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This study had two goals. The �rst was to provide descriptive data on the
nature of individual differences in young children’s close friendships, and the
second, to examine the relations between these individual differences and
children’s earlier understanding of others’ emotions and mental states, and
their later appreciation of ambivalent or mixed emotions. A total of 41
children participating in a longitudinal study from 33 months to 6–7 years were
studied with their close friends as 6-year-olds, with a combination of
observations and standard sociocognitive assessments. The results showed
that different aspects of friendship interactions, such as co-ordination of play
and amity, were neither closely related nor linked to power assertion. Early
differences in the assessment of social understanding were associated with
later differences in pretend play with the friend, and friendship interactions at
6 years were linked to later appreciation of mixed emotions. The two-way
process of in�uence linking individual development and friendship quality is
discussed.

This study had two goals. The �rst was to investigate the nature of young
children’s friendships. Research on young children’s relations with age
mates has chie�y focused on group situations or compared children’s
behaviour with friends and nonfriends. We still know relatively little about
whether aspects of interaction that characterise friendship in middle
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670 MAGUIRE AND DUNN

childhood, such as intimacy, self-disclosure, co-operation, competitiveness,
and con�ict (Hartup, 1989), are evident among young friends, or what the
range of individual differences in the quality of friendship may be. It is clear
that some young children do have lasting and meaningful peer relationships
(Gottman, 1986; Howes, 1996), but descriptive information on individual
differences in such relationships is needed. Some evidence suggests that
there may be two independent aspects of early friendships: positive
interaction and co-ordination of play (Park & Waters, 1989; Youngblade,
Park, & Belsky, 1993). In the study reported here, we focused on those
aspects of interaction to which Gottman’s (1986) observational work has
drawn attention: amity, co-ordination of play, con�ict, pretend play, and
concessions. We also included aspects of interaction that are of theoretical
interest because of their importance in friendships later in the lifespan, such
as self-disclosure and gossip. We were interested in whether these aspects of
intimacy were as evident for friends during early childhood as they were for
friends during middle childhood and adolescence, for whom the signi�cance
of intimacy has been highlighted. Howes (1996), for instance, has argued
that the successful establishment of joint pretend play between young
friends constitutes a kind of intimacy.

We were interested, too, in children’s attempts to exert power and control
in playing with their friends. Power is an important construct in the literature
on close relationships later in the lifespan (Huston, 1983). However,
although dominance in the peer group has been widely studied, few
investigations have examined power and control attempts between young
friends. Whether differences in children’s experience and expression of
assertiveness with friends are related to other aspects of their social
interactions, and to their understanding of others remains unexplored.
Lastly, gender differences in aspects of interaction have been described in
children in group situations, and in friend dyads in middle childhood and
adolescence (Cook, Fritz, McCornack, & Visperas, 1985; Sheldon, 1990),
with boys being more assertive and controlling. But the extent to which
gender differences are evident in interactions between young friends has yet
to be determined.

The second goal of the study was to examine the relation of individual
differences in young children’s friendships to their social understanding,
both earlier in development and later. It has been argued that differences in
children’s social understanding—especially their understanding of others’
emotions and intentions—may underlie some of the dif�culties children
have in peer relations (Asher & Coie, 1990). It has also been proposed that
differences in emotional understanding mediate the association between
family relations and problematic peer relations (Cassidy, Parke, Butkowsky,
& Braungart, 1992). This generative research on the links between
sociocognitive capacities and peer relations has chie�y focused on peer
popularity and rejection. A notable gap concerns friendships . What are the
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CHILDREN‘S FRIENDSHIPS, SOCIAL UNDERSTANDING 671

antecedents and sequelae of individual differences in these close dyadic
relationships? Are differences in friendship quality associated with
differences in understanding others?

Between the ages of two and �ve years of age children make remarkable
advances in their understanding of others’ minds and emotions, and in the
links between others’ beliefs and actions (Astington, 1994; Perner, 1991;
Wellman, 1990). The growth of these aspects of understanding is of
unquestionable importance both for children’s cognitive development and
for their social relationships. Clearly, the quality of a child’s close
relationships is profoundly affected by the extent to which he/she
understands the feelings and desires of the partner in the relationship.
Research on children’s understanding of other minds, however, has rarely
examined the links between advances in cognitive development and
children’s social interactions until recently (Dunn, 1996). Greater emotional
understanding has been found to be associated with aspects of positive peer
interactions in group situations (Cassidy et al., 1992; Denham, McKinley,
Couchoud, & Holt, 1990). It remains to be seen whether similar associations
hold for relationships with friends and which aspects of friendship are
implicated.

We were interested in the possibility that the experience of close
friendship would be associated with greater emotional understanding later
in development . A key aspect of emotional development in the middle
childhood years is a growing appreciation of mixed emotions (i.e. children
come to understand that the same event can evoke both positive and
negative feelings). It has been argued that such knowledge is central to other
developments in children’s understanding of themselves and their social
world. This knowledge enables children, for example, to account for the
mixed emotions of one who transgresses against another (Arsenio &
Kramer, 1992), and is key to integrating emotional experiences into a mature
conceptualisation of the self (Harter, 1986). Our recent studies provide
evidence that interactions with friends and siblings may play a special role in
the development  of emotional understanding. In three separate studies,
children’s participation in discourse about feelings and mental states was
related to their performance in assessments of understanding other minds
and emotions: those who participated in such conversations were more
successful in later assessments of their understanding than those who had
not (Dunn, Brown, & Beardsall, 1989; Dunn, Brown, Slomkowski, Tesla, &
Youngblade, 1991; Hughes & Dunn, 1996). The exciting new evidence is that
these conversations were far more frequent in interactions between children
and their friends than between children and their mothers (Brown,
Donelan-McCall, & Dunn, 1996).

In summary, the �rst goal of this study was to provide descriptive data on
individual differences in the interactions between children and their friends
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in early childhood. Speci�cally, we examined the following questions. How
do affective aspects of friendship relate to co-ordination and complexity of
play? Is there evidence for self-disclosure and intimacy in young children?
How are these aspects of friendship related to children’s attempts to assert
power and control?

The second goal was to investigate the relation between various aspects of
social interaction and social understanding, both before and after the
observation of children with their friends. Speci�cally, two predictions were
investigated. The �rst was that early sophistication in emotion,
understanding, and mind-reading would be associated with later individual
differences in friendship, especially in the complexity of shared
understanding evident in co-ordinated pretend play and in concessions to
the other’s interests. The second was that the quality of interaction between
child and friend would be related to later emotion understanding,
speci�cally the appreciation of mixed emotions.

METHOD

Participants

The participants in this study were part of a longitudinal study of 50 children,
their families, and their friends, living in central Pennsylvania (Dunn et al.,
1991). The subsample of 42 children studied here are those for whom an
observation with a friend at the beginning of kindergarten was available.
The child-friend pairs were predominately same-gender, with 22 girl-girl
pairs, 17 boy-boy pairs, and three mixed-gender pairs.

Target children’s families had been recruited from sequential birth
announcements in the local newspaper, were predominately Caucasian and
included a wide range of socioeconomic backgrounds (see Dunn et al., 1991,
for details). Mean values for parental education were 15 years (SD 5 2.8) for
fathers, and 15 years (SD 5 2.3) for mothers. Mothers asked their children
about who they felt was a close friend, and mothers and children together
identi�ed the friend to participate in the study. All child-friend pairs had
played with each other at least once a week prior to the visit, and on average
had been friends for 28 months. Friends were invited to the target children’s
home for a visit, at which the data collection took place.

The average age of the children at the child-friend observation was 69
months (range: 60–73). The mean age of friends was 68 months (range:
45–102). On average, the children and friends were less than one month
apart in age.

Procedure

Information from three data collection periods was used in this study.
Assessments of the children’s emotion understanding (Denham, 1986) and
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understanding of the relation of beliefs to action (Bartsch & Wellman, 1989)
were conducted when the children were 40 months old (Time 1).
Observations of the children playing with their friends were conducted at the
beginning of the kindergarten year (Time 2). At the end of the kindergarten
year (Time 3), an emotion understanding task that focused on children’s
appreciation of mixed emotions was conducted (Gordis, Rosen, & Grand,
1989). The mean age of the children at this time point was 76 months (range:
67–80). Analyses over time were conducted on the 41 target children for
whom data were available. Interaction data are presented for both child and
friend.

Child-friend Observations. Unstructured observations of the child-
friend dyads were conducted, based on the procedures used by Gottman
(1983). The child-friend pairs played alone in a room at the target child’s
home for approximately 30 minutes (M 5 29 minutes, SD 5 4.2 minutes).
They were provided with a bag of toys and dress-up clothes. Their
conversation was recorded on an audiotape recorder. Shortly afterward, the
observer prepared a transcript of the conversation. Accuracy of
transcription was checked by a second transcriber spot-checking 5-minute
samples for audiotapes of 10 children and 10 friends.

Measures

Conversational Measures. Two categorisation systems were devised for
the analysis of the observational data: interaction coding and power/control
coding. Transcripts were divided into conversational turns. A turn was all of
a speaker’s utterances bounded by the utterances of another speaker. The
mean number of conversational turns was 118 for the children (range:
21–192) and 115 for the friends (range: 10–192). After coding the frequency,
each code was expressed as a proportion of the number of conversational
turns, to control for variability in the amount of conversation between the
pairs.

Interaction Coding. A coding system was developed to assess the
frequency with which 11 different features were present in the interactive
behaviour of child and friend: pretend play, co-ordinated play, self-
disclosure, amity, asking feelings, concessions, con�ict, gossip, connected
conversation, positive affect, and negative affect. Each speaker turn was
coded for the presence or absence of these features; the codes were not
mutually exclusive. Pretend play was coded when the child was pretending to
be someone else, speaking within the framework of a fantasy, or discussing
the pretend framework or plan. Co-ordinated play was coded when the child
explicitly or implicitly agreed with the previous speaker’s action suggestion,
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674 MAGUIRE AND DUNN

inquired what the other wanted to do, agreed with a “we” demand, agreed
with a “tag” question (e.g. “My dolly’s going to sleep, right?” “Right”), or
requested clari�cation about the course of play. Self-disclosure was coded
when a turn included self-statements about intimate feelings or opinions (“I
hate Dorry, don’t you?”) as well as simple statements of super�cial feelings
or opinions (“I like ice-cream with chocolate, not like this”). Amity was a
category drawn directly from Gottman’s (1986) work: It was coded when a
conversational turn included statements of validation or approval of another
person, af�rmation of the relationship, sympathy, affection, joking, or
shared deviance. Joint singing was included. Asks feelings was coded when a
child enquired as to the other’s feelings or opinions (with the exception of
requests for opinions about what to do in the course of play, which were
coded as co-ordination of play). Concession was coded when a turn included
concessionary or reassuring suggestions as a response to the other’s distress,
or disagreement. It re�ected signs of recognising the other’s desire, need, or
state; it was also coded when the child modi�ed his/her own action or
suggestion in the light of the other’s wish, regardless of self-interest.
Apologies were coded as concessions. Con�ict was coded when a speaker
initiated or continued a chain of disagreement, by prohibiting, disagreeing,
protesting, threatening, insulting, or refusing a request. Gossip was coded
when a turn included a reference to a third person or persons with whom the
speaker was familiar, and was evaluative in nature or was “we versus them”
in content (examples: “Robbie didn’t go to her party, ’cos he is too rough”,
“She was mean to him, wasn’t she?” “We don’t like her do we?”). Turns that
were semantically related to the previous speaker’s turns were coded for
connected conversation.

Positive affect was coded when the child spoke with a warm, excited tone,
or laughed. Negative affect was coded when the child whined, cried, shouted
angrily or spoke in a negative tone.

A second rater coded 10 transcripts to estimate inter-coder reliability.
Spearman’s correlation coef�cients for the coding categories are given in
parentheses: pretend play (.89); co-ordinated play (.89); self-disclosure (1.0);
amity (.87); asks feelings (.90); concession (.85); con�ict (.97); gossip (.97);
connected conversation (.93); positive affect (.73); negative affect (.98).

Power and Control Coding. Each conversational turn was rated as high
power, neutral, or low power. These codes were mutually exclusive. Criteria
for a rating of high power included commands, directives, attempts to decide
shared activities, prohibitions, permission giving, assertions, interruptions,
threats, arguing about what is the case, or arguing back. Indicators of low
power included consulting the other as an authority, asking partner what to
do, asking permission, or conceding to partner in a disagreement. Criteria
for high and low power conversational turns were developed from the
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literature on power and in�uence (Ervin-Tripp, Guo & Lampert, 1990;
Ervin-Tripp, O’Connor, & Rosenberg, 1984; see also Huston, 1983).
Speaker turns not coded as high or low power were considered neutral.

Two raters coded 10 transcripts for assessment of inter-rater agreement.
Spearman’s correlations for coding categories are given in parentheses: child
to friend high power (.91); friend to child high power (.96); child to friend low
power (.83); friend to child low power (.77).

Social Understanding Measures
Emotion understanding (Time 1). Procedures to assess emotion

understanding developed by Denham (1986) were followed. In the affective
labelling task, children were asked to identify expressions of happiness,
sadness, anger, and fear depicted in four faces drawn on felt circles. Children
received 2 points for correctly identifying the emotion depicted on the face,
and 1 point for identifying the correct positive or negative dimension (e.g.
“he feels bad”). In the affective perspective-taking task, the observer used
puppets to enact 16 vignettes portraying situations in which the protagonist
felt either happiness, sadness, anger or fear, giving facial and vocal cues for
the puppet’s feelings. At the end of each story, children were asked how the
protagonist felt. Again, 2 points were credited for correct responses to each
story, for a potential of 32 points. Following Denham (1986), an aggregate
score was created by combining the children’s scores on the two tasks
(identi�cation of emotions plus affective perspective-taking). Cronbach’s
alpha for the aggregate scale was .91.

False belief task (Time 1). The procedure developed by Bartsch and
Wellman (1989) to tap children’s understanding of the relation between
someone’s beliefs and their actions was followed. A series of puppet stories
were enacted in which the child explains the puppet’s behaviour, given that
the puppet has a mistaken belief. The children were shown two boxes of
identical size and shape; one had a familiar picture on it (e.g. a Band-Aid
box), the other was plain. The session began by demonstrating to the child
that the unmarked box was full of Band-Aids and the marked box was
empty. The child was then introduced to a puppet who wanted a Band-Aid
and looked in the empty Band-Aid box. The child was asked to explain the
puppet’s behaviour.

Four stories using different types of containers (a crayon box, a play-doh
box, a raisin box, and a Band-Aid box) were presented in counterbalanced
order. Children giving two or more explanations with reference to false
beliefs were coded as offering explanations;  those who provided only one or
no explanations were coded as providing no explanation (for further details
see Dunn et al., 1991).

Understanding of con�icting emotions (Time 3). A story-telling interview
adapted from Gordis et al. (1989) was used to assess children’s
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understanding of situations that provoke ambivalent emotional responses.
The stories were chosen to illustrate situations in which one could feel two
emotions of opposite valence (e.g. receiving a present but not being allowed
to open it, riding a bicycle for the �rst time). Two sets of stories were
presented. In the �rst, the child was told explicitly that the protagonist felt
two con�icting emotions and was asked to explain why (Explain only). In the
second, the child was told the story and asked what the character felt
(Explain/Detect ). Children were prompted for a second emotion (“Did she
feel anything else?) and a second explanation if one was not offered
spontaneously. Three stories were presented in each of these sets. Finally,
children were asked if they had ever experienced both a positive and a
negative emotion at the same time and, if so, to repeat the story of what
happened. Children’s answers were transcribed verbatim. Responses to
each of the three stories presented in the �rst two conditions were scored as
follows: zero points for no emotions explained, 1 point for one emotion, or 2
points for two opposite-valenced emotions. Credit was given in the own
story condition only if the child provided a story and a plausible explanation
for two opposite-valenced emotions.

Two coders scored the children’s answers. Inter-coder agreement was
assessed on 25% of the children’s answers. Percent agreement was .92
(kappa 5 .89). A child’s total score was the sum of his/her scores in each of
the three story conditions. A total of 14 points was possible: 6 points for the
Explain only condition, 6 points for the Explain/detect condition, and 2
points for their own story. Cronbach’s alpha for the scale created by
summing the subscales was .74 (for further details, see Brown & Dunn,
1996).

Results

The Nature of Young Children’s Friendship Interactions. The �rst goal of
the study was to provide descriptive data on children’s interactions with their
friends. Table 1 lists frequencies per conversational turn for the interaction
measures, including the affect and power/control measures. These
frequencies were computed prior to data transformations. There were no
signi�cant differences between target children and their friends on these
measures.

The following points are worth noting. First, in pretend play, which was
quite frequent, there was a marked range of individual differences, from no
turns to 73% of conversational turns. Second, a number of the features
which were of theoretical interest, such as self-disclosure and making
concessions, were relatively infrequently  observed in these young children.
Individual differences were again marked, especially in self-disclosure,
where the range was from zero to 20% of interactions. Third, differences in
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TABLE 1
Mean Frequencies (per Conversational Turn) of Features of Interaction

Child to Friend Friend to Child

Interaction Mean SD Range Mean SD Range

Pretend play .18 .17 0 2 .73 .18 .18 0 2 .76
Co-ordinated play .11 .06 0 2 .23 .13 .09 0 2 .40
Self disclosure .01 .03 0 2 .20 .02 .04 0 2 .26
Amity .05 .06 0 2 .26 .05 .07 0 2 .31
Asks feelings .01 .01 0 2 .05 .02 .02 0 2 .10
Concessions .02 .02 0 2 .09 .03 .02 0 2 .08
Con�ict .16 .07 .03 2 .29 .14 .06 .05 2 .29
Gossip .01 .01 0 2 .05 .01 .02 0 2 .10
Connected conversation .64 .11 .33 2 .85 .65 .09 .40 2 .86

Positive affect .07 .06 0 2 .25 .07 .07 0 2 .27
Negative affect .01 .02 0 2 .14 .01 .02 0 2 .09

High power/control .37* .11 .16 2 .56 .28 .09 .11 2 .43
Low power/control .06* .05 0 2 .20 .15 .07 .05 2 .34

* Difference between child and friend signi�cant at P , .05.

the expression of positive affect were also marked, with some children
expressing happiness and excitement with their friends, others playing or
talking in a more neutral way. Negative affect was rare between friends.
Measures of negative affect and self-disclosure were dichotomised because
of their low frequency (1 5 present and 0 5 absent).

Means for high power talk were relatively high for both child and friend;
the mean for low power talk was quite low for children (6%) compared to
their friends (15%). Statistically signi�cant differences between child and
friend emerged for high power talk and low power talk (t 5 5.73 and t 5 8.66,
respectively, both Ps , .05).

Intercorrelations among the interaction variables showed that some
children engaged in high levels of complex co-ordinated play with their
friends and made frequent concessions without expressing affection or
positive affect; high levels of such play were unrelated to the amount the
children quarrelled. For the purposes of data reduction, a principal
components analysis was conducted on the interaction variables.
Frequencies for eight of the observed features were entered into the
analysis: pretend play, co-ordinated play, amity, connected conversation,
con�ict, positive affect, concessions, and asks feelings. A square root
transformation was conducted on the following variables prior to analysis:
pretend play, amity, con�ict, positive affect, and asks feelings. This
transformation was necessary to improve the slightly skewed distributions of
these variables. Self-disclosure, gossip, and negative affect did not occur
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TABLE 2
Component Loadings for Features of Interaction

Interaction Component 1 Component 2

Child to Friend
Amity .81 .06
Con�ict 2 .59 08
Positive affect .79 .20
Co-ordinated play .26 .70
Connected conversation 2 .37 .51
Concessions .22 .83
Pretend play 2 .20 .46
Asks feelings .49 2 .37

Variance explained 54% 46%

Friend to Child
Amity .02 .78
Con�ict 2 .04 2 .50
Positive affect .03 86
Co-ordinated play .65 2 .09
Connected conversation .78 2 .12
Concessions .81 2 .04
Pretend play .14 2 .32
Asks feelings 2 .46 2 .27

Variance explained 52% 48%

often enough to be included in the analysis. Child to friend speech and friend
to child speech were analysed separately.

In each case, two components were retained for varimax rotation. Table 2
contains the loadings for each component. For the child, the �rst component
represented the emotional tone of the conversation, and accounted for 54%
of the rotated variance. The second component included variables re�ecting
the complexity of the play and concessions made during the interaction, and
accounted for 46% of the rotated variance. For the friend the two
components were similar in terms of the loading of the items. Play
complexity and concessions accounted for 52% of the rotated variance, and
emotional tone accounted for 48% of the rotated variance.

Based on the results from these principal components analyses, scales
re�ecting emotional tone and play complexity were constructed for the child
and friend. All variables with loadings greater than .50 were standardised
and summed. The emotional tone scale included amity, positive affect, and
lack of con�ict. The play complexity scale consisted of concessions,
co-ordinated play, and connected conversations. Cronbach’s alphas for
these scales are given in parentheses:  child emotional tone (.68); child play
complexity (.49); friend emotional tone (.61); friend play complexity (.66).
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TABLE 3
Intercorrelations among Features of Interaction

Interaction 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Child
1. Emotional tone – .07 2 .09 2 .15 2 .14 .80* 2 .14 2 .04 .05 2 .35*
2. Play complexity – .21 2 .04 2 .36* .01 .53* .14 .34* 2 .50*
3. Pretend play – .11 2 .07* 2 .19 .22 .53* .17 2 .07
4. High power/control – 2 .32* .04 .25 .09 .08 2 .08
5. Low power/control – 2 .25 2 .53* .06 2 .18 .39*

Friend
6. Emotional tone – .02 2 .10 .01 2 .23
7. Play complexity – .14 .00 2 .22
8. Pretend – .24 2 .07
9. High power/control – 2 .69*
10. Low power/control –

*P , .05.

Interrelations among these variables and the power variables were next
examined. Pretend play was included in the analyses in addition to emotional
tone and play complexity, in view of its theoretical interest. Table 3 gives
these correlations.

The following points are worth noting. In general, play complexity was
related to the power variables. Both children and friends who scored high on
play complexity tended to display fewer low power turns (i.e. they were
unlikely to consult their friends as authorities or ask them what to do). In
addition, children who scored high on play complexity had friends who had a
high frequency of high power turns and a low frequency of low power turns.
Similarly, friends who scored high on the play complexity scale played with
children who had relatively few low power turns.

Although there were few statistically signi�cant associations between the
emotional tone scale and power assertions, negative affect was related to low
power turns. Paired t-tests revealed that children who expressed negative
affect tended to have more low power turns [t(40) 5 2 1.98, P , .05] and
their friends tended to have more low power turns [t(19.4) 5 2 1.68, P , .10).
Similarly, friends who expressed negative affect tended to play with children
with fewer high power turns and more low power turns [t(40) 5 1.92 and
t(40) 5 1.78, respectively, both Ps , .10].

The substantial correlations between child and friend on the scales of
emotional tone and play complexity should also be noted, in contrast to the
lack of positive correlations involving high power turns.

Relation of Differences in Children’s Play to Sociocognitive and
Background Variables. The second goal of the study was to examine the
relation of differences in children’s interaction with friends to differences in
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TABLE 4
Correlations between Features of Interaction and Sociocognitive Measures

Time 1 Time 3

Emotion Understanding of
Interaction Understanding False Belief Con�icting Emotions

Emotional tone 2 .11 .22 .05
Play complexity .17 .26 .46*
Pretend play .33* .34* .26
High power/control .03 .02 2 .10
Low power/control 2 .01 .00 2 .17

*P , .05.

social understanding, assessed both earlier in childhood (Time 1) and 7
months later at the end of the kindergarten year (Time 3). Before
investigating these relations, correlations were conducted between the
interaction variables and measures of mothers’ education, fathers’
education and occupational prestige, and the children’s Peabody Picture
Vocabulary Test scores (PPVT). Signi�cant correlations among the
interaction and power variables, and these background variables did not
emerge at a level greater than chance.

Sociocognitive differences. Table 4 presents the correlations between the
interaction measures and the measures of understanding other minds and
emotions from Time 1, and between the interaction measures and measures
of understanding mixed emotions from Time 3.

Children who had performed well on the emotion understanding measure
at 40 months, and who had been able to provide explanations of a puppet’s
actions in terms of the puppet’s beliefs on the false belief task at 40 months,
were more frequently engaging in joint pretend with their friends at the age
of 6 years. Given the theoretical interest of possible links between
self-disclosure and understanding others, we conducted t-tests on the
dichotomised self-disclosure measure and the sociocognitive scores. Success
on the false belief task was related to self-disclosure to a friend three
years later [paired t-test, t(39.8) 5 2 3.2, P , .01]. There was no relation
between the sociocognitive measures from Time 1 and either the Time 2
emotional tone of the children’s interaction, or the differences in power
assertions.

Children who had high levels of play complexity and concessions at the
beginning of kindergarten were more adept at understanding mixed
emotions seven months later. As with the earlier sociocognitive measures,
there were no systematic links with the differences in power/control or in
affect expressed.

Gender differences. t-Tests were performed to examine gender differences
omitting the three mixed gender pairs from the analyses. Gender differences
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were found for both children and friends for the play complexity variable,
with girls playing at a more complex level than boys (t 5 2.29 for children,
t 5 2.20 for friend, both Ps , .05). Gender differences were also found for
pretend play (mean frequencies were .42 and .41 for girls and their friends,
and .33 and .31 for boys and their friends, t 5 1.75 and t 5 2.19, and P , .10
and P , .05, respectively). No statistically signi�cant gender differences
were found for the emotional tone or power variables.

DISCUSSION

This study had two general goals. The �rst was to examine the interactions of
young children playing with a close friend, with a focus on individual
differences in the quality of the relationship. This descriptive data bridges a
gap in current research on young children’s social relationships. We �rst
asked how aspects of friendship that have been emphasised in theoretical
discussions of friendship (e.g. shared fantasy play and self disclosure) were
related to affection and positive affect, and lack of con�ict. The results
showed that affectionate, friendly aspects of the children’s interaction were
relatively independent of the marked individual differences in pretend play
and of the cluster of variables related to concessions that took account of the
other’s interests and co-ordination of play. For some friends, Gottman’s
(1986) view of co-ordinated play as the de�ning feature of friendships at this
age was supported. Other children shared a warm, affectionate relationship
that included happy excitement, but sophisticated co-ordination of play was
not very frequent in their interactions. Still others shared a pretend world of
make-believe that suggested they were strikingly “in tune” with their
partners’ ideas, yet they did not necessarily show affection toward one
another. These results support assertions that there are two independent
aspects of early friendships (positive interaction and co-ordination of play)
(Park & Waters, 1986). The question of whether self-disclosure would be
evident in young children was addressed, and the �ndings showed that some
of the children disclosed feelings and wishes in the context of interacting
with their friends. On the issue of how these aspects of friendship related to
assertiveness and power, the �ndings showed that children who engaged
in frequent complex co-ordinated play with friends were likely to
have assertive friends and unlikely to engage in low power moves
themselves.

Two general lessons from these descriptive �ndings should be noted. First,
we should be sensitive to individual differences in the quality of friendship.
Just as adult friendships can differ widely, so too can those of children. The
second lesson concerns the importance of taking account of the context in
which we study children. An obvious limitation of this study is that we were
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only able to observe the target children in their own homes; host children
were signi�cantly more assertive and attempted to control their partners
more than the guests did. As a further comment on context, the high
correlations between child and friend on the emotional tone and play scales
and on the frequency of pretend play remind us that although the focus of
this paper is on individual differences in social interaction and social
understanding, these individual differences are revealed within the context
of highly reciprocated interactions. Child and friend measures are, in this
sense, not independent of one another.

Before turning to the second goal of the study, a brief comment on the
gender differences found (and not found) is in order. The hypothesis that
girls would engage in more elaborate play than boys was supported, as was
the idea that they would engage in more pretend play. These differences may
well contribute to the gender segregation that is so pervasive at this age.
Girls may �nd each other more compatible and rewarding play partners than
boys (cf. Maccoby & Jacklin, 1987). However, the gender differences in
power/control that we expected were not found. One possibility is that these
children may not yet have fallen into “gender-appropriate” behaviour in this
respect. Brown and Gilligan (1991) described a similar phenomenon in their
study of 7- and 8-year-old girls. They described the girls in their sample as
“whistle-blowers” who asserted their opinions often. Over the next few
years, it was suggested that these girls learned that they should be “nice
girls” who are quiet and controlled, not trouble-makers, and subsequently
began to assert themselves less often. If such processes are indeed operating,
it is possible that our 6-year-olds were still at the “whistle-blowing” stage,
accounting for the lack of gender differences in attempts to control.

The second goal of the study was to investigate the relation between
friendship quality and both earlier and later social understanding as assessed
in standardised tasks. Our �rst prediction was that early sophistication in
social understanding would be associated with later differences in
friendship, especially in co-ordinated pretend play and the shared
understanding re�ected in concessions to the other’s interests. In our earlier
work, children’s performance on assessments of emotion understanding and
of other minds at 40 months was related to their handling of con�ict with
family members (Slomkowski & Dunn, 1992), and to the sophistication and
connectedness of their conversations with a friend at 47 months
(Slomkowski & Dunn, 1996). The �ndings of the present study extend this
work in two ways. First, they demonstrate that performance on
sociocognitive assessments at 40 months was related to differences in the
children’s interaction with a close friend during kindergarten, three and a
half years after the sociocognitive tests. Joint pretend play and self-
disclosure among the 6-year-olds were related to the early social cognition
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measures; the latter association should be interpreted with caution,
however, because only half the target children engaged in self-disclosure.

The second prediction was that differences in friendship interaction, in
turn, would be related to the children’s later emotion understanding, as
re�ected in their understanding of mixed emotions at the end of the
kindergarten year. This is generally seen as an important milestone in
emotion understanding (Harris, 1989). The results showed that differences
in the complexity of co-ordinated play with friends—a dimension that
included concessions and reassurances re�ecting an appreciation of the
other’s interests—were indeed related to the understanding of mixed
emotions seven months later. In contrast, very little evidence was found for a
link between differences in the affectionate dimension of the children’s play
with their friends and either earlier or later individual differences in social
understanding. It appears that the children were able to enjoy their
interactions with friends without being particularly sophisticated in their
understanding of mental states and emotions in the formal assessments.

The pattern of associations between sociocognitive and interaction
variables raises a notoriously intractable question: How can we draw causal
inferences from such �ndings? In the introductory essay, Laursen (this issue)
stresses how close relationships are formative in terms of individual
adaptation. Yet these data remind us that we should be cautious about
assuming a unidirectional pattern of in�uence between relationships and
individual characteristics. The results of this study show that it would be
inappropriate to describe friendships as formative for later social
understanding without also highlighting the associations between early
individual characteristics and later friendship patterns. The earlier that we
look at children’s relationship experiences,  the more complex the picture
becomes. Thus, we have evidence that children’s experiences within the
family before the 40-month assessments of social understanding were linked
to their success on these tasks. Those children who participated in joint
pretend play with their older siblings before they were three years old were
later the most sophisticated children, mature at recognising others’ emotions
and at understanding the connections between the beliefs and actions of
others (Youngblade & Dunn, 1995).

Over this developmental period, when striking advances in understanding
the social world take place, it appears that the experience of sharing a
pretend world, or establishing connected, co-ordinated play with another
child (sibling or friend) are linked to developments in social understanding.
Common sense, as well as our data, suggest that there is a two-way process of
in�uence between relationships and understanding. Strategies, such as
cross-lagged approaches, may be helpful in describing this process, although
rapid changes in social understanding constrain the use of such techniques.
Of course, friendship may foster other aspects of children’s development
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and adjustment. The range of developmental advances that researchers have
attributed to the experience of playing with a friend is striking. It has been
said that complex pretend play with a friend allows children to explore
their emotions and defuse everyday frustrations (Parker & Gottman,
1989), and that mutual regulation of emotion within friendships
helps children to manage their emotions and, as a consequence, perform
better on problem-solving tasks (Newcomb & Brady, 1982). The next
steps in research on friendship must test these possibilities with strategies
sensitive to the range of individual differences in the relationship,
using a combination of longitudinal observational and experimental
approaches along the lines suggested by Berndt (1996). Such imaginative
approaches are needed to understand how friendships enhance (or hinder)
children’s social understanding, and as a consequence, in�uence their
adjustment.

Manuscript received November 1996
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