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Abstract 

The aim of this snidy was to examine the friendship quality of children considered to be 

socially withdrawn. Withdrawn children were identified through peer nominations, using 

a subscale of  the Revised Class Play (RCP, Masten, Morrison, & Pellegrhi, 1985). 

Fnendship quality was mesure using behavioural observations and a coding systern 

developed by Kem, Klepac and Cole, (1996). Fnendship dyads cornprised of both 

withdrawn and non-withdrawn children were observed while engaged in a stnictured 

building task and a co1ou"ng task. Multivariate analysis indicated that the interactions of 

withdrawn children do not diRer fkom those of average children for many of the variables 

typically thought to be elements of friendships. They did however, expetïence less 

cornpetitiveness in their interactions and made fewer utterances than their more outgoing 

peers. 
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The Importance of Peer Relations 

The importance given by many researchers to the behavioural styles and peer 

relations of children can be traced back to the theories of early developmentalists such as 

Piaget. According to Piaget, the decline in egocentrk thinking of the preoperational 

stage is due in large part to social interaction. The management of inevitable conflicts 

with peers, and resulting negotiation, help the child to develop an understanding of the 

perspectives of others. With this understanding, the child begins to develop more mature 

social thinking, leading to socially appropriate behaviour, which fosters more positive 

future peer relations (Piaget, 1928). The assumption that positive peer relations are 

essential for normal cognitive and behavioural development raises a crucial question: 

What is the fate of the child who participates in fewer interactions, or in less skilful 

interactions? 

Many studies have demonstrated a link between early aggressive behaviours with 

peers and later maladjustment (e-g., Moskowitz & Schwartmian, 1989; Parker & Asher, 

1987). Clinicians have believed for some tirne that social withdrawal and inhibition also 

reflect serious disturbances and are worthy of attention in terms of prevention and 

treatrnent (e.g., Rubin & Asendorpf, 1993). Consequently, social withdrawal and 

inhibition are addressed in most psychopatholcgy textboo ks (e.g., Lewis & Miller, 1 990 ), 

although they have not been studied as widely as aggressive behaviour. 

The Studv of Shvness 

Rubin, Stewart and Coplan (1995) offer some reasons for the relatively short 

history of shyness research Intemaking problems such as anxiety, fear, depression and 
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social withdrawal are easy to ignore, because their indicatorj are less salient than those 

of extemalizing problems. It is, therefore, easier to identifl extemalizing problems at an 

early age. In a practical sense, a teacher dealing with a large class is more likely to focus 

on the disruptive and possibly violent student than on the quiet student whose problem is 

only visible when he or she is reluctant to participate. In some ways, the shy/withdrawn 

child may be considered a mode1 student because he or she is not disruptive, generally 

follows instructions, and han& work in on time to avoid attracting unwanted attention. 

Stabilitv of Social Withdrawal 

The issue of the stability of social withdrawal has bren debated extensively in the 

past It has been suggested that, unlike aggression and low peer acceptance, social 

withdrawal is episodic and non-cumulative (Kolberg, Lacrosse & Ricks, 1972; Parker & 

Asher, 1987). This has been offered as an explanation for the lack of sound follow-up 

research estabtishing a Iink between child inhibition and later psychopathology (Parker & 

Asher, 1987). When looking back into the childhood of pathological adults, it is easier to 

identi@ some transitory episode of social withdrawal than it is to trace a stable or 

consistent behavioural style forward from early childhood to adulthood in a follow-up 

study (Parker & Asher, 1987). 

In contrast with the earlier assumption that social withdrawal is transitory and 

episodic, some recent -dies have cautiously supported the opposite view. Moderate 

stability for social withdrawal was found by Moskowitz, Schwartmian and Ledingham 

(1985) over a three year period in a study in which initial assessments were made in 

grades 4 and 7. As research into social withdrawal continued, various subtypes of social 
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withdrawal were identified, and it was argued by some that stability may depend on 

subtype. Rubùi and Mills (1 9 88) found that social withdrawal was manifested in 

different ways. Children for whom social isolation was the result of social anxiety and 

negative self perceptions were descnied as passive isolates, whereas other children 

whose social isolation was more related to aggression and impulsivity were termed active 

immature. Passive isolation was found to be stable fiom Grades 2 through 5, whereas 

active immature isolation was found to occur infrequently and to be episodic in nature. 

Momson and Masten (199 1) found that children identified by their peers as 

sensitive-isolated in third to sixth grade were less likely to be socially competent and 

accepted by their peers when followed up seven years Iater. When including extreme 

groups only ( Le., children identified as extremely withdrawn), Rubin found that most 

subjects, fiom age 5 years to 1 lyears, identified as socially withdrawn in one school year 

were similarly identified in subsequent years (Rubin et al., 1995). Based on their review 

of the research on stability, Rubin and his colleagues concluded that "sociai withdrawal 

tends to persist across time ( p. 175)." 

Prediction of Maladiustment fiom Social Wiîhdrawal 

In a comprehensive review of the prediction literature by Parker and Asher 

(1987), virtually al1 studies reviewed were found to be deficieut in some way. As a 

result, it was concluded that no evidence supported a predictive link between childhood 

shyness and any of the outcome measures traditionally considered. These measures have 

typically included dropping out of school, juvenile delinquency, adult crime, and adult 

psychopathology. 
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Subsequent longitudinal studies, however, have supported the hypothesis that 

childhood social withdrawal is predictive of later developmental difficulties. Early 

social withdrawal has been found IO predict poor achievement in school and negative 

self- appraisal in adult life (Moskowitz & Schwartzman, 1989). In the same study, 

fernales identified as socially withdrawn were found to be twice as likely to have an 

abortion during adolescence. Caspi, Elder and Bem (1988) found that men with histories 

of childhood shyness were found to be significantly delayed completing most life 

transitions. These men were found to be "off time" in marrying, having children, and 

establishing successful careers. It should be noted that these subjects reached adulthood 

during the 19401s, a time when traditional gender roles put more pressure on the male to 

initiate courtship. At that time marrying later in life was more exceptional then it is 

today. Since social withdrawd has long been thought to reflect intemaking problerns 

such as anxiety and depression, it makes intuitive sense to look to these areas for possible 

outcornes of social withdrawal in children. In a longitudinal study by Rubin and Mills 

(1988), passive rinxious withdrawal in Grade 2 was found to be moderately predictive of 

non-clinical depression measured in Grade 5- It was also found that a negative self 

perception of social cornpetence was a strong predictor of later depression. 

When considering the child's perspective regarding his or her social abilities, 

Hymel, Woody and Bowker (1993) found that withdrawn children reported lower self 

concepts in the areas of athletic cornpetition and peer relations than did average and 

aggressive unpopular children. Hymel, Rubin, Rowden and LeMare (1990) observed a 

predictive link between early social withdrawal and later negative self-regard. It was not 
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clear if this was a causal relationship. Hymel et al. (1990) acknowledged that early 

social wiîhdrawal and a lack of rewarding social interactions may conûibute to a lower 

self perception in terms of social ability or, convenely, that social withdrawai may 

reflect already-established perceptions of social incornpetence. 

Extending this research, Rubin and colleagues (1995) conducted a longitudinal 

study demonstrating that passive withdrawal, anxiety, and negative self-perception of 

social cornpetence at age 7 were significantly associated with measures of depression, 

loneliness, and anxiety at age 1 1. In the study by Hymel et al. (1990), social difficultîes 

in Grade 2 were found to predict problems of an intemalizing nature in Grade 5. Thus, 

as research continues in the area of childhood social withdrawal, a predictive link is 

ernerging between withdrawal and various types of maladjustment later in Me. 

Subtv~es of Shvness and Their implications for Maladiustment 

Social withdrawal in children has long been viewed as cause for concem by 

parents, dinicians and researchers. The search f ~ r  ernpirical support for this concem 

has been a long one, and only in recent years have studies provided rnodest support for 

this view. Harrist and associates (Harrïst, Zaia, Bates, Dodge & Pemt, 1997) suggest that 

these results stem fiom a changing concept of social withdrawal. Although social 

withdrawal was once viewed as a unitary phenornenon, a more contemporary view 

suggests that social withdrawaI is multidimensional (Asendorpf, 1990; Hamst et al. 

1997; Rubin & Mills, 1988). Only some of the subtypes are thought to be associated 

with maladjustment across the lifespan. 

Asendorpf (1990, 1993) conceptuaIized social withdrawal as an artifact of two 
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opposing motivations: social avoidance and social approach. He identified three types of 

social withdrawal. Unsociable children were described as less involved with their pe r s  

due to a low approach motivation. These children were seen as content playing on their 

own and have been described as object oriented Shy children were seen as being 

trapped in an approach-avoidance conflict and often displayed behaviour that was a 

compromise between the two motivations. A third group was described as avoidant, and 

typically demonstrated high levels of both aggression and shyness. 

Rubin and Mills (1988) identified two forms of social withdrawal: 

passive-anxious and active-immature. This study provided a clear distinction between 

withdrawal fiom the group based on anxiety and fearfilness and isolation based on 

rejection by the group. Passive-anxious isolation was related to peer rejection, 

intemalizing problems, and negative social self-perception. Active isolation was often 

associated with aggression and other extemaking difficulties. The results of this 

longitudinal study suggested that passive-anuious withdrawal, which appeared to be the 

more stable type of social withdrawal, may be associated wiîh future anxiety, Ioneliness 

and depression. 

Hamst et al. (1997), using cluster analysis of teacher ratings, were able to isolate 

four subtypes of social withdrawal. Three of these were similar to groups identified by 

Asendorpf, Rubin and colleagues (unsociable, active isolated, and passive anxious 

subtypes). Asendorpf (1990) described unsociable children as being less involved with 

their peers due to a low approach motive, rather than a fear of novel or social evaluative 

situations. Active isolated children have been characterized as exhibiting aggressive and 
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immature behaviour, Ieading to social isolation (Rubin& Mills, 1988; Younger & 

Daniels, 1992). Rubin and Mills (1 988) and Asendorpf (IWO) described passive anxious 

children as being caught in an approachlavoidance conflict and being feamil of social 

interactions. The fourth group identified in the Har& et al. (1997) study was described 

as sad/depressed. The emergence of this fourth gmup supports findings previously 

described by Rubin (1988), that passive-anxious isolates (in Kindergarten) were 

depressed in Grade 5. Hanïst and associates observed that it is not clear if these children 

were depressed in Kindergarten or if they became depressed as they progressed in school. 

The children in the Hamst study were rated by their teacher over four years. They found 

that the unsociable and passive-isolated groups displayed competent patterns of 

information processing and few social problems as identified by their teachers. This 

finding runs counter to the contentions of Rubin and Mïlls (1988), who suggested a 

prognosis of intemalizing problems for passive isolates. in explaining this discrepancy, 

Harrist et al. cited research (Rubin, Stewart & Coplan, 1995; Younger, Schwartzman & 

Ledingharn, 1985) indicating that passive isolation leads to peer rejection in later years 

when reticent behaviour is more likely to be viewed as atypical by the group, but not 

earlier. The participants in the Hamst et al. study were identified in Kindergarten and 

followed over the course of four years. It may be that these subjects were too young for 

their reticent behaviour to be identified by their peers as atypical. 

Because passive isolation may be atypical behaviour when a child enters the 

middle childhood years, and one which often leads to peer rejection, there may be a 

comection between social withdrawai and peer acceptance (Rubin, 1993; Rubin et al., 
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1995; Younger et a1.,1985). Whereas the MO constnicts have been confounded in the 

past (and in some instances considered to be synonyrnous), more recen* they have 

been conceptualized as distinct but related aspects of a child's social world ( F m a n  & 

Robbins, 1985; George & H m a n n ,  1996). In a meta-analysis, Newcomb, Bukowski, 

and Pattee (1 993) examined the relationship between social withdrawal and 

non-acceptance. They concluded that rejected children were more aggressive andor 

withdrawn than average children. Rejected children scored higher on mesures of 

depression, anxiety, and a composite withdrawal variable, and scored lower on a variety 

of sociability variables. Thus, social withdrawal and acceptance cannot be equated, but 

they may be associated in some marner. 

Measurement of Shvness 

Early observational research into behavioural styles and the identification of shy 

or socially withdmwn children simply considered the number or rate of interactions a 

child engaged in, the assumption being that shy children would engage in fewer 

interactions than would more capable children (Allen, Hart, Buell, Harris & Wolfe, 

1964). When evaluating this approach to assessment, Asher, Markell and Hyrnel(198 1 ) 

found the validity of the method to be weak and recommended that more emphasis be 

placed on the quality of a child's interactions and the extent of peer acceptance. 

In an effort to learn about the quality, rather than the quantity, of peer 

interactions, both peer and teacher assessments have been used as well as direct 

observation. There has been debate surrounding wheîher peer nominations are more 

accurate, and therefore preferable to teacher nominations (Ollendick, Oswald & Francis, 
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1989; Parker and Asher, 1987; Realmuto, August, Sieler, & Pessoa-Brandao, 1997). 

Parker and Asher argued that teachers rnay be biased by the child's level ofacademic 

success, gender and social class. Teachers may also be hampered by the small sample of 

interactions that they are able to observe and the context in which they occur. Parker and 

Asher (1987) concluded that teacher assessments are less accurate than peer assessrnent 

in identi@ing children's behavioural styles. 

Research by Younger, Schwartmian and Ledinghm (1986) compared child and 

adult perceptions ofmaladjustment. These researchers suggested that behaviours are 

more likefy to be identified and recalled if they conform to a defined social schema of a 

specific trait. It was hypothesized that the social withdrawal schema does not emerge 

until late childhood, after schemas for more salient behavioural styles are established. 

Results supported this hypothesis in that social withdrawal did not appear to emerge untiI 

after the emergence of a schema for aggression. It was also found that passive 

withdrawal (shyness) was less likely to be identified than active isolation (rejection by 

the group). 

With increasing age (10-1 1 yean), Younger et al. ( 1986) found that social 

withdrawal became more salient and eventually became as well established as 

aggression. Based on these results, it appears that a young child is less likely to identify 

and recall behaviour reflective of socid withdrawal due to the child's incomplete social 

withdrawal schema. These results suggested that the use of peer nominations to identiQ 

social withdrawal, which has been recommended by others (Ollendick et al., 1989; 

Parker & Asher, 1987), may not be prudent when dealing with younger children. Rubin 
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and Mills (1988) conclude that nom middle to late childhood, "peer perceptions provide 

a better estimate of long-term stability because they are drawn fiom more sources of 

information 4 hence, are more sensitive to the day to day consistencies of social 

withdrawal" ( p. 922). 

Bukowski, Newcomb and Hartup (1996) recommend the use of direct observation 

as well as peer and teacher nominations. They argue that observations made by a neutral 

observer c m  contribute an added dimension to what we know about children's 

friendships. Others have emphasized the importance of observational data and have 

identified the need for researchers to develop new and better techniques to be used in 

leaming how niends behave (Schneider, Wiener & Murphy, 1994). 

Shvness and Friendship 

As reviewed earlier, research on shyness has indicated that both active and 

passive isolation ofien result in low acceptance by the group. Active isolates are 

perceived negatively by the group at an early age and passive isolates are increasingly 

rejected as they enter middle childhood (Rubin, Stewart & Coplan, 1995; Younger & 

Daniels, 1992). Whether children are reticent to join their peers due to anxiety and a 

hi& avoidance motive, or are rejected by the group due to inappropriate and perhaps 

aggressive behaviour, the result is a group of children who are socially isolated from the 

group, denying them the many oppominities for development it affords. 

As discussed above, some but not a11 of the low-accepted children in these studies 

were probably withdrawn. Of particular interest is the fact that the isolation is far fiom 

cornplete. In fact, current research indicates that low accepted children generally do 
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have fnendçhips, and in many cases have at least one best fnend (Asher & Parker, 1989; 

George & Hartmann, 1996; Parker & Asher, 1993). Of partïcular interest for the present 

study are the most recent indications that, although low accepted children do have 

friendships, the quality of their friendships appear to differ fiom the friendships of better 

accepted children (Parker & Asher, 1993). These results, however, may not apply 

specifically to the sub-group of unaccepted children who are withdrawn. Through an 

understanding of the qualitative differences in the friendships of socially isolated 

childreq insight may be gained into the social world of children who have diff~culty 

developing rewarding peer relations. This knowledge may, in tum, point to appropnate 

interventions that could be offered to children whose social status puts them at risk of 

future maladjusûnent (McCendie & Schneider, 1993). 

To learn about the fnendship quality of low accepted and socially isolated 

children requires a departure for researchers in tems of both research design and 

research instruments used. Schneider and associates (Schneider. Wiener & Murphy, 

1994) discuss the challenges ahead , if the discipline is to make the giant step fkom 

focussing on peer acceptance to leaming about friendship quality, and suggest that 

researchers need new tools to find friends and study their relationships. They state that 

"friendship researchers can make judicious use of a van-ety of observational, interview, 

sociometric an self report techniques, as well as discoune analysis and a variety of 

qualitative methods (p. 333." 

Many authors have identified the various functions friendships serve in a child's 

development (Asher & Parker, 1989; Bukowski & Sippola, 1996; Hartup, 1996; 



Murphy, 1990; Newcomb & Bagwell, 1996; Schneider et al., 1994). Through 

nriendships, children becorne socially competent, begin to understand the point of view 

of othen, and develop a sense of ernpathy, loyalty, compassion, and altniism (Asher & 

Parker, 1989). A fnendship offers a child the opportunity to leam about cooperation 

and supports cognitive development ( Hamip, 1996). A best f iend can provide a sense 

of emotional security by "being there" as a child goes through new, and often threatening, 

stages of growth (Asher & Parker, 1989). When children enter into fnendships they 

begin to learn about the needs and feelings of othee. It has been suggested by some 

(e-g., Bukowski & Sippola, 1996) that this process is a first step toward developing an 

understanding of concepts like justice, courage, and care. Friends are more likely to 

share their resources in an effort to help, as opposed to simply being fair or expecting to 

be repaid (Bukowski & Hoza, 1989). A childhood fnendship ver-  ofien provides the first 

opportunity to enter into this type of equal and supportive relationship (Newcomb & 

Bagwell, 1996). As pointed out by Asher and Parker (1989), "with a fiend, children gain 

access to a familiar, wiliing partner and playmate, sorneone who Iikes to spend time with 

them and who gladly joins them in collaborative activities mundane or otherwise (p. 12)". 

In light of the potential benefits of close Fnendship, there is reason for concem 

regarding the socially withdrawn child, to the extent that their withdrawal from large 

group interaction is mirrored by a lack of close fiends or fnendships of an inferior 

quality. Withdrawn children may suffer either immediate or long tenn distress as a result 

of having fewer oppomuiities to interact intimately with friends. 



Measurement of Friendshi~s 

In some instances, friendships have been studied through the use of essay-type 

narratives written by children describing their fnendships (Bigelow & LaGaipa, 1975). 

This method may offer insight into how a child perceives the friendship and how the 

friendship makes the child feel, but as suggested by Schneider et al. (1994), observation 

of the relationship itself may be a more appropriate method for learning about 

fiends hips. 

Sociomeîric techniques are best used to identi@ children who are popular within 

a group. In the pst  researchers have used reciprocal sociometric nominations to identiS 

"friends". This method of identieing friendship status has been cnticized in recent 

literature (Schneider, Wiener & Murphy, 1994), and several wealmesses have been 

identified. Superficial acquaintances with similar interests (playing on the same sports 

team) may nominate each other, even though there rnay be no real depth to their 

friendship. it is also conceivable that children with close fkïends who are not a part of 

the social group being studied may be falsely labelled as fnendless. It is possible to be 

popular yet not have any intirnate friendships (Parker and Asher, 1988). It has been 

suggested that the study of peer relations should include more than group acceptance and 

should consider behavioural style and self report measures to identiQ children with 

social difficulties ( Asher & Parker 1989; Funnan, 1996; Parker & Asher, 19 87; 

Schneider et al., 1994). Furman (1996) maintained that researchers must look beyond 

peer acceptance and employ observational coding systems, questionnaires, and 

interviews to more fully understand interpersonal relationships. By doing this, Parker 
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and Asher (1 987) suggest that it is possible to learn what the child is like versus whether 

the child is liked 

Because fnendship is dyadic in nature as opposed to popularity, which is a group 

phenornenon, it seems appropriate that information pertaining to fnendship should be 

acquired through the study of fiendship pairs. As a child develops, very ofien a 

behaviour emerges before a child is likely to report it when asked about hisher 

fiïends hip. 

Rationaie for the Present Study 

The purpose of this study was to learn more about the friendships of shy and 

socially withdrawn children. Whereas the benefits of fnendship have been discussed by 

many (Asher & Parker, 1989; George & Hartmann, 1996; McCendie & Schneider, 1994; 

Schneider et al., 1994), the notion that hiendships may play a significant role in the lives 

of shy children is relatively new. As described earlier, children identified as 

low-accepted or unpopular do in fact have friends, although they rnay differ qualitatively 

from the fnendships of other children. Therefore, a study of fnendships of shy children 

is needed, as there appears to be no previous study looking directly in the friendships of 

children who are socially withdrawn. 

It was expected that results of behavioural observations would reveal several 

dieerences. First, it was hypothesized that dyads that included at least one socially 

withdrawn child wodd be characterized by less criticism and less intimacy than dyads 

including two average children Because it was believed that withdrawn children might 

be less inclined to assert themselves, it was expected that there would be l e s  conflict 
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between the dyad members when one or both was socially wi-thdrawn. Similarly, when a 

dyad included one withdrawn member, and one non-wîthdrawn member, it was 

anticipated that this would lead to a less equitable balance of power. Parker and Asher 

(1 993) found less reported validation and caring, less conflict resolution and less intim3te 

exchange in dyads containing at least one withdrawn members. Based both on these 

results and an understanding of the strong avoidance motivation (Asendorpf, 1990) 

experienced by many passive isolates, it was expected that dyads including at least one 

socially withdrawn child would display less responsiveness, less competitiveness, and 

l e s  mutual reward than dyads with no withdrawn members. 

Method 

Partici~ants 

Subjects were recmited in 1993 as part of a larger project, and parental consent 

was obtained The subjects were grades 3 and 4 students attending eight schools in a 

middle class suburb of Toronto. Sarne sex dyads were formed consisting of 43 male 

dyads and 49 fernale dyads. Mixed sex dyads were not formed because they represented 

only 2% of the children's fnendship choices. Dyads were fomed based on the results of 

varius sociometric and friendship assessrnents. 

A modification of the Friendship Interview was administered three difTerent times 

(Fall, Winter, Spring) to track the stability of fiiendship nominations. Children were 

asked to nominate those children they considered to be their fiiends. They were also 

asked to nominate three boys and three girls in their class whom they would most like to 
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play with and least like to play wiwith When possible, dyads were forrned with partners 

who mentioned each other first in their list of good £?iends (n = 47). In some cases it 

was necessary to select the second (n = 28) or third (n = 16) peson on their list of 

fiiends, however, participants were not asked to k t  their fnends in any particular order. 

The final sample consisted of 92 dyads (43 male dyads and 49 female dyads). 

Assessrnent instruments 

For the purpose of this study, 17 participants were identified as socially 

withdrawn based on a cut off of one standard deviation above the mean on a peer 

assessrnent instrument. For this purpose, a cluster of 4 items fiom the Revised Class 

Play (RCP; Masten, Momson, & Pellegrini, 1985), a meaçure of peer reputation were 

used. These items were previously found to identi& children described as 

passive-anxious withdrawn (Rubin,I993). They include "someone who would rather 

play alone", "someone whose feelings get hurt easily", "someone who is very shy", and 

"someone who is usually sad.  The remaining items of the original Sensitivity-Isolation 

factor, ("someone who has trouble making fnends" "a person who is often left out" and 

"someone who can't get others to listen") seem to indicate peer rejection or isolation by 

the group, and may not pertain specifically to shyness (Rubin, 1993). Consequently, they 

were not employed in this study. Fourieen of the dyads included a child identified as 

withdrawn matched with a non-withdrawn fiend and three dyads consisted of fn-ends 

who had both been identified as withdrawn. Ln some of the analyses, the dyads containing 

one or more withdrawn participants were cornpared to dyads without any withdrawn 

participants using a behavioural observation coding system. 



Tasks - 
Dyads were individually videotaped by graduate students as the participants 

completed assigned tasks within an established time limit. The first task was designed to 

assess the dyad's interactions during a cornpetitive task and involveci the construction of 

a prescribed scene with provided Lego pieces and a set of instructions. The participants 

were taken to a room by a graduate student where they were asked to sit at a table across 

fiom each other. niey were told they had 12 minutes to complete as much of the task as 

possible. Because each child was provided a complete set of Lego pieces, they had the 

option to work independently, with little or no interaction, if they preferred.. During this 

task the graduate student remained in the room, but was instmcted to interact as little as 

possible with the participants. 

In the second task the children were required to colour a picture while sitting at a 

table across from each other. A graduate student instnicted the participants to colour as 

rnuch of the picture as possible, while sharing one set of crayons, and t h e  participants 

were cautioned not to break the crayons. During this task the graduate student remained 

in the room, but was instructed, again, to interact a little as possible with the participants. 

Behavioural Observation Codinq 

Videotapes were coded by graduate students using a system described more fully 

by Kem, Klepac and Cole (1996). The goal of the behavioural observation was to learn 

more about the interactions between friends, so the individuals were not rated in terms of 

their individual behaviours. Instead, one molar rating was assigned for each dyad a s  they 



completed their assigned task. The categories rated were, criticism, responsiveness, 

intimacy, balance of power, competitiveness, positive reinforcement, and observer 

agreement. 

Criticism was defined as any negative evaluation of another, including the dyad 

partner. Both the number and intensity of negative comments were considered in this 

category, and a score was assigned on a 3-point scale. Responsiveness was determined 

based on the degree to which the dyad mernbers attended to, acknowledged, and 

responded to one another. A score was assigned on a scale corn 1 (Iow responsiveness) 

to 5 (high responsiveness). Intimacy was defined operationally as the disclosure of 

information of a persona1 nature about the self or others. Intimacy was scored on a 5- 

point scale with 1 being (low intimacy) and 5 (high intimacy). Balance of power was 

scored based on the degree to which one member of the dyad controlled the interactions 

or whether power stniggles occurred during the activity. These scores were assigned on 

a 3 point scale. A score of 1 was assigned when one member of the dyad was dominant 

and 3 represented an even balance of power. Positive reinforcement was scored by the 

assignment of a molar rating based on the amount of praise or reinforcement observed as 

the tasks were completed. These scores were assigned on a 3 point scale. Confl ict was 

also scored by the assignment of a molar rating for both the amount and intensity of 

conflict that occurred within the dyad These scores were assigned on a 3 point scale. 

Verbal communication is a Fundamental component of most friendships and, 

therefore, the total number of utterances was also recorded for each dyad during each 

stnictured activity. Coders were not infonned of the w i t h d r a  status of the dyad 



members. Inter rater reliability was calculated, and Kappa exceeded -70 for a11 

categories, with an average value of -84. 

Results 

Behavioural Observations 

Dyadic data were used in the major analysis. To use individual scores would risk 

confounding a subject's behavioural style with the responsive and dependent nature of 

dyadic relationships, since the behaviour of one member of a dyad is strongly influenced 

by the other (Kenny, 1995). 

The analysis tested whether dyads that included at least one child identified as 

withdrawn (passive isolated) based on the resuits of the Revised Class Play differed fiom 

dyads that did not include a withdrawn subject in terms of: (a) their levels of criticism (b) 

responsiveness (c) intimacy (d) balance of power (e) competitiveness and (f) mutual 

reward in observed behaviour during a stnictured play activity. It had been predicted that 

dyads including withdrawn children would be characterized by less criticism, intimacy 

and competitiveness than dyads including no withdrawn children and m e r  that they 

would display a less equitable balance of power. 

Descriptive statistics are displayed in Table 1. A multivariate analysis of 

variance (MANOVA) revealed a significant difference between dyads based on 

withdrawal status (multivariate 1 (2, 8 8 j = 2.26, E < -0 1 ). As shown in Table 1, 

univariate analysis revealed no significant differences based on the withdrawal status of 

dyad members for measures of criticism, responsiveness, intirnacy, balance of power, 



and mutual reward. Our predictions that withdrawn dyads would display less 

cornpetitiveness was supported, however. 

Multiple cornparisons (Tukey HSD) revealed that dyads including one or two 

withdrawn members differed significantly in their cornpetitiveness, £tom dyads including 

no withdrawn members. However, dyads with one withdrawn member did not differ 

significantly fiom dyads with two withdrawn members. 

As indicated in Table 2, there were fewer utterances in dyads inciuding one or 

two withdrawn members than in other dyads. A one-way ANOVA revealed a significant 

effect for the composition (Le., in terms of numbers of wïthdrawn children) in dyads: F 

(2,88) = 8.743; p < -01. Based on multiple cornpansons (Tukey HSD), it was found that 

dyads containing one or two withdrawn mernbers differed significantly from dyads 

containing no withdrawn members, however, dyads containing one or two withdrawn 

members did not differ fiom one another- 

Paired t-tests indicated that in the 22 dyads containing one withdrawn and one 

non-withdrawn participant, the withdrawn participant made significantly fewer (M = 

3.18, $IJ = 1-92) utterances than the non-withdrawn fiend ( M = 4.45, SD = 2.20); 1 

(2 1) = 2.76, Q < .OS. 

These results suggest that, based on behavioural observations, the social 

interactions of withdrawn children do not differ From those of average children for many 

of the variables typically thought to be elements of a fnendship. They do however, seem 

to experience less competitiveness in their fiendships and make fewer utterances than 

their more outgoing peers. 



Discussion 

These results do not support the view that socially withdrawn children cannot 

develop and maintain meaningfûl and satisfjmg relationships. In most areas, the 

Fnendships of withdrawn children did not differ substantially fiom the friendships of 

average children. They seemed to display, similar to more outgoing children, elements 

of criticism, responsiveness, intimacy, balance of power and positive reinforcement. In 

the past, these characteristics of fnendship have been identified as critical to a child's 

development (Asher & Parker, 1989; Bukowski & Sippola, 1996; Hartup, 1996; 

Schneider et ai., 1 994). 

Our data, which indicate no significant difference between levels of cnticism 

observed in withdrawn dyads and average dyads, suggest that withdrawn children leam to 

offer and accept criticism through their friendships, as do average children. Similady, 

our responsiveness scores suggest that withdrawn children respond to, and are responded 

to in a fashion similar to average children. in their friendships, they also appear able to 

achieve an appropriate balance of power with their partners. These abilities can be seen 

as the building blocks to a more general social cornpetence, which has been described by 

Parker and Asher (1989) as one of the benefits of participating in childhood friendships. 

The intimacy of a close friendship serves many purposes. Through intimate mutual 

exchange, children learn about the feelings and concerns of others, share their most 

personal thoughts, and develop a sense of empathy and compassion as described by 

Parker and Asher ( 1989). Our results also suggest that friendships involving withdrawn 
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children include a level of positive reinforcement similar to average children's 

friendships. If a childhood fnendship offers an important first oppominity for a child to 

enter into an equai and supportive relationship (Newcomb & Bagwell, 1996), it seems, 

based on the positive reinforcement scores in our study, that socially withdrawn children 

enjoy a level of positive reward in their friendships, similar to average children. 

Results indicated that dyads including at least one withdrawn participant were 

characterized by less cornpetitiveness than average dyads. It is not clear why these dyads 

experienced less competition. Beyond the conclusion that withdrawn children are less 

competitive, one should consider the possibility that others may view withdrawn children 

differently and therefore have different expectations of them. Peers may perceive 

withdrawn children as less interested in competing and for that reason they may initiate 

fewer cornpetitive activities. It may also be that peers observe a withdrawn child 

interacting less frequently than average children, and are unsure of how the withdrawn 

child would respond to a competitive overture. This may, in fact, be intimidating to the 

non-withdrawn child, who is only just leaming about socially appropriate cornpetition. 

How lower levels of competitiveness may affect a child's development is not 

clear. Developmentalists, such as Piaget, have long seen competition as just one of the 

ways children interact with their environment, and that the resulting accommodation and 

assimilation are essential to the moral and intellectual development of the child (Piaget, 

1928). Sullivan (1 953), on the other hand, suggested that competition could, in fact, have 

a negative effect on development. Sullivan contrasted intimacy and competitiveness, and 

although he considered competitiveness to be natural, he felt it could negatively affect 
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personality development if it becomes an enduring interactional style. If  one is to accept 

the notion of an optimal level of competitiveness arnong peers, more knowledge is 

needed if we are to understand the importance of less competitiveness in the fnendships 

of withdrawn children. Perhaps moderately lower levels of competitiveness are, in fact, 

beneficial with regard to personality development, but one should try to establish how 

much is enough. Hartup (1992) discusses the ratio of agreement and disagreement within 

a fnendship and makes the point that either type of interaction, when considered as either 

affirmation or disaffirmation, is only of value to the developing child when considered in 

relation to the other. Only through both types of interaction ( agreement and 

disagreement) can a child can leam about both the common ground and the areas of 

disagreement they experience with those around them. 

There were fewer utterances in the conversations of withdrawn fnendships than 

in the conversations of other children. Dyads with either one or two withdrawn children 

made significantly fewer utterances than dyads with no withdrawn members, but did not 

differ from one another. Previous research has provided similar results. For example, 

Asendorpf, (1992) found that for both adults and latency aged children, rneasures such 

as the age of first utterance, percentage of speech, and length of pauses when in 

conversation with unfarniliar adults were al1 highly correlated with observer ratings of 

shyness. 

Others have studied the nature of discourse among withdrawn children and their 

verbal ability using more forma1 methods (Landon & Sommers, 1979; Van Kleeck & 

Street, 1982 ). In a review of this research, Evans (1993) concluded that "children who 
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across time are less socialiy outgoing in kindergarten and nursery schools perfom less 

well on a wide variety of formal language rneasures of syntax and semantics" (p. 99). 

According to Evans, these children not only speak less, they appear to speak less 

competently, based on the results she reviewed Evans (1 993) suggested that, although 

anxiety may partly explain the apparent verbal fluency deficit in withdrawn children, a 

fuller explanation may be more complex and rnay involve past communicative 

experiences of the shy child and the expectations and behaviours of others. Although the 

current sîudy considered only the quantity of utterances, it does support prevïous research 

in that the withdrawn dyads made significantly fewer utterances than non-withdrawn 

dyads. As suggested by Evans (1993), future research should focus on how shy children 

interact with their fiends and attempt to understand the link, if any, that exists between 

social withdrawal status and lingui-stic and communicative skills. 

It must be stated that, although the results of this study further what is 

known about the friendships of withdrawn children, it has limitations. As the 

participants in this study were selected from a middle-class Canadian school, these 

results cannot be generalized to other cultures or even other socio-economic groups in 

North America As previously discussed, a child's schema for social withdrawal as a 

behavioural style, and how the child perceives withdrawn peers, changes with age. The 

participants in this study were Grade 3 and 4 students, and this is in the age range 

described by Younger et al., (1986) as the developmental penod when children begin to 

view withdrawal as behavioural style. Consequently, these results may not apply to 

either younger or older cliildren. Our small sarnple size prevented u s  from considering a 
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gender by withdrawn status effect, as well as the effect of one withdrawn child in a dyad 

a opposed to two withdrawn children in a dyad. Because observational data were use& 

we cannot surmise how our participants felt about their m'endships. This limitation 

prevents us fiorn attnbuting observed behaviours to cognitive and emotional processes 

experienced by the child. 

Through the use of self-reports of Friendship quality, future research could help 

us to better understand not oniy how withdrawn children feel about their friendships, but 

how they are viewed by their more outgoing peers. With the benefit of a larger sample 

size, future research could consider gender differences with regard to withdrawn status. 

In a society where gender roles continue to influence both human behaviour and the 

expectations of others, it would seem that social withdrawal might be expenenced and 

perceived differently for boys than for girls. Similarly, societal norms, in the area of 

human interactions, may Vary fiom one cuIture to another. Future cross-cdtural research 

could examine how these differences effect the lives of socially withdrawn children. 
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Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics for Observed Friendship Oualitv in Dvads Containine Withdrawn and Non- 
Withdrawn Partici~ants 

Univa.de Non-Withdrawn Withdrawn ( 1 )  Withdrawn (3) 

Responsiveness -92 3.06 1-32 2-64 1.14 3.0 1.29 

Intimac y .O7 3.11 1-19 2.23 1.15 3.14 1.22 

Balance of Power -58 2-18 -74 2.0 -69 2.0 -83 

Competitiveness 1 1.45* 2.26, -70 1.64,, -65 1.29, -49 

Positive -20 1.92 -80 2.05 -84 2.0 1 .O 
Reinforcement 

* -001 

Note: The difference between means with different subscripts is statistically significant. 



Table 2 

Means and Standard Deviations for Number of Utterances in Dvads based on Withdrawn Status 
of Dvad Members 

No withdrawn members 12.76, 6.27 

One withdrawn member 

Two withdrawn rnembers 7.14, 2.70 

Note: The difference between rneans with different subscripts is statistically significant. 


