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ABSTRACT . =

Results are reported from two studies examining
stability and change in children's friendships within the context of
two theoretical perspect1ve5\ cognitive-developmental and ecolog1cal
A total of 112 first- and fourth-grade children participated in the
first study; 114 fourth- and e ghth-grade children participated in
the second. In the fall and spring of the school year, children'were
asked to name their friends and rate their liking for other children
in their grade. For the primary measure of friendship, pairs of .-
friends were identified by a combination of best-friend nominations
and ratings of liking on a five-point scale. A second-measure of
friendship was based on reciprocal best~friend nominations. For this
measure, children were identified as friends if they named each other
as best friends, regardless of their ratings of liking for others. In
general, i
friendsh1ps did not increase between first and eighth grade, although 4
it did increase regularly between first and fourth. The interplay /
between cognitive and ecological factors is considered to be a
possible explanation for these results. (MP)
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i:} last throughout the school year?
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Having friends is considered an important part of childrén's - |
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4
S Social. and personality development, but is it important for children

/to form lasting relationships” Do children's friendships typically

Research on the sfability of existing

friendships and the formation of new friendships has not directly °

answered these questions. S%ability and change in friéndshibs have -

been interprefed in the context of two maJorvtheoreticqi perspectives.'

First, the cognitive-developmental, or soc1al-cognitive vew suggests

that stability“in friendships relates to characteristics of individual

children, such as their conceptions of friendshap. Second, the eco-

logical perspective links variations in children s soc1a1 enVironment

to changes in friendship.
Within the cognitive-developmental framework, it is'suggested

‘ F
that young children lack the social skills that contribute to the
maintainance of friendships, or they lack a conceptiog of friendship
. {

as a relationship that goes beyond specific incidents of sharing and

playing together (e.g., Duck, Meill, & Gaebler, 1980). As social
N

skills improve and friendship concepgiphs become monb mature, the

” stability of friendships is expected to increase. A few earlier

studies suggested that the stability of friendships does increase

regularly between 5 and 18 years of agé (Horrocks & Buker, 1951;
(

Horrocks & Thompson, 1946; Thompson ? Horrocks, 1947) Ir? these

studies, however, reciprocal relationships were not examined and ‘a

fixed number of choices were required. Recent studies fhat are less
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subject to these measurement problems have shown that most best-
friend nominations by fourth graders and older children remain

stable over periods of several months, particularly 4if these nomina-
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* but not in another (Tuma & Halllnan, 1979) . These mixed results

| ,° 2
The new data on/the stability of fr%endships in middle.chiighood
and adolescence are most compatible wdth a second type of explanation
for changes in,friendships.- From an ecological perspective, vaniatidns
in children's gsocial environment should lead touchanges in friendships.

L]

Changes in chlldren s social env1ronment, such as the transition to
a new school, affect children' s pool of’botent%al friends. On’ the AN
other *hand, if plder children and adolescents.interact with a relat#weiy -
ﬁ@table group Of peers in their schools and nedghborhcods, they shculd
develop relatively stable friendships. . ., '

. Sex differences in the stability of friendships have also been
examined._.It has been suggested that girlg have more exclusiye -
friendships than boys do (Eder & Hallinan| 1978). In other words, )
‘girzssyrefer a close friendshiz;with a single other girl m%re than 7
boys do, and boys prefer'cliques or larger groups more than girls.

Girls also show less positive reactions&towards nonfriénd§ and new-
comers (Eder & Halllnan, 1978; Feshbach, 1969; Feshbach & Sones.
1971), perhaps because they perceive the others as a threat to thelr

friendships. If girls are reluctant to form new friendships, their

. existing friendships might'be:expected to be more stable than those

of boys. Stability was greater for girls' than boys' friendships

" in several recent'studies-(Kon & Losenkov, 1978; Epstein, 1978)

.
o

make it difficult to speculategabout sex d1fferences in the stability

\

of friendships,
The major purpose of the present studies was to examine children's

i
H

friendships from first to eighth grade in the context of‘t&o theore-

1

-

tical perspectives. (The studies were also deslgned to address o

-

-methodological issues pertalnlng to the use of the soclometrlc method.

+

In Study 1, the stablllty of friendships was expected to 1ncrease

between first and. fourth grade, either because fourth graders have
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- Q interpreted in terms of ecological factors.
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greater'SOCiaf skills and more mature friendship conceptions‘than do

‘first graders or because fourth graders were with a more stable
) group of classmates for a longer tlme than flrst graders.

The second study allowed clearer comparlson of these two t¥pes

qf explanations. If stabis ity cont1nued to increase between fourth

anhd elghth grades, the cognltlve developmental v1ew would appear to

‘be plausible.: A decrease or %ack of change in stability could be

I will report today on two studies that examined changes in chil-
. v

dren's friendships between the fall and the spring of the same school

‘s

K year. ‘The first study included 112 first and fourth gyaders; the
second study included 114 fourth and eighth graders.l In both studies
{« there were roughly equal numbers of boys and glrls at each grade level._
,The school was in a predo nantly white, mlddle class community.
The children's fr1éndsh1ps were assessed in the fall and spring.
of the.school year by asklng them to«name 'their best friends and rate*

their liking for other children of the same sex in their grade. Chll-

dren were allowed to name as’ many or as few frlends as they" w1sheJ?

Ratings of liking were obtalned us1ng a, 5-point- scale. For the prlmary'

. measure of frlendshlp, pairs of frlends were identified by a comblnatlon
of best-friend nominations and ratings of liking. Ch&}dren were con-=
s1dered close frlends if either one or both of - them nominated the
other as a best friend and their ratlngs of llklng averaged 4, ooor © .
better on the 5°point scale (Berndt, J981 a,b; 1982) In other words,
chlldren did not need to nominate one’ another but they did need to

' express a h1gh degree of reclgrocal llklng. A seeond measure of frrend-
ship was based on re01procal best~- frlend nomlnatlons. For this measure,

. chlldren were identified as friends if they ‘named each other as best

friends, regardless of the1r ratings of llglng for each other. . e

’,
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In order to determine whether children started the school year o

with a cOmparable number 9f friendships,-the effect of age and sex
on the nymher of fall fr1endsh1ps was., examlned. The' number, of-'

fﬁlendshlps that children had in the fall of the school year did .
not: vary with grade or sex when friendships were defined by the com-

bination of nominations and ratings+ In Study.l, fourth graders had
. S N
more reciprocal nomirations in the fall than, did first graders.
« 3 s - - ’ . ~" /‘,’ .
The effect of age and sex on the number of .friends children

‘kept during the'school year, the'number they lost betiween the fall
' and the spring, and the number ,of new frlends they made durlng the

Y .year were, examlned“ln separate analyses of varlanoe. The mean scores
(.

o ‘ on' these varlables for the two measures of fr1endsh1p are shown in

S T raple . . . co T (
}-. o '.' Insert Table ‘1 about here. ‘

}P . For ths neasure based on.nominations and ratings-of liking there

. were -age differences’in:the number of friends kept and lost. _Fourth,
graders kept more of their old friends thronghout the year than first
) graders d1d. Four'th graders lost fewer of their friends between the
sr,fall and the sprlng than first graders did. In other words, the
stability of friendships increased between first and fourth grade
when using the noninations“and ratings measure. "At both grades
children‘made more new friends than they lost. This finding suggests
_ that first and fourth grpders did%not differ in their ability to
make friends heoause the& made‘a sinilar number during the school
year. The numher of friends kept and lost did\notgyary-with gex,
but}girls;madé significantlyufewer<friends than boys.
- For the measure based- on reciprocal nominations, the only sig-
nificant effect was for the difference between érades in the number
' .of friends kept from fall to spring. Fourth graders kept more of
their old friends than 916/;;22% graders. This finding may have been

O  affected by fourth graders' larger number of reciprocal nominations

in the fall in comparison to first graders. 5

~
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Turning nou to Study 2, the number of friendships children had
in the fall of the school year did not uary with grade or sex when
friendships were defined by the comoination of nominations and ratings.
However, eighth graders had more reciprocal\nominations in the fall

than digd fourth graders. o ,
The stab111ty of friendships d1d ‘not increase between fourth

and elghth grade (see Table 2). For the measure of friendships

based on nominations and ratings, the interaction of grade and sex

was significant for the number of friendships kept from fall %o spring.
For boys, the number of friends kept tﬁroughout the school year in-
creased with grade; for girls, the number decreased w1th grade.

The number of friends lost duripg the school year did not vary w1th
grade or sex. Epurth graders did maké more new frlends than did
eighth graders j As a result, fourth graders galned more than -they

lost, and eighth graders lost more than they gained.

~—

Insert gable 2 about here.

Similar results were found for the measure of reciprocal nomi- N
nations. The number of friendships kept throughout the year varied
with grade, and with the grade by sex interaction. As compared with,

fourth graders, eighth graders lost more friends and made fewer new

The results of these two studies indicate that the stability

- * of friendships does-not increase regularly between first and eighth

grade, although it does iucrease between first and fourth grade.
JIn Study 1, fourth graders kept more and lost fewer of their old
frlends than first graders. demonstratlng that stabllltyﬁdoes increase
over this age range. The results prov1de part1a1 support for the ,:
cognitive-developmental view; the increase in stab;lity m%Eht be

due to the fourth gradérs' more gophisgticated social skills or

understanding of friendship. Eighth graders' conception of friendship'




interview data from a related study; some eighth grade girls complaiped,:

6
as an intimate relation'could explain why they lost more friends than'
they gained during the year. Eﬁphasis upon intimacy in a relationship 2
probably makes it difficult to maintain a large number of relationships.

This explanation is supported by research on the emergence of intimate

—

friendship in adolescence (see Berndt, 1982). -

The findings provide partial support for, the ecological perspec-

tive. Eighth graders may have made fewer new frlends than fourth

A
graders due to the emergence of cross-sex frlendshlps in adolescénce. o

¢

That 1s, elghth graders' new cross-sex relatlonshlps may conflict w1th
same-sex fri‘endships. The conflicts may be especlally intense for
glrls because they have closer and more intimate frlendshlps than

boys do (Douvan & Adelson, 1966). In addition, adolescent glrle
earlier involvement  in opposrte §ex friendships could have.affected

- : s
stability in same sex friendships. This explanation was , supported by

that their best friends spent less’ time with them and more time with

-

older boyfriends.
Young children are said to lack the value of stapility in a
social relationship (Meill, 1978). Our results show that stability -

of friendshipe was high even at first grade. Over about a five-month

%

" . interval, first graders kept about as many friendships as they lost.

Thus it appears that young children do seem to maintain beth transiemt

and lasting relationships. _ .-

b

In considering functions of the 'short-term best friendship' <

" versus those lasting throughout the school year one runs the risk oi

- defining 'friendship' in a manner which is inconsistent w;}h previous

f
resg¢arch. Reciprocity is considéred to be an-important aspect of

friendship (Mannarino, 1980).. But has reciprocity of liking, in

naming others Onsz/?gsiometric questionnaire, or.a combination of -

the two been meastdred, in previous research? The.pajiern of results

— !’1\( 7 -
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. : iy
’ " from a combined nominations and ratings measure a?? a reciprocal

R nominations measure is not highly similar sugges%iﬁg that measure-

In summary, the results of the present studlf indicate that

.

the stability of friendships does not increase r; larlx(between

1 )
e first and eighth grade, although 1t does 1ncreas petween first and

fourth grade. . Both the cogniﬁive-developmental ecological expla-.

- f;
. nations cam account for these»findings suggestin ithat the interplay
¢ B N

between cognitive and ecological factors be consfkdered” in:future

3>

- M » ' . . . . N
research., Research on the formation of cliques d in particular

-

the effects of clique formation on dyadic friendghips in adolescence

b

_ttern of friendship

I

is needed. Finally, if variables such as the

gains and losses which contribute to stable" fri ndships,and the ease

research, it may be_possible to identify COndi;ions under which
stability in friendships contributes to soc1a1]and personality devel-~-
< . . h

opment.

’ 3 v




‘Pable 1.

Study 1: Mean Scores for Changes in Friendship at Each Grade and Sex. ;

Measure Firét Grade Fourth Grade,
Nominations and ratings‘ Boys +Girls Boys dirlsu
", " 01d friends képt T 197 1.9% - 2.97 3.19
01d friends lost 2.00 1.56 . 1.06 ' 1.16
New'friends gained 3.12 '1.81 . 2.91- 2.23

-

Reciprocal Nominations

01d friends kept b2 %25 .56 1.00
0ld friends lost ~ *+ «33 - 75 .50 .55
New friends gained 1.30 1.13 1.13 1.29

Table 2
Study 2 Mean Scores for Changes in Friendship at Each Grade and Sex.

(

Méasurg ) ﬂ Fourth Grade Eighth Grade
Nominat}dns and ratings . Boys _ Girls- Boys Girls .
’ © 01d friends kept ANL7H 2.48  2.64 175
| 014 friends+lost 1.15 1.08 1 1.32 '1.81
New friends gained 1.94 2.24 \:55 . 1.38

Reciprocal Nominations ' .

01d friends kept 76 . 1.00 1.68 1.00

014 friends lost .29 .32 .59 - 91

New friends gained : .85 Co1.64 .32 .88
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