per Topic Addressed to each
Target in the Personal Interview

Table 4: Frequencies and Percentages of Disclosures per Topic Addressed to each
Target in the Zinc Interview

Table S: Results of the Chi-Square Analysis between Secrets Addressed to Friend
and Non-Friend in the Personal and Zinc Interviews

Table 6: Frequencies and Percentages per Age Group of Secrets Addressed to each
Target in the Personal Interview

Table 7: Frequencies and Percentages per Age Group of Secrets Addressed to each
Target in the Zinc Interview

Table 8: The Items Unanimously Identified by the Adults Participants as Secrets

Table 9: The Items Unanimously Identified by the Adults Participants as Non-
Secrets

Table 10: Results of the Chi-Square Analysis of the Pilot Study: The Items
Identified as Secrets or Non-Secrets by Adults Participants

Table 11: The Seven Secret Items (as Classified by the Adults Participants in the
Pilot Study with a > 90 Agreement) Included in the Questionnaire of the Second
Study

Table 12: The 15 Non-Secret Items (as Classified by the Adults Participants in the
Pilot Study with a = 90 Agreement) Included in the Questionnaire of the Second
Study

Table 13: Counts and Percentages of Answers to the Question ‘What is a Secret?’
per Category of Definitions of Secrets

Table 14: Counts and Percentages of Answers to the Question ‘What is a Secret?’
per Category of Definitions of Secrets, Gender and Age Group

Table 15: Results of the Chi-Square Analysis of the Children’s Interviews: The
Items Identified as Secrets by Young Children

Page

87

88

92

93

95

96

97

130

131

131

135

136

138

139

140



Table 16: Percentage of Variance Explained by the Components Extracted by the
PCA of the Children’s Interviews Investigating Young Children’s Classification of

Secrets and Non-Secrets

Table 17: Rotated Component Matrix of the PCA of the Children’s Interviews
Investigating Young Children’s Classification of Secrets and Non-Secrets

Table 18: Percentage of Variance Explained by the Components Extracted by the
PCA Testing the Reliability of the Results of the Second Study

Table 19: Rotated Component Matrix of the PCA Testing the Reliability of the
Results of the Second Study

Table 20: Results of the Chi-Square Analysis between Disclosure Target
Categories Friend/Nobody and Non-Friend/Both for the ‘Clue Condition’ Group

Table 21: Results of the Chi-Square Analysis between Disclosure Target
Categories Friend/Nobody and Non-Friend/Both for the ‘No Clue Condition’ Group

Table 22: Frequencies and Percentages of Disclosures Addressed to each Target
(Friend, Non-Friend, Nobody and Both) in the ‘No Clue Condition’ Group

Table 23: Results of the Chi-Square Analysis between Three Disclosure Target
Categories (Friend, Nobody and Non-Friend/Both) for the ‘No Clue Condition’

Group

Table 24: Results of the Chi-Square Analysis for the ‘Middle Age Group’ between
Disclosure Target Categories Friend/Nobody and Non-Friend/Both in the ‘No Clue

Condition” Group

Table 25: Results of the Chi-Square Analysis for the ‘Older Age Group’ between
Disclosure Target Categories Friend/Nobody and Non-Friend/Both in the ‘No Clue

Condition’ Group

Table 26: Results of the Chi-Square Analysis for Boys between Disclosure Target
Categories Friend/Nobody and Non-Friend/Both in the ‘No Clue Condition’ Group

Table 27: Results of the Chi-Square Analysis for Girls between Disclosure Target
Categories Friend/Nobody and Non-Friend/Both in the ‘No Clue Condition’ Group

Table X1: Percentage of Variance Explained by the Components Extracted by the
PCA on the Personal Content of the Tape Interviews Excluding the Variables
‘Description of the Environment to Friend’ and ‘Description of the Environment to

Non-Friend’

Page

141

143

173

175

178

179

182

184

186

187

188

190

246



Table X2: Rotated Component Matrix of the PCA on the Personal Content of the
Tape Interviews Excluding the Variables ‘Description of the Environment to
Friend’ and ‘Description of the Environment to Non-Friend’

Table Y1: Percentage of Variance Explained by the Components Extracted by the
Principal Axis Factoring of the Second Study Investigating Young Children’s

Classification of Secrets and Non-Secrets

Table Y2: Rotated Component Matrix of the Principal Axis Factoring of the
Second Study Investigating Young Children’s Classification of Secrets and Non-

Secrets

Table Z1: Percentage of Variance Explained by the Components Extracted by the
PCA Conducted on the Data of the Third Study

Table Z2: Rotated Component Matrix of the PCA Conducted on the Data of the
Third Study

Table Z3: : Percentage of Variance Explained by the Components Extracted by the
Constrained PCA Conducted on the Data of the Third Study

Table Z4: Rotated Component Matrix of the Constrained PCA Conducted on the
Data of the Third Study

Page

248

252

252

255

255

258

259



List of Figures

Figure 1: Interaction between Age and Level of Personal Content

Figure 2: Interaction between Gender and Type of Peer

Figure 3: Graph of the Eigenvalue of the Components Extracted by the PCA on the
Personal Content of the Tape-Recording Task

KFigure 4: Graph of the Eigenvalue of the Components Extracted by the PCA of the
Children’s Interviews Investigating Young Children’s Classification of Secrets and

Non-Secrets

Figure 5: Graph of the Eigenvalue of the Components Extracted by the PCA
Testing the Reliability of the Results of the Second Study

Figure X: Graph of the Eigenvalue of the Components Extracted by the PCA on the
Personal Content of the Tape Interviews Excluding the Variables ‘Description of
the Environment to Friend’ and ‘Description of the Environment to Non-Friend’

Figure Y: Graph of the Eigenvalue of the Components Extracted by the Principal
Axis Factoring Analysis of the Second Study Investigating Young Children’s
Classification of Secrets and Non-Secrets

Figure Z1: Graph of the Eigenvalue of the Components Extracted by the PCA
Conducted on the Data of the Third Study

Figure Z2: Graph of the Eigenvalue of the Components Extracted by the
Constrained PCA Conducted on the Data of the Third Study

Page
83

84

87

142

174

247

251

254

258



Acknowledgements

This thests is dedicated to my father, who has been a source of inspiration and
support my whole life.

I am most grateful to my supervisors, Dr. Alison Sutton and Professor Michael
Wright, who were very generous with their time and thoughts even under difficult
conditions. I am also grateful to Alexandros S. Onassis Foundation which sponsored
this research.

The research could not have taken place without the help and cooperation of
many people: I am indebted to the schools, nurseries and the playgroup that agreed to
my interviewing their pupils, the teachers who cooperated in the administration of the
tasks with enthusiasm, and most importantly all the young children who participated
in the three studies. I am also indebted to Leda Lignos, Sanjay Sunak and Dimitris
Anastassopoulos for their help in the collection of the data. I would also like to thank
Harry and Dennis Antypas for offering invaluable computer assistance.

Finally, many thanks to my friend Elpida for the high quality friendship she
offers (including companionship, intimacy, aid, validation ...).

[ do not know how to thank enough Dimitris for the love and the common

dreams we share.

10



Aim of the Research

The aim of the research was to investigate the development of verbal intimacy
in young children’s friendships and to connect the findings with the literature at older
stages of development. Intimacy is an important friendship quality feature (Berndt,
2004) that is positively related to self-esteem, adjustment and interpersonal
competence (Buhrmester, 1990; Bukowski & Hoza, 1989; Hernandez, 2001;
Vinograde, 2001). Literature on intimacy, though, has been primarily focused on
adulthood and adolescence, and to a lesser extent, middle childhood. Only in the
recent years (e.g. Dunn, 2004) have researchers suggested that children might be able
to achieve friendship intimacy from a young age, but still considerable research needs

to be undertaken to provide a complete understanding of the phenomenon in young

children.

The present study intended to clarify the development of verbal intimacy in
young children’s friendships (3.5 to 6.5 years of age), in order to advance our
knowledge in a specific domain of developmental psychology and to enhance our
understanding of the phenomenon of friendship in childhood, which provides an
essential base for the growth of future social relationships (Newcomb & Bagwell,
1996; Pellegrini & Blatchford, 2000).

More specifically this study intended to address the following questions
concerning the development of friendship intimacy in early childhood:

1. Do young children form friendships with their peers characterized by
the sharing of intimate personal information?

2. Are there age and gender differences in young children’s ability to
share intimate information with their friends? What 1is the
developmental pattern?

In the present research project intimacy was characterized as a verbal
construct, and as such was equated with the depth of self-disclosure. Particular

attention was given to the sharing of secrets which was considered an important index

of intimacy and self-disclosure.
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Literature Review

1. Overview.

This chapter begins with a brief introduction to the nature of friendship and its
significance in childhood. The discussion then focus on the quality of friendship and
particularly on the positive friendship feature of intimacy. The attempt to define
verbal intimacy highlights the close connection between intimacy and self-disclosure
and leads to the discussion of the important parameters that define self-disclosure,
namely the breadth and depth of self-disclosure. Next, the existing literature on young
children’s friendship intimacy and self-disclosure is reviewed. Attention is drawn to
the sporadic nature of the existing research and to the unanswered questions regarding
important features of young children’s friendship intimacy, such as the lack of
systematic information relating to the significance of friends as target figures of
young children’s intimate self-disclosures. Finally, the discussion focuses on young
children’s sharing of secrets with their peers, as it is argued that sharing of secrets is

connected to intimacy. Again, attention is drawn to the scarcity of relevant research.
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2. Beyond peer relations: Towards friendship.

I like playing with Jack, he is my best friend. I like playing with him
every day, because he is my best-best friend. And when he plays
with me, then that's because he is a friend.’

Luke, 4  years old.

2.1 About friends

Considerable progress has been made in understanding the emergence and
consequences of peer acceptance and rejection, as they are considered related to
multiple aspects of adjustment, development and psychopathology (Parker & Asher,
1993; Pellegrini & Blatchford, 2000). In effect, it has been shown that children who
do not occupy a central place in their peer group are severely disadvantaged by the
absence of socialization opportunitics, and that leads to poor developmental outcomes
(Newcomb & Bagwell, 1996). On the other hand, popular children have lower levels
of externalizing or internalizing problems in adolescence and better outcome in all
competence and adjustment measures (Morison & Masten, 1991).

Furthermore, a number of peer relation researchers went beyond overall group
acceptance to studying friendship processes intensively at the dyadic level (Schneider,
Wiener & Murphy, 1994), as research findings indicated that children’s relationships
with their friends and peers are not always consistently associated (e.g. Stocker &
Dunn, 1990), and the importance of studying these relationships separately was
highlighted. Therefore, using the valuable knowledge that has accrued from the
research about peer relations, researchers granted greater attention to children’s ability
to form and sustain a close friendship, and it was clearly shown that friends make a
substantial and possibly unique contribution to children’s development (Asher, Parker
& Walker, 1996; Dunn, 2004; Ladd, Kochenderfer & Coleman, 1996),

In child development literature friendship is defined at the level of the dyad
and refers to a relationship that is voluntary in nature (i.e. not imposed by one
member) and mutually regulated (i.e. controlled and maintained by both partners).
Friendship implies the presence of a reciprocated emotional bond between the child

and a peer. In research with children the presence of this bond is usually inferred from

13



the following indicators: the dyad members a) mutually nominate each other as
friends, b) frequently interact or seek each other’s company, c) display positive affect
during interactions, and d) mutually adjust their behaviors to fit their partner (Ladd &
Kochenderfer, 1996).

The distinction between the constructs of friendship and peer
acceptance/rejection is an important one. The concept of peer group acceptance refers
to the quality of a child’s peer relations within a group, and is defined as the degree to
which a child is liked by members of his/her group. In contrast with friendship,
participation in a peer group is not always voluntary (e.g. classroom peer groups) and
the relationship is seldom mutually regulated. In fact, a particular child’s peer

acceptance can be ascertained without any input from the child him/herself, and for
| this reason peer acceptance is described as a one-way or unilateral construct (Asher,
Parker & Walker, 1996). Research has shown that there is some association between a
child’s level of popularity and the number of friends he/she has (Schneider, Wiener &
Murphy, 1994). Popular children tend to have more mutual friends than their less
accepted peers (Bukowski & Hoza, 1989); yet it is possible to be generally popular
without having any friends (Parker & Asher, 1993). Conversely, even children who
are rejected by their peers often have at least one friend and report that they
experience as much companionship from this friendship as do their more popular
peers (Parker & Asher, 1993).

A second important distinction is that between friendship and
acquaintanceship (Hartup, 1989; 1996). Acquaintanceship is also a dyadic construct,
but it refers to ‘weak’ interpersonal ties between children. Acquaintances are defined
as peers children ‘know’, but with whom they have no close ties or regular contact
(Ladd & Kochenderfer, 1996). In comparison to acquaintances, friends spend more
time in one another’s company, talk more with one another and are more likely to
share and cooperate with one another. In addition, they engage more in play behaviors
that promote proximity and mutual involvement, and display greater affective
expression than acquaintances (Newcomb & Bagwell, 1996).

Hartup, studying in depth the differences between pairs of friends and pairs of
acquaintances, maintained that friendships and acquaintanceships between children
are behaviourally different, both quantitatively and qualitatively (Hartup, 1989), and
have different affordances (Hartup, 1996). He described (1996) four domains where

interaction between friends and acquaintances differs: a) friends know one another

14



better than acquaintances, b) friends and acquaintances have different expectations of
one another (according to Hartup expectations supporting friendships among children
consist mainly of commitment, trust, reciprocity and equality), ¢) friends provide one
another with affective contexts that facilitate problem solving, and d) friends are more
motivated than acquaintances to resolve conflicts that arise between them (Hartup,
Laursen, Stewart & Eastenson, 1988), to maintain contact and to behave in ways that
continue their interaction. Finally, friends are more similar to one another than
acquaintances in abilities, attitudes and life-style, with these similarities arising from
both friendship selection and the mutual socialization that occurs once two children

become friends (Haselager, Hartup, van Lieshout & Riksen-Walraven, 1993).

2.2 Is it important to have friends?
From ancient times (Plato ‘Phaedrus’) to the post-modern era (Derrida, 1997),

philosophers have been studying the phenomenon of friendship arguing on its
importance to human beings. Psychologists have taken on this study, commencing
with Sullivan (1953), who incorporated a ‘necessity view’ of friendship in his
interpersonal theory of development. He argued that in their interactions with their
friends children have the opportunity to acquire a repertoire of effective social
behaviors. He considered friendships as collaborative relationships in which
individuals are driven by a concern for one another’s satisfaction; consequently,
validation of personal worth is an indispensable derivative. Finally, friendships
provide a context for improving those aspects of a child’s well-being that have gone
awry in previous developmental periods, and thus have a therapeutic value. Without
the experience of a friendship relation, a child’s developmental success is restricted.

More recently, other development theorists have underlined the importance of
friendship. Friendship is viewed as the essential context for the development of
cooperation, respect and interpersonal sensitivity, qualities that later are projected
onto other social relationsﬂil;s (Smollar & Youniss, 1982). Hartup and Sancilio (1986)
maintained that friendships provide children with a) a context for skill learning and
development, b) emotional and cognitive resources and ¢) models for later
relationships.

Studying friendship in a broad context, Hernandez (2001) has argued that
friendships provide a shielding effect, which is critical given the numerous changes

taking place in the contemporary world (changes in the family structure, increasing
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ethnic/cultural diversity etc.). The shielding effect of friendship has also been studied
by Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro and Bukowski (1999), but in a specific context. They have
highlighted the importance of peer friendships in preventing peer abuse and argued
that having one or more friends helps to protect children against victimization.

The ‘necessity view’ of friendship appears supported by research findings.
Howes (1983) argued that many social skills, especially those required for complex
social interactions, develop in stable friendship dyads. In order to test her hypothesis,
she observed young children in childcare settings, over the course of a school year,
examining the changes in their social interactions and play behaviors. The results
showed that children who were members of stable friendship dyads displayed greater
gains in the complexity of play and social interaction than children who were not
members of a friendship dyad. It appears that friends are more responsive to their
partners, than to other peers, and therefore initiate and maintain interactions more
easily. Furthermore, friends create an interactional context that is mutually facilitative
of each other’s skills, and as a consequence their skills become increasingly complex
(Ladd & Kochenderfer, 1996).

Parker & Gottman (1989) explored the effect of children’s friendships by
analyzing the conversations of friends. Their results indicated that friends create
sophisticated forms of conversation and fantasy play that allow them to explore,
communicate and work through their emotions and to defuse frustrations. Moreover,
other research (Parker & Asher, 1993) has shown that children without friends are
more lonely than children with friends, and this is true regardless of how well
accepted they are. Also independently of their peer group status, children with friends
in their peer groups score higher in altruism and affective perspective-taking than
children without friendships (McGuire & Weisz, 1982, cited in Schneider, Wiener &
Murphy, 1994). Ladd (1990) found that children who have stable classroom
friendships develop more favorable attitudes toward school than children with no
friendships or less stable friendships.

Newcomb and Bagwell (1996) reviewed the existing research on the
significance of friendship and used meta-analysis to quantify the extent to which
friendship and its outcomes differ from non-friend relations and their outcomes. They
found significant differences in three basic domains of peer relations:

a) Positive engagement: Children who are members of friendship dyads engage

more In positive interactions (verbal communication exchanges; sharing and
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cooperating; smiling, looking, laughing and touching one another). All these positive
engagement behaviors may be found in the interactions of acquaintances, but are far
more extensive 1n friends’ interactions. According to the investigators, this positive
engagement suggests that friendship may serve as a context for social, emotional and
cognitive development for children.

b) Conflict management: The meta-analytic results reveal that friends and
acquaintances do not differ in the instigation of conflict. Friends are just as likely as
acquaintances to argue with one another. However, friends are more likely to engage
in strategies of conflict resolution, possibly due to the commitment they have to the
relationship. There is a lot at stake in friendship relationships, and children choose not
to jeopardize their relations by failing to work through their disagreements. From the
developmental point of view, friendships, by promoting the development of the skill
of conflict resolution, seem to provide an essential base for the growth of future
sustained social relationships.

c) Relationship properties: Similarity and equality, often regarded as hallmarks
of children’s peer relations in general, are indeed greater between friends than
between acquaintances. Children seem to choose friends that are very similar to
themselves in demographic and behavioral terms. On the other hand, friends are less
likely to exert dominance in their relationship than are acquaintances. Both these
findings imply that, when compared to acquaintances, the relationship between
friends is more balanced; in fact, it affords a balanced middle ground for emotional
exchange. Furthermore, these findings, combined with the evidence that friends share,
cooperate and have greater commitment to conflict resolution than acquaintances do,
suggest that friendships maintain a relational homeostasis that offers a privileged
context for social development.

More recently Pellegrini and Blatchford (2000), looking into pupil friendships
in school, summarized the importance of friendships under the following main
headings (pg.34):

a) Context for acquisition of social skills: Friendships support cooperation,
effective conflict management, reciprocity, intimacy and commitment.

b) Information source: The general context here is the role of friendship
Interaction in cognitive development. Pellegrini and Blatchford argue that friends are
better co-learners and that there are advantages in grouping friends together,

especially in difficult or creative academic tasks.
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¢) Emotional resources: Friends are a resource in times of stress and
difficulty. In particular friends can help children in solving everyday problems, buffer
stress and provide security when experiencing new things and meeting new people.

d) Help adjustment in school: There appears to be a consensus among the
researchers that friendships can improve children’s social and academic adjustment to
school.

¢) Aid subsequent relationships: Friendships between children may lay down
the basis for future relationships; they are often regarded as ‘templates’. Main features
of friendships in childhood and adolescence become translated into later romantic and
sexual relationships.

Research results seem to support the °‘necessity argument’, that is that
friendship is a developmental necessity for children vital to the acquisition of skills
and competencies. Nevertheless, the potentially negative consequences of specific
friendship relationships also require consideration (Newcomb & Bagwell, 1996).
Theorists maintain that some friendships may be of little developmental advantage or
may even be harmful to participants (Bagwell, 2004). Dunn in her book on children’s
friendships (2004, pg.3) has illustrated both sides when she answered the question

‘why it is important to have friends’.

First it is important [to study friendship] because friends
matter to children. We are missing a major piece of what excites,
pleases, and upsets children, what is central to their lives even in
the years before school, if we don’t attend to what happens
between children and their friends. The pleasures, but also the
betrayals, the jealousies and tangled intrigues make friendships
key to the quality of children’s lives.

In order to explore both the positive and the negative sides and outcomes of

triendships, investigators have addressed the issue of friendship quality.
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3. Not all friendships are the same.

'Vanessa, you are my best friend and you are good to me. Sometimes
we argue but we forgive each other. Let's trust each other so we
don't argue with each other. Ok, Vanessa?’

Bethel, 7 years old.

'Ryan, you always help me, you are my friend, you always help me and
you don't fight with me, but we play games'’
Michael, 6  years old. |

Lately developmental psychologists have been increasingly sensitive to the
fact that not all friendships are the same. Just as the personality of friends varies, the
quality of each friendship differs, and the developmental significance of friendship
relations may relate not only to the quantity, but most importantly to the quality of
these ties. As Bukowski, Newcomb and Hartup put it (1996), investigators scem now
to be aware that friendships are complex and multifaceted, and should be regarded
mutlidimensionally. There is more to friendships, even to young children’s
friendships, than simply having friends, and different benefits and liabilities may
derive from having friends than from who one’s friends are.

However, research on friendship quality is still at a relatively early stage.
Researchers’ main effort seems to be on construct specification and measurement. A
large number of relational processes are investigated as possible indicators of
children’s friendship quality, as there appears to be a lack of a general agreement on
what friendship quality is and what features it includes. Investigators agree only
moderately on what features should be assessed in order to examine the quality of a
particular friendship. It is characteristic that the number of features assessed in the
existing friendship quality measures ranges from 5 to 16 (Furman, 1996).
Nonetheless, there is an agreement on some basic features that investigators consider

as determinants of friendship quality and are included in all questionnaires. Some of
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these common features are: companionship, help, conflict and intimacy (also
described as self-disclosure, warmth or closeness). In a more general approach
(Brendt & Perry, 1986) friendship features have been placed under the broad
umbrellas of positive features (including self-disclosure, pro-social behavior and self-
esteem support) and negative features (including conflict and rivalry).

Regardless of how friendship quality is assessed, it appears that it is precisely

the specific dynamic features: of a friendship that create various psychological benefits
and costs for the children, that in turn affect their development and adjustment (Ladd,

Kochenderfer & Coleman, 1996). Parker and Asher (1993) have shown that poor
friendship quality is related to feelings of loneliness and social dissatisfaction in
middle childhood. Furthermore, friendship quality appears to be related to
participants’ self-esteem and social behavior. Berndt and Miller (unpublished
manuscript, cited in Berndt, 1996) interviewed 153 seventh-graders about the features
of up to three best friendships. Students’ reports were significantly correlated with
their self-esteem and school adjustment. Students whose friendships had more

positive features had higher scores on self-esteem scales and valued their schooling

more, while students whose friendships had more negative features had lower scores
on self-esteem scales, valued school less and were less involved in it. In a similar
study (Berndt & Keefe, 1995) students whose friendships had more negative features,
not only had lower self-esteem, but also reported more disruption at school than did
students with more positive features. In addition, the results suggested that students
who had trouble getting along with their best friends became more troublesome in
class as the school year progressed. In view of these findings, Berndt (1996) has
argued that students whose friendships have more negative features practice a style of
Interaction with their friends that is characterized by teasing and arguing. This style
affects their interactions with other people, and therefore it is not surprising that they
also become disruptive toward their teachers and classmates.

Ladd, Kochenderfer and Coleman (1996) studied the relationship between
specific friendship processes and kindergarten children’s (mean age = 5.61 years)
development and school adjustment. They claim that young children do recognize
differences in the quality of their friendships, and that individual differences in
perceived friendship quality and friendship satisfaction exist even at this age. The

results suggested that specific friendship processes (for example, personal support or
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aid) yield emotional or instrumental resources that empower children to cope
successfully with the demands of new school environments, and as a consequence
children tended to feel happier in school, see their classmates as supportive and
develop positive school attitudes.

The results also indicated that some friendship processes, such as conflict,
operated as stressors and, therefore, had a negative impact on children’s school
adjustment. Children who reported higher levels of conflict in their friendships tended
to display a range of adjustment difficulties in school, and this relation was stronger
for boys than for girls. Perceived conflict in boys’ friendships was associated with
declining levels of school involvement. Additionally, boys who held this perception
tended to report higher levels of loneliness and lower levels of school liking as the
school year progressed. Finally, children of both sexes were less likely to have
positive affect in school when their friendships were perceived to be conflictual.

These findings are consistent with the hypothesis that friendships are not
necessarily advantageous for children, but may have adverse consequences. They
suggest that friendships high in negative features tend to contribute to poor
adjustment, while friendships high in positive features tend to enhance children’s
well-being. Based on these results, research on friendship has focused on specific
friendship features (posi<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>