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Statement of Contribution 

What is already known on the subject: 

 Friendships buffer children from loneliness, but some remain lonely despite having 

friends 

 Loneliness has been associated with poor quality friendships 

 But there is no examination of why children remain lonely when they have friends 

What the present study adds: 

 Lonely children over-emphasis friendship qualities that help to maintain the 

relationship. 

 Loneliness was linked to expectations of being friends with less popular and well-

liked peers. 

 Lonely children placed less blame on their friends when they violated friendship 

expectations.  
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Abstract 

Previous research has shown that friendships buffer against loneliness, but some children 

remain lonely despite having best friends.  The current study examines relationships between 

loneliness and friendship functions, expectations, and responses to friendship transgressions in 

children with best friends (8-11 years; N = 177).  Children completed questionnaires that 

measured loneliness, fulfilment of friendship functions, friendship expectations, and the 

Transgressions of Friendship Expectations Questionnaire (MacEvoy & Asher, 2012).  Findings 

in the current study showed that loneliness was associated with lower friendship expectations 

and higher reliable alliance in existing best friendships.  Loneliness was also associated with 

lower sadness and lower perceptions of feeling controlled and devalued by their friend when 

they transgress.  Thus, children with best friends experiencing high loneliness may be more 

permissiveness of friendship transgressions and may need support to ensure that they do not 

allow their friends to be unfair to them. 

 

Key words: loneliness, friendship, friendship functions, friendship quality, friendship 

expectations, transgressions. 
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Social connections are fundamental for our health and well-being (Baumeister & Leary, 

1995; Sarason, Sarason & Gurung, 2001); when those social connections do not meet our 

desired needs, we experience the unpleasant state of loneliness (Perlman & Peplau 1981).  

Friendships are particularly important, with close friendships buffering against feelings of 

loneliness. But loneliness is not always associated with social isolation or a lack of friendships; 

some children experience loneliness despite having best friends (Parker & Asher, 1993; Qualter 

& Munn, 2002; 2005).  Those findings highlight the subjective nature of loneliness: even when 

a child has close friendships that appear to offer effective social support, they may still report 

feeling disconnected from others.  Reasons for children remaining lonely despite having a best 

friend have yet to be established.  Loneliness has been associated with self-blaming and low 

self-worth (Anderson, 1999; Galanaki & Kalantzi-Azizi, 1999, Qualter et al., 2013; Qualter et 

al., 2015) and may impact on how a person perceives and interprets their friend’s behaviour, 

particularly when their friend is unkind to them.  If this is the case, loneliness may result in 

children having friendships with others who offer them poor quality friendships.  There is some 

literature that has examined associations between loneliness, friendship expectations, and 

friendship quality (Asher & Paquette, 2003; Lodder, Scholte, Goossens, & Verhagen, 2015; 

MacEvoy, Papadakis, Fedigan, & Ash, 2016) which shows that loneliness is associated having 

poorer friendship quality and satisfaction. But there is no empirical examination of associations 

between loneliness and fulfilment of specific functions and responses to friendship 

transgressions when a child has a best friend.  Such work is important because there may be 

associations between loneliness, importance placed on specific functions of friends, and ways 

of dealing with friendship transgressions, which may explain why children remain in 

friendships that do not make them feel connected.  The current study explores the proposal that 

loneliness may influence the way a child responds to a friend’s negative behaviour and is the 

first to examine associations between loneliness, fulfilment of friendship functions, 
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expectations of friendships and responses to violations of those friendships in children with 

best friends.   

The Impact of Loneliness in Childhood 

We all experience bouts of loneliness, but for some people, loneliness can last a 

long time and be of high intensity (Qualter et al., 2015). When loneliness is experienced in this 

way in childhood it is associated with poor physical and mental health outcomes (Harris, 

Robinson & Qualter, 2013; Qualter et al., 2010; 2013).  It is important, then, to examine factors 

that influence loneliness and explain why children remain lonely, with the aim of preventing 

long term health issues and to enhance children’s immediate quality of life.  In contrast to older 

adults, who can often be socially isolated, loneliness persists in childhood despite children often 

having many opportunities to interact with others at school or at after school clubs.  One might 

assume that lonely children are also those who are rejected by their peers and are friendless, 

but that is not always the case: some children who are not rejected by their peers report high 

levels of loneliness (Parker & Asher, 1993; Qualter & Munn, 2002).  So, having a friend is not 

sufficient to buffer loneliness. An open question remains asking why friendship does not reduce 

loneliness for some children. Establishing the mechanisms involved in the maintenance of 

childhood loneliness despite having friends is essential in the development of appropriate 

interventions to reduce loneliness in children.   

An important aspect in understanding why some children remain lonely despite 

having a best friend is in identifying associations between loneliness and perceptions of friends’ 

behaviour and expectations of friendships.  Loneliness has been associated with an internal 

locus of control, self-blaming, low self-worth, rejection sensitivity (Anderson, 1999; Galanaki 

& Kalantzi-Azizi, 1999, Qualter et al., 2013; Qualter et al., 2015), and a negative interpretation 

bias relating to social behaviour (Spithoven, Bijttebier, & Goossens, 2017). Those specific 

ways of seeing the social world likely impact how a lonely child perceives others will behave 
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towards them and how much blame they place on themselves when a friend is unkind to them.  

Loneliness may also influence the focus a child places on characteristics of their friendship, 

favouring functions of friendship that increase the likelihood of retaining the friendship “at all 

costs” to avoid being friendless.   

Loneliness and Friendships 

One reason for children to experience loneliness despite having a friend is whether 

the friendship is simply a poor quality one.  Previous studies examining relationships between 

loneliness and friendships using overall measures of friendship satisfaction have shown that 

loneliness is associated with poor quality friendships (Asher & Paquette, 2003; Lodder et al., 

2015; MacEvoy et al., 2016).  Further, loneliness has also been associated with lower 

expectations of friendships (MacEvoy et al., 2016), so it is possible that loneliness is 

experienced by children with friends when they have lower expectations of that child’s 

behaviour, indicating a poor quality friendship. But why do children have friendships that are 

poor quality ones that do not buffer them from the experience of loneliness?   

Given that loneliness has been associated with low self-worth, self-blaming, and 

negative biases, it is possible that loneliness may influence the way in which children value 

particular aspects or functions that their best friendship performs.  To date, no studies have 

examined fulfilment of specific friendship and associations with loneliness when a child has a 

best friend.  Friendship functions relate to the provision of social, emotional, and instrumental 

resources by one’s friend.  Mendelson and Aboud (1999) propose that there are six functions 

performed by a friendship: stimulating companionship (spending time with their friend that 

results in feelings of enjoyment); help (providing assistance and advice to meet the individual’s 

needs and goals); intimacy (providing an environment where personal thoughts and feelings 

can be expressed safely); reliable alliance (continuing loyalty of their friend and likelihood to 

maintain the friendship); self-validation (being encouraging and reassuring and helping to 
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validate ones’ self-worth); and emotional security (the provision of comfort provided by the 

friend in novel and/or frightening situations). It is possible that loneliness is associated with 

valuing functions that help to maintain the relationship (i.e. reliable alliance), rather than 

functions that improve the quality or intimacy of the relationship (i.e. emotional security).  

Experiencing loneliness may result in a desire to remain in an existing friendship if those 

functions are “sufficient” in that friendship, despite other aspects of the friendship being of 

poor quality.  Specifically, reliable alliance may be associated with loneliness because loyalty 

and likelihood of their friend choosing to remain in the friendship may be preferred by a lonely 

child because they may fear rejection (Qualter et al., 2013; Spithoven et al., 2017) and want to 

avoid being friendless.  Alternatively, when a child favours friends who are most likely to 

remain in a friendship with them over other friendship characteristics that promote a quality 

friendship, they may remain in a poor quality friendship which could lead to feelings of 

loneliness.  

Loneliness and Response to Friendship Transgressions 

A further reason for children remaining lonely despite having friends may relate 

to their responses when their friend is unkind to them.  Things are not always positive in 

friendships: conflicts arise and, sometimes, friends do not behave in a way that we would 

expect them to.  When a friend is unkind a child can choose to respond negatively, be angry 

and seek revenge, or be aggressive towards their friend, placing the blame on them.  

Alternatively, they may choose to overlook the transgression and/or forgive their friend.  The 

negative cognitive bias associated with loneliness may lead them to engender a permissiveness 

of friendship transgressions and promote negative expectations of friendships. To date there 

are no studies that have examined associations between loneliness and violations of friendship 

expectations.  Lonely people perceive their social environment as more threatening (Bangee et 

al., 2015; Qualter et al., 2013; Vanhalst, Gibb & Prinstein, 2015), have an expectation that their 
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social interactions will be negative (Duck, Pond & Leatham, 1994; Jones, Freemon, & 

Goswick, 1981; Jones, Sansone, & Helm, 1983), and behave passively in social situations, 

retreating from social interactions when possible (Duck et al., 1994; Jones et al., 1981; Jones, 

et al., 1983). That research explains why loneliness is associated with lower friendship 

expectations (i.e. they expect more negative behaviour from friends) and suggests loneliness 

may be associated with behaving in a passive way within friendships; being more 

permissiveness of friendship transgressions.  Given that loneliness has been associated with 

passivity and self-blaming in relation to social interaction (Qualter et al., 2015), it may be that 

loneliness is further associated with passivity when a friend violates friendship expectations, 

because a child experiencing loneliness may take more of the blame and choose to remain in 

the friendship despite unkind behaviour from their friend.  If loneliness is associated with a 

passivity and permissiveness when a friend behaves in an unkind way, this may be one reason 

why children remain in poor quality friendships despite feeling lonely.   

Loneliness may also impact on the ways in which children behave when they have 

high expectations of their friendship and their friend violates those expectations.  Although, it 

is yet to be empirically examined, it is likely that where children have higher expectations of 

their friends they may experience greater negative response and blaming of their friends when 

they violate those high expectations.  In contrast, where children have a friendship which is 

highly performing or a high quality one, the friendship transgression may come as a surprise 

and they may experience heightened sadness, but be more likely to overlook the transgression 

and/or work towards solving the conflict, forgiving their friend for their unkind behaviour.  We 

have suggested that loneliness may also influence desires to remain in a friendship, so it may 

moderate the association between high friendship expectations and negative responses to 

friendship transgressions, resulting in an increased likelihood to forgive their friend’s 

transgression. In the current study, we examine relationships between loneliness and responses 
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to friendship violations, but also examine relationships between fulfilment of friendship 

functions and expectations and responses to friendship transgressions and explore the impact 

of loneliness on those relationships.  

Gender Differences in Friendships 

When examining children’s friendships it is important to examine whether any 

gender differences are evident because gender differences relating to friendships have been 

found in the research literature.  Interacting in larger social groups is more important for boys 

than girls, with girls more orientated towards dyadic friendships, tending to be more caring and 

intimate with their friends than boys (Parker & Asher, 1993; Rose & Rudolph, 2006), indicating 

that friendships may perform different functions for boys and girls.  In relation to friendship 

expectations, girls have higher expectations for symmetrical reciprocity and communion, 

whereas boys have higher expectations for agency (Hall, 2011).  The ways in which girls and 

boys respond to a friendship transgressions and conflicts with a friend are also different.  

Studies show that boys are more likely to choose revenge and behave more aggressively; girls 

are more likely to behave non-aggressively and attempt to repair their friendship when there is 

a conflict (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Rose and Asher, 1999).  More recently, MacEvoy and 

Asher (2012) found that girls were just as likely as boys to report revenge and aggressive 

behaviour when a friend transgresses.  The differences in the studies may relate to different 

focuses, earlier studies have examined gender differences in responses to conflicts with friends, 

whereas, MacEvoy and Asher examined responses where a friend had clearly violated the 

child’s expectations.  The differences in the results may also represent a cohort effect or may 

reflect changes in how boys and girls are socialised in modern society in relation to physical 

aggression.  In relation to loneliness, a recent meta-analysis revealed that there are not gender 

differences in levels of loneliness.  In the current study gender may impact the association 

between loneliness and fulfilment of friendship functions and responses to friendship 
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transgressions.  In order to address this in the current study we explored gender differences in 

our preliminary analyses, including gender in further analyses where relevant.    

The Current Study 

The current study is the first to examine whether loneliness among children with 

best friends is associated with fulfilment of specific friendship functions and passivity in 

responses to violation of friendship expectations.  

We examine the following research questions: 

1) Is loneliness associated with overall friendship quality and fulfilment of 

specific friendships functions? 

2) Is loneliness associated with lower levels of friendship expectation? 

3) Is loneliness, friendship quality and friendship expectation associated with 

responses to friendship transgressions?  

4) Is higher friendship functioning associated with more sadness, strategies to 

maintain the relationship (i.e. denial, problem solving) and higher forgiveness 

when their friend transgresses? 

5) Does children’s loneliness moderate the relationships between friendship 

expectations and friendship quality and responses to friendship transgression? 

 

Based on previous literature, we predicted that loneliness will be associated with 

fulfilment of friendship functions that promote the maintenance of the relationship, such as 

reliable alliance, lower friendship expectations.  We also predicted that loneliness would be 

associated with permissiveness when a friend transgresses (lower negative response to 

transgression and blaming of their friend) and a motivation to maintain the friendship 

regardless of such friendship violations. We predict that high expectations of friends would be 

associated with more negative responses, more aggression, and higher blaming of their friend 
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when they violate their expectations (i.e. transgress). In contrast, we predicted that having a 

highly performing friendship will be associated with higher sadness, higher likelihood of 

ignoring the transgression or resolving the conflict with the friend and higher forgiveness. 

Finally, we predict that loneliness will influence the relationship between high friendship 

expectations and desire to remain in the friendship (i.e. forgiveness of friend). 

Method 

Participants 

Children were recruited from years 4, 5 and 6 (aged between 8 to 11 years) in two 

primary schools in the UK.  We choose children who were aged 8-11 years because pre-

adolescent friendships have been shown to make important contributions to adolescent 

(Pedersen, Vitaro, Barker, & Borge, 2007) and adult social adjustment (Fullerton & Uranso, 

1994). Letters regarding the study were sent to parents prior to data collection.  Parents were 

required to opt out of the study if they did not wish their children to take part (n = 2). Two 

hundred and ten children were recruited and gave verbal consent to take part on the data 

collection days. Thirteen children were not included in the analyses because they had not 

complete one or more of the measures due to time restrictions and/or were involved in other 

scheduled activities in the school. The final sample included 197 children (Mage = 9.55, SD = 

0.90, 50% male).  Children were asked if they had a best friend using the following question 

in the questionnaire distributed to participants “Do you have a best friend” and responded either 

“yes” or “no”.  The majority of children who took part in the study reported that they had a 

best friend (89.8%, n = 177); eight children did not answer the question.  There were no 

differences in loneliness scores between children who reported having a best friend and those 

who did not (t(187) = 0.83, p = .407). Because we were interested in loneliness experienced 

when children have a best friend we removed children from the analyses who reported they did 

not have a best friend or who did not answer the question.  This resulted in the removal of 20 
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children; the remaining 177 children who reported having a best friend (Mage = 9.52, SD = 0.87, 

51% male) were included in the analyses. 

Measures 

Loneliness.  

The peer loneliness subscale of the ‘Loneliness and Aloneness Scale for Children and 

Adolescents’ (LACA, Marcoen & Goossens, 1987) was used. This subscale is a 12-item 

measure and is widely used in loneliness literature with children.  Example items are “I think I 

have fewer friends than others” and “I feel isolated from other people”.  All items are measured 

on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (often). Scores range from 12-48, with higher 

scores indicating higher levels of loneliness.  In the present study the LACA demonstrated a 

high level of reliability (see Table 1).  

Fulfilment of friendship functions.  

The McGill Friendship Functions Questionnaire (Mendelson & Aboud, 2012) assesses 

the degree to which a friend fulfils 6 distinct friendship functions. This is a 30-item measure, 

with 6 subscales based on the following functions of friendships: stimulating companionship, 

help, intimacy, reliable alliance, self- validation and emotional security. Example items include  

“___ is fun to sit and talk with” (stimulating companionship), “___helps me when I need it” (help), 

“___is easy to talk to about private things” (intimacy), “___would stay my friend even if we argued” 

(reliable alliance), “___makes me feel special”(Self-validation),  “___would make me feel better if I 

were worried” (emotional security). Participants respond on a 9-point scale (0 = never; 8 = always).   

The child is asked to imagine that the blank space in each item contains their friend's name, 

and with them in mind, to respond how often the item applies to their friend on an 8-point scale, 

from 0 (never) to 8 (always). Each of the Friendship Functions subscales demonstrated 

acceptable reliability (see Table 1). Similar to previous studies (Brout et al., 2007; Brout, Wood 
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& Pratt, 2009; Mendelson & Kay, 2003; Morry & Kitto, 2009), the mean of each sub-scale was 

computed (ranging from 0-8) and summed to create a total friendship functions measure.  Total 

Friendship Functions scores range from 0 to 48, with higher scores indicating higher friendship 

functioning. In the present study the McGill Friendship Functions Questionnaire subscales and 

total Friendship Functions score demonstrated a high level of reliability (see Table 1).  

Friendship expectations.  

Hall’s (2012) dimensions of ideal expectations were used to measure children’s 

expectations of friendships. Although the questionnaire is designed for young adults, Hall has 

suggested that it could be used for children if reworded appropriately (Hall, 2012). The measure 

consists of six factors: symmetrical reciprocity, agency, enjoyment, instrumental aid, similarity 

and communion. Two items (with the highest factor loadings) were chosen from each of the 

six factors (i.e. a total of 12 items).  Each item was edited so that they were appropriate for 

children.  Editing of the items was only minor and involved amendment to only 3 of the items: 

“Is physically attractive” was changed to “Is good looking”, “Is athletic” to “Likes playing/is 

athletic” and “Has an exciting personality” to “Is exciting”.  The specific items used in the 

current study are in Appendix 1. Children were asked to read a short imaginary story about a 

new boy/girl who had been placed in their class and were asked to rate how each statement was 

most important for them to choose to be the child’s friend by using a 5-point scale ranging from 

1 (not at all important) to 5 (very important).  Scores for each item were summed to create a 

total Friendship Expectations score, ranging from 12 to 60, with higher scores indicating higher 

expectations. In the present study the dimensions of ideal expectations scale demonstrated a 

high level of reliability (see Table 1).  

Response to friendship transgressions.   
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The Transgressions of Friendship Expectations Questionnaire (MacEvoy & Asher, 

2012) was used to assess how children reacted when a friend violates friendship expectations.  

There are four categories, depicting four friendship transgressions (betrayal, failing to provide 

validation or emotional support, failing to provide instrumental help and being an unreliable 

partner).  The measure consists of sixteen imaginary vignettes (four vignettes for each 

transgression category) each depicting transgressions. For example: 

“One day you are really upset because you got a bad grade on your social studies test. 

You tell your friend how upset you are about your bad grade. You also tell your friend 

that you don’t want the other kids in your class to find out how poorly you did. Later 

that day, though, you find out that your friend told a bunch of kids in your class about 

your bad grade.” 

At the end of each vignette children are asked to rate their emotions (i.e. how they 

would feel after the transgression categorised into the following emotions: angry, sad, neutral), 

interpretations (i.e. how would interpret their friend’s reasons for their behaviour categorised 

into neutral, control, devalue interpretations), strategies (i.e. strategies they would use to deal 

with their friend’s transgression categorised into aggression, problem-solving, denial) and 

goals (i.e. goals that they would want following the friend’s transgression categorised into 

revenge, control, relationship maintenance) following the transgression using a 5-point scale 

(MacEvoy & Asher, 2012). Mean scores are calculated for each of the emotions, 

interpretations, strategies and goals, ranging from 1 to 5, with higher scores indicating higher 

reporting.  Three additional items of forgiveness, rumination, and severity were also 

administered (MacEvoy & Asher, 2012) to assess the extent the child believed that s/he would 

ruminate about the transgressions, how severe s/he believed the transgression was, and how 

much s/he was likely to forgive the person. For those items a 10-point scale is used, ranging 

from 1 (not at all) to 10 (a lot).  This procedure was repeated for each of the four categories of 
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transgressions and ratings are summed to give a total score for forgiveness, rumination and 

severity, ranging from 4-40, with higher scores relating to higher forgiveness, rumination and 

severity. Due to time constraints and the need to administer the measure alongside the other 

study variables, we used only half of the vignettes (randomly selecting two each of the 

transgression categories); suitable vignettes were chosen by the researchers so that all different 

transgressions were covered. In the present study Transgressions of Friendship Expectations 

Questionnaire demonstrated moderate to high levels of reliability for each of the ratings (see 

Table 1).  

Procedure 

Children completed the questionnaire in their class groups in their usual school 

classrooms with support from research assistants in small groups of 4-5 children. Children with 

any reading difficulties (previously identified by the school teachers) were given one to one 

assistance with the questionnaire in the same room as their classmates. The children were 

instructed to complete the questionnaires quietly and not to discuss their answers. The 

questionnaires for each year group were counterbalanced between classes so that half of the 

children completed the transgression measure first, and half the children completed the other 

measures first.  In accordance with MacEvoy and Asher’s (2012) procedure for the 

transgression measure, each vignette was read out, and then the children were instructed to 

answer the questions individually.  When everyone had finished each vignette, the next vignette 

was read out, this was repeated until this measure was completed. The other measures were not 

read out; however, the children were given verbal instructions of how to complete each 

measure. The children were instructed to raise their hand if they needed any assistance.  
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Results 

Preliminary analyses 

Means and standard deviations for all the study variables are displayed in Table 1.  

Before conducting our primary analysis, we first examined whether there were any gender 

differences in the study variables. Independent t-tests revealed no differences between boys 

and girls on loneliness (t(175) = 1.03, p = .306) or friendship expectations (t(175) = 0.93, p = 

.355), but girls reported higher total friendship functions than boys (t(153.48) = 2.38, p = .018). 

Multivariate analysis for friendship function subscales revealed significant differences between 

boys and girls for specific friendship functions (F(6,170) = 3.74, p = .002, Wilk’s Λ = 0.88, 

partial ƞ2 = .12). Follow-up univariate analyses revealed gender differences for intimacy and 

emotional security: girls reported higher levels of their friend giving them intimacy (F(1,176) 

= 13.22, p < .001, partial ƞ2 = .07) and emotional security (F(1,176) = 11.33, p = .001, partial 

ƞ2 = .06) than boys.  Given that there were gender differences only for emotional security and 

intimacy and these differences were small we did not control for gender differences in the 

analyses relating to friendship functions subscales.  Multivariate analysis for the responses to 

friendship transgressions revealed no significant differences between boys and girls for 

interpretations (F(3,173) = 1.39, p = .248, Wilk’s Λ = 0.98, partial ƞ2 = .02) or goals (F(3,173) 

= 0.30, p = .824, Wilk’s Λ = 1.00, partial ƞ2 = .01), but there were significant differences 

between boys and girls for emotions (F(3,173) = 4.55, p = .004, Wilk’s Λ = 0.93, partial ƞ2 = 

.07) and strategies (F(3,173) = 3.37, p = .020, Wilk’s Λ = 0.95, partial ƞ2 = .06). Follow-up 

univariate analyses revealed that girls reported more sadness following a friendship 

transgression than boys (F(1,175) = 5.51, p = .010, partial ƞ2 = .04) and boys reported using 

aggression than girls (F(1,175) = 4.58, p = .034, partial ƞ2 = .03).  Independent t tests revealed 

no significant difference between boys and girls for forgiveness (t(175) = 0.51, p = .613), 

severity (t(175) = 0.46, p = .647), and rumination (t(175) = 0.24, p = .810). Because gender 
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differences were found in responses to transgressions we controlled for gender in analyses that 

examined responses to friendship transgressions only.  

Bivariate correlations between loneliness and friendship functions sub-scales are 

displayed in Table 2.  Higher loneliness was associated with reliable alliance only.  Bivariate 

correlations between Friendship Functions (total), Friendship Expectations, loneliness, and 

responses to friendship transgressions are displayed in Table 3. Higher loneliness was 

associated with lower friendship expectations, lower perceptions of their friend being 

controlling or devaluing of them when they transgress, and reporting transgressions as less 

severe.  Friendship functions was associated with greater sadness, and higher use of problem-

solving following a friendship transgression.  High friendship expectations were associated 

with being angry following a friendship transgression, assigning more intent to their friend (i.e. 

controlling and devaluing them), using more aggression, and revenge, rating the transgression 

as more severe.  

Loneliness and Friendship Quality and Fulfilment of Friendship Functions 

To examine whether loneliness was associated with overall friendship quality and 

fulfilment of specific functions of friendships we conducted a series of a series of regressions. 

The model assessing the association between loneliness and reliable alliance was significant 

(F(1, 176) = 4.90, p = .028).  Higher loneliness was associated with higher reliable alliance (β 

= .17, t = 2.21, p = .028).  All other models were not significant: stimulating companionship 

(F(1, 176) = 1.17, p = .281), help (F (1,176) = 0.21, p = .886), intimacy (F(1, 176= 0.69, p = 

.490), self-validation (F(1,176) = 0.34, p = .560), and emotional security (F(1,176) = 0.01, p = 

.906).1 In a final model we examined whether loneliness was associated with overall friendship 

functions; this was not significant (F(1,176) = 0.38, p = .542), indicating that there was no 

                                                           
1 Results for intimacy and emotional security subscales are retained when gender was controlled for in the 

analyses.  
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association between loneliness and poorer performance of friendship functions (i.e. friendship 

quality).  Because there were gender effects for the overall friendship functions in our 

preliminary analyses, in a separate analyses we controlled for gender by adding it at the first 

step in the model and there was no association between loneliness and poorer performance of 

overall friendship functions that model. 

Loneliness and Friendship Expectations 

To examine whether, in this sample, loneliness was associated with lower friendship 

expectations we conducted a regression analysis with loneliness predicting friendship 

expectations.  The model was significant (F(1,176) =5.19, p = .024), with higher loneliness 

associated with lower friendship expectations (β = -.17, t = -2.28, p = .024).  

Loneliness, Friendship Quality, Expectations and Responses to Friendship 

Transgressions 

To examine whether loneliness, friendship functions and friendship expectations were 

associated with particular responses to friendship transgressions we conducted a series of 

hierarchical multiple regressions (Table 4).  Because we found gender differences in responses 

to friendship transgressions in our preliminary analyses we entered gender at the first step to 

control for gender differences. Friendship functions, friendship expectations, and loneliness 

were then entered at the second step.  To examine moderation effects we multiplied the mean-

centred variables to create two interaction terms: loneliness x friendship functions and 

loneliness x friendship expectations and entered this at the final step.  Loneliness was 

associated with lower levels of sadness and lower perceptions of their friend being controlling 

and devaluing of them when they violated friendship expectations. High friendships functions 

were associated with greater sadness. Higher friendship expectations were associated with 

higher likelihood of negative interpretation of friend’s transgression and behaving with 

aggression and revenge in response. Loneliness moderated the relationship between 
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expectations and forgiveness: higher loneliness and higher expectations were associated with 

higher forgiveness. 

Discussion 

To address the question of why children experience loneliness despite having a best 

friend, we examined associations between loneliness and (1) fulfilment of specific functions of 

friendships, and (2) permissiveness of friendship transgressions.  Findings showed that, within 

friendships, loneliness was related to greater permissiveness of friends when they violate 

friendship expectations and having friendships with other children who display more loyalty 

and/or confidence that they would remain in the friendship despite all odds.   

Loneliness and Fulfilment of Friendship Functions 

Using measures of friendship satisfaction, previous empirical work has shown that poor 

friendship quality is associated with loneliness (Asher & Paquette, 2003; Lodder et al., 2015).  

In the current study, we used, instead, a measure of how well the friendship fulfills specific 

friendship functions.  We proposed that loneliness would be associated with fulfilment of 

friendship functions that enhance the likelihood of retaining that friendship.  Loneliness was 

associated with higher reliable alliance, which refers to the friend showing loyalty and a desire 

to remain in the friendship at any cost (i.e. despite conflict in their friendship, or even when the 

child is absent for a long period of time).  Reliance alliance to be a particularly important 

function of the friendship when children are experiencing high loneliness because it protects 

them from being alone and becoming friendless.  Also,  loneliness may be associated with 

choosing a friend that is perceived to be less likely to reject them because loneliness has been 

associated with a fear of rejection (Qualter et al., 2013), and for lonely children, knowing that 

their friend, even if other children are rejecting them, will still be their friend may be 

particularly important.  However, given the cross sectional nature of the data in the current 
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study, the findings may also be explained in another way.  Favouring qualities in a friend that 

help to retain the friendship regardless of difficulties, could lead to a child remaining in a 

friendship that is a poor quality one, thus resulting in feelings of loneliness.  Future research 

will need to examine these relationships over time to establish whether loneliness influences 

preferences for particular characteristics of friendships.   

In the current study, there was not a relationship between overall poorer friendship 

performance and loneliness in children with best friendships.  Relationships between loneliness 

and friendship quality have been found when overall friendship satisfaction measures were 

used (Asher & Paquette, 2003; Lodder et al., 2015; MacEvoy, et al., 2016).  Thus, loneliness 

experienced in children with a best friend may not be related to having a poorer performing 

friendship; loneliness, being a subjective measure, may relate more to satisfaction with the 

friendship.  However, we should remain cautious about that interpretation because only 

friendship functioning was measured in the current study, so that contrast cannot be made with 

this data alone.  Future studies should use measures of overall friendship satisfaction and 

fulfilment of friendship functions to explore that proposition.  It is important also to note in the 

current study we only used self-report measures of children’s friendships; children’s teachers 

and parents ratings may offer another perspective. Those should be used in future work to 

determine whether children reporting high loneliness report deficiencies in their friendships, 

but others do not see those relationship as lacking in any specific ways.   

Loneliness and Friendship Expectations 

Replicating previous findings, we found that loneliness was associated with lower 

expectations about friendships (MacEvoy et al., 2016).  What was unique about the current 

study is that all participants had best friends, so the findings show that the association between 

loneliness and lower expectations of friendships is retained even when children report having 

best friends.  Thus, having a best friend does not necessarily increase a child’s positivity about 
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friendships when they experience loneliness.  One reason for those children to have lower 

expectations about friendships is that loneliness is associated with negative biases about 

relationships (Spithoven et al., 2017).  It may be that, because lonely children have negative 

biases about social relationships and expect negative outcomes, they learn to have lower 

expectations of close friendships.  In addition, lonely children have been shown to (1) have low 

self-worth (Qualter et al., 2013), so they may expect to be friends with those who are less 

popular, and, thus, have lower expectations for the friendships that they form, and (2) report 

lower levels of trust in others (Qualter et al., 2013) so may expect a lot less from others.   

There are alternative explanations: It is equally possible that the relationship is the other 

way around, such that having lower expectations of friendships leads to loneliness. Children 

who have lower expectations of friends may become friends with those who are less likely to 

be good friends and/or those who do not have characteristics that enable them to perform the 

important functions of friendships (i.e. emotional intelligence, kindness).  In the current study 

there was a small association between fulfilment of friendship functions and expectations, 

indicating that those with higher expectations have better performing friendships.  Future 

studies will need to examine those relationships using longitudinal designs.  

Loneliness and Responses to Friendship Transgressions 

There is evidence in the current study that loneliness experienced in children who report 

having a best friend is linked to permissiveness of friendship transgressions because loneliness 

was associated with lower sadness and judging their friend’s behaviour as less controlling and 

devaluing.  Empirical evidence has revealed that lonely children are more passive, have low 

self-worth, and non-self-serving attribution styles, blaming themselves for negative outcomes 

(Anderson, 1999; Galanaki & Kalantzi-Azizi, 1999, Qualter et al., 2013) and this may explain 

why loneliness in the current study was associated with placing less blame on their friend for 
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their transgression.  Because loneliness is associated with self-blaming, it may be that, when a 

friend transgresses, those with higher loneliness perceive their own incompetence as the cause 

of their friend’s behaviour, rather than viewing the transgression as their friend being “unfair”. 

In this way, lonely children may rate friendship transgressions as less controlling and 

devaluing, taking on some or all the blame for the transgression themselves. This may, then, 

result in the lonely child being more accepting of unkind behaviour from their friend, thus, 

impacting on their feelings of loneliness.  Importantly this proposition was not tested in the 

current study.   

A further caution with interpreting the findings is that characteristics of lonely children 

may not be the only explanation: the cross-sectional nature of our data mean that it is equally 

possible that being permissive of friendship transgressions leads to loneliness.  Certainly, being 

more permissive of unkind behaviour from a friend could mean that children remain in poor 

quality friendships that do not buffer them from the experience of loneliness.  An examination 

of relationships over time will be important in understanding the relationship between 

permissiveness of friendship transgressions and loneliness. 

Friendship Expectations and Friendship Quality and Responses to Friendship 

Transgressions 

Having a high quality friendship was associated with experiencing greater sadness and 

having high expectations of friendships was associated with experiencing greater anger 

following a friendship transgression.  Thus, expectations of friends or previous experience of 

a positive friendship may explain negative affect following a friendship transgression.  Where 

a child has positive expectations of their friends they may feel more negative emotions when 

their friend violates their expectations and is unkind to them.  Having high expectations of 

friends was related to higher forgiveness of their friend and a greater likelihood of ignoring the 
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transgression or working towards resolving the conflict.  This suggests that children who have 

high quality friendships are more motivated towards forgiveness of their friend when they 

violate friendship expectations, possibly because the behaviour is out of character for their 

friend, who is typically kind to them (i.e. high quality friendship).  In contrast, having high 

expectations of friends was related to lower likelihood of forgiveness and retaliation and 

aggressive behaviour when a friend violated those expectations.  This suggests that when 

children have higher expectations for their friend’s behaviour they are more motivated to 

behave negatively and terminate the friendship, rather than working towards a resolution that 

may mean that they can remain in the friendship. What is interesting in the findings is that 

loneliness moderated the relationship between friendship expectations and forgiveness.  Those 

with high expectations of their friends reported more negative feelings about the violation of 

their expectations, choosing to be aggressive, seeking revenge, and not wanting to forgive their 

friend. However, where a child had high expectations of their friends, loneliness was associated 

with higher likelihood of forgiving their friend.  This finding indicates where a child is 

experiencing loneliness, despite having high expectations for their friend’s behaviour, they may 

allow more violations of friendship expectations, further supporting the proposition that 

loneliness may be associated with permissiveness of friends’ transgressions. Having high 

expectations for a friend’s behaviour and experiencing loneliness despite having a best friend 

may lead to higher forgiveness of the friend because the child takes on more of the blame for 

the friendship transgression themselves. They may also fear rejection (Qualter et al., 2013) so 

choose to forgive their friend, rather than confront them or try to resolve the conflict because 

this may lead to a rejection by their friend via a termination of the friendship. 
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Gender Differences in Responses to Transgressions 

In contrast to MacEvoy and Asher’s study, which did not find gender differences in 

relation to aggression, in the current study, boys reported using aggression as a strategy to deal 

with friendship transgressions more than girls.  Previous studies have obtained similar gender 

differences in aggressive behaviour in relation to dealing with conflicts (Card, Stucky, 

Sawalani, & Little, 2008; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Rose & Asher, 1999).  The result indicates 

that there may be cohort differences in aggression, likely to be based on differences in parenting 

and cross-cultural differences in gender socialisation (i.e. MacEvoy and Asher’s study was 

conducted in the US).  Similar to MacEvoy and Asher (2012), in the current study, girls 

reported more sadness than boys.  The results are not surprising as gender socialisation may 

account for girls feeling sad and boys feeling okay (Zeman & Garber, 2013); that is, boys may 

not believe that it is acceptable to display feelings of sadness. MacEvoy and Asher found that 

girls were still ruminating about the transgression one week later, but in the current study, there 

were no gender differences in rumination, which may also reflect differences at a cohort level. 

Applications of the findings 

The findings in the current study indicate that differences in fulfilment of specific 

friendship functions, expectations of friends, and permissiveness of friendship transgressions 

may explain why loneliness is experienced in children despite having a best friend.  Children 

with a best friend who experience loneliness may need support to address the way they interpret 

their friend’s behaviour and address the value placed on specific characteristics in their friends 

(i.e. reliable alliance) over others.  Developing strategies to children who experience loneliness 

despite having a best friend, targeted at understanding what a good friendship entails and 

helping them to deal appropriately with friendship transgressions will be important. Such 
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strategies will help children to have a good quality friendship that buffers their loneliness and 

avoid them remaining in friendship where a friend is unpleasant to them. 

Strengths & Limitations  

This study is the first to examine associations between loneliness experienced whilst 

having a best friend, fulfilment of friendship functions, expectations and responses to 

friendship transgressions and tries to understand why some children experience loneliness 

despite having a best friend. Findings indicate that loneliness within best friendships is 

associated with a fulfilment of friendship functions relating to maintenance of the friendship 

(i.e. loyalty) and greater permissiveness of friendship transgressions.  These findings are 

important because they indicate reasons why children who report having best friend’s 

experience loneliness and offer suggestions of appropriate strategies to support them to develop 

friendships that do buffer them from the experience of loneliness.   

There are some limitations of this study.  First, children were instructed to state whether 

they had a best friend or not but were not asked to write down the name of the person they 

considered to be their best friend or which friend they had in mind when completing the 

measures. Thus, we are unaware of whether lonely child’s friend reciprocated those friendships 

and whether the child’s best friend rated the friendship in the same way.  There was also no 

measure of numbers of other friends (i.e. not best friends) which may be important because 

number of friendships may impact the way children perceive their best friends.  It could be that 

the friendship would be perceived as more valuable if the child had fewer friends.  It is also 

possible that where children only had one friendship that they reported them as a best friend, 

even if it was not a high-quality friendship. Second, the current study involved only self-report 

measures, so data are children’s reports of how they think they would behave in a given 

situation, rather than observations of actual behaviour.  Some children in the study may have 

been reflecting on actual experiences of friendship transgressions and how they behaved in the 
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past and others who had not experienced those types of transgressions imagined how they 

would behave in that situation.  It will be important in future studies to examine actual 

responses to real life transgressions from friendships, to establish if self-report measures reflect 

actual behaviour in a real-life transgression.  Third, we were not able to examine between group 

differences (i.e. school and school class) in the data analyses, thus future studies will want to 

examine whether between group differences are evident in larger samples using hierarchical 

modelling.  

As a first study in this research area, we examined only the association of loneliness 

with fulfilment of friendship functions, expectations, and responses to transgressions and it is 

possible that other factors, such as self-esteem, depression, social anxiety and social isolation 

may also be important influencers of those relationships and interactions with loneliness and 

responses to friendship transgression. Future studies in this area will need to examine those 

other factors that may influence friendship transgressions and/or the experience of loneliness. 

In the current study we focused children who reported having best friendships, but to obtain a 

more complete picture of friendships, future studies should gather information about children's 

number of best friends, as well as their number of friends and close friends. We did not examine 

relationships among lonely children with no friends and it is possible that relationships with 

peers, particularly relationship transgression, will be different for those children.  The study 

was cross sectional, so we do not know if children increased, decreased, or maintained their 

loneliness over an extended period, or how friendships changed over time.  A longitudinal 

design for future work in this area would be particularly advantageous as it would enable an 

examination of selection of friends and influences on friendships over time.  We also cannot 

establish from the current findings whether characteristic behaviour associated with being 

lonely leads to the permissiveness of friendships (i.e. negative biases) or whether being 

permissive of friendship transgression leads to loneliness.  Future research will want to study 
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relationships over the course of the school year to reveal whether children have maintained 

their friendship, even if they report it to be of poor quality, enabling an examination of 

loneliness and termination or commencement of friendships. 

Conclusion 

The current study examined loneliness, fulfilment of friendship functions, friendship 

expectations, and responses to friendship transgressions in children reporting having best 

friends aged 8-11 years. Loneliness in children with best friends was associated with higher 

reliable alliance in the friendship.  Replicating previous findings from existing studies 

(MacEvoy et al., 2016), in the current study, loneliness experienced in children with best 

friends was associated with lower friendship expectations.  Experiencing loneliness despite 

having a best friend was associated with placing less blame on friends when they transgress, 

indicating that loneliness may be associated with greater permissiveness of friendship 

transgressions.  These findings are important because they indicate that children who 

experience loneliness despite having an existing best friendship may need support to form 

quality friendships, and reduce their loneliness.    
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Appendix 1 

 

Friendship Expectations: 

1. Cheer me up when I am sad 

2. When others are mean to me they will stand up for me 

3. Somebody who likes playing/athletic 

4. Is good looking 

5. Likes the same things as me 

6. Having similar ideas and opinions 

7. Makes me laugh 

8. Is exciting 

9. Does favours for me 

10. Helps me to complete jobs or tasks 

11. Be someone with whom I can share secrets 

12. Could talk to this person about my personal problems 
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Table 1.  

Mean and standard deviations for all study variables by gender 

   Girls  Boys 

 Range Reliability 

Co-efficient (α) 

M SD  M SD 

Peer Loneliness 12-48 .81 36.65 6.31  35.57 7.70 

Friendship Functions 0-40 .93 42.33 4.97  40.16 6.92 

     Stimulating 

companionship 

0-8 .73 7.23 0.93  7.05 1.20 

     Help 0-8 .71 6.77 1.15  6.25 1.59 

     Intimacy 0-8 .72 7.15 1.03  6.27 1.77 

     Reliable alliance 0-8 .81 7.32 1.02  7.03 1.27 

     Self- validation 0-8 .78 6.78 1.09  6.40 1.48 

     Emotional security 0-8 .79 7.12 0.89  6.32 1.67 

Friendship Expectations 12-60 .82 41.53 8.26  42.75 9.26 

 

Responses to Transgressions 

       

   Emotional Response        

     Emotion Angry 1-5 .83 3.54 1.08  3.72 1.00 

     Emotion Sad 1-5 .74 4.17 0.79  3.82 1.01 

     Emotion Okay 1-5 .85 1.73 0.76  1.83 0.68 

   Interpretations        

     Neutral 1-5 .81 2.94 1.03  2.96 1.03 

     Control 1-5 .87 2.61 1.17  2.70 1.14 

     Devalue 1-5 .88 2.77 1.12  2.59 1.11 

   Strategies        

     Problem-Solve 1-5 .86 3.60 1.02  3.51 1.16 

     Denial 1-5 .85 2.03 1.08  2.93 1.17 

     Aggression 1-5 .90 2.17 0.93  3.71 1.08 

   Goals        

     Relationship 1-5 .88 3.76 0.68  3.78 0.85 

     Revenge 1-5 .90 2.17 1.18  2.29 1.16 

     Control 1-5 .89 3.56 1.13  3.71 1.11 

   Forgiveness 4-40 .87 26.82 7.52  26.20 8.52 

   Severity 4-40 .79 29.89 5.81  29.45 6.70 

   Rumination 4-40 .85 22.05 9.21  22.38 9.10 
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Table 2.  

Bivariate correlations between loneliness and friendship functions subscales 

 r p 

Simulating companionship .08 .281 

Help -.01 .890 

Intimacy .05 .490 

Reliable alliance .17 .028 

Self-validation -.04 .560 

Emotional security .01 .906 
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Table 3.  

Bivariate correlations between study variables 

 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

1.UCLA .05 -.17* -.13 -.14 .10 .10 -.18* -.18* .02 .14 -.08 -.11 -.03 .06 .01 -.15* -.02 

2.FF  .16* -.03 .19* -.08 .10 .08 .09 .16* .13 -.09 -.10 .10 .13 .13 < .01 -.01 

3.FE   .21* .13 .02 -.11 .20* .23* -.11 .02 .18* .18* .02 -.06 -.12 .21* .10 
4. EMOT-Angry     .41** -.33** -.39** -.51** .46** -.18* -.31** .50** .44** .36** -.02 -.40** .48** .24* 

5.EMOT- Sad      -.54* -.12 .36** .37** .11 -.05 .16* .13 .43** .17* -.05 .54** .16* 

6. EMOT- Okay       .20* -.23* -.22* .09 .15 -.15* -.10 -.38** < .01 .24* -.37** -.16* 
7. INT - Neutral        -.44** -.60** .59** -.59** -.52** .32** -.13 .51** .66** -.28** .03 

8. INT - Control         .66** -.32** -.33** -.57** .46** .48** -.18* -.48** .57** < .01 

9. INT - Devalue          -.49** -.45** .68** .49** .30** -.31** -.60** .54** -.02 

10.STR – PS          .66** -.62** -.41** -.03 .73** .72** -.15* .05 

11. STR - Denial            -.48** -.29** -.06 .61** .63** -.25** -.08 
12.STR - Aggress             .72** .30** -.36** -.68** .43** -.05 

13.GL - Revenge              .28** -.18* -.41** .31** .13 
14.GL – Control              .25* -.24* .40** -.01 

15. GL - Rel               .58** -.03 < .01 
16. Forgiveness                -.34** .12 

17.Severity                 .13 

18.Rumination                  

Note. UCLA = Loneliness, FF = Friendship Functions, FE = Friendship Expectations, EMOT-Angry = angry emotional response, EMOT – Sad = Sad emotional response, EMOT – okay = okay emotional response, INT- 

Neutral = Neutral interpretation, INT – Control = control interpretation, INT – Devalue = Devalue interpretation, STR – PS = problem-solving strategy, STR – Denial = Denial Strategy, STR – Agress = Aggression 

Strategy, GL – Revenge = revenge goal, GL – Control = control goal, GL – Rel = relationship goal, **p < .001, *p < .05 
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Table 4.  

Multiple regression with Friendship functions, expectations and responses to transgressions 

as predictors of loneliness 
 Emotions  Interpretation 

 Angry Sad Okay  Neutral Control Devalue 

 ΔR2 β ΔR2 β ΔR2 β  ΔR2 β ΔR2 β ΔR2 β 

Step 1 .01  .04**  .01   <.01  <.01  <.01  

   Gender  -.09  .19*  -.07   -.01  -.04  .08 

Step 2 .05*  .06**  .02   .03  .06**  .08**  

   FF  -.04  .15*  -.09   .12  .06  .04 

   FE  .20*  .10  .05   -.12  .16*  .20** 

   UCLA  -.09  -.15*  .11   .08  -.16*  -.15* 

Step 3 .01  <.01  .01   <.01  <.01  .01  

   UCLA x 

FF 

 -.05  -.03  .05   <-.01  <-.01  .05 

   UCLA x 
FE 

 -.09  .03  .04   .03  -.04  .10 

Total R2  .07* .10** .03  .04 .07# .10** 

 Strategies  Goals 

 Denial Problem solve Aggression  Revenge Control Relationship 

 ΔR2 β ΔR2 β ΔR2 β ΔR2 β ΔR2 β ΔR2 β 

Step 1 .01  < .01  .03*   < .01  <.01  < .01  

   Gender  -.07  .04  -.16*   -.06  -.06  -.01 

Step 2 .04  .05*  .04   .05*  .01  .03  

   FF  .16*  .19*  -.10   -.13  .12  .15 

   FE  -.04  -.15  .18*   .19*  -.01  -.09 

   UCLA  -.14  -.02  -.03   -.07  -.03  .04 

Step 3 < .01  .02  .02   .01  .01  .02  

   UCLA x 

FF 

 -.04  -.12  .03   -.08  -.08  -.10 

   UCLA x 

FE 

 .02  .15  -.15   -.08  .03  .15 

Total R2  .05 .07* .08*  .07* .02 .05 

 Forgiveness  Severity   Rumination  

 ΔR2 β  ΔR2 β   ΔR2 β  

Step 1 <.01   <.01    < .01   

   Gender  .04   .04    -.02  

Step 2 .04   .06*    .01   

   FF  .15*   -.04    -.03  

   FE  -.15*   .20**    .10  
   UCLA  -.02   -.12    < .01  

Step 3 .05**   <.01    .02   

 
   UCLA x 

FF 

 -.09   -.06    -.12  

   UCLA x 
FE 

 .25**   .03    -.13  

Total R2  .09*  .07   .09*  

Note. UCLA = Loneliness, FF = Friendship Functions, FE = Friendship Expectations, Gender: 1 = male, 0 = female, *p < .05, **p < .01, #Step 

2 ANOVA is significant 


