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Abstract

As children mature, their friendships change, which could have an impact on their
development including the development of their sense of self. This thesis investigates how
the number of reciprocal friendships changes with age and relates to self-esteem in
children aged 8 - 14 years. Using a cross-sectional research design, we recruited 6 classes
(Grades 2 to 8) from publicschools throughout Prague with a total of 120 children (58 girls,
62 boys). We asked each child to nominate who their friends were within their given class
and measured their self-esteem by self- report. A friendship was considered reciprocal if
both children nominated each other as friends. We hypothesized that the number of
reciprocal friendships would increase with age, and that children with a higher number of
reciprocal friendships would have higher self-esteem. Contrary to our hypotheses, we
found that the number of reciprocal friendships was not significantly associated with age
or with self-esteem. However, the study found that self-esteem was significantly positively
associated with the total number of friends a child nominates. This research contributes to
the understanding of the factors that shape children’s social development and well-being
and highlights the importance of considering multiple factors when studying the

relationshipbetween friendship and self-esteem.
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1. Introduction

Friendships are an essential part of a child’s social development and play a crucial role
in shaping their identity. Not all friendships are equally beneficial. It is therefore important to
identify the specific characteristics of friendships that are most likely to benefit children’s health
and development. One key aspect that has received considerable attention throughout the years
is reciprocity. Reciprocity refers to the mutual exchange of support, care, and emotional
connection between friends. A reciprocal friendship is one where both individuals consider each
other as friends, whereas a non-reciprocal friendship occurs when one individual regards another
as a friend, but the other does not reciprocate these feelings. Reciprocal friendships are more
meaningful, enduring, and satisfying than non-reciprocated friendships (Clark & Ayers, 1988;
Lang & Fingerman, 2003; Litwack et al., 2012). Numerous studies suggest that children form
friendships from an early age. However, the ability to form both temporary and more stable
reciprocal friendships continues to develop during the preschool years and beyond (Howes et
al., 1988). The formation of reciprocal friendships may become more important as children
develop because friends become a significant source social support. As children mature, their
capacity to form friendships changes, and the role that friends play in the child’s life also
changes. Also, as children mature, they face challenges in the school environment that require
emotional support, and friends provide this support, so the capacity to establish reciprocal
friendships likely becomes more important. This capacity becomes even more important for
the next phase of development, adolescence, which is characterized by the expansion of friend
networks and increased autonomy and independence from parents (Lang & Fingerman, 2003).
According to this perspective, the number of reciprocal friendships grows with a child’s age, as
children beginto depend more on peers and less on family for social support, affirmation and

other resources.



As I review in greater detail, self-esteem is an important aspect of friendships because it
influences how individuals interact and communicate with their friends. Thus, past research
examined the correlation between self-esteem and the quantity and quality of friendships.
Metzler and Scheithauer (2017) found that adolescents with a larger number of friends exhibited
higher self-esteem. The quality of friendships is also important. According to Parker and Asher
(1993), children who have more supportive friendships tend to be more accepted within their
peer group, exhibit higher social competence, display greater motivation and involvement in
school, and demonstrate fewer behavioral issues than their counterparts who have less
supportive relationships. However, most significantly, researchers identify that the relationship
between self-esteem and the quality friendship support is bidirectional in its nature; those with
high self-esteem may find the formation and maintenance of friendships easier — a finding
supported by both Azmita et al. (2005) and Bosacki et al. (2007), whilst in turn those who have
well-established/well-functioning friendship groups are likely to report higher levels of self-
esteem (Sanchez-Queija, 2017, Raboteg-Saric and Sakic, 2013). In terms of the mechanisms
of this bidirectional relationship, different authors have explored the different directional
components of it, i.e. — that of self-esteem impacting friendship, and that of friendship
impacting self-esteem. Thus, Orth and Robins (2022) identify that in relation to the way self-
esteem operates upon the quality of friendship development, the presence of high self-esteem
allows individuals to produce more satisfying social interactions whilst Gorrese and Ruggieri
(2013) explore the impact of friendship quality on self-esteem, and identify that well-
functioning friendships allow individuals to experience greater emotional closeness and
acceptance, which in turn fosters a greater sense of individual worth and value. The
bidirectional nature of self-esteem and friendship are explored in greater detail in further

chapters of this literature review.



In terms of what constitutes a ‘well-functioning’ or supportive friendship, a key issue is
that of reciprocity — or, as Vaquera and Kao (2008) phrase it, the issue of “Do You Like Me as
Much as I Like You?”. Individuals are more likely to obtain support from reciprocal friendships
compared to non-reciprocal friendships, especially as children grow older and become more
dependent on peers for affirmation (Vaquera and Kao, 2008). An assumption thus follows that
the number of reciprocal friendships may therefore be more related to children’s self-esteem
than the total number of friends a child nominates, and further, that the importance of this
reciprocity (especially in relation to self-esteem) changes with age. Despite this, there is
relatively little research on the extent of reciprocity in friendship with specific relation to its

change from childhood to adolescence, and the associated effects on self-esteem.

The present study thus seeks to investigate how the number of reciprocal friendships
develop as children grow older. The hypothesis is that children’s friendships become more
reciprocal with increasing age.In addition, this study will explore the relationship between
reciprocal friendships and self-esteem. Thus, we further hypothesize that children who have
more reciprocal friends also have higher self-esteem. This research is important because
reciprocity may be part of what distinguishes beneficial friendships from less beneficial ones,
in terms of their impact on an individual’s mental health and well-being. Reciprocal
friendships, as opposed to non-reciprocalones, may be more beneficial to children’s self-
esteem. Understanding how self-esteem relates to social factors is important, because self-
esteem is a critical component of an individual’s psychological and physical development
(Harter, 1999). Finally, reciprocal friendships and self-esteem are essential for individuals in
different contexts, such as in schools, workplaces, and social networks, and understanding their

connection can contribute to the development of healthy social and emotional environments.

2. Literature Review



First, I provide basic definitions of friendship and self-esteem. I then provide a more
detailed review of how friendships change from childhood to adulthood and why friendships,
specifically reciprocal friendships, are important. I then provide a review of research on self-

esteem, before finally describing the theories and evidence relating self-esteem and friendship.

Definition of friendship

In our daily lives, the nature of friendship often takes on an ambiguous nature: whilst we
may use the term frequently and broadly, in reality there are subtle distinctions as to how we
view our relationship with others and whether we define it as a friendship, or something else —
an acquaintance, a colleague, etc. Two aspects which are identified as crucial to the definition
of friendship are that of its voluntary nature, and its mutuality (Dunn, 2004). For instance,
Newcomb and Bagwell (1995) describe friendship as “a mutual dyadic relationship that
provides more affection than other peer-relationships”. Relating specifically to the issue of
‘mutuality’, it is important to recognize that not all friendships are mutual: an individual may
consider someone to be their friend, when the feeling is not returned. This leads researchers to
distinguish between reciprocal and non-reciprocal friendships (Lodder et al., 2017), and is
often assessed with reference to friendship ‘nomination’, in which subjects list those that they
consider friends. Any non-congruence between the lists — i.e., when one person nominates the
other but this is not reciprocated by that other — marks the friendship as non-reciprocal (Asher
et al, 2014). The distinction is one of some significance: Hartup (1996) identifies that
reciprocity in friendship marks a tendency towards higher social and emotional support within
that friendship, which in turn means that the friendship exerts greater influence upon the
individuals involved. According to Hartup, keeping these reciprocal friendships is connected
to good things happening during important life changes. It is important to know this is just one

part of the many quality aspects of the friendship that can affect how people handle different



stages of growing up. Nonetheless, Hartup asserts that it is reasonable to assume that the
outcomes of reciprocal friendships differ from those of non-reciprocal friendships, which is a
conclusion of some importance when it is identified that in younger children (ranging from 8
to 15 years) an average of 10 — 25% of friendships held by individuals are non-reciprocal in

nature (Parker and Asher, 1993, Parker and Seal, 1996).

Self-esteem: definitions and features

"Definitions of self-esteem" encompass a subjective and personal assessment of one’s
value and worth, as articulated by Rosenberg (1965). Baumeister et al. (2003) emphasize its
distinctiveness from objective metrics, presenting it as a purely personal evaluation that can be
rooted in either accurate recognition or a conceited sense of superiority. Orth and Robins
(2014) echo this perspective, underlining the subjectivity of self-esteem and its potential
detachment from external measures. Despite the lack of competitive quality, self-esteem is
intimately tied to social belongingness, serving as an internal monitor crucial for overall well-
being, success, and survival (Leary & Baumeister, 2000). This concept, while not necessarily

innate or stable, experiences changes across the lifespan.

Self-esteem is not a fixed construct, as indicated by Robins et al. (2002). Their study
shows that self-esteem generally decreases during adolescence due to various developmental
changes, including biological, cognitive, social, psychological, and academic factors
(Finkenauer et al., 2002; Robins et al., 2002). Crocker and Park (2004) assert that the ability
to compare oneself to others, acquired during childhood, contributes to this decline. This
comparative ability, in line with Rosenberg’s non-competitive understanding, helps develop
awareness of the ‘minimum bar to entry’ in terms of social acceptance, belonging, and value.
In adulthood, self-esteem generally follows a trend of increasing until midlife and subsequently

declining in old age (Orth et al.,, 2010; 2014). Considering the protective functions of



2.1.

friendships, high-quality friendships may serve as a buffer against age-related decreases in self-

esteem.

Perspectives on friendships

The aim of this section is to describe how friendships differ from other social relationships
and to understand the purpose of friendships. LeCroy (1988) defines friendship as a mutual
involvement between two people that is characterized by affection, satisfaction, enjoyment,
openness, respect and a sense of feeling important to the other. The norms and characteristics
of friendship are often loosely defined and determined by those involved. Additionally, unlike
kinship ties which are often formalized through rituals and celebrations, friendships are typically
not treated in the same manner (Rotheram-Fuller et al., 2022). The following sections provide
adevelopmental perspective on the characteristics and functions of friendships across the life

span.

Blieszner et al., (2003) propose that friendship is a voluntary relationship that plays a role
in fostering and sustaining an individual’s development. In early life phases such as infancy and
early childhood, however, adults decide when, where and with whom infants and toddlers
interact with because children at this stage do not yet possess physical or cognitive capabilities
to initiate and sustain voluntary relationships. Behavioral observations show that regular
interactions with familiar peers have a positive impact on the psychosocial development of
infants and toddlers, promoting interpersonal and social responsiveness, enhancing social
development and play skills, and contributing to the development of friendships with some
children and not the others (Arnold, 1979; Howes et al., 1988). In later childhood and early
adolescence, individuals become more selective, with friendships becoming more homogeneous
concerning individual characteristics such as gender, age, socioeconomic status, and ethnicity

(Maccoby, 1990).



During the transition from childhood to adolescence, the importance of peer relationships
and particularly peer groups sharply increases. About 75% of preschool children are involved
in reciprocal friendships with their peers, which rises to 80-90% in teenage years when
adolescents enter larger peer groups during the transition to middle school (Hinde et al., 1985).
According to Harter (2012), when adolescents shift their attention from parents to friends,
friends become a core influence on their development. In addition, the homogeneity of
friendships decreases from this period until middle adulthood (Lempers & Clark-Lempers,
1993). There are multiple explanations for this trend. Furman et al. (2017) in suggest that as
children progress into adolescence, they move into a variety of more ‘specialized’ arenas, where
different aspects and components of their life focus in more specific ways. For instance, clubs,
societies, part-time jobs and even the move from single-class schooling to subject-specific
schooling all mean that older children begin to operate in an environment that is far less broad
and generic than in their younger years. With this, they come into contact with others operating
in similarly focused contexts but displaying far more varied, less homogenous underlying
characteristics, and as such their friendships develop in a way; one that orientates itself initially
around the specific elements of the shared interest or context, but otherwise does not necessarily

share such unified demographic qualities.

The gendered-nature of friendships also takes on a new context at the time of transition to
puberty decreasing the same-sex homogeny of younger friendships and setting the basis for
exploration of future romantic and sexual attraction. Sometimes sexual or romantic attraction
will form the basis of the friendship, or alternatively sexual/romantic arises from friendship
(Hohnmann et al., 2017). In both cases though, these relationships form the basis for exploration
of gender concepts more generally (Hohnmann et al., 2017). Boisvert and Poulin (2016) assert
that it is precisely this understanding that gives those who form cross-gender friendships more

of an advantage when they go on to form romantic relationships in later life. Both Hohnmann



and Boisvert and Poulin suggest that the reciprocal nature of friendships proves to be the key
factor in fostering meaningful connections and contributing to personal growth across various

aspects of relationships and gender exploration.

Reitz et al. (2014) state that the phenomenon of reciprocal friendships being crucial for
developing meaningful connections, personal growth in relationships and gender exploration
aligns with group socialization theory, which suggests that peer groups significantly influence
the socialization of children and adolescents, with adolescence representing a key period in
which individuals highly value their peer groups and become increasingly focused on gaining
social acceptance within these groups. Adolescents compared to people of other ages may be
especially sensitive to peer acceptance because they are less dependent on their parents than

younger children but have still not developed a stable sense of self (Pfeifer & Berkman, 2018).

The existing literature emphasizes the significant impact of peer relationships on
adolescent development, highlighting peer groups as a core influence. However, these findings
have talked about peer relationships in a wide sense — which, whilst important — differ in their
impact and mechanism of operation to that of ‘close dyadic friendships’. Marion et al. (2013)
identify that close dyadic friendships offer a particular form of psychological security and
comfort to an individual, and in this sense operate as a familiar base from which an individual
may feel more secure and confident when engaging in novel experiences or encounters.
Conversely, the absence of the base that a close dyadic friendship provides may make new
encounters more challenging and anxiety-inducing for individuals (Ladd and Troop-Gordon,
2003, as cited in Marion et al., 2013). Moreover, not only is the initial emotional well-being of
an individual often impacted negatively if they lack a secure dyadic friendship base with a peer,
but this potentially perpetuates and increases in severity over time, as the individual’s self-worth
is eroded, and as others begin to view them negatively for lacking such companionship (Birch

& Ladd, 1996). In effect, as others begin to view them negatively for lacking such



companionship, the individual may face further ostracization, which in turn leads the individual
to “rejection, victimization, or increased aggression” (Antonopoulou et al., 2019, p. 2) in
contrast to those who cultivate mutual best friendships (Hodges et al., 1999; Rubin et al., 2004;
as cited in Antonopoulou et al., 2019). This leads Boivin et al. (2001) to emphasize that friends
play a protective role against adverse social experiences, providing support and comfort during
times of adversity. The study across both genders and across different age groups reveal that
children without close friends tend to experience more feelings of loneliness than those with at
least one close friend (Parker & Seal, 1996) — a phenomenon that may continue to have

psychological significance well into adulthood. The next section will address exactly this.

Romantic relationships and friendships

During adulthood, peer networks tend to become more gender-inclusive, and friendships
formed during adolescence can serve as a valuable preparation for establishing significant
relationships later in life, including romantic partnerships (McCormick et al., 2011; Fraley &
Davis, 1997). However, the mechanism behind this proposition requires further examination.
During early adolescence, there is a growing need to seek emotional closeness with same-gender
friends outside of the family (Sullivan, 1953). This need intensifies as adolescents grow older.
Researchers taking a social development perspective propose that the skills and abilities gained
in such friendships, as well as the ability to share intimacy, can be extended to romantic
relationships (Buhrmester & Furman 1987; Seiffge-Krenke 2003). Therefore, young
adolescents who can manage to fulfill this need for intimacy by cultivating the necessary skills
and competencies to form close friendships are more likely to have higher quality and more
stable romantic relationships in the future. Over time, peers from the opposite gender are
gradually included in the friendship network (Poulin & Pedersen, 2007). Developing friendships

with peers of the opposite gender at an earlier age can confer certain advantages when it comes



to establishing romantic relationships. This is partly because having a more diverse group of
friends can provide greater opportunities for social interaction and learning (Connolly et al.,
2000). Yet, even during late adolescence, exploration remains to be the main trajectory and
maintaining a single romantic relationship for a prolonged period is not yet a dominant trend
(Arnett, 2000; Cohen et al., 2003).For instance, at age 18, the majority of adolescents are not in
a stable committed romantic relationship at any given point in time (Rauer et al., 2013).
Moreover, the majority of young people between 16 to 24 years old have not yet established a
pattern of engaging in longer-termromantic relationships (Boisvert & Poulin, 2016). In contrast,
nonromantic close friendships arefavorable contexts for developing relationship closeness and
stability skills.

Allen et al. (2020) examined predictors during adolescence that significantly influenced
satisfaction in romantic life during young adulthood. The findings of their study align with the
developmental tasks’ perspective, which suggests that the ability to form and maintain strong
non-romantic intimate relationships during adolescence serves as a foundation for contentment
in romantic relationships later in life (Waters & Sroufe, 1983, as cited in Allen et al., 2020).
During early adolescence, Allen et al. (2020) identified two peer competencies as key
predictors of future competence in romantic relationships: appropriate assertion with peers and
positive expectations of peer interactions. These findings support theories proposing that self-
concept-related competencies, rather than overt romantic behaviors, play a central role during
the initial phase of adolescent romantic development (Brown, 1999; Seiffge-Krenke, 2003, as
cited in Allen et al., 2020, p. 9). In late adolescence, Allen et al. identified the ability to establish
and maintain close friendships as a predictor of future romantic competence, partially
mediating the impact of previously assessed qualities. For males aged 16-18, high ratings of
closeness from selected friends and stable friendships over a 2-year period were identified as

significant indicators of future romantic competence. However, this effect was not observed



among females. This sex difference underscores the significance of establishing close
friendships for male adolescents, who may have different developmental trajectories in
building intimate relationships compared to females (De Goede et al., 2009; McNelles &
Connolly, 1999; Radmacher & Azmitia, 2006, as cited in Allen et al., 2020). Overall, the results
of Allen and colleagues’ study suggest that the ability to establish strong and stable close
friendships in late adolescence serves as a significant predictor of future romantic satisfaction
in adulthood. Kansky et al. (2019) come to the same conclusion suggesting adolescents with
high social competence can effectively transfer their emotional intelligence and skills from
close friendships to romantic partnerships. Consequently, these individuals often encounter
romantic relationships characterized by diminished hostile conflict and heightened perceived

emotional well-being in adulthood (Kansky et al., 2019).

Positive and negative impacts of friendships

Friendships have the potential to bring a number of positive influences to an individual’s
life, but they also bring with them a range of challenges and psychological stressors which an

individual will need to learn to deal with. This section addresses both.

From a positive standpoint, La Greca and Harrison (2005) have demonstrated through
their research that close friendships have a significant impact on the development of
“interpersonal intimacy, empathy, and perspective-taking skills”, and furthermore, a reciprocal
friendship has been found to alleviate the adverse effects of low peer acceptance (Bishop &
Inderbitzen, 1995). This finding is particularly interesting in light of the findings of Birch and
Ladd (1996), discussed above (in section 2.1) which suggested that peer acceptance was
generally higher for those who demonstrated the ability to maintain close dyadic friendship. In
this sense, there seems to be a ‘dual operation’ in terms of peer acceptance; close friendships

generally lower the risk or wider peer rejection, but further offer a psychological buffer against



its impact in cases where wider peer rejection does somehow still occur. La Greca and Harrison
(2005) identify that it is these close peer friendships — more so than those of family
relationships, are a key source of intimacy and support which in turn reduce social anxiety (La
Greca & Lopez, 1998; Vernberg et al., 1992 as cited in La Greca & Harrison, 2005) and
increase positive self-esteem (Buhrmester, 1990; Compas et al., 1986), thus delivering overall
improved generalized mental health outcomes for those with close friendships as compared to

those without.

One important component of this set of wider mental health benefits pertains to the issue
of stress and the impact of friendship thereon. Although the majority of research pertaining to
the relationship of stress and friendship has been conducted on adults (Meyer (2011), there are
nonetheless still a range of studies within the extant literature which suggest that friendship
can operate on a protective basis against the negative impacts of stress in children and
adolescents also (see for instance, Thompson et al. 2006). In a similar vein, Van Harmelen et
al. (2016) identified that children who experienced social support when encountering stress
experienced fewer depressive symptoms, though it should be noted that this study integrated

both peer friendship and family when examining social support structures.

Interestingly, some studies suggest that it is not the actual, objective level of support
being obtained from these friendships which provides this inoculation against the effects of
stress, but instead the perception of support. Thus, both Meyer (2011) and Powers et al., (2009)
highlight the significant role of perceived support from friends as a protective factor against
the impact of emotional abuse and neglect on depression among adults whilst Burk and Laursen
(2005) measured perception of friendship against the actual level of daily disagreements
experienced in dyads, and found that it was those who perceived their friendship as lacking
support and comprising of negative aspects (rather than those who — by mother reporting -

objectively encountered more frequent friendship conflict but did not perceive the friendship



as negative) who were more likely to experience academic and behavioral troubles at school.
Similarly, La Greca and Harrison’s (2005) findings and Waldrip et al. (2008)’s study indicated
that adolescents who perceived their friendships as possessing more positive qualities in their

closest friendships reported lower levels of social anxiety.

However, close friendships do not exclusively deliver positive benefits to their
participants, and may give rise to negative elements, including conflict, pressure, stress, and
exclusion (La Greca and Harrison, 2005). Whilst the studies above suggest that the quality of
the friendship (or at least, the perceived quality of the friendship) may be determinative in
giving rise to negative effects, conflict is an inherent aspect of any social relationship and can
yield both positive and negative outcomes that impact the overall quality and stability of the
relationship (Bowker, 2004), and adolescents who encounter this conflict — even in friendships
which were generally solid and marked by positivity — frequently report higher levels of anger
or hostility, depressed mood, and tension or anxiety the following day (Vannucci, 2018).
Indeed, friendships which are marked by negative characteristics have an even greater chance
of manifesting negative mental health outcomes for those involved; for instance, Gorrese &
Ruggieri (2013) identify that close attachment to peers who display unresponsive or rejective

behaviors in return can result in negative self-perception for the individual being rejected.

In general, negative interactions within reciprocal best friendships can potentially give
rise to feelings of social anxiety, amplifying discomfort or distress in peer interactions and
fostering worries about negative peer evaluations. Paradoxically, instead of alleviating stress,
the friendship itself may become a source of it. Nevertheless, as proposed by Berndt (1989),
the support embedded in reciprocal friendships can act as a buffer against stress, particularly if
the friendship endures the stressor. Moreover, individuals have the capacity to forge new
friendships during or after stressful events, offering an additional avenue for support and

coping. This underscores the dynamic nature of reciprocal friendships in not only potentially



mitigating stress within the existing relationship but also in creating opportunities for new

supportive connections.

Social withdrawal and friendships

Children who avoid interacting with their peers are viewed negatively, in contrast to thosewho
have mutual best friendships (Hodges et al., 1999; Rubin et al., 2004). Indeed, further evidence
supporting the significance of friends during adolescence is provided by studies on socially
withdrawn children. Social withdrawal, the behavioral tendency to avoid both familiar and
unfamiliar peers, was initially neglected in developmental research but is now a widely studied
individual characteristic in children and adolescents (Rubin & Coplan, 2004; Rubin et al.,
2009). Speculatively, reciprocal friendships may play a crucial role in protecting individuals
from the detrimental consequences of social isolation. This is particularly evident in studies on
socially withdrawn children, a characteristic associated with an increased risk of
psychopathological outcomes like social anxiety and depressive symptoms (Chronis-Tuscano
et al., 2009). On the dyadic level, anxious and socially withdrawn adolescents benefit
significantly from having at least one mutual friend. Friendships can reduce the risk of
depression in young adolescents who are anxious and withdrawn (Bowker et al., 2021), while
Markovic and Bowker (2017) found that reciprocal friendship involvement can help protect
such adolescents from increasing lonelinessand depressive symptoms over time. In addition, a
study by Bowker and Spencer (2010) foundthat having a friend in the same school but a
different grade can serve as a protective factor against victimization for adolescent boys who
exhibit anxious withdrawal. This may be because different-grade friendships can decrease the
perception of isolation and anxious vulnerability inthese individuals. Importantly, the negative

effects of social withdrawal during childhood and adolescence appear to be long-term, with



implications for psychological health and well-being in emerging and middle adulthood

(Nelson & Millett, 2021).

Friendships and risky behavior

The influence of friendship quality on risky behavior and the reciprocal effect of risky
behavior on friendship quality have been relatively understudied. According to Meyer (2011),
adolescents who exhibit aggressive tendencies may face rejection from their peers and form
friendships with others who are also aggressive and rejected, leading to a negative cycle of
low-quality friendships (Dishion & Kavanaugh, 2003, as cited in Meyer, 2011), It can be
speculated that low-quality friendships may lack reciprocity, as the negative cycle described
may hinder the establishment of balanced and mutually supportive relationships. This, in turn,
becomes correlated with higher rates of conduct disorder and aggressive behavior in
adolescents (Melberg, 2020), highlighting the importance of reciprocal and positive aspects in
fostering high-quality friendships and mitigating risky behaviors.

However, research on the relationship between friendship quality and risky behavior in
adolescence has yielded mixed results. Certainly, some studies have indicated that the behavior
of one individual in a friendship can act as a predictor for the behavior of the paired friend also;
Maxwell at al. (2002) used peer network data which recorded behaviors and nominated
reciprocal relationships, and identified from it that researchers could pick a subject from the
data set at random and use that to predict the behaviors of a same-sex nominated peer,
specifically, in relation to how peers influenced the initiation of cigarette and marijuana use,
as well as both the initiation and cessation of alcohol and chewing tobacco use. In essence,
they identified that a friend who engaged in a risky behavior increased the likelihood of the
other friend doing so. However, other studies indicate that it is not a simple issue of behavioral

mirroring in friendships — the quality of the friendship constitutes a factor of influence, though



again, the results here are contested: McElhaney et al. (2006, as cited by Meyer) identified that
adolescents with more supportive and higher quality friendships were /ess likely to engage in
delinquent behavior, whilst Nijhof et al. (2010) identified that it was possible for friendships
to maintain either high or low quality friendship elements regardless of delinquency in one or
both parties, but found the relationship between an adolescent’s violent delinquency and
vandalism and their friend’s delinquency depends on the reciprocity of the friendship, with
reciprocal relationships more likely to result in a positive correlation between the behavior of
the two parties — and thus specifically, having a reciprocal friend who engages in property
offenses increases the adolescent’s risk of committing similar offenses. The inconsistent
findings between Nihjhof et al. (2010) and McElhaney et al. (2006) may be methodological,
due to differences in how friendship quality is measured and the failure to examine positive

and negative friendship qualities separately.

It is also important to note gender differences in risky behavior. Adolescent boys are
reported to engage in more risky behavior, such as drug and tobacco use (Myers, 2010) and
risky driving (Rhodes & Pivik, 2011), compared to girls. Miller et al., (2010) found that
adolescent boys had a significantly higher base rate of delinquent behavior, but girls and boys
showed similar developmental trajectories and patterns in delinquent behavior across time.
Therefore, the relationship between risky behavior and friendship quality may differ between
boys and girls, given that boys may engage in risky behavior earlier than girls depending on

their age.

Clearly, friendships play a major role in adolescence because they influence individual’s
social competence, emotional regulation, and personality traits. Furthermore, there is a positive
correlation between high-quality friendships and sociability and leadership (Cairns et al., 1988;
Berndt et al., 1999). High-quality friendships can also enhance a child’s social network position

(Ladd et al., 1997). These skills can have a long-lasting outcome into adulthood, such as



employment status, income, marriage involvement, psychological and physical well-being
(Hartup, 1996; Parker, & Asher, 1993; Almquist & Briannstrom, 2014; Ehrlich et al., 2015;

Nelson & Millett, 2021).

In summary, this chapter has emphasized the definition of friendships as voluntary
relationships characterized by mutual preference and enjoyment, and the ability to engage in
and maintain social interactions, yet the definition and characteristics friendships are not strict.
Throughout different life stages, friendships play a vital role in fostering and sustaining an
individual’s development. In early phases, they promote interpersonal and social
responsiveness,enhance social development, and play skills, and contribute to the
development of closefriendships with some children and not others. During adolescence, the
importance of peer relationships sharply increases, and close dyadic friendships become a
secure base that fosters comfort and security in new situations. The absence of close friendships
may lead to anxiety and negatively impact emotional well-being. Furthermore, friends offer
children various benefits such as validation of self-worth, emotional stability, chances for
self-expression, guidance and assistance, dependable allies, companionship (Rose & Asher,
2000). We also acknowledge that while friendships can have positive impacts on mental health,
they can also have negative features such as conflict, pressure, and exclusion. Positive qualities
such as intimacy and support in close friendships have been associated with lower levels of
social anxiety, better psychosocial adjustment, and positive self-esteem. However, negative
interactions within friendships are linked to self-esteem issues, problems with school
adjustment, and potential contributions to depressive symptoms, and in certain cases peers may
influence children in ways that increase delinquency and risky behavior. Another significant
element of friendships is their potential influence on adult romantic relationships. As cross-sex
friendships become more prevalent during mid to late adolescence, they often give rise to

romantic relationships within the interpersonal network of friends (Feiring, 1999). In



2.2.

conclusion, the reviewed evidence strongly suggests that studying children’s and adolescent’s
friendships and specifically reciprocal friendships is essential due to their influence on
adulthood outcomes. Reciprocal friendships, characterized by mutual support and positive
interactions, emerge as crucial elements in fostering positive mental health and social
development of an individual. One of the mentioned benefits associated with friendships is
validation of one’s self-esteem. This concept will be further explored in the next chapter,

delving into current perspectives on self-esteem.

Perspectives on self-esteem

Gender differences in self-esteem among children and adolescents

As identified in the section above, younger children tend to have higher self-esteem
compared to adolescents (Robins et al, 2002, citing research conducted by Kling et al., 1999).
This drop in self-esteem coincides with (and may be impacted by) a range of challenges which
adolescents experience at this time, including the onset of reproductive maturity, theacquisition
of formative thinking, decreased time with family, increased importance of friendships and
romantic relationships, and the transition from primary to secondary school. These changes
can make adolescents feel socially inadequate and vulnerable. Although these challenges
impact upon almost all teenagers to some degree - with Bleidorn et al. (2016) identifying a
cultural universality to lowered self-esteem in adolescence — a difference is observed across
the genders, with Robins et al. (2002) males report higher self-esteem than females. The cross-
cultural nature of Bleidorn’s research thus suggests that age and gender differences in self-
esteem are not solely a Western phenomenon but may actually be at least partially universal
(Bleidorn et al., 2016). However, whilst male reports on self-esteem in general remain higher
than females at adolescence, a longitudinal study by Gestsdottir et al. (2015) found that from

ages 15 to 23, females experienced a more substantial increase in self-esteem compared to



males, exhibiting higher life satisfaction than men at the age of 23. For those 60 years old and
over, no gender difference in self-esteem was found (Kling et al., 1999). Bleidorn et al. (2016)
conclude that the connection between cultural variances in gender, age, and the combined
effects of age and gender on self-esteem can be observed in a consistent manner with a wide
range of socio-economic, socio-demographic, gender equality, and cultural value indicators.
When examining the development of self-esteem, it is therefore important to take gender/sex

into consideration.

There are several possible explanations for why girls as a collective group tend to have
lower self-esteem 1is that athletic participation correlates positively with self-esteem for both
genders, but historically, the opportunities for athletic participation have been lower for girls
than for boys (Holland & Andre, 1994; Lirgg, 1991). This would explain the trend for lower
self-esteem in women when measured across gender populations as a whole. On a more
individual level though, Girls consistently report greater dissatisfaction with their appearance
than boys, and this discrepancy is more strongly correlated with self-esteem for females than
for males (Allgood-Merten et al., 1990). A possible explanation for the pronounced difference
in appearance satisfaction across the adolescent period particularly is that boys tend to develop
more muscle and move closer to the ideal masculine body, whereas girls tend to gain fat,
moving them further from the ideal of female beauty (Harter, 1993). This divergence in
physical maturation may also contribute to thediscrepancy in self-esteem between genders.
Girls’ perceptions of their physical attractiveness tend to decline from 4th to 11th grade,
whereas boys’ perceptions of their attractiveness remainstable during this period (Harter, 1993)

— matching to a relatively close degree movements in relation to self-esteem.

Additionally, girls may feel less powerful, capable, and important than boys in mixed-
gender groups, which are dominated by boys’ influence (Maccoby, 1990). This perception may

be related to the fact that possessing traditionally masculine qualities - such as power -



correlates positively with self-esteem for both boys and girls (Whitley, 1983). There are thus

multiple factors that may contribute to gender/sex differences in self-esteem.

Self-esteem and adulthood outcomes

Self-esteem is an extensively researched concept that has been associated with various
outcomes, such as mental and physical well-being, academic success, relationship fulfillment,
and job performance (Baumeister et al., 2003). The exploration of factors that contribute to the
formation and preservation of self-esteem has become an important focus of research
(Baumeister et al., 2003).

Baumeister et al. (2003) state that cross-sectional studies indicate a positive correlation
between self-esteem and relationship satisfaction. This could be because individuals with high
self-esteem exhibit more relationship-enhancing behaviors, while those with low self-esteem
exhibit more dysfunctional, relationship-damaging behaviors. For instance, people with low
self-esteem are more vulnerable to rejection and tend to withdraw and reduce interpersonal
closeness after conflicts, which negatively affects satisfaction in close relationships (Murray et
al., 2002, as stated in Baumeister et al., 2003). On the other hand, fulfilling relationships can
have a positive impact on self-esteem by enhancing one’s perception of their own relational
worth. This is supported by the research conducted by Andrews and Brown (1995), who found
that women who reported a closer bond with their partners experienced an increase in self-

esteem over the subsequent years.

According to Judge and Bono (2001), cross-sectional studies have indicated a positive
association between self-esteem and job satisfaction. Meanwhile, longitudinal studies have
suggested that self-esteem predicts changes in job satisfaction (Judge et al., 2000; Judge &
Hurst, 2008). However, these studies have been limited by a lack of control for the prior level

of job satisfaction when examining the prospective impact of self-esteem on job satisfaction.



Low self-esteem has been identified as a risk factor for depression in previous research,
with consistent findings across short and long-time intervals (Metalsky et al., 1993; Orth et al.,
2008; Ralph & Mineka, 1998; Roberts & Monroe, 1992; Trzesniewski et al., 2006). This
association holds true for both genders and across all age groups (Orth et al., 2009). Moreover,
most studies have failed to provide evidence for the reverse causal relationship (Ormel et al.,
2004; Orth et al., 2008, 2009), suggesting that low self-esteem predicts depression rather than

the other way around (Orth et al., 2008; Shahar & Davidson, 2003; Shahar & Henrich, 2010).

High self-esteem has been linked to better physical health, potentially due to increased
social support, reduced stress, and adaptive coping behaviors (Benyamini et al., 2004;
Maikikangas et al., 2004). Longitudinal studies support the notion that self-esteem predicts future
health outcomes, with low self-esteem in adolescence predicting more physical health issues
in adulthood (Christie-Mizell et al., 2010; Stinson et al., 2008; Trzesniewski et al., 2006).
While one study has found a reciprocal relationship between self-esteem and functional health
across a two-year period, no other research has examined the possibility of health predicting

changes inself-esteem (Reitzes & Mutran, 2006).

To conclude, this chapter defined self-esteem as an individual’s personal and subjective
assessment of their worth as a human being, and it serves as an internal psychological monitor
for social belongingness, a fundamental human need. In addition, we emphasized that self-
esteem changes throughout an individual’s lifespan, with a significant drop during adolescence
and a general trend of increasing until midlife and declining in old age. The drop in self-esteem
may be greater in adolescent females compared to males. Evidently, studying self-esteem is
critical because it is linked to a wide range of outcomes, including mental and physical health,
academic achievement, relationship satisfaction, and job performance. Research conducted
using cross-sectional studies has identified a positive association between self-esteem and both

relationship satisfaction and job satisfaction. Conversely, low self-esteem has been recognized



as a risk factor for depression and physical health problems. Consequently, it is crucial for
future research to delve into the factors that contribute to the formation and preservation of

self-esteem.

Global self-esteem vs. domain-specific self-esteem

The definitions, characteristics, and evidence presented and reviewed in this thesis thus
far pertain to global self-esteem, which is defined as “the level of global regard that one has for
the selfas a person” (Harter, 1993). However, the concept of domain-specific self-esteem, which
refers to self-satisfaction in specific areas such as appearance, academics, and social
interactions, has not been specifically addressed. Gender differences in self-esteem may vary
considerably across different domains, with some domains exhibiting larger differences than

others (Sondhaus et al., 2001), and these may be discussed in turn.

Two theoretical approaches to domain-specific self-esteem are most frequently
forwarded within the extant literature. The first, the ‘Reflected Appraisals’ model, asserts that
our self-esteem is primarily influenced by our relationships with others and their perceptions
of us (Leary et al., 1998; Leary et al., 1995, as cited in Gentile et al., 2009). In essence, people
define themselves by internalizing the beliefs of others (Mead, 1934), and our ability to
undertake this process of internalization develops sharply through adolescent years, as the
significance of sense of self galvanizes, the complexity for self-evaluation grows, and the
exposure to and impact of the opinions of others takes on greater import (van Buuren et al.,
2022). An important distinction here is between that of the ‘actual’ versus ‘perceived’ quality
of the reflected appraisal; i.e — the difference between ‘what you think of me’, versus ‘what /
think you think of me’ (Pheifer and Peake, 2012). As was identified with the phenomenon of
self-esteem more generally, objective status (i.e., our measurable value or actual statements of

value as from peers) may not matter as much as our own internal perception of what that status



might be. Regardless though of whether reflected appraisal operates on an actual or perceived
basis, overall, Gentile et al.’s (2009) meta-analysis concludes that the reflected appraisals
model highlights the importance of our interactions with others and their opinions in shaping

our self-esteem.

In contrast, James (1890) forwards the ‘Competencies’ model, which asserts that
individuals derive their self-esteem from accomplishments in specific areas. Again,
adolescence proves to be a key period for the development of the self-assessment/self-
evaluation needed to ascertain personal competency; Magro et al. (2019) suggest the
development of skills to compare oneself to others and to accept negative feedback helps
children to form more accurate assessments of their own competencies. Their longitudinal
research however found that social comparisons of ability and relative successes and failures
may influence short-term fluctuations in self-esteem but do not play a significant role in the
long-term development of trait self-esteem during middle childhood (Magro et al., 2018).
However, Gentile et al. (2009) conceptualize the model as maintaining a longer-term effect — at
least in certain domains such as academics and athletics — where there is a continual, reciprocal
feed-back loop; self-esteem influences the development of competency, but assessment of that
competency further increases domain-specific self-esteem.

As with the Reflected Appraisals model, the distinction between the objective reality of one’s
competency and one’s perception — accurate or not — may not be overly important for how one
construct’s their domain-specific self-esteem; with some theorists suggesting that a ‘belief” (i.e.
self-efficacy) in one’s competency is sufficient to increase self-esteem (for example, Hajloo,
2014). However, the Dunning-Kruger curve (Kruger & Dunning, 1999) suggests that actual
increases in competency at a certain point will dramatically lower one’s perception of
competency, and by extension, one’s self-esteem: the initial perceived gain in competency by

the individual is a fiction supported by a failure to see the full scope of the domain, but when a



certain level of competency is reached, this scope suddenly becomes apparent, and the
individual recognizes that they are much less competent in the overall scheme of things than
they had initially believed (Ehrlinger et al., 2008). After this initial steep drop, a much more
gradual and steady increase in both actual competency and perceived competency develops,
with a resulting increase in domain-specific self-esteem. Empirical evidence for the
phenomenon is found in studies such as those of Serafin et al., (2022), who identified that the
nurses with highest competence were actually more likely to display the lowest levels of self-
esteem but were also less likely to leave the profession. Relevant to the thesis topic, the interplay
of objective and perceived competency, as demonstrated by the Dunning-Kruger curve, may
influence the growth and dynamics of reciprocal friendships with age, affecting how individuals

navigate social relationships and self-perception over time.

Gender differences in domain-specific self-esteem

Both models of domain specific self-esteem listed above have implications for
understanding how gender impacts self-esteem. Turning first to the model of Reflected
Appraisal’, it can be identified that there may either be real or perceived differences in the
way that individuals appraise us based on gender; both with gender as a widely defined trait
in itself (how do others perceive/how do [ think others perceive my ‘performance’ of
masculinity or femininity as a whole), but also the variation that gender gives to how other
traits are perceived in their performance (i.e. how do others view my ability in X based on
whether [ am performing/embodying X as a man or a woman). These variations in how certain
traits are appraised (or how women believe they are being appraised) can lead to gendered
differences in domain-specific self-esteem. For instance, as was identified above, Gestsdottir
et al. (2015) found that whilst women’s general self-esteem reaches parity with men’s and they

express greater life satisfaction by the age of 23, women still experience significantly lower



scores for body image, higher levels of depression and anxiety, and more somatic complaints
compared to men. The authors assert that this occurs because domain specific elements such
as appearance demonstrate gendered differentiation in how they are perceived; in other words,
women’s physical appearance is often scrutinized and discussed, leading to negative interactions
that can impact their self-esteem in this domain (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997, as cited in
Gentile et al., 2009).

Jaret et al. (2005) present an alternative explanation for the formation of self-esteem.
They identify that those who believe that reflected appraisals are formed by others mostly on
the basis of their sex, race, occupation, marital status or social class (i.e., role and status-based
reflected appraisal) experienced lower self-esteem than those who believed that the perceptions
others held on them were not tightly tied to these roles. Whilst the effect of this role/status-
based reflected appraisal belief was similarly correlated for both men and women (i.e., a
woman who believed they were being appraised according to role/status was as likely as a man
who believed the same thing to experience lower self-esteem), overall, more women were
likely to hold a belief that they were being judged by status. Thus, the effect was similar for

genders, but the prevalence of that effect was higher for women.

Gender differences also have relevance if the competency model of self-esteem is
adopted. According to the competencies model, gender differences in self-esteem within
specific domains are likely to reflect the gender differences in performance within those same
domains (Gentile et al., 2009). Consequently, the competencies model (and the related area of
self-efficacy theory) predicts that when females tend to perform better in a particular area (such
as in academics below the university level), the gender difference in that area will favor
females. In essence, this implies that as females excel in certain domains, they are likely to
experience a positive impact on their self-esteem within those areas, suggesting a nuanced

connection between gender differences in performance and corresponding self-esteem



outcomes. This is likely to occur through two mechanisms (Gentile et al., 2009). This
connection between gender differences in performance and corresponding self-esteem
outcomes operates through both average competency linking and individual awareness of
gender-related trends. In terms of the average, in a domain where women typically do better,
the phenomenon of actual competency linking with higher domain specific self-esteem
(Arshad et al., 2015) means that the average female in that domain is more likely to perform
better in a given area, and as a result the average self-esteem of women — being correlated — is
likely to be higher among females than males. However, setting aside though the issue of
collective results and their impact on the average; on an individual level, individual self-esteem
might be derived from knowledge about wider trends for the gender; i.e., women may be aware
that their gender group performs better in a specific area, which raises their self-esteem in that
area independently of their own individual performance — with Jetten et al. (2015) identifying
that individuals may derive self-esteem from their belonging to a group of prestige or particular
ability, regardless of their ability within that. However, this mechanism may break down if
people compare themselves solely within gender groups by applying shifting standards
(Biernat & Manis, 1994). Overall, the competencies model predicts that gender differences in
self-esteem in specific domains will reflect the gender differences in performance within those
domains. The competencies model predicts that gender differences in self-esteem in specific
domains will align with the performance variations within those domains, shedding light on
the nuanced relationship between gender, competence, and self-esteem, which has implications
for the formation and dynamics of reciprocal friendships over time.

In terms of measuring domain-specific self-esteem, a range of instruments are used, with
the Harter Self-Perception Profile (Harter, 2012), the Self-Description Questionnaire (Marsh,
1990), the Tennessee Self-Concept Scale (Fitts, 1965), and the Piers-Harris Self-Concept Scale

(Piers-Harris, 1963) amongst the most commonly utilized scales to measure self-esteem (Butler



& Gasson, 2005). These scales incorporate ten domains, including physical appearance,
athletic ability, academic performance, social acceptance, family relationships, behavioral
conduct, emotional state, personal identity, overall satisfaction with oneself, and moral-ethical
values (Butler & Gasson, 2005). We will now explore gender differences in various domains
of self-esteem. Research suggests males tend to have significantly higher scores than females
in domains associated with physical appearance (Bleirdon et al., 2016; Arens & Hasselhorn,
2014), athletic participation (Kling et al., 1999), personal satisfaction (Gentile et al., 2009). On
the other hand, females tend to score higher than males in domains related to behavioral
conduct (Zuckerman et al., 2016). Gentile et al. (2009) point out no significant gender
differences were observed in domains like academic, social acceptance, family, and affect self-
esteem. Notably, specific domains such as physical appearance, athleticism, and moral-ethical
self-esteem exhibited gender differences that were more than double the magnitude observed
in overall self-esteem measures (Gentile et al., 2009). A significantly lower physical
appearance in females usually explained by the greater societal pressure, and due to the greater

attention on females’ beauty (Zuckerman et al., 2016).

Throughout all ages, males had a significant advantage in physical appearance self-
esteem, which was particularly pronounced during adulthood (Gentile et al., 2009). The gender
gap did not consistently increase from childhood to adulthood but showed an increase from
childhood to junior high before decreasing throughout high school and college and rising again
in adulthood. Hargreaves and Tiggemann (2002) and Harter (1990, 1993) found that female
body satisfaction decreases during adolescence, while males’ body satisfaction stabilizes or
increases. Furthermore, Forbes et al. (2001) and Tiggemann and Rothblum (1997) discovered
that femalebody dissatisfaction persists during adulthood. Before adulthood, the largest gender
gap in self-esteem occurs in junior high school. This could be because females begin puberty

earlier than males and are more concerned about their development than their male peers, who



are more delayed in their development. This is in line with the traditional theory that lower self-

esteem in females is linked to the physical changes of puberty (Kearney-Cooke, 1999).

Gender differences in specific domains of self-esteem have shown variability over time.
Gentile et al. (2009) conducted a meta-analysis and found that the gender disparity in
appearance-specific self-esteem was not statistically significant in the 1970s. However, starting
from the 1980s, the difference increased to approximately one-third of a standard deviation
and remained relatively stable. This shift in gender difference may be attributed to the growing
emphasis on appearance in the media during the 1980s and beyond. It is in line with the
predictions of objectification theory, suggesting that increased objectification could contribute
to decreased self-esteem related to appearance among women through reflected appraisals

(Gentile et al., 2009).

Academic self-esteem did not show any significant gender differences (Gentile et al.,
2009). This finding is consistent with research indicating that despite their superior academic
performance, females may undervalue their academic abilities (Eccles et al., 1993; Hyde et al.,
1990; Jacobs et al., 2002). It appears that actual competencies may be overshadowed by self-

perceived or socially influenced appraisals.

Gentile et al. (2009) further found that females demonstrated significantly higher scores
on behavioral conduct self-esteem, which aligns with research demonstrating that females
display better behavior (Bosacki, 2003; Cole et al., 2001; Wu & Smith, 1997 as cited in Gentile
et al., 2009), whereas males tend to exhibit more misbehavior (Wicks-Nelson & Israel, 2003).
This gender difference seemsto become more pronounced as children age, suggesting that
school experiences may reinforcethese beliefs. Females also had significantly higher scores on
moral-ethical self-esteem, indicating greater religiosity among women in Christian

populations, as observed in previous studies. The gender gap is most significant during high
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school, which may suggest that femalesmature faster than males in their moral reasoning (Wark
& Krebs, 1996). Over the years, this gender difference has increased; there was no significant

gender difference in the 1970s, but the effect size now surpasses half a standard deviation.

On the personal self and self-satisfaction subscales among the four questionnaires the
scores do not significantly differ from each other. All indicated males had significantly higher
scores than females. These subscales are akin to measuring global self-esteem, as they also
evaluate anindividual’s contentment with themselves as a person. The gender disparities found
by Gentile et al. (2009) are greater than those discovered in prior meta-analyses that focused on
global self-esteem. However, they are comparable to the meta-analytic effect sizes for
adolescents, who constituted most of the sample for these domains in this analysis.
Speculatively, one could argue that an adequate and stable self-esteem, as reflected in the
consistent scores across personal self and self-satisfaction subscales, may serve as a
foundational element in the development and sustainability of reciprocal friendships in

children.

Friendships and self-esteem

In the previous chapter, we established that friendships are voluntary relationships
characterized by mutual preference and enjoyment that offer various benefits to children and
adolescents such as emotional stability, self-expression, guidance, and intellectual stimulation.
They also play a crucial role in providing support during adolescence, as reliance on parents
decreases. Understanding the influence of childhood and adolescent friendships on adulthood
outcomes, including self-esteem, is important to study. Self-esteem, on the other hand, is an
individual’s assessment of their worth as a human, which changes throughout their lifespan, and
is linked to mental and physical health. Low self-esteem is a risk factor for depression and

physical health issues, while positive correlations have been found between self-esteem and



relationship and job satisfaction. There are also age and gender related differences in self-
esteem. Age and gender should therefore be taken into consideration when studying the
relationship between self-esteem and other variables, such as friendship. In this chapter, we
shall review the existing literature pertaining to the relationship between friendship and self-

esteem in children, adolescents, and adults.

Friendships influence self-esteem

Cooley (1902), Leary and Baumeister (2000), and Mead (1934) are among the theorists
who have proposed that significant relationships affect self-esteem. Whilst some of the outlined
theories for self-esteem above have indicated that one’s own perception of what others might
be thinking about us is enough to impact self-esteem levels through a process of subjective
perception of ‘reflected appraisals’, sociometer theories such as those proposed by Leary &
Baumeister (2000) suggest that self-esteem fluctuates in response to the actual expressed
approval of others, suggesting that it serves as a direct system for monitoring reactions of others
to the self, and this section will discuss these theories in more depth below. As research within
other sections of this study has suggested, during both childhood and — more particularly —
adolescence, participation in close dyadic reciprocal relationships benefits mental health by
providing a basis of support, then it follows that of all the types of interaction/relationship
which provide potential approval/affirmation and thus inform self-esteem, close dyadic

friendships may be amongst the most important (Alsarrani, 2022).

The relationship between friendship and the development of self-esteem can then further
be understood by adding in concepts of attachment theory, which suggests that the bonds we
form in relationships are closely connected to how we feel about ourselves (Bretherton &
Munholland, 1999), and further, that the sense of security we develop with our main caregiver

during infancy becomes a part of us and affects how we relate to others, including our friends



and romantic partners later in (Bretherton, 1992). Early close friendships thus go on to set the
patterns of interaction for future friendships and relationships, and, it might be thus assumed,

also impact the development and maintenance of self-esteem.

Empirical research does indeed suggest that friendships and self-esteem are linked.
Numerous studies have found that children’s peer relations significantly impact social and
emotional development. Sullivan (1953) suggested friendships are essential in maintaining
self-worth during pre-adolescent and adolescent years, and these friendships thus continue to
play a crucial role in developing and maintaining self-esteem (Bishop & Inderbitzen, 1995;
Buhrmester, 1990) by fostering “ego support, emotional security, and intimacy” for children
(Bishop and Inderbitzen (1995, p.477), while also contributing to the development of a positive
self-image. Subsequent research by Bowker et al. (2021) found that children who have at least
one reciprocal friend demonstrate higher levels of self-esteem compared to those without a

reciprocal friend.

Along with the quantity of friends, the quality of friendships is an essential aspect in
assisting the development of self-esteem in individuals (Hartup & Stevens, 1997).
Positive attributes such as prosocial behavior, closeness, and help provision are commonly
associated with high-quality friendships (Stotsky & Bowker, 2018), which also tend to display
lower levels of conflict, dominance, and rivalry (Berndt, 2002). However, it’s worth noting
that cultivating high-quality friendships benefits from having healthy conflict resolution skills,
implying that while conflicts may exist, they are managed constructively (Stotsky & Bowker,
2018). Authors such as Buhrmester (1990), Keefe and Berndt (1996), and Updegraff and
Obeidallah (1999) have then gone on to demonstrate that adolescents who maintain friendships
with the above listed ‘high quality elements’ tend to exhibit better adjustment, competence,

and self-esteem, along with greater levels of happiness (Demir et al., 2007; Demir &



Weitekamp, 2007), reduced social anxiety (La Greca & Lopez, 1998; La Greca & Harrison,

2005), and fewer internalizing problems (Rubin et al., 2004).

Pro-social behavior may contribute to the development of self-esteem through the
formation and maintenance of positive and supportive friendships (Eisenberg., 2006;
Markiewicz et al., 2001; Zuffiano et al., 2016). Key to this idea is the development of
sociometer theory, referenced at the outset of this section, which has undergone significant
evolution in the past 20 years and offers more nuanced insights into the role of friendships.
Scholars have devoted considerable attention to sociometer theory as a key concept in
psychological literature (Leary, 2005; Leary & Baumeister, 2000). According to this theory,
self-esteem functions as a social thermometer that reflects the extent to which individuals feel
accepted and included in the social groups that matter to them (Leary, 2005; Leary &
Baumeister, 2000). The theory posits that people have an innate drive to seek social approval
and establish meaningful social connections, as these were vital for human survival in the past.
Unlike other theorists who have suggested that self-esteem is related to the degree of alignment
between a person’s real and ideal selves (Rogers, 1959), sociometer theory emphasizes the role
of social connections in shaping human self-worth (Leary, 2005). According to Leary and
Baumeister (2000), self-esteem functions as an indicator of how individuals perceive their
acceptance and appreciation by others. Perceived acceptance by others contributes to positive
social connections, ultimately enhancing an individual’s self-esteem (Leary & Baumeister,
2000). Consequently, individuals strive to establish and sustain social ties to experience

acceptance and view themselves as valuable.

Many scholars agree that high-quality friendships, characterized by supportiveness,
intimacy, and closeness, are essential for human social life and have significant implications for
psychological adjustment and self-esteem, consistent with sociometric theory (Hartup &

Stevens, 1997). Friendships are reciprocal, with individuals expecting emotional support and



trust from their friends in return for providing the same. Therefore, providing care and help to
friends can strengthen friendships, giving positive feedback about the relational value of the
individuals involved in the relationship (Berndt, 2002; Hartup & Stevens, 1997). Keefe and
Berndt (1996) found a positive correlation between positive features of friendships, such as
support and intimacy, and global self-worth and social acceptance in early adolescence.
Additionally, Rawlins et al. (1994) argued for the significance of friends in early adulthood for
promoting positive changes in self-conceptions. Empirical studies have supported the role of
friends in counteracting depression and anxiety (Cambron et al., 2010). Interestingly, Denissen
etal. (2008) found that interaction quality with one’s closest friend positively predicted feelings

of self-worth, rather than the quantity of interaction or the time spent with the best friend.

Zuffiano et al. (2016) hypothesized that pro-sociality can positively affect self-esteem by
improving the positive and supportive social bonds that people have with their friends. In a
longitudinal study, Zuffiano et al. (2016) discovered that individuals who exhibited greater
pro-social behavior at Time 1 demonstrated higher levels of self-esteem four years later. This
relationship was found to be mediated by the quality of their friendships. Zuffiano et al. (2016)
findings provide further state that social inclusion is critical for fostering a positive sense of
self-worth. A cross-sectional study by Magro et al. (2019) found that having support from
others, both from people around us and from within ourselves, can positively influence our
self-esteem. This supports the idea that our self-esteem is connected to how supported and
connected we feel socially, especially during middle childhood. This research adds to previous
studies that also showed how our self-esteem can change based on the level of support we
receive from others (Magro et al., 2019). Findings by Zuffiano et al. (2016) and Magro et al.
(2019) further support sociometer theory of self-esteem. Gorrese and Ruggieri (2013) further
emphasize that establishing close, secure, and highly reliable friendships in adolescence could

potentially influence individuals to appraise their personal qualities and value more positively.



Friendships can serve as a compensatory factor in preserving self-esteem. Sherman et al.
(2006) conducted a study involving young adults to explore the combined influence of
friendships and sibling relationships on individuals’ psychological well-being, specifically
self-esteem and loneliness. According to the study, individuals who foster high-quality
friendships with individuals of the same gender and experience ambivalent relationships with
their siblings exhibit elevated self-esteem and reduced loneliness, implying that friendships
may dysfunctional sibling relationships (Sherman et al., 2006). Studies by both Bellotti (2008)
and Takasaki (2017) support this, indicating that friends often become characterized as ‘chosen
families’ for those who experience dysfunctional relationships, particularly women, older
people and LBTQ+ people. However, it is important to note that both Smorti and Ponti (2018)
and Sherman et al. (2006) found positive sibling relationships were linked to positive
friendships, whereas conflictual sibling relationships, marked by fighting and hostility,

predicted conflictual friendships (Smorti & Ponti, 2018; Sherman et al., 2006).

Similar conclusions were reached by Li et al. (2022) in relation to the role of friendships
in compensating for self-esteem deficiencies arising from upbringing. The authors discovered
that when parents respond to their children’s performance with a focus on failure, it has a
detrimental effect on the parent-child relationship and the children’s self-esteem, evoking
negative emotions like disappointment and disregard for the children’s need for connection.
However, this type of response was found to be positively associated with the quality of
friendships, with individuals turning to friendships to compensate for parental inability to
provide interpersonal support (Li et al., 2022). However, whilst the above listed studies do
identify the potential for friendships to provide some compensatory support in self-esteem
development, Baumeister and Leary (1995) suggest that these friendships cannot completely
substitute other significant relationships such as those forged with family or with romantic

partners.



The latter finding is interesting because it combines family and romantic partners and
positions them as occupying a place hierarchically higher than that of friendships in terms of
self-esteem support, but in reality, much of the research suggests that the role of family and
romantic relationships take on differing levels of significance at different stages of life and
should be considered separately, (though this is culturally dependent, to a degree). Thus, in
cultures that prioritize romantic relationships, when people reach adulthood, it is common for
individuals to prioritize such relationships to fulfill their need for belongingness (Gere et al.,
2013; Baumeister& Leary, 1995 as cited in Fisher et al., 2021), indicating that the relative value
attached to friendships, family and romantic partners change through various life stages.
However, some studies contest that friendships do in fact take a ‘backseat’ compared to the
importance of family and romantic partners; not everyone has a romantic partner due to
personal choice or circumstances, and there are many individuals who spend a significant
portion of their lives being single (DePaulo, 2006, as cited in Fisher et al, 2021). Girme et al.
(2022) assert that various studies have consistently shown that single individuals often exhibit
superior social support functioning compared to those in romantic partnerships. This includes
stronger connections with friends and siblings, as well as more abundant and higher-quality
social interactions and practical assistance from friends and family. Notably, friendships may
have a crucial impact on promoting the well-being of single individuals (Girme et al., 2022).
Fisher et al. (2021) found that individuals who are not in a romantic partnership tend to invest
more in their friendships. Moreover, these authors showed that higher levels of investment in
friendships predict greater friendship quality and self-esteem over time. Interestingly, while
partnered individuals experienced a decline in friendship quality as time passed, singles were
able to maintain their level of friendship quality. This does not necessarily indicate that
friendships by their nature provide naturally better levels of support, but instead that when a

person is single they are both more able and more inclined to invest in the quality of their



friendship and work to foster its positive characteristics, and as has been established throughout
this review, the positive characteristics create a friendship which deepens feelings of

belongingness and has positive effects on self-esteem (Fisher et al., 2021).

Self-esteem shapes friendships

In the previous sections we have indicated friendships are crucial to the development and
maintenance of self-esteem. However, some studies suggest that the relationship between self-
esteem and friendships is bidirectional, with self-esteem influencing the formation and
maintenance of friendships. Whilst the research in this area tends to examine all social
relationships and the way that they might be impacted by self-esteem rather than focusing only
on those of friendship (Harris & Orth, 2020), it is asserted here that examining these studies is
still of value — particularly in light of assertions by authors such as Furman and Rose (2015),
who indicate that although different types of social relationship do carry with them particular
and distinctive characteristics, there are nonetheless a range of areas of cross-over in their

features and mechanism of operation.

Two central models are forwarded which suggest self-esteem causes and shapes social
relationships: the risk regulation model and self-verification theory. Turning first to the risk
regulation model, it asserts that internal ideas about self-worth and deservingness of love —
already formed before entering the relationship —impact the way in which individuals approach
a relationship (romantic or friendly) and behave within it (Jeremka et al., 2011, Richter et al.,
2021, also Murray et al., 2000; Murray et al., 2006, as cited in Harris & Orth, 2020). This
therefore has the potential to impact the way friendships are conducted because individuals
with low self-esteem may see risk of rejection in their friendships or partnerships, and therefore
engage in behaviors which reduce this risk — often by being avoidant and distanced (Heimpel

et al., 2006).



Conversely, self-verification theory suggests that individuals maintain a sense of self —
again, developed before entry into a particular friendship or relationship (though possibly in
part impacted by exposure to previous relationships) and then seek out verification of this
sense-of-self by acting in ways which are consistent with that self-view, and which will
reinforce in others a corresponding impression (Swann, 1983; Swann, Chang-Schneider, &
Angulo, 2007, as cited in Cameron & Granger, 2019, also Letrig, 2010). In the case of this
theory, people with low self-esteem who perceive themselves as ‘introverted, less agreeable,
lacking supportiveness, and having limited social skills’ (Cameron et al., 2019, p. 2) are likely
to behave in ways that reinforce that — by being reticent to seek out friendships (Emery et al,
2018), or by seeking friendships where the other person acts or treats the individual in a way
which corresponds with this self-notion (which they achieve by what Srivastava and Beer
(2005) and Zeigler-Hill et al. (2013) refer to as ‘self-broadcasting’). Wherein they enter
friendships where this reflected appraisal does not match with their own sense of self, Swan

and Read (1981) identify that an individual is more likely to withdraw and disengage.

In this way then, an individual’s self-esteem may influence their choice of friend, the
way they act within that friendship, and their proclivity for remaining in that relationship, as
self-esteem informs the relationship partners whether to choose to pursue a connection or form
expectations for the relationship. Self-evaluations have been found to be associated with the
frequency of conflicts in dating or married partners (Murray et al., 2000) and individual
differences in conflict resolution strategies (Diamond et al., 2010, as cited by Harris & Orth,
2020). Specifically, individuals who are low in neuroticism and high in agreeableness, traits
linked to self-esteem, are more likely to exhibit positive affect, accommodating and
constructive responses to partner transgressions, and affectionate expression during conflicts.
These behaviors contribute to preventing negative events from escalating and facilitate

constructive resolution (Diamond et al., 2010), as outlined by Harris and Orth (2020).



As stated above, the findings regarding self-esteem and its bi-directional relationship
with relationship characteristics has tended to focus on romantic engagement, or alternatively
has generalized social relationships in general, combining friendship, family and romantic
relationships. Only a few studies exist which pertain specifically to the bi-directional
relationship of self-esteem and friendship, of which Azmita et al. (2005) and Bosacki et al.
(2007) are identified. Azmita et al. (2005) conducted a study to explore how adolescents with
varying levels of self-esteem perceive and experience friendships. Despite similar aspirations
in what would constitute an ideal friendship, adolescents with low self-esteem tend to recount
more negative experiences within their friendships compared to those with high self-esteem.
Resolution skills within the friendship also differed based on the self-esteem exhibited by
individuals; adolescents with high self-esteem demonstrate a greater tendency to address and
resolve the issues, enabling them to move forward, whilst those with lower self-esteem would
dwell on the negativity of the occurrence and develop a preoccupation with their own thoughts.
This corresponded with Bosacki et al. (2007), who identified that self-esteem was a mediating
force in friendships and particularly impacted the extent to which an individual would
internalize an issue arising from friendship conflict, thus inhibiting the potential to overcome
that conflict and move on with the friendship in a healthy manner. Conversely, Azmita et al.
(2005) found adolescents with high self-esteem exhibit a greater belief in their ability to

overcome the challenges associated with the transition compared to their low self-esteem peers.

This chapter discussed the relationship between friendships and self-esteem. It highlighted
that extensive literature supports the notion that friendships are essential in maintaining self-
worth during pre-adolescent and adolescent years. The chapter also emphasized high-quality
reciprocal friendships have positive impacts on adolescents’ social and emotional development,
making them better adjusted, more competent, and happier, although the relationship between

reciprocal friendships and self-esteem is less clear during pre-adolescence. Furthermore, the



chapter examines how friendships can play a compensatory role in maintaining self-esteem and
how self-esteem can also influence the formation and maintenance of friendships, and perhaps
help develop conflict resolution skills. Reciprocal friendships, unlike other friendships, are more
emotionally supportive and intimate, thus we find them important at all developmental stages
throughout an individual’s lifespan. We further conclude that reciprocal friendships and self-
esteem influence each other and vice versa. This reflects a positive feedback loop between the

two constructs.

2.4.Research questions

3.1.

The aim of this thesis is to examine how the number of reciprocal friendships changes as
children grow older. Based on the reviewed literature, we hypothesize that children’s friendships
become more reciprocal with increasing age. In addition, this study will explore the implications
of reciprocal and non-reciprocal friendships on self-esteem. We further hypothesize that

children with a greater number of reciprocal friends will have higher self-esteem.

. Method

Participants, recruitment, procedure

This study makes secondary use of data. The data were obtained by Dr. Jitka Lindova and
her lab as part of a larger project examining social behavior, personality and friendship in school
children. Dr. Lindova’s project is ongoing, so the results have not been published. Dr. Lindova
provided permission to use the data. My supervisor, Dr. Ellen Zakreski, and I performed all data
analyses in this thesis exclusively for the purpose of this thesis. We recruited a total of 6 classes
(Grades 2 to 8) resulting in a sample of 120 Czech children (58 girls, 62 boys) enrolled in public

schools throughout Prague. The average age of participants ranged from 8 to 14 (Mg = 10.625,



SD = 2.231). Participants were recruited through cooperation with teachers and the
headmasters of selected schools. Consent forms were obtained from the parents of children
who agreed to participate in the study. We explained to students, parents and teachers that the
purpose of this research was to examine friendships and self-esteem in children and
adolescents. Students were assured of anonymity and were provided with the option not to
participate in the project. All questionnaires and testswere administered by trained research
assistants. The research assistants were trained to ensure that the administration of the
questionnaires and tests was standardized across all participants. The research instruments used
in this study include a reciprocal friendship questionnaire, and Rosenberg’s self-esteem
questionnaire translated into the Czech language. Each class was assessed on separate day in
their respective classroom during regular school hours. Research assistants arrived at the
classroom at approximately 8:00 AM, administered the self-report measure of self-esteem and
other questionnaires beyond the scope of this thesis. After completing the questionnaires, each
child was escorted by research assistant outside the class to a private area in the hall way and

interviewed about their friendships.

3.2. Variables and Measures

Reciprocal Friendship Questionnaire

Each child was individually interviewed by research assistant to determine who their
friends were in their class. During the interview the research assistant administered the
reciprocal friendship questionnaire assesses the number of reciprocal friendships the
participants have. Children were given a list of all students in their class and were asked to
nominate their friends. A reciprocal friendship is defined as a friendship where two individuals
nominate each other as friends. This measure thus takes into account the total number of

classmates a child nominates as a friend, as well as the number reciprocal friends.



3.3.

Self-esteem

The study employed the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, Rosenberg (1965), which is a
commonly used self-report tool to assess overall self-esteem. The scale comprises 10 items and
participants rated each item on a five-point scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly
agree (5). Example items include “On the whole, I am satisfied with myself”* and “I wish I
could have more respect for myself.” To generate a score, the five negatively worded items were
reverse-scored and then averaged with the remaining five items (Rosenberg, 1965). In the
present study, the Cronbach’s a was 0.67, indicating good internal consistency. The Rosenberg
Self-Esteem Scaleis a widely used measure of self-esteem (Sinclair et al., 2010) and has

demonstrated good validity and reliability (Schmitt & Allik, 2005).

Data analysis

To test our hypotheses, we performed general linear modelling (GLM) using MATLAB
2021b (MathWorks, Inc. Massachusetts, United States). To test our hypothesis that the number
ofreciprocal friendships would increase with age, we constructed a GLM regressing the number
of reciprocal friendships onto age. Sex, class size, number of same-sex peers, and overall
number of friends the child nominated were included as covariates. Sex was included as a
covariate since males and females may differ in rate of their social development. We controlled
for class size, since children in larger classes have more opportunities to form friends in their
respective classes. We also controlled for number of same sex peers since children tend to prefer
to form friends with same-gender peers (Bukowski & DeLay, 2020). We also controlled for the
total number of peers the child nominated as a friend since children who nominate more peers
have a higher probability of having a reciprocal friend. To test our hypothesis that children with
more reciprocal friendships have higher self-esteem, we made a separate GLM regressing self-

esteem onto the number of reciprocal friendships, with age, sex, class size, number of nominated



4.1.

friendships, and number of same sex children included as covariates. We controlled for age and
sex since, as [ discussed in the literature review, self-esteem has been shown to vary by age and
gender. For both GLM’s, to test for violations of the normality assumption, we performed the
Anderson-Darling test on the model residuals. To ensure that there was not excessive
multicollinearity among the predictors, for each model, we calculated Variance inflation factor
(VIF) for each predictor, for each model. VIF is considered acceptable if it is below 5 (Sheather,

2009).

We used G*Power (Faul et al., 2007) to determine whether we had enough participants
to test our hypotheses. Specifically, to detect a moderate effect (f2 = 0.015) (Cohen, 1992),
with power = 0.80. For the first GLM predicting number of reciprocated friendships, with 6
predictors, a minimum sample size of 43 is required. For the second GLM predicting self-
esteem, with 7 independent variables, a minimum sample size of 43 is required. With 120
individuals participating in the study, we therefore had a sufficient sample size to detect at least

a moderately sized effect for both hypotheses.

Results

Descriptive statistics

Descriptive statistics of the measures used in the study are displayed in Table 1. The final
sample consisted of 120 children (58 girls, 62 boys) with an average age of 10.625 (SD=2.231).
Due to a record keeping error beyond the author’s control, we only have the average age of each
class and not the individual ages of each student. The sample included one second grade class,
two fourth grade classes, one sixth grade class, one seventh grade class, and one eighth grade
class. Self-esteem data was missing from 5 participants. On average 63.3%, (SD = 30.8%) of

friendships were reciprocal.



4.2. Reciprocal friendships and age

4.3.

To test how first hypothesis, we constructed a GLM regressing number of reciprocated
friendships onto age, controlling sex, class size, number of same-sex peers, and overall number
of friends the child nominated. Model residuals were normally distributed according to the
Anderson-Darling test. VIF for all predictors was below 5 suggesting that multicollinearity was
not excessive. Table 2 provides statistics for this GLM. As expected, the number of reciprocal
friendships was significantly positively associated with total number of nominated friendships
(z[114] = 7.483, p < 0.001). Contrary to our hypothesis, age was not significantly associated
with number of reciprocal friendships (¢[114] = 0.851, p = 0.397). Figure 1 is an adjusted
response plot which shows association between number of reciprocal friends and age,
controlling for the effects of sex, class size, number of same-sex peers, and overall number of

friends the child nominated.

Reciprocal friendships and self-esteem

Next, to test our second hypothesis, we created another GLM regressing self-esteem onto
number of reciprocated friendships, controlling for age, sex, class size, number of same-sex
peers, and overall number of nominated friends. Model residuals were normally distributed
according to the Anderson-Darling test. VIF for all predictors was below 5 suggesting that

multicollinearity was not excessive. Table 3 provides the statistics for this GLM model.

Also contrary to our hypothesis, there was no significant association between the number
of reciprocal friendships and self-esteem (¢{108] = -0.993, p = 0.323). Figure 2 shows the
association between number of reciprocal friends and age, controlling for the effects of age, sex,
class size, number of same-sex peers, and overall number of nominated friends. Self-esteem was

however significantly higher in boys compared to girls (/{108] = 3.292, p = 0.001), and was



5.1.

significantly lower in older children compared to younger children ([ 108] =-4.051, p <0.001).
While self-esteem was non-significantly associated with number of reciprocal friendships,
children who nominated more friends had significantly higher self-esteem (¢{108] = 2.026, p =

0.045).

. Discussion

The aim of this research was to investigate how the number of reciprocal friendships
develops as children grow older. We hypothesized that children’s friendships become more
reciprocal with increasing age. In addition, we aimed to examine the relationship between the
number of reciprocal friendships on children’s self-reported self-esteem. Thus, we further
hypothesized that children who have a higher number of reciprocal friends have higher self-
esteem. Contrary to our first hypothesis, the number of reciprocal friendships did not increase
with age controlling for other variables (sex, class size, number of nominated friendships, and
number of same sex children). Our next hypothesis was not confirmed either, children with
more reciprocal friendships did not have significantly higher self-esteem controlling for age,
sex, class size, number of nominated friendships, and number of same sex children.
Nevertheless, we found that children with higher self-esteem nominated more children as their
friends. Self-esteem was therefore more strongly associated with the total number of friends a

child nominates, rather than the number of reciprocal friendships.

Reciprocal friendships and age

In contrast to our first hypothesis, friendships did not become more reciprocal with
increasing age. In other words, the number of reciprocal friendships did not significantly differ
between older children and younger while controlling for sex, class size, number of same-sex

peers, and overall number of nominated friends. In this section, we will review our results in



detail. First, the author emphasizes they had sufficient statistical power to find at least a
moderately sized effect of age on number of reciprocal friendships. A more likely explanation
for the non-significant association between age and the number of reciprocal friendships could
be our imprecise measure of age as the author only had access to the average age of each class

rather than the individual age of each child in a class.

It would be beneficial to have the exact age of each individual student that includes months
and years. Thus, a more precise measure of age, this includes months, may have yielded a
significant association reciprocal friendships and age. Precise age (that takes into consideration
differences of a few months) is important especially when we investigate children because they
experience rapid changes in biology, physiology, and mental capacities (Paus, 2010). An age
difference of a few months may make substantial difference in terms of social development. It
is also possible that a restricted age range could have influenced the results; our sample consisted
of children aged only from 8 to 14. Therefore, it could be that the number of reciprocal
friendships changes significantly when you take into consideration younger children and older

children.

Another possible explanation for the non-significant association between number of
reciprocal friends and age is that this association is non-linear. It could be that the number of
reciprocal friendships peaks at a certain age then decreases later. Furthermore, instead of a cross-
sectional study design we could have used a longitudinal one. This would allow us to determine
variable patterns over time. In other words, observation of changes over time in the same person
makes the results more accurate. In longitudinal research, age differences are not confounded
by individual differences like they are in cross-sectional studies. Longitudinal research however
requires more resources than what were available for this study. In our cross-sectional design,
we could have used a different method to measure friendships rather than self-report, such as

behavioral observation of children during an interactive task. Through behavioral observation



5.2.

techniques, we can gather a wide range of data that offers valuable insights and aids in various
psychoeducational decision-making processes. Furthermore, behavioral observation is free from
subjective biases and other factors that can distort self-report measures. Behavioral observation
is especially useful in everyday scenarios and allows for the systematic recording of behavior
(Spielberger, 2012). Other modifications to our methodology may also lead to different results.
We could look at a degree of friendship (i.e., best friends) and whether it is reciprocated rather
than treating friendship reciprocity as a binary value (i.e., friendships are either reciprocal or

non-reciprocal).

Reciprocal friendships and self-esteem

Our second objective was to examine the relationship between the number of reciprocal
friendships and self-esteem. Inconsistent with our prediction, children who had a higher number

of reciprocal friends did not significantly have higher self-esteem.

Nevertheless, our other findings are consistent with the research on the development of
self-esteem, particularly in relation to gender. As was identified in the literature review, other
studies have shown that girls have lower self-esteem than boys, particularly during adolescence
(Kling et al., 1999; Allgood-Merton et al., 1990; Maccoby, 1990; Harter, 1993; Thomas &
Daubman, 2001) for reasons that have been attributed to the physical changes that occur during
puberty in girls, resulting in lower self-esteem, dissatisfaction with appearance, and fewer
opportunities for athletic participation (Gentile et al., 2009; Rosenberg, 1986) (alongside the
fact that even when these opportunities are available for girls, those who participate in sports
often face challenges in reconciling their athleticism with traditional femininity standards,
which reject muscular, strong and functional bodies in favor of beauty norms which tend to
operate as mechanisms directly designed to restrict the practical, physical ability and

movement of a woman (Krane et al., 2004). In contrast, boys tend to have higher self-esteem,



with the gender gap being most significant during high school years (effect size of 0.21) (Kling

et al., 1999; Thomas & Daubman, 2001).

Furthermore, the significantly lower self-esteem in the domain of physical appearance
among females is often attributed to greater societal pressure and the increased focus on female
beauty (Zuckerman et al., 2016) and the fact that in adolescence, women’s physiological
development tends to move away from the ideal (with the acquisition of greater fat), whilst

men’s moves towards it (with the acquisition of muscle) (McCabe, 2002).

The self-esteem difference we observed between girls and boys has important implications
given that self-esteem is associated with a number of health and development outcomes such as
better academic performance (Vaquera & Kao, 2008), lower anxiety (La Greca & Lopez, 1998;
Vernberg et al., 1992). It may be useful to include additional interventions such as school
programs to improve girls’ self-esteem. For instance, Gentile et al. (2009) emphasize that such
interventions intended to aid girls and women in avoiding the detrimental effects of low
appearance self-esteem should be specifically centered on appearance rather than on general
self-esteem. The core causes of undesirable results, such as eating disorders, might be
immediately targeted, which would be an even faster course of action than focusing on
appearance self-esteem. By using the appraisals model as a foundation, such interventions could
assist girls and women in moving away from depending on media representations as universal
norms and toward a more objective understanding of how others see them. This might work
better than self-esteem-boosting techniques that ignore this crucial social context. “You’re
beautiful just for being you” is ignored by girls and women who assume that others will only

find them attractive if they conform to certain standards.

We also found that younger children have higher self-esteem compared to older children.
These results are in line with previous research on self-esteem, which has indicated that older

children tend to have lower levels of self-esteem (Harter, 2012). As children develop the ability



to make comparisons with their peers, their self-esteem tends to decrease (Crocker & Park,

2004).

We expected children with more reciprocal friendships to have higher self-esteem,
however our results did not support it. This could be because having just one reciprocal friend
is enough to benefit self-esteem. For example, Bishop and Inderbitzen (1995) found that
children who had at least one reciprocal friend scored higher on self-esteem measures compared
to those who did not have any reciprocal friendships. Having more than one reciprocal
friendship may therefore not offer significant additional benefits over having just one reciprocal
friendship. Another potential explanation for the non-significant association between the
number of reciprocal friends and self-esteem is that the quantity of reciprocal friendships relates
to specific domains of self-image such as social self-efficacy rather than self-esteem. The
concept of social self-efficacy, denoting an individual’s belief in their ability to cultivate
supportive social relationships that contribute to life satisfaction and positive outcomes such
as positive thinking and happiness, has been extensively examined in the context of adolescents
(Caprara et al., 2010; Caprara et al., 2006, as cited in Baiocco et al., 2019). Baiocco et al.
(2019) findings indicate that females with lower levels of perceived social self-efficacy exhibit
lower levels of happiness in comparison to males with similar perceptions. This difference may
be attributed to the greater emphasis that females place on the quality, satisfaction, attachment,
trust, and loyalty of their friendships, often opting for smaller, more intimate social circles,
while males tend to favor larger, less intimate networks with shared interests (Baiocco et al.,
2019). Dissatisfaction with social relationships is more likely to decrease the happiness of
female children, as relationships hold importance irrespective of age. Rather than examining
global self-esteem, as was done in this study, future research should examine whetherthe number
of reciprocal friendships relates to specific domains of self-concept, such as social self-

efficacy.



Alternatively, the association between self-esteem and the number of reciprocal friends
could become significant during stages of development we did not assess such as later in
adolescence when children become more independent from their parents and rely more on
friends as confidants, particularly in early and middle adolescence (Buhrmester, 1996). Future
research should thus examine the association between the number of reciprocal friendships and

self-esteem across a wider range of ages.

Another explanation for the non-significant association between self-esteem and the
number of reciprocal friendships concerns our measure of friendships. We only examined
friendships among classmates and did not take into consideration possible children’s friendships
outside of the classroom because we could not confirm whether such relationships are
reciprocal. It is possible that children with few reciprocal friendships within their classroom,
had reciprocal friendships with children outside of their classroom, for instance while playing
specific sports or while engaging in the same extracurricular club or activity (Hohmann et al.,

2017).

Although the number of reciprocal friendships did not significantly predict self-esteem
inthis study, children with higher self-esteem tended to nominate more peers as friends. Since
thisstudy is correlational, we cannot determine causal direction. It is possible that self-esteem is
nota product but rather an influence on children’s self-esteem. Indeed, children who see
themselvesin a more positive light may be more confident to declare another child their friend.
For example,children with a positive social self-image may be likely to approach and be
approached by peers, whereas a child with a negative social self-image may be reluctant to
initiate social contact and may even attract rejection from others (Fine, 1981). Using a
longitudinal research design can contribute insight into whether self-esteem is a cause or
consequence of number of friends. Forinstance, a longitudinal study can see if self-esteem at

Time 1 predicts number of friendships atTime 2 or vice versa. We find it important to continue



studying children’s friendships and its relationship to self-esteem because the ability to form
and maintain reciprocal friendships helpsdevelop self-confidence and self-esteem and vice
versa. Thus, future research may identify andpromote interventions and school programs for

enhancing friendships among children in the classroom.

The relationship between reciprocal friendships and self-esteem could also be
bidirectional which means self-esteem could influence the formation and maintenance of
friendships and vice versa. Several studies reported that friendships influenced self-esteem, self-
image, and happiness. For instance, friendships help children to build positive self-images
while also acting as a source of ego support, emotional security, and intimacy (Boivin & Begin,
1989; Asher & Parker, 1989; Bukowski & Hoza, 1989). According to later studies, participants
who had at least one reciprocal friendship performed better on self-esteem tests than participants
whodid not (Bishop & Inderbitzen, 1995). The caliber of friendship is just as important as the
quantity of friends (Hartup & Stevens, 1997). Positive traits like prosocial conduct, intimacy,
and loyalty, as well as low levels of negative traits like conflicts, dominance, and rivalry, define
high-quality friendships (Berndt, 2002). According to research, teenagers who have more
meaningful friendships are typically better adjusted, more capable, and have higher self-esteem
(Buhrmester, 1990; Keefe and Berndt, 1996; Updegraff and Obeidallah, 1999). In addition,
compared to teenagers with lower quality connections, they are happier (Demir et al., 2007;
Demir & Weitekamp, 2007), less socially anxious (La Greca & Lopez, 1998; La Greca &

Harrison, 2005), and have less internalized difficulties (Rubin et al., 2004).

Numerous studies indicated that friendships influence individuals’ self-esteem (Bishop &
Inderbitzen, 1995; Buhrmester, 1990; Keefe and Berndt, 1996). self-esteem plays a significant
role in the perception, experience, and maintenance of friendships among adolescents. Azmita
et al. (2005) conducted a study focusing on the relationship between self-esteem and

friendships. Their findings support the notion that self-esteem predicts the formation and



maintenance of friendships. Adolescents with low self-esteem tend to recall more negative
experiences within their friendships, while those with high self-esteem demonstrate a greater
ability to address and resolve conflicts, allowing them to move forward. Similarly, Bosacki et
al. (2007) found that self-esteem acts as a partial mediator in the connection between certain
difficulties in peer relationships and internalizing problems. These researchers provide further
evidence that self-esteem plays a crucial role in interpersonal dynamics. Moreover, Azmita et
al. (2005) discovered that adolescents with high self-esteem possess a stronger belief in their
ability to overcome challenges associated with transitions compared to their peers with low
self-esteem. Thus, self-esteem not only influences friendship experiences but also acts as a
facilitator in conflict resolution and coping with adversities (Azmita et al., 2005). Overall, these
studies collectively highlight the importance of self-esteem in shaping the quality of peer

relationships and its impact on internalizing outcome.

When interpreting the findings of the present study, some limitations and suggestions
for future research need to be pointed out. The first limitation has to do with our use of self-
report measures. People are often biased when they report on their own experiences (Devaux
& Sassi, 2016). For example, many individuals are either consciously or unconsciously
influencedby social desirability, therefore they are more likely to report experiences that
are socially acceptable or preferred. However, self-report measures are time, cost-effective and
we could measure many more participants compared to observation or other methods. Our
measure of self- esteem has also demonstrated good validity and reliability (Schmitt & Allik,
2005). Yet, it is possible that children may have been reluctant to nominate someone as their
friend in the self-report questionnaire. Therefore, we advise using an alternative measure of
friendship such as behavioral observation in future research. Nonetheless, behavioral
observation provides only alimited period, and specifically for our study, observing children’s

interactions during one singleday might not be representative of their friendship in general. In



our research we used a cross-sectional research design, however we suggest that longitudinal
design may be used in the futurebecause it can contribute insight into whether self-esteem is a
cause or consequence of numberof friends. For instance, a longitudinal study can see if self-
esteem at Time 1 predicts number of friendships at Time 2 or vice versa. We further suggest
that we should test a wider range of ages in the future, it is possible that our age range, 8 to 14
years, may have influenced the results. Lastly, we only considered friendships among
classmates, however it is evident, that with the increasing age children may engage in
friendships outside of their classroom. The present research could not establish whether these

friendships were reciprocal.

. Conclusion

In conclusion, this research aimed to investigate the development of reciprocal friendships
in children and their relationship with self-esteem. However, the hypothesis that children’s
friendships become more reciprocal with age was not confirmed. Similarly, the hypothesis that
children with more reciprocal friends have higher self-esteem was also not confirmed. The study
did reveal that children with higher self-esteem nominate more peers as their friends, which may
suggest that self-esteem is an influence on children’s self-image rather than a product. The study
also found that self-esteem was lower in girls and higher in boys and that younger children had
higher self-esteem compared to older children. The imprecise measure of age, restricted age
range, and the non-linear association between reciprocal friendships and age may have
influenced the results. Future studies could use a longitudinal design, a different method to
measure friendships, and observe changes in the degree of friendship and whether it is
reciprocated. Future research should continue to study children’s friendships and its
relationship to self-esteem. Indeed, research may identify and promote interventions and school

programs for enhancing friendships in children in classroom, including the knowledge of those



predictors that may contribute to forming and maintaining reciprocal friendships. We consider
it essential because an ability to form and maintain reciprocal friendships benefits overall
happiness, mental health and increases the sense of belonging. Friendships also help develop
self-confidence and self-esteem (and vice versa) and can also reduce stress, depression, or other
disorders. Thus, they potentially determine happiness and quality of life. Hence, analyzing the
mechanisms behind children’s friendships may help with understanding adulthood outcomes.
Overall, this study provides insight into the complex nature of friendships and self-esteem in

children.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics

All Average Number Qf Number Qf reciprocal Self-

ClassiGradeMalesfFemales| participants nominated friends friends
age esteem
19.188

2B 2 [ 12| 8 20 8 3.9 (2.337) 2.3 (1.342)
(3.6)
16.158

4A | 4 |10 | 12 22 9 3.182(2.13) 1.636 (1.59)
(3.055)
1917 15.793

4B| 4 | 10| 14 24 9 3.167 (1.465) :

(1.213) (2.994)
12.941

6B| 6 | 8| 9 17 12 4118 (1.616) 2.706
(1.359) (2.680)
14.667

Al 7 14| 7 21 13 4381 (2.061) 2.476
(1.632) (4.619)
14.562

SA| 8 | 8 8 16 14 6.062 (2.792) 4(1.155)
(3.098)

Note: Means are presented with standard deviations in parentheses. We did not have

access tothe individual age of each student. We only had access to the average age of each class.



Table 2. Results from the general linear model predicting number of reciprocated friends

Estimate SE t[114] p
Intercept 1.98 1.59 1.245 0.216
Male -0.055 0.12 0.5 0.618
Class size -0.747 0.063 -1.187 0.238
[Number of same sex classmates -0.075 0.057 -0.333 0.740
[Number of nominated friends 0.395 0.053 7.483 <0.001
Age 0.054 0.063 0.851 0.397

Note: The model had 114 degrees of freedom and the dependent variable was the

number ofreciprocated friends.




Table 3. Results from the general linear model predicting self-esteem

Estimate SE 1[108] P

Intercept 25.12 4.872 5.156 <0.001
Male 1.07 0.326 3.292 0.001
Class size -0.218 0.188 -1.156 0.25
Number of same sex classmates 0.222 0.167 1.328 0.187
Number of nominated friends 0.385 0.190 2.026 0.045
Number of reciprocal friends -0.273 0.276 -0.993 0.323
Age -0.787 0.194 -4.051 <0.001

Note: The model had 108 degrees of freedom and the dependent variable was self-esteem



Figure 1. Adjusted response plot showing the effect of age on number of reciprocal

friendships controlling for sex, class size, number of same-sex peers, and overall number of

nominated friends). Contrary to our hypothesis age was not significantly associated with

reciprocal friendships.
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Figure 2. Adjusted response plot showing the effect of self-esteem on reciprocal
friendshipscontrolling for the number of reciprocal friendships, with age, sex, class size,
number of nominated friendships, and number of same sex children). Contrary to our
hypothesis the number of reciprocal friends was not significantly associated with self-

esteem.
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