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dren’s favored
perceived

status was related to high levels of both interpersonal understanding and
self-competence, with the relation between peer acceptance and interpersonal
understanding bemng stronger for older than for youn
fnends and nonfnends, mutual fnends were more =

children Compared with unilateral
to each other on both mterpersonal

understanding and tEercelved social self-competence Results are interpreted in hght of recent
odological a

conceptual and me

Much recent work m the area of social
cogitive development has addressed the 1ssue
of what social cogmitive skills are related to
effective interpersonal competence When com-
pared with unpopular children, popular chil-
dren have been found to be more adept at
knowmg how to mitiate a friendship, commu-
mceating effectively, integrating themselves mnto
a group conversation, knowmg of peer norms
and values, mferring and vicariously exper-
encing others’ affective states, constructing al-
ternative nterpersonal goals, monitormg therr
social impact, and matching therr socal skills
to the demands of a partxcu]it situation (Asher
& Renshaw 1981, Gottman, Gonso, & Rasmus-
sen 1975, Ladd & Oden 1979, Marcus 1980,
Peery 1979, Rubin 1972) That social cogni-
tive skills have a causal relation to interper-
sonal competence has been demonstrated by
social skills traiming studies (Conger & Keane
1981, Urbam & Kendall 1980, Weissberg,
Gesten, Rapkin, Cowen, Davidson, Flores de
Apodaca, & McKim 1681)

Although these studies have forged a
closer merger between social cognition and so-
cial behavior (cf Dweck 1981), several 1ssues

dvances 1n

e study of children’s peer relations

remam Four are addressed in the two studies
described n this report First, while there 1s
evidence that mature social cognitive develop-
ment 1s related to favored peer status, further
information 15 needed on the specific socal
cogmtive skills that contnbute to this relation
(Conger & Keane 1981) Selman (1980, 1981)
has formulated a developmental model of chil-
dren’s interpersonal understandimg, which de-
scribes qualitative changes in conceptions both
of individuals as psychological organisms and
of close friendships The studies reviewed above
hint at the importance of these areas and pro-
vide the rationale for systematically studymg
the extent to which interpersonal reasoning 1s
related to favored peer status

A second 1ssue concerns the use of self-
report measures n the social skills hterature
Despite long-standing views that self-percep-
tion may be related to how one sees oneself
as perceived by others (Mead 1934, Selman
1980), there are few relhable and vald self-
report mventories used 1n the social skills liter-
ature (Green & Forehand 1980) An area of
self-evaluation particularly relevant to chil-
dren’s peer status 1s perceived social self-
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competence (Harter 1982) A chid with a
posihive social self-image may be hkely to ap-
proach and be approached by others, whereas
a child with a negative social self-mage may
be reticent to imihate social contact and may
even ehat rejecting behavior from others (Fine
1981, Putallaz & Gottman 1981) In both
studies m this report we ex%lored the relation
between perceived social self-competence and

actual peer acceptance
A third 1ssue 1s based on Dweck’s (1981)
speculations that children’s fnendships are
based on psvchological similarity There 1s con-
sistent evidence that simlanty or complemen-
tanity m attitudes, ideals, and values are re-
lated to mterpersonal attraction and relation-
ship stabiity m adults (Bentler & Newcomb
19'?8, Hill, Rubin, & Peplau 1979}, but study
of similanty in children’s friendships has re-
volved around concrete dimensions such as
age, sex, size, and physical maturity or attrac-
tiveness rather than more abstract psycholog-
cal dimensions (cf Dawvitz 1955, Hartup 1970)
Here we explored the 1bility that children
who nommate each other as friends (mutual
fnends) would be more mmxl;r to each oth:rd
m Jevels of mterpersonal understanding a
perceived social self-com ce than pams of
children m which either one child did not re-
crprocate the friendship nomination of the other
child (unilateral friends) or a child nominates
another child as someone he or she would not
want as a friend (nonfriends) ! Similar levels
of mte al understanding and perceived
social self-competence might underscore the re-
effects these vanables have m the

friendship process

The final 1ssue explored m this pair of
studies 1s developmental trends in the relation
between social skills and peer acceptance Most
studies mvestigatng this relaton have com-
bined children of various ages n a single group,
precluding the discovery that certam social
slalls are more predictive of children’s peer
status at one developmental period than at
another (cf Conger & Keane 1881, Dweck
1081, Putallaz & Gottman 1981) Given that
older children’s friendship concepts are more
psychologically based (Selman 1981), we asked
if “mterpersonal understanding would be a
tance 1n older

stronger predictor of peer accep

than in younger children Percerved social self-
competence not undergo ssimilar dramatic
1 A balanced

chose each other as nonfriends (mutual nonfnends) However, such reciproaity

developmental changes (Harter 1982), so we
did not expect 1t to relate differentially to the
peer status of younger and older children

We restricted our sample to third through
eighth graders because chxf:iren mn this age -
terval can be given p-administered mea-
sures We collected iﬂ; from two samples
Sample 1 was third through eighth graders
who completed an interpersonal understandm%
measure focused pnmanly on conceptions o
individuals as psychological orgamisms For
these children, peer acceptance was assessed
by both positive and negative peer nomma-
tions Sample 2 was an mfe ndent replication
sample for which we refined measures of mter-
?ersonal understanding and peer status The
ourth- through seventh-grade children m this
sample completed an mtermrsonal understand-
g measure focused on both concephons of
individuals and notions of close friendships
For these children, peer acceptance was as-
sessed by peer ratings and by both positive
and negative peer nommnations Several authors
have reported that peer ratings are more sen-

siive indexes of peer status than noms-
nations (Green, Forehand, Beck, & Vosk 1980,
Hallinan 1981)

Method

Subjects

Sample 1 was composed of 34 third grad-
ers (17 boys, 17 girls, mean age = 8 58 years),
34 fourth graders (21 boys, 13 guls, mean age
= 9 69 years), 41 fifth graders (21 boys, 20
grrls, mean age = 10 65 years), 17 sixth grad-
ers (7 boys, 10 grrls, mean age = 11 75 years),
39 seventh graders (18 boys, 21 girls, mean
age = 12 87 years), and 45 eighth graders (19
boys, 26 gls, mean age = 13 80 years) All
210 children were white and middle class and
attended the same Catholic grammar school

Sample 2 was com; of 30 fourth grad-
ers (16 , 14 , mean age = 1019
years), 24 fifth graders (9 boys, 15 girls, mean
age = 11 11 years), 18 sixth graders (9 boys,
9 girls, mean age = 11 80 years), and 31 sev-
enth graders (l4bat{;, 17 guls, mean age =
13 07 years) Like chi n sampie 1,
all 103 children 1n sample 2 were white and
middle class and a ed the same Catholic

grammar school.

would have included the msue of strmlarity between children who

occurred too

mfrequently (a mean of 12 mutual nonfnends pars across all grade/sex groups) to carry out
the anal 4

ysis



Matenrals and Procedure
Three measures were group administered
m one session to children mn both samples mn

therr respechive classrooms i the following
standard order

Interpersonal understanding —After view-
mng a 6-min sound filmstrip about a boy's mnter-
personal dilemma, children 1n sample 1 wrote
therr answers to 10 questions, derived from
Selman (1980), which were read aloud Eight
questions covered the individuals domamn of
nterpersonal understanding (two questons
each on subjectivity, self awareness, personal-
ity, and personahty change) and two questions
covered the friendship domam and focused on
conflict resolution 2 For each eoﬂuestlon, re-
sponses and justifications were coded as repre-
senting one of three broad developmental lev-
els denived from Selman (1980) Percentage
of perfect agreement ([number of agreements
— number of disagreements / total possible
number of judgments] X 100) between two
independent ratings of all protocols was 98%
Given the high ternal consistency of the total
score (Cronbach’s ¢ = 75), a summary score
was used mn all analyses

For the clildren m sample 2, the assess-
ment of the friendship domain was expanded
to imclude aspects of fmendship formation,
closeness and ntimacy, trust and reciprocity,
jealousy and exclusion, and fnendship termu-
nation Two questions were mcluded ?or each
aspect The sconng of the total 20 responses
and justifications was revised to reflect each of
Selman’s five levels of mterpersonal under-
standmg Percentage of perfect agreement be-
tween two mdependent ratings of all g:'otocols
was 96% (Cronbach’s a« = 69 for the total

score)

Peer status nomnation —Children 1n sam-
ple 1 were asked to think of same-sex peers
who were in the same grade at their school
This task was facilitated by all classmates’
bemng present in the same room For each of
10 questions, children were asked to wnte
down the first and last names of two children
These questions represented positive and nega-
tive nominations egom areas including friend,
El;tymate, free-bmt:a})artner, work mate, and

fnend The total number of both positive
and negative nommations was derived from
each area Because the number of children at
each grade level varied, these two scores were
converted to z scores on the basis of each

Kurdek and Krile 1487

grade-sex group The number of posiive and
negative nominations was consistent across the
five content areas (mean #'s = 58 and 78, re-
spectively), so only total posiive and total
negative nomnation scores were retamned

For children m sample 2, smmilar proce-
dures were followed with the exception that
posthve and negative nomnations were ob-
tamned only for the areas of playmate, work-
mate, and best friend The frequency of posr-
tive and negative nomnations was agam highly
consistent across these areas (mean r's = 78
and 79, respectively), so only total positive
and total negative nommation z scores (based
on each grade-sex group) were retamed In
addition, children 1n sample 2 rated each same-
sex classmate on a five-pomnt scale (1 = don't
bke to, 5 = hke to a lot) in response to the
questions “How much do you hke to play
[work] with this boy [gir]] at school” All play
ratings were completed first Because the play
and work ratings were highly correlated F =
93), a total peer rating score was denived by
summing the play and work ratings

On the basis of children’s positive or nega-
tive nominations m the friend and best frend
content areas, three classroom friendsh: ups
were 1dentified in both samples mutua}]J g'r:and—
ship (child A nominated child B i one or
both of the above areas and child B also nom-
nated child A), unilateral friendship (child A
nominates child B, but child B does not re-
ciprocate), and nonfriendship (child A noms-
nates child B as someone he or she does not
want to have as a friend) Children were not
included more than once m each frendship
pair Because children nommated two class-
mates 1n each category, one child was randomly
selected for each friendship pair

Percewed socual self-competence —This
measure 1s part of Harter’s (1979) Perceived
Competence Scale for Children Each of seven
items n this measure 1s a par of statements
reflecting opposing views of oneself n the area
of social competence (e g, “Some kids find 1t
hard to make friends BUT for other kids 1t’s
pretty easy”) All items were read aloud to the
children who first had to decide which of the
items n the par better descnibed them, and
then had to rate whether that item was “sort
of true” or “really true” of them Each item
was then scored on a four-pomnt scale For the
total composite score Cronbach’s & = 79 and
68 for samples 1 and 2, respectively

32 A more detaled description of the measures 15 available upon request from the first

author
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Results

Developmental Trends and Sex Dsfferences
For both sample 1 and sample 2, sxgmﬁ-
cant developmental increases were found for

nterpersonal understanding, r's = 63 and 34,
respectively, p < 001 Developmental trends
for social self-competence and peer nomma-

tions or ratmgs were nonsignficant In l:loth
samples, girls had s mterpersonal under-
stangmg ?crores thanglc;xet; boyl;l,)er’s = 27 and
51 for samples 1 and 2, respectively, p <
001 For both samples, sex differences were
nonsignificant on social self-competence
score and the peer-nommation scores How-
ever, girls (as assessed m sample 2 only) re-
cetved higher peer ratings, r = 26, p < 0],
than did boys

Relation between Peer Acceptance and Both
Interpersonal Understanding and Social
Self-Competence

Partial correlations (controlling for age)
between tive and negative peer nomma-
tions and m mnterpersonal understanding and
percerved social self-competence are presented
for all cluldren m sample 1 as well as for
younger children (grades 3-5) and older chil-
dren (grades 6-8) at the top of table 1 Par-
tial correlations (oontrollmg for age) between
both peer nommations and peer ratings and
both mterpersonal understanding and perceived
social self-competence are presented in the bot-
tom of table 1 for all children in sample 2
as well as for younger (grades 4-5) and older
(grades 6-7) children (In both samples, zero-
order Pearson correlations were virtually 1den-
tical to the parhal correlations and, therefore,
are not presented )

For all of the children 1n sample 1, inter-
personal understanding and perceived social
self-competence were better predictors of pos:-
tive than of negative peer nommations The
strength of the sigmficant relations, however,
was not very high Children who received iog:-
tive nommations tended to have high levels of
mterpersonal understanding and saw them-
selves as socally competent Developmental
trends m the strength of the relations were
assessed here and i all later analyses by means
of Fisher r—= transformations The relation be-
tween mterpersonal understanding and positive

nomnations was stronger for the older than
or the younger children, z =293, p < 01

Correlations involving children’s negative
peer nommnations were also not very lgh for
erther the total sample or each developmental
level For the total sample, negative nomina-

tions were related to low interpersonal under-
standing Developmental trends in the pattern
of relations were nonsignificant

The results for sample 2 are of note m that
stronger relations were obtamed for peer rat-
ings than for peer nommations For the total
sample, posiive nommations were related to
high perceived social self-competence while
negative nominations were related to low inter-
personal understanding and low perceived so-
cial self-competence High peer ratings were
related to both high interpersonal understand-
mng and perceived social self-competence De-
velopmental trends m the pattern of relations
were nonsignificant although there was a trend,
consistent with the findings of sample 1, for
a stronger (p < 10) relation between mterrer-
sonal understanding and peer ratings for older
than for younger children

Degree of Similarsty between Children
in Friendship-Type Pars

Partial correlations, controlling for age, be-
tween children m the three fnensslnp groups
on mterpersonal understanding and perceived
social slg:-oom tence are presented mn table
2 for the totaresample am:lp for younger and
older children in samples 1 and 2 A general
trend emerged across both samples mutual
friends are more similar to each other than are
etther umlateral friends or nonfriends This
trend was particularly true for older children

For sample 1, correlations for the total
sample showed a high correspondence between
mutual friends on both mterpersonal under-
standing and perceived social self-competence
Smmilar correspondences were not obtamned for
umlateral friends or nonfriends, with the ex-
ception that umilateral friends showed some
similarity i level of social self-competence
Fisher r-z transformations did not reveal sig-
nificaht differences m the size of the correla-
tions obtamed between mutual friends and
erther unilateral friends or nonfriends for esther
the total sample or for younger children How-
ever, for the older chuldren, mutual frniends
showed a stronger smmilanty on interpersonal
understandin tEan either umlateral friends or
nonfriends, z’s = 206 and 2 69, respectwely,
p< 05

For all of the children i sample 2, mutual
friends, as opposed to umlateral friends and
nonfriends, were similar on both mterperson-
al understanding and social self-competence
Fisher r—z transformations revealed the cor-
relabons mvolving interpersonal understand-
ing and social competence to be significantly
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stronger for mutual frniends than for erther um-
lateral friends or nonfnends, z's rangmng from
236 to 258, p< 05 Differences m the
strength of the relations for the three kinds of
fniendships for older and younger children
were nonsignificant, althoug{x a trend (p<
10) was found (sunilar to the finding
sample 1) for older children m mutual friend-
ships to be more similar on interpersonal un-
derstanding than older children m either um-
lateral fnendships or nonfriendships

Discussion

Developmental Trends and Sex Differences
in Interpersonal Understanding and Percetved
Social Self-Competence

The developmental trends and sex differ-
ences obtamned m these two studies are con-
sistent with those obtamned in previous reports
The strong developmental trend evidenced in
children’s mterpersonal understanding as as-
sessed by the group-admimistered task designed
for these studies 1s similar to that revealed
through individually administered comprehen-
sive mterviews (Se 1980) The high m-
ternal consistency of this task, as well as its
ease of admimstration and scoring, makes 1t a
good candidate for becomng one of the few
standardized social cogmtion tasks :}:propmte
for a wide developmental span (cf Ennght,
Frankhn, & Manheim 1980) The finding that
guls have hugher levels of mt nal under-
standing 15 consistent with Hoffman’s (1977)
conclusion that girls, more than boys, are
socialized both to be attentive to the needs of
others and to put themselves mn another per-
son’s position

Correlates of Peer Acceptance

Generally, our results indicate that chil-
dren with favored peer status had high levels
of mnt onal understanding and percerved
social self-competence Further evidence of the
importance of these sklls for cluldren’s peer
relations was obtamned from our analyses of
correspondences between mutual friends, um-
lateral friends, and nonfriends on these van-
ables Compared with both umlateral fnends
and nonfriends, mutual fnends were more sim-
ilar on mnterpersonal understandmg and per-
ceived socal self-competence Taken together,
these findings further remnforce the existence of
a hink between social cogmtion and peer group
status (cf Asher & Renshaw 1881, Gottman
et al 1975, Ladd & Oden 1979, Marcus 1980,

Peery 1979, Rubm 1972) Given the data base
meeze relation between speafic socal cogni-

tive skills and peer status, further work can
address the 1ssue of the relative importance of
these skills in a multivanate framework

The exact nature of the relation between
peer status and both interpersonal understand-
ing and percerved socal self-competence also
needs further mvestgation Theonsts m ths
area are 1n agreement that peer relations, espe-
cnally relations with fnends, afford chuldren the
opportunity to become interpersonally sens-
tive, exgerxence mtimacy, achieve mutual un.
derstanding, and m seneral acqurre sklls for
later mterpersonal adjustment (Piaget 1965,
Selman 1980, Sullivan 1953, Youniss 1980)
These writers also stress that the cntical com-
ponents of children’s friendships are mutual
respect and cooperation, which enable children
to apgrecxate mdividuals as sharmg common
thoughts, feelings, motives, and intentions Our
findings provide strong support for these views
and underscore the need to view the relation
between social cognition and status as a
reciprocal one While being able to under-
stand both the psychological nature of mdi-
viduals and the dynamics of friendship (inter-
personal understanding) and to percerve onescl
as having well-developed social sklls (per-
ceived social self-competence) may facilitate
the unfolding of the friendship process, 1t also
seems plausible that sumlarly developed skills
on the part of one’s friend may further enhance
development 1n these areas (cf Gottman et al
1975)

Our exammation of developmental trends
m the correlates of peer acceptance revealed
older children’s acceptance to be more
closely linked to level of mt al under-
standing than was that of younger children
This finding provides some su for the
view that social cogmtive correlates of
status may shift with developmental level (cf
Dweck 1981, Putallaz & Gottman 1981) The
shift evidenced in this study, however, seems
to have been one of degree rather than land,
smce mterpersonal understanding was sigmfi-
cantly related to younger children’s peer accep-
tance For older children, this pattern was more
robust With matunty, chil ’s friendships
become more psychologically based (Selman
1981), and the mdividuals and friendship-
dynamics aspects of mterpersonal understand-
mng mveshiated here ma{lprovnde a solid socal
cogmitive base from which such fniendships
might develop In addition, 1t seems hkely that
older children’s expenencing close mutual
fnendships might further advance the develop-

ment of interpersonal understanding
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