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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to determine whether pre-adolescents
interacted more similarly and more positively in best friend pairs than
those in acquaintance pairs and whether same-sex dyads interacted
more similarly and more positively than opposite-sex dyads. Archival
videotapes were coded for the face-to-face interaction behaviors of
preadolescent best friend and acquaintance dyads and same-sex and
opposite-sex dyads. The dyads had been identified by sociograms
completed by 56 sixth grade children. The dyads were then videotaped
in face-to-face interactions. The videotapes were coded in the current
study for: 1) similar behaviors (vocalizations, body movements); 2)
affect (smiling, laughing, animated); 3) communication signals (latent
responding, interrupting, talking at the same time); and for 4) accord
(agreeing, disagreeing). The best friend versus acquaintance pairs had
more similar vocalizations, they laughed more, they interrupted and
talked at the same time less often and they expressed agreement more
often. The best friend same-sex versus opposite-sex pairs showed more
similar vocalizations and body movements, they laughed more often,
they showed less latent responding and expressed more agreement.
These data suggest that more positive interactions occur within best
friend than acquaintance dyads and within same-sex versus opposite-
sex pairs at this pre-adolescent stage.
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Introduction

Having close friends in grade school has been associated with better
social skills[1], and in at least one study, sixth graders who had close
friends achieved higher academic levels by eighth grade [2],
highlighting the importance of grade school friendships. Children
attending the same school have the opportunity to develop and
maintain friendships. In one study, for example, 76% of friendships
were maintained across second to sixth grade [3]. Although most of
the friendship studies have involved same-sex pairs, occasionally even
in early grade school, children select opposite gender best friends. For
example, in a study on third and fourth graders, 14% of the sample had
cross-sex friendships that were their primary or only friendships [4].

Very little is known about the face-to-face interaction behaviors of
Preadolescent friends and acquaintances, either in their same-sex or
opposite-sex friendships, although face-to-eface interaction researchers
have suggested that people who frequently interact with each other
come to behave in similar ways [5,6]. Face-to-face interactions of 56
sixth grade friend and acquaintance pairs were videotaped in an earlier
study by our group [7]. During those interactions the best friend dyads

versus the acquaintance dyads were rated as being more attentive,
affectively positive, vocal, active, involved, relaxed, and playful, and
their lower cortisol levels suggested less stress. They also spent more
time together in mutually interested and animated states, and they
assigned higher ratings to liking their interactions and interaction
partners. Greater coherence in the friend pairs' behavior states and in
the acquaintance pairs' vocal activity suggested that the friend pairs
more often shared the same behavior state (e.g., playful), and the
acquaintance pairs more often paid attention to each others'
turnetaking signals, so that when one person talked, the other was
silent. These data suggest that conversation rules are followed and
interactions are animated especially among best friend pairs by the
preadolescent period.

The rationale for selecting preadolescents (sixth graders) for the
original study was that they had been together for most of their grade
school years and they had formed close friendships. They were also
expected to have acquaintances who knew each other for similar
periods of time. In that way, familiarity was not expected to be a
confounding variable, as it frequently has been in previous studies. In
addition, the reason for choosing this age group was that face-to-face
interactions seemed to be a popular way of interacting among same-
sex peers at this age, perhaps because peers seem to like gossiping at
this stage [8].

For the [7] study the preadolescents first specified their best friend
and acquaintance. To check the consistency of their selection, we asked
them to specify the student they knew "the best" and the student they
knew "the least” so that we could form close friend and acquaintance
pairs, The children were then paired with their best friend and with an
acquaintance for separate interactions (as in a repeated measures
design). These pairs were then videotaped during a 10-minute face-to-
face interaction. D

The purpose of the current study was to recode the archival
videotapes of the [7] study to address questions raised by the ratings
from that study including: 1) did preadolescent best friend pairs
behave more similarly and did they have more positive interactions
than acquaintance pairs; and 2) did preadolescent same-sex best friend
dyads behave more similarly and did they have more positive
interactions than opposite-sex dyads.

Method
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Sample

The sample had been recruited in the Field et al study from the two
sixth-grade classes at the West Laboralory Elementary School.
Following parental informed consent and child Informed assent, 56
children (26 boys and 30 girls) were enrolled in the study. The children
represented a fairly heterogeneous ethnic sample (Caucasian, Black,
and Hispanic) and were middle socioeconomic status (SES). The
children averaged 11.S years of age, and they had known each other for
4.4 years on average.

Procedures

Sociograms for selection of close friend and acquaintance pairs. The
children were first asked to orally name their "best" friend and their
acquaintance. More specific questions were then asked to confirm the
children's choices. These questions appeared on a xeroxed drawing of a
happy face with several cartoonlike message clouds emanating from
the happy face with the messages "I know--the best,"'I know--the
least,"T play with --the most,""I play with -- the least," "I study with --
the most (least},"and at lunch I sit next to -- the most (least). The
children's teachers were also given a class roster and asked to list, for
each child, two of the child's closest friends in their rank order. For the
pairing of children, we then did the following. For the selection of the
acquaintances, we simply matched children who said that they knew,
played with, or sat next to each other the least. This appeared to be a
more difficult task than selecting a best friend. (More questions were
left blank) The best friend selections were based on three criteria: (a)
naming the child as best friend;(b) listing the child as knowing,
studying with, or sitting at lunch with the most; and (c) teacher
ranking of I or 2 as best friend.

Close friend and acquaintance interactions. Friend and
acquaintance pairs were taken to a school room in a counterbalanced
order for a session of approximately JO minutes. There they were
seated in a face-to face position across from each other at a small table
for a 10-minute interaction. The children were asked to have a
conversation about anything they desired. Some ideas were given to
them, such as talking about their day at school, their summer plans,
and so forth. The conversations were videotaped by a camera mounted
on a tripod approximately 6 feet away from the children so as to be
unobtrusive to them. A mirror propped on the table and inclined
against a wall enabled the camera to film the face of one child and the
mirror image of the face of the second child.

Coding

For the first study the videotapes were rated for several interaction
behaviors including attentiveness, affect, vocalizations, activity level,
involvement, relaxation and playfulness [7]. The tapes were also coded
for behavior states including disengaged, neutral, interested, animated
and playful states and for what percent time the members of the dyad
were jointly in these states.

For the current archival data study, the same DVDs were coded by
research associates for the following face-to-face interaction behaviors:
1) similar behaviors shown by the individuals of the dayd
(vocalizations and body movements); 2) affect (smiling, laughing,
animated); 3)attention to conversation signals (latent responding,
interrupting, talking at the same time); and 4) accord (agreeing,
disagreeing). A 10-second time sample unit system was used for
coding (behaviors coded every ten seconds) and the percent of the
interaction time that the behavior occurred was the measure used for

each behavior. The sessions of 10 dyads were coded twice for reliability.
These were calculated by Cohens Kappa and ranged from .77 to .86
(M=.81).

Data analyses

Multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVAs) were first performed
on the cluster of variables followed by ANOVAs on the individual
variables first for the best friends versus acquaintance pairs (N=26
same-sex friends and 18 same-sex acquaintances) and then for the
same-sex versus opposite-sex friend pairs (N=26 same-sex friends
versus N=12 opposite-sex friends).

Results

As can be seen in Table 1 on the ANOVA comparisons between best
friend and acquaintance groups, the best friend as compared to the
acquaintance dyads had significantly: 1)more similar vocalizations;
2)more time laughing; 3)less time talking at the same time; and 4)more
time agreeing (see Table 1).

Groups

Behaviors Best Friends Acquaintances F
Similar behaviors

Vocalizations 84.8 (13.4) 39.6 (19.0) 88.243
Body movements 72.1(21.8) 79.2 (16.6) 1.37
Affect

Smiling 86.0 (18.4) 78.8 (21.1) 1.48
Laughing 59.3 (27.5) 47.8 (26.4) 4.91"
Animated 65.2 (28.0) 66.4 (23.1) .02
Communication signals

Latent Responding 32.9 (22.9) 26.0 (17.4) 1.16
Interrupting 11.1 (15.1) 20.9 (16.1) 4.44"
Talking at the same time 16.3 (19.0) 38.0 (15.1) 16.512
Accord

Agreeing 33.0(20.2) 19.9 (20.2) 12.822
Disagreeing 15.6 (16.5) 11.7 (14.7) 2.19
(1p<.05, 2p<.01, 3p<.001)

Table 1: Means (and standard deviations in parentheses) percent time
behavior occurred and F values and p levels for ANOVA comparisons
between best friend and acquaintance groups.

Table 2 shows the group means for the same-sex best friends versus
the opposite-sex best friends. The ANOVAs for these comparisons
suggested the following for the same-sex versus opposite-sex best
friends: 1)more similar vocalizations; 2)more similar body movements;
3)more time spent laughing;4) more time agreeing; and 5)less time
disagreeing.

Group
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Behavior Same- sex Opposite-sex F
Similar behaviors

Vocalizations 84.8 (13.4) 16.0 (9.7) 69.213
Body movements 72.1(21.8) 27.0 (14.1) 39.043
Affect

Smiling 86.0 (18.4) 83.9 (21.6) .52
Laughing 59.3 (27.5) 33.7 (16.5) 11.282
Animated 65.2 (28.0) 54.2 (11.9) 1.19
Communication signals

Latent responding 32.9 (22.9) 42.4 (26.2) 1.39
Interrupting 11.0 (15.1) 17.3 (14.6) 2.10
Talking at same time 16.3 (19.0) 21.2 (16.4) 1.89
Accord

Agreeing 33.0 (20.2) 18.7 (11.3) 4.89"
Disagreeing 15.6 (16.5) 22.9 (19.3) 4.131
(1p<.05, 2p<.01,3p<.001)

Table 2: Means (and standard deviations in parentheses) for percent
time behaviors occurred for same-sex and opposite-sex best friend
groups and ANOVA group comparison F values and p levels.

Discussion

The greater similarity at least for vocalizations within the best friend
dyads is consistent with the observation made by several researchers
that people who frequently interact with each other come to behave in
similar ways [5,6]. That the best friends engaged in more laughing is
consistent with the more affectively positive ratings the best friend
dyads received in our earlier study [7], although percent time laughing
coded in real time in this study is a more precise measure than the
rating used in the earlier study. These data along with less time spent
interrupting and talking at the same time and the greater time agreeing
suggests that the best friend dyads had more positive interactions than
the acquaintance dyads. This could relate to spending more time with
each other and thereby learning to read each other’s conversation cues,
as in showing less interrupting and talking at the same time behavior.
Best friend pairs have been noted to have more coordinated timing of
speaking turns and switching pauses and fewer and shorter segments
of simultaneous speech based on computer analysis of their
conversations [9]. The more positive interactions of best friend dyads
could also relate to their having an initially greater attraction to each
other’s personalities. Although global personality ratings were not
more similar among friends in the [7] study, the children could have
been more attracted to similar children and clearly to similar gender at
this pre-adolescent stage. In that study, best friends versus
acquaintances’ ratings of their interactions were more positive
including liking their interactions more and liking their interaction
partners more [7]. Others have noted that as early as second grade
children in maintained friendships evaluated their relationships more
positively [3]. Because, however, the children in this study were very
familiar to each other after 4-5 years in the same class, these

comparisons are a very conservative test of friend-acquaintance pair
differences. As was noted by [7] regarding the same sample, the
familiarity factor may have attenuated some of the expected
differences, suggesting a weak test of differences.

That 30% of the children chose opposite sex children as their best
friends was not surprising in light of data showing that 14% of a
sample of third and fourth graders had selected opposite-sex friends
[4]. And studies on early adolescents similarly show same-sex
preference for friends [10]. Of some concern is that children with
primarily opposite-sex friends in those classrooms had poorer social
skills than those with same-sex friends [4]. The interactions of the
opposite-sex friends were less positive than same-sex friends in the
current study including that they had more similar vocalizations and
body movements, they laughed more, they showed less latent
responding, and they spent more time agreeing and less time
disagreeing. Others have noted more agreeableness in same-sex pairs
but at the adult stage [11]. These authors interpreted the same-sex,
opposite-sex friend differences as having evolutionary origins, with
men and women facing distinct adaptive problems as in hunting and
childcare [11]. Evolutionary origins are further elaborated by [12].
Who document evidence from many species that reveal the
evolutionary origins of human, noting that in horses, elephants,
hyenas, dolphins, monkeys and chimpanzees, some individuals form
friendships that last for years. They further note that in species where
males disperse, friendships are more likely among females and vice
versa, and that females with the strongest, most enduring friendships
experience less stress and live longer [12].

The origins of the best friendships and their similarity and their
appearing to have more fun in this study are unclear. Because these
children had known each other for many vyears, it cannot be
determined whether their close friendships resulted from similar
behaviors, for example, or whether their similar behaviors led to their
close friendship. More prospective research is needed to determine
how these friends are attracted to each other, how their friendships are
formed and sustained, and what effects close friendships have on their
lives.
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