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ABSTRACT 

 Typically developing children’s friendships involve functions of intimacy, 

reciprocity, and affection. These functions may not be the same for children with high-

functioning autism (HFASD). Therefore, children with HFASD may perceive and define 

friendship differently than that of typically developing children. The present study sought 

to examine the potential differences between definitions of friendship between these two 

populations. Two scales were used to examine these differences: traditional and 

nontraditional. The traditional scale includes characteristics previously identified by 

typically developing children (e.g., those that exemplify intimacy and reciprocity) and 

those considered nontraditional may be more representative of characteristics identified 

by children with HFASD (e.g., parallel play and similar interests). These scales were 

combined to form the Friendship Perception Scale. 

 Thirty-four children participated in this study. Children were interviewed using 

the Friendship Perception Scale. The scale was used with a sociometric style assessment 

in which children answered by placing cards in cans designated yes, maybe, and no. The 

Friendship Perception Scale was found to be reliable (α = .80).  Analyses found that 

typically developing children endorsed both the traditional and nontraditional 

characteristics of friendship. Children with HFASD also unanimously endorsed three 

traditional characteristics of friendship. The present study found that these traditional 

characteristics may be limiting the idea of what friendships are in typically developing 

children and excluding potential friendship in children with HFASD.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Individuals diagnosed with high-functioning autism face a society that labels them 

unable. A key area that this occurs in is in the forming of social relationships. From 

clinical reports to theoretical views of high-functioning autism (HFASD) this label 

appears to be supported by their difficulties in forming friendships (Bauminger et al., 

2008). As this disorder continues to gain ground in research, awareness within society 

continues to also grow. Autism can be characterized as a neurodevelopmental disorder 

with features such as abnormalities in communication and difficulties in reciprocal social 

interaction (Pellicano, 2007).  

Friendship for typically developing children has been very well defined over the 

past couple of decades. Key characteristics found in those friendships include affection, 

intimacy, companionship, and reciprocity (Bauminger, Shulman, & Agam, 2004; 

Bauminger et al., 2008; Chamberlain, Kasari, & Fuller, 2007; Freeman & Kasari, 1998). 

It may not be that children with HFASD are unable to form social relationships, 

including friendships, but that they just perceive and define them differently.  

 Friendship has been defined as an intimate relationship that provides emotional 

connections and support between individuals, but this definition may be very different for 

a child with HFASD (Chamberlain, Kasari, & Fuller, 2007). Even for typically 

developing children perceptions of the emotional benefits of a relationship differ among 

individuals. However, this does not mean that their perception of their friendship is 

inaccurate. It may be that there is a need to broaden this concept of friendship to better 
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understand what friendship means to a child with HFASD. According to Dunn and 

Cutting (1999), friendships provide a context in which children’s social and moral 

development is fostered. Observational data of friendships in children are highly 

influenced by the definition of friendships for typically developing children. If a child 

with HFASD perceives friendship in a different way, this may lead to different behaviors 

and interactions with their peers, leading to the conclusion that this child thinks 

differently about friendship (Patterson & Smith, 2010).  

 The definition of friendship for typically developing children continues to be 

applied throughout childhood. However, a single definition of friendship may not be as 

broadly applicable. Freeman and Kasari (1998) challenge the use of intimacy and 

affection as the means to define friendship in any population. They argue that intimacy is 

difficult to infer across development including the difficulty found in younger children’s 

ability to relate in intimate ways, but this argument does not mean that intimate 

relationships do not exist (Freeman & Kasari, 1998). Children with HFASD often have 

difficulty with verbal communication and their ability to relate in intimate ways, however 

intimate relationships may still exist. Freeman and Kasari (1998) also address the idea 

that relying on affection as a defining factor in friendship could lead to the under-

identifying of friendship pairs. Even in typically developing friendships the presence of 

affection may look different from friendship to friendship.  Freeman and Kasari (1998) 

conclude that “research is needed that re-conceptualizes friendships in children with 

atypical development by carefully examining current measures of friendship” (p.350).  
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 Little research has been done in understanding exactly what children with 

HFASD define as friendship. There are countless articles on autism, but friendship is an 

overlooked area of research providing little about the development and meaning of 

friendship in these children (Bauminger & Shulman, 2003). As previously stated the 

definition of friendship used for typically developing children continues to hinder the 

understanding of what friendship in children with HFASD might look like. Carington, 

Templeton, and Papinczak (2003) put it perfectly stating that the concept of friendship 

may be very different for a child with HFASD as compared to that of a professional’s 

concept of friendship. It is obvious that research is needed to re-define friendships in 

atypical children by examining their measures of friendship (Freeman & Kasari, 1998). 

Research in understanding friendship in children with HFASD has found that although it 

may be perceived differently it is still considered a valuable type of relationship in these 

children (Bauminger et al., 2004). It is evident that their friendships differ in quantity and 

quality as compared to typically developing children (Baumger et al., 2008). Often the 

factors that are considered not important in the study of typically developing children 

may be critical in other populations such as children with HFASD. This area of research 

in children with HFASD has overlooked the potential benefits of collecting the child’s 

perception of friendship due to many barriers.   

 In research regarding friendship the study of theory of mind has become a key 

aspect in trying to understand a child’s social competence. The inability to develop theory 

of mind has been a leading explanation of why children with autism have difficulties in 

social interactions and relationships (Bauminger & Kasari, 1999). An important pre-
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requisite of theory of mind is executive functioning which enables an individual to 

understand future-oriented behavior of others. Impairments in executive functioning may 

be an important factor in autistic children’s ability to understand the minds of other 

people (Pellicano, 2007). Lastly, many researchers consider language to be a key barrier 

for children with HFASD difficulty in developing friendships. Language skills are 

considered an important role not only in understanding the nature of mind but also in the 

ability to share emotional states with others (Pellicino, 2010; Yirmiya, Sigman, Kasari, & 

Mundy, 1992). These barriers have really hindered much of the potential research into 

understanding the perception of friendship in children with HFASD. According to Baron-

Cohen, Leslie, and Frith (1985), it is very unlikely that the cognitive ability required in 

taking different points of view in perceptual situations are the same as those that underlie 

the autistic child’s social disability. Theory of mind is an important concept in 

understanding others, but this may not be an important concept in how children with 

HFASD relate to their peer relationships. Language diagnostically has an important 

impact on children with autism, but it seems unrealistic to expect that a single 

psychological explanation could account for the entire cognitive profile of an individual 

(Whitehouse & Hird, 2004). After understanding these barriers with HFASD it can be 

recognized that there is a need to modify the definition of friendship in this population.  

  In summary, studies have shown that there is a need to develop and understand 

how children with HFASD view, understand, and express friendship. The use of the 

typically developing children’s definition of friendship is creating a barrier in 

conceptualizing friendships in atypical children. One way of overcoming this obstacle is 
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to not rely on clinical definitions of friendship but rather discovering what it is that the 

children define as friendship. Current research has conducted observational studies and 

self-reports on friendship characteristics as defined in the definition of typically 

developing children. The current study seeks to discover how children with HFASD 

actually define friendship and how this differs from the definition of typically developing 

children.  

 The purpose of this study is to investigate the manner in which children with 

HFASD understand friendship. We will do so by drawing contrasts with those of 

typically developing children. It is necessary to explore these differences so that some of 

the many aspects of autism can become clearer for researchers, teachers, and parents. A 

better understanding of these perceptions can improve research, the inclusive classroom, 

and help parents understand their child’s social competence. Although many factors 

affect friendship, the starting point of discovering these factors begins by asking, what 

are the differences in what friendship means for typically developing children and 

children with HFASD?  
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 The following literature review will examine the previous research on peer 

relationships in children with and without HFASD. Much of the literature examines the 

ability of children with HFASD to form friendships and recognize peer relationships. 

There are limited studies that actually examine what, if any, differences exist in the 

definition or expression of friendship between typically developing and autistic children. 

This review will examine the links between friendship and atypical populations, such as 

children with HFASD, and how there is a missing factor in seeking what friendship 

actually means to this population. Topics to be covered will include characteristics of 

friendship, differences found between populations, and the large amount of evidence that 

there is a need to re-conceptualize the definition of friendship for populations such as 

children with HFASD.  

Characteristics of Friendship in Typical and Atypical Populations 

 Children’s friendships are operationalized in multiple ways throughout the 

literature. Studies have found that there are differences in the conceptual definition of 

friendship among children (Simpkins, Parke, Flyr, &Wild, 2006). The characteristics of 

friendships in typically developing children and differences found in atypical children 

will be discussed in this section.    

 Hartup (1996) states that well-functioning friendships include a balance between 

closeness, intimacy, and individuality. However, friendships can differ qualitatively in 

their content, closeness, symmetry and their specific characteristics (Hartup, 1996).  
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Different conditions address the distinct interactions found among friendship: (a) friends 

know each other better than nonfriends and are able to communicate better; (b) friends 

and nonfriends have different expectations of one another; (c) the climate among friends 

is more favorable; (d) friends more readily seek ways of resolving disagreements that 

support continued interaction between them.  

 The identification of friendships is based on the idea that children make friends on 

the basis of common interests and activities (Hartup, 1996).  Similarity and attraction are 

two things that help determine friendships. The quality of friendship has been defined by 

Hartup (1996) as affiliative relationships rather than attachments. Family systems theory 

has been one theoretical perspective applied to understanding friendships that considered 

friendship as a balance between closeness and intimacy while also balancing the 

importance of individuality (Hartup, 1996). Hartup (1996) defines closeness as whether 

or not the children spend time together and engage in different activities. Intimacy in 

relationships can be defined as the depth of self-disclosure and/or the feeling of being 

understood and cared for (Buhrmester, 1990).  

 Hartup (1996) concluded that the presence of differential significance derives 

mainly from the identity of the child’s friends and the quality of the relationship. 

Therefore, the significance and perception of a friendship may vary from child to child. 

Perceptions of friendships can also be observed through the lens of developmental 

theories.  

 Patterson and Smith (2010) used developmental theory to explore conceptions of 

friendship in dyadic relationships. Dyadic relationships can often be complex and require 
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competence in interpersonal and social cognitive skills. Friendships are interactions of 

close, intimate, affective ties between children based on reciprocal and stable social 

interactions with peers (Patterson & Smith, 2010).  

 Patterson and Smith (2010) viewed the concept of friendship through a 

developmental framework that included theory theory and social learning theory. These 

two theories were used to explore the ways in which a child with HFASD conceptualizes 

friendship differently and how that differs from typically developing children. Two 

preadolescent females were interviewed. One participant was diagnosed with ASD 

spectrum disorder while the other child was typically developing. “The Puppy Story” 

interview examines the child’s social perspective-taking ability, while the concept of 

friendship and the personal role in relationships was examined in the “Friends and 

Marriage” interview (Selman, 1980). “The Puppy Story” was broken down into single 

sentences with a picture on each page. The story was read during the interview with the 

researcher. The story involved a dilemma with a boy losing his dog and his friends 

having to decide if they should buy him a new puppy. The children were asked to answer 

a series of open-ended questions on what the friends should do. The open-ended 

questions assessed self-awareness, personality change and subjectivity. The “Friends and 

Marriage” interview targeted the concepts of friendship, the nature of the relationship, 

and how they perceive their role in the relationships. Case study methodology was used 

in the interpretation of the study.  

 Both participants indicated good friend qualities as thoughtful, kind, and helpful. 

The child with ASD reported that there is a difference between an acquaintance and a 
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friend. Patterson and Smith (2010) found differences between the two participant’s 

interviews but concluded that it is possible that individuals with ASD think differently 

about friendship compared to their peers. Individuals with ASD experience challenges 

when mastering their interpersonal and social skills (Patterson & Smith, 2010).  

 Dunn and Cutting (1999) explored individual differences in friendship quality 

among four year olds. Children’s social understanding, language abilities, temperament, 

behavioral adjustment, family background and quality of interaction with a close friend 

were investigated. Mothers and teachers reported on 64 pairs of friends.  

 Theory of mind measures included unexpected-location stories (Bartsch & 

Wellman, 1989), false-belief stories (Harris, Johnson, Hutton, Andrews, & Cooke, 1989), 

deception task (Sodian & Frith, 1992), score on theory of mind (Cutting & Dunn, 1998), 

affective perspective taking (Denham, 1986), and emotional understanding within 

relationships (Cassidy, 1992). Children’s verbal skills were assessed through the British 

Picture Vocabulary Scale (Dunn, Dunn, Whetton, & Pintilie, 1982) as well as their 

narrative expressive language ability (Renfrew, 1991). Family background, temperament, 

behavioral adjustment, and interaction behavior were also collected.  

 The friendships in this study were found to be notably different. Sociocognitive 

and language skills were related to shared pretend play. Theory of mind contributed to 

the child’s ability to participate in a smoother sense of communication, while the failure 

of communication was related to theory of mind rather than vocabulary. The focus on 

individual differences in sociocognitive, temperamental, and behavior characteristics can 

help clarify why friendships can be so different.  
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Importance of Friendship in Children  

Recent studies of friendships in children have found friendship to be an important 

aspect of children’s lives. The development of friendship is an important process in 

childhood that influences social competence.  Within friendships children learn to interact 

with others as well as how to resolve conflict and gain a sense of self-confidence.  

 Hartup (1996) explored the areas of friendships and their developmental 

significance on individuals as well as the importance of social competence. An important 

aspect of differentiating children from one another in diagnosis and research is based on 

whether or not they have friends. Hartup (1996) believes peer relationships affect 

developmental outcome in two ways: through acceptance/rejection by other children and 

through dyadic relationships.  

 The developmental significance of friendships arose in Hartup’s essay when a 

news story about a teenage boy and his friend committed a serious crime. The importance 

of the child’s characteristics as well as his peer relationships became an important factor 

in understanding this child’s development. Hartup (1996) made three different 

conclusions about friendships: (a) friendships are a normatively significant condition 

during childhood and adolescence; (b) friendships carry both disadvantages and 

advantages in development; (c) the identity of the child’s friendship may be more closely 

tied to the individual differences  rather than merely if they have friends or not. Having 

friendships is a normatively significant condition during childhood that carries 

developmental advantages and disadvantages (Hartup, 1996).  
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 Buysse, Goldman, and Skinner (2002) examined the effects of social setting on 

the friendship formation of 333 preschool children. These children were enrolled in 

inclusive early childhood programs. Of the 333 children 120 of the children had 

disabilities. Instruments used in this study included the Playmates and Friends 

Questionnaire for Teachers (Goldman, Buysse, & Carr, 1997), Teacher Ratings of 

Children’s Social Development (Profilet & Ladd, 1994), ABILITIES Index (Simeaonsson 

& Bailey, 1988), and the benefits and drawbacks of early childhood inclusion rating scale 

developed by Bailey and Winton (1987). The two groups consisted of children in either 

an inclusive specialized program where the majority of the children enrolled had 

disabilities or an inclusive child care program where the majority of the children enrolled 

were typically developing.  

 Results showed that a child’s disability status was significantly related to the 

child’s social development. Children with disabilities were reported by teachers to have 

fewer friends, fewer playmates, and lower social development scores when compared to 

typically developing children. However, typically developing children in child care 

programs were not reported to have more friends than their classmates. Children with 

disabilities had more playmates in child care settings than those in specialized settings.  

 It may be that access to available playmates may serve as an important precursor 

to establishing friendships (Buysse et al., 2002). For many children the settings affect the 

possibility of friendship formation. The importance of inclusive classrooms appears to be 

a key in friendship formation for children with disabilities.  
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Friendship Research in Children with HFASD 

 Previous research in atypical children’s relationships has focused on improving 

the social interactions through mediation, training, and controlling the social 

environment. The efforts have been to discover how an atypical child can best fit into 

their social environment. Studies in friendships of children with HFASD have included 

areas such as theory of mind, language, and social competence. 

 Bauminger, Shulman, and Agam (2003) examined loneliness and social 

interaction with peers in 18 high-functioning children with HFASD and 17 typically 

developing children between the ages of eight and 16. Social interaction has been highly 

associated with loneliness in typically developing children. Bauminger et al. (2003) 

examined the nature of loneliness through children’s feelings and understandings of 

loneliness as well as the link with peer interaction.  

 The objectives in the Bauminger et al. (2003) study focused on the 

quality/quantity of social interaction, the differences between social interaction, the social 

understanding of social interaction, the understanding of loneliness, and the association 

between the understanding and experiences of social understanding and loneliness. 

Children were shown a colored drawing of a picture depicting a peer interaction scenario. 

The picture recognition of a peer interaction scenario was used to assess social interaction 

understanding. Social interaction observations were also used. Children were observed 

for a total of one hour during school recesses and snack times. To examine the child’s 

understanding of loneliness, the children were asked questions about loneliness based on 



Texas Tech University, Holly Dawn Wright, August 2014 
 

13 
 

Margalit and Levin-Alyagon (1994). The Loneliness Rating Scale is standardized self-

report assessing children’s feelings of loneliness. (Asher, Hymel, & Renshaw, 1984).  

 Results showed that children with HFASD demonstrated significantly more 

physical interaction and functional communication with typically developing children 

than toward children with ASD. Significant differences also were found between 

initiations and responses for close proximity and functional communication. Children 

with HFASD as a group revealed a good understanding of the more emotional aspect of 

loneliness (Bauminger et al., 2003). Overall, Bauminger et al. (2003) found that the 

understanding of loneliness for children with HFASD was more closely related with the 

understanding of social interaction than with their social behavior. A surprising finding 

was that children with HFASD were as good as their typically developing participants in 

understanding that a close friend might protect them from loneliness (Bauminger et al., 

2003).  

 Thus, children with HFASD have the ability to understand the importance of 

social interactions. Children with HFASD are able to recognize the advantages to having 

social relationships just as their typically developing peers do. Even with the significant 

differences found in the children’s understanding of loneliness, the ability to recognize 

social relationships was not found to be significantly different between typically 

developing children and children with HFASD.  

 A multidimensional study done by Bauminger et al. (2008) defined a peer 

relationship as a basic and essential relationship that individuals form throughout the 

lifespan. This study examined 44 children with HFASD and 38 typically developing 
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children, 9 to 10 years old, as they interacted with close friends. Children were invited to 

come to a laboratory setting where they were observed and videotaped during 40 minute 

sessions with the researcher. The observed variables included the child’s behavior and 

interaction with their friend; perceived mutual friendship qualities; and mother reported 

characteristics of friendship including quality and frequency. The observation variables 

were coded on the Friendship Observation Scale (Bauminger et al., 2005). The two main 

scales included were the positive social interaction scale and the global evaluation scale. 

The positive social scale included sharing behaviors, prosocial behavior, conversation, 

and nonverbal interaction. The global evaluation scale evaluated the behavior of the 

target child throughout the whole scenario looking at individual and dyadic categories. 

Self-reports were used to assess the participant’s and friend’s perception of their mutual 

friendship qualities.  

 Results included significant differences between the typically developing group 

and children with HFASD in goal-directed behaviors, sharing, and positive affect. 

Typically developing children showed a significantly higher frequency of sharing 

behaviors and characteristics of positive affect such as shared laughter. Children with 

HFASD demonstrated a higher frequency of parallel play. The children with HFASD 

dyads perceived their friendship qualities lower in dimensions of help, intimacy, and 

closeness. However, children with HFASD reported a similar intimacy level as their 

friends. Children with HFASD cooperate and interact more easily with one child than 

with a group of peers (Bauminger et al., 2008). The findings regarding similarities in this 

study are more surprising than any differences found. 
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 Solomon, Bauminger, and Rogers (2011) investigated the relationship between 

cognitive and social functioning in children with HFASD. Impairments in social 

functioning and language are characteristics found in children with HFASD. Solomon et 

al. (2011) measured abstract reasoning, friendship quality, and dyadic interaction during a 

play session with the participant and their close friend. Twenty children ages 8-12 with 

HFASD and their close typically developing friends were observed. 

 Executive functioning was measured using The Delis Kaplan Executive Function 

System, or D-KEFS (Delis et al., 2001).  The Sorting Test assessment, derived from the 

D-KEFS, assessed and measured multiple components of concepts identification and 

formation. Friendship observation was assessed using a “construction game” scenario and 

a “drawing” scenario (Siperstein, Leffert, & Wenz-Gross, 1997). The construction and 

drawing scenarios were used to assess the ability of the children to work on a shared 

concept with their friend. The Dyadic Relationships Q-Set (Park & Waters, 1989) was 

used to evaluate dyadic behavioral dimensions in the children. The Friendship Qualities 

Scale (Bukowski et al., 1994) was used as the self-report to assess the children’s 

perception of qualities in their friendships.  

 Results showed that friendships between typically developing children and 

children with HFASD differed significantly in their friendship ratings of help and 

intimacy. Solomon et al. (2011) suggest that children with HFASD who show deficit in 

concept identification, the ability to sort objects, represent a delay as opposed to a 

deviance. There was no significant difference in the two groups of friendship in the 

amount of companionship reported (Solomon et al., 2011). The study demonstrated 
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similarities in many aspects of friendships for typically developing and HFASD 

relationships. In conclusion, Solomon et al. (2011) suggested that a more companionate 

friendship is more associated with friendships in children with HFASD as opposed to the 

more intimate relationships associated with friendships in typically developing children.  

 Chamberlain, Kasari, and Rotheram-Fuller (2007) used social network methods to 

explore the involvement of children with HFASD in typical classrooms. Participants 

consisted of 398 children in 2
nd

 through 5
th

 grade classrooms including 17 children with 

HFASD or Asperger syndrome. Chamberlain et al. (2007) noted that researchers define 

friendship as an intimate relationship, but that a child with HFASD might define a friend 

as someone who simply responds when you say “hello”.  

 During the spring quarter of the school year, data from self-report and friend 

nominations were obtained. The Loneliness and Friendship Qualities Scales (Asher, 

Hymel, & Renshaw, 1984; Bukowski, Hoza, & Boivin, 1994) was used to obtain 

reciprocity and peer acceptance scores. Classroom clusters (Cairns, 1994) were used to 

show similar patterns of occurrence and linkages among individuals in the social field. 

The previous two measures were used to obtain the social network, acceptance, loneliness 

and friendship quality of each participant.  

 Chamberlain et al. (2007) found that compared to typically developing children, 

children with HFASD reported doing fewer things with and spending less time with their 

best friends in the classroom. Despite being less centrally involved, children with 

HFASD do not appear to perceive differences in their quality of friendship compared to 

typically developing children (Chamberlain et al., 2007). Both typically developing 
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children and children with HFASD had results that reflected their perceptions, thus 

concluding that children with HFASD understand their social networks. Chamberlain et 

al. (2007) challenged researchers to broaden their concept of friendship to accommodate 

a balancing of differences as well as celebrating similarities.  

Methods for Understanding Friendship in Children  

 Many of the methods used in research in trying to understand the friendships in 

atypical populations are methods used in measuring the friendships in typically 

developing friendships. The following studies present areas of improvement and new 

ways in measuring friendships and relationships in an atypical population.   

 Hartup (1996) notes two common methods for assessing friendship in children. 

Cross-sectional comparisons have shown that children who have friends are more 

socially competent and less troubled than children who do not (Hartup, 1996). 

Longitudinal studies have emphasized the effects of school attitudes, involvement, and 

achievement on friendship quality. In conclusion, Hartup (1996) suggested that friendship 

and its developmental significance may vary from child to child. Therefore, the methods 

in understanding friendship in populations of children are an important aspect of research 

in atypical populations.  

 Hartup (1996) pointed out that in the assessment of friendships both dimensional 

analysis and categorical analysis are the most used. Dimensional analysis is the presence 

or absence of certain elements in the social interactions between friends. Categorical 

analysis is the identification of patterns in social interaction considered to be critical in 

social development and adaptation. Dimensional analysis looks at features that children 
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mention when talking about relationships. Categorical analysis is slowly evolving as the 

significance of friendship continues to be discovered over different populations in 

development. Thus, dimensional analysis in particular may not fully capture children’s 

friendships given that the analysis may be more simplistic than children’s actual 

experiences of friendships.  

 Freeman and Kasari (1998) found that many of the studies in friendship of 

children with developmental disabilities have evolved from the research done in typically 

developing children’s friendships. The theories, definitions, and measures have all been 

carried over to the research in areas of atypical populations. After taking into 

consideration the unique issues found in children with developmental disabilities 

Freeman and Kasari (1998) made suggestions of how to study friendships in atypical 

children.  

 Thus far, it had been unclear as to whether theories and measures from the 

principles of typical development were appropriate in understanding friendships of 

atypical children. No unified theory exists in defining friendship over development and 

researchers continue to debate how to define friendship (Freeman & Kasri, 1998). The 

functions of intimacy and affection have been the key points in examining friendship 

over development. Freeman and Kasari (1998) argue that companionship, stability and 

emotional support are more widely accepted and more consistently defined constructs in 

friendship. The different theories, approaches, process and definitions of friendship 

present difficulties in understanding friendship, especially in atypical children (Freeman 

& Kasri, 1998).  
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 A similar issue concerns the use of only one type of observational data to examine 

discrete behaviors in an interaction to establish friendship (Freeman & Kasari, 1998). 

Some of the previous measurements may be assessing other information rather than the 

quality of a friendship. The diversity of cognitive, communication, and social abilities in 

atypical populations may suggest that factors not important in typical development 

research may be critical in research on atypical development (Freeman & Kasari, 1998). 

 Freeman and Kasari (1998) found that using a developmental perspective on 

friendship development has established that friendships in children with developmental 

disabilities can and do exist.  The measurement of friendship in typical developing 

children leads to limitations in atypical populations such as the concern of appropriate 

developmental considerations in populations that may lack certain cognitive abilities 

(Freeman & Kasari, 1998). Differences in what friendships mean to children with 

atypical development and the perception of friendship to parents, teachers and 

professionals are also concerns in the conceptualization of friendship (Freeman & Kasari, 

1998).  

 Freeman and Kasari (1998) concluded that it is important for researchers in the 

field to first determine the constructs that measure friendships in atypical populations and 

determine how to measure them. Also, it is important to give the atypical children the 

ability to choose their friends and interactions so that these differences can be observed 

without the previous expectations of friendship being a factor in the research design.    

 Carrington, Templeton, and Papinczak (2003) conducted a qualitative study to 

investigate the perceptions of friendship found in five adolescents with Asperger 
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syndrome. The aim of the study was to provide an insight into the social world of the 

individual with Asperger syndrome as seen from their perspective. The research 

emphasized personal reflections about friendship in order to improve the knowledge of 

characteristics of individuals in atypical populations and to understand the meanings from 

their own experiences (Carrington et al., 2003). Five students from a large secondary 

school in Australia were the participants in this study in which they agreed be 

interviewed about their beliefs, understandings, and experiences of friendship.  

 In depth interviewing (Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell, & Alexander, 1995) was 

used to collect the data regarding the participants’ understanding of friendship. 

Descriptions of friends were various, but the adolescents generally found friendships 

difficult to explain (Carrington et al., 2003). The most significant finding in this study 

was that the focus on similar interest was a main effect in the child’s friendship.  

 Carrington et al. (2003) concluded that a professional’s concept and importance of 

friendship may be very different from those of individuals with Asperger syndrome. The 

importance of the study is the obligation to recognize and value different people’s 

perspectives about friendship. The measurement of friendship is an important aspect in 

understanding these differences found between populations.   

 Calder, Hill, and Pellicano (2012) used a unique combination of quantitative, 

qualitative, and social network methods to investigate the nature of autistic children’s 

friendships. The study consisted of twenty-three children, twelve with HFASD, between 

the ages nine and eleven.  The study incorporated different perspectives from the 

children, parent, teachers, and the use of a social networking model. The goal of the study 
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was to gain a solid understanding of how children with HFASD perceive, interpret and 

experience friendships.  

 Calder et al. (2012) combined multiple approaches to measure friendship in 

children with HFASD. Children with HFASD completed the Friendship Quality Scale 

(Bukowski et al., 1994) to assess their perceptions of the quality of their relationships. 

Five categories of friendship quality were measured: (a) companionship, (b) conflict, (c) 

help, (d) security and (e) closeness. Children completed a social cognitive map (SCM) 

exercise, a peer-report method for identifying social groups, along with their classmates 

to provide individual ‘social maps’ (Cairns & Cairns, 1994). Correlations between the 

social maps were used to assess children’s individual social settings with those of their 

peers. Structured observations were used to record the interaction behaviors of the child 

with HFASD that included initiations of the interactions and the types of play (Calder et 

al., 2012). The ‘Friends and Marriage’ items from the Autism Diagnostic Observation 

Schedule-Generic (Lord et al., 2000) included open-ended questions about what 

friendship means to them, the activities they take part in with their friends and their 

satisfaction with their friendships. Lastly, semi-structured interviews with parents and 

teachers were used to examine the realities and experiences of the children.  

 Calder et al. (2012) found significant differences in the child rated friendships in 

characteristics such as closeness and help, but found no significant difference in 

companionship and security. Children with HFASD rated their friendships significantly 

lower in affective dimensions such as help and closeness, but no significant group 

differences were found in the ratings of companionship. Children with HFASD explained 
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that friendships offered “companionship” rather than someone to bond with (Calder et al., 

2012). The use of multiple informants and methods helped to provide complementary 

information about friendships in children with HFASD (Calder et al., 2012). This 

research highlights differences and similarities between definitions of friendships for both 

typically developing children and those with HFASD.  

Traditional and Nontraditional Understandings of Friendship  

 Traditional characteristics of friendship include those that have been used 

throughout research on peer relationships that include companionship, intimacy, 

affection, and emotional support. These characteristics have been used to describe the 

functions that friendships serve in typically developing children (Buysse et al., 2002). 

The function of companionship includes children’s ability to play together while intimacy 

involves openness in sharing feelings and thoughts (Bauminger et al., 2008). These 

functions are often difficult for children with HFASD which significantly impairs their 

ability to participate in such interactions.  

 Thus, the nontraditional characteristics of friendship tailor towards what children 

with HFASD may consider as friendship. A child with autism may define a friend as 

someone who says “hello” (Bauminger & Kasri, 2000). Although the functions of the 

friendship may be different from that of typically developing children the value of the 

friendship is still an important relationship to the children with HFASD (Bauminger et 

al., 2004). Nontraditional characteristics of friendship include areas of parallel play and 

similar interests. These characteristics are split into two different scales, one that includes 
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the traditional characteristics and one that includes the nontraditional characteristics of 

friendship.  

 The traditional scale includes characteristics previously identified by typically 

developing children (e.g., those that exemplify intimacy and reciprocity) and those 

considered nontraditional may be more representative of characteristics identified by 

children with HFASD (e.g., parallel play and similar interests). In the present study, these 

scales will be combined to form the Friendship Perception Scale. 

The Present Study 

 In conclusion, previous  findings suggest that children with HFASD may have a 

different way of understanding what constitutes a friendship than do typically developing 

children. However, the functional purpose of the friendships for children with HFASD is 

similar to those for typically developing children. The purpose of the current study is to 

measure the personal definitions of friendships in children with HFASD.   
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Participants 

 Thirty-four children ages 3-8 years old participated in this study; thirty typically 

developing children and four children diagnosed with HFASD. Parents of forty children 

consented, but thirty-four children gave assent for their participation. Because autism is a 

spectrum disorder, those considered low-functioning on the spectrum show little to no 

verbal ability. Therefore, only children considered on the high end of the spectrum were 

included for this study. Children at the high end of the autism spectrum have shown less 

severe impairment in underlying neurocognivitve mechanisms (Frith & Happe, 1999). 

Children with HFASD were recruited from the Burkhart Center for Autism Education 

and Research at Texas Tech University; typically developing children were recruited 

from the Christine DeVitt and Helen DeVitt Jones Child Development Research Center at 

Texas Tech University.  

Procedure  

 After obtaining human subject approval, parents were contacted via flyers sent 

home through the classrooms at the Child Development Research Center (CDRC) and 

email announcements at the Burkhart Center for Autism Education and Research at Texas 

Tech University along with consent forms and information regarding the study. Once was 

consent obtained, children completed the Friendship Perception Scale during their free 

play time at school for the typically developing children and a Parent’s Night Out at the 

Burkhart Center for the children with HFASD. The interview was conducted by the 
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primary author and the leading advisor for the project. Children were asked if they 

wanted to play a game with the researcher. If they agreed to play the game they were 

taken to a room in the facility where they were asked to give written assent. After the 

written assent was obtained the researchers completed the Friendship Perception Scale 

with each child, which took approximately 10-15 minutes.  

Measures  

 Friendship perception scale. Children in both groups were asked about 

characteristics of friendship. The characteristics assessed included areas of closeness, 

intimacy, affection, emotional, and social aspects. The script used to assess friendship 

characteristics is in Appendix A. Given the potential language limitations for children 

with HFASD, a measure was created to assess children’s understanding of characteristics 

of friendships based on the sociometric interview (Asher, Singleton, Tinsley, & Hymel, 

1979). Each child was read a card with a characteristic that has been found in children’s 

definitions of friendship. Children were asked to name a friend at the beginning of the 

interview and that friend’s name was used when reading each card. For example, “Billy 

plays with me.” Each child then placed the given characteristic into a container with a 

green smiley face to indicate “a lot”, a yellow neutral face to indicate “a little” or a red 

frowning face to indicate “not at all” indicative of their definition of friendships. Those 

characteristics placed in the smiley face container received a score of three to indicate 

that characteristic is included in that child’s definition of friendship. Those in the neutral 

face container received a score of two and those in the frowning face container received a 

one.  
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 The characteristics of friendship were divided into two scales: traditional and 

nontraditional (Table 3.1). Scale items were interspersed during the interview. Reliability 

analysis found the scales to have high reliability (α = .80).  Additional demographic 

information, including family income and parental age, was collected when the original 

consent form was sent to the parents and can be seen in Appendix B.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.1  

Scale Characteristics  

Traditional Nontraditional 

Plays with me Talks to me 

We play together Is my friend because I say we are friends 

We share toys Builds blocks next to me 

Cares for me We are in the same class 

Helps me We both like animals 

Makes me happy We both play blocks 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

What are the differences in what friendship means for typically developing 

children and children with HFASD? Pearson’s correlation examined the relationship 

between the traditional and nontraditional scales of children’s friendship characteristics. 

The scales were significantly correlated (r = .88, p < .01), which suggests that 

endorsement of characteristics from either scale are associated with the other and that 

there is not a significant difference between the two scales. Demographics are reported in 

Table 4.1. The average income for the sample was between $70,000-$85,000. Descriptive 

statistics for both typically developing children and children with HFASD are reported in 

Tables 5.1 and 6.1. The means for the typically developing children in Table 5.1 range 

from 2.53-2.83 showing that the children had a high level of endorsement for all of the 

variables. Typically developing children endorsed both the traditional and nontraditional 

scales. There was no significant relationship between child age or sex and the friendship 

characteristic measure. This supports the use of older children with HFASD in the current 

study.  

Due to the notion that children who chose the option maybe (2) were more likely 

to endorse a particular characteristic than to not endorse that particular characteristic, 

scale items were recoded so that responses of maybe (2) were entered into the yes (3) 

category. After this transformation, all responses were coded as yes (3) and no (1). Then 

descriptives were computed to examine similarities and differences in characteristics 

endorsed by typically developing children and children with HFASD. Interestingly, after 
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the recoding all of the children with HFASD endorsed four characteristics, three of which 

are considered in the traditional scale (i.e. plays with me, cares for me, and makes me 

happy). Table 7.1 shows the frequencies of each characteristic endorsed within both 

populations. The table shows that three of the four characteristics unanimously endorsed 

by the children with autism are within the traditional scale of characteristics.  

 

 

 

Table 4.1  
Descriptive Statistics of Demographic Characteristics 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean SD 

      

Child Age 34
a 

3.00 8.00 4.47 1.32 

      

Sex      

Male 14 - - - - 

Female 20 - - - - 

      

      

Traditional  34 12.00 18.00 15.91 2.17 

      

Nontraditional 34 10.00 18.00 15.41 2.57 

      
a 
= 4 children with HFASD; 30 typically developing children 
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Table 5.1  
Typically Developing Children: Friendship Characteristics 

 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean SD 

       

Plays with me  30 1.00 3.00 2.78 .50 

       

Talks to me  30 1.00 3.00 2.83 .46 

       

We play together  30 1.00 3.00 2.78 .63 

       

We share toys  30 1.00 3.00 2.63 .61 

       

Cares for me  30 1.00 3.00 2.53 .68 

       

Helps me  30 1.00 3.00 2.67 .55 

       

Makes me happy  30 1.00 3.00 2.73 .64 

       

Is my friend 

because I say we 

are friends 

 

 

30 1.00 3.00 2.67 .66 

       

Builds blocks next 

to me 

 

 

30 1.00 3.00 2.53 .73 

       

We are in the same 

class 

 

 

30 1.00 3.00 2.53 .68 

       

We both like 

animals 

 30 1.00 3.00 2.63 .72 

       

We both play 

blocks 

 30 1.00 3.00 2.57 .73 
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Table 6.1 
Children with HFASD: Friendship Characteristics 

 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean SD 

       

Plays with me  4 3.00 3.00 3.00 .00 

       

Talks to me  4 2.00 3.00 2.50 .58 

       

We play together  4 1.00 3.00 2.00 1.15 

       

We share toys  4 1.00 3.00 1.50 1.00 

       

Cares for me  4 2..00 3.00 2.50 .58 

       

Helps me  4 1.00 3.00 2.50 1.00 

       

Makes me happy  4 3.00 3.00 3.00 .00 

       

Is my friend 

because I say we 

are friends 

 

 

4 1.00 3.00 2.25 .96 

       

Builds blocks next 

to me 

 

 

4 1.00 3.00 2.00 1.15 

       

We are in the same 

class 

 

 

4 1.00 3.00 2.25 .96 

       

We both like 

animals 

 4 1.00 3.00 2.25 .96 

       

We both play 

blocks 

 4 1.00 3.00 1.50 1.00 
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Table 7.1 

  

Frequency of Friendship Characteristics Endorsed 

   

 Typically 

Developing 

Children 

Children with HFASD 

 (N = 30) (N = 4) 

   

Traditional   

   

Plays with me 96.7 100.0 

We play together 90.0 50.0 

We share toys 93.3 25.0 

Cares for me 90.0 100.0 

Helps me 96.7 75.0 

Makes me happy 90.0 100.0 

   

   

Nontraditional    

   

Talks to me 97.7 100.0 

Is my friend because I say we are 

friends 

90.0 75.0 

Builds block next to me 86.7 50.0 

We are in the same class 90.0 75.0 

We both like animals 86.7 75.0 

We both play blocks 86.7 25.0 

   
Notes: Frequencies shown in percentages 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 Due to the limited sample size there were few analyses that could be conducted. 

Even with this limitation there were still interesting findings. The focus of the analyses 

shifted toward examining whether or not typically developing children identified with 

both traditional and nontraditional characteristics of friendship.  

 The first interesting finding was that the Friendship Perception Scale was 

successful for both the typically developing children and the children with HFASD. The 

success of the assessment for the children with HFASD suggests that this measure can be 

an important tool in future research in children with HFASD regarding friendship. 

Because each type of characteristic assessed may satisfy different needs for children with 

HFASD the use of these scales can help to identify which friendship interactions are 

important to their friendships (Chamberlain et al., 2007).   

 Secondly, all of the typically developing children endorsed all the variables within 

both scales. Because typically developing children are endorsing traditional and 

nontraditional items, this suggests that there is not a unique set of characteristics that 

define friendship for this population. Therefore, the definition within a lot of the previous 

literature (Bauminger et al., 2003; Bauminger et al., 2008; Carrington et al., 2003; 

Chamberlain et al., 2006) may be too narrow to capture what children would define as 

friendship even in typically developing children.  

Limitations 

 Weaknesses of the study include the small sample size for children with HFASD. 
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Due to the limited access to this population the researchers had difficulty recruiting 

participants with HFASD for this study. Due to this limitation the ability to conduct 

appropriate analyses were also limited to one population (the typically developing 

children). Also, the diagnosis and prognosis of children with HFASD can be a difficult 

and diverse area to consider when doing research with this population.  

Practical Implications  

 Important implications from this study include the ability to assess characteristics 

of friendship in children with HFASD. The need for measures in the area of friendship in 

children with HFASD has been emphasized (Chamberlain et al., 2007). This assessment 

can be a tool in exploring friendships in children with HFASD and typically developing 

children. A second implication from this study includes intervention. For practitioners, 

teachers, and parents the ability to identify points of connections between the two 

populations will be important when encouraging friendships. Lastly, the information that 

children with HFASD do have friendships and can identify what a friendship is to them is 

important information for parents and practitioners alike to recognize. These implications 

address the importance of conceptualizing measures and taking individual considerations 

into the study of friendship in populations such as children with HFASD (Freeman & 

Kasari, 1998).  

Future Directions 

 Future directions should include a larger sample of children with HFASD. A 

replication of the Friendship Perception Scale  in future studies is important to assess the 

validity of the measure. By taking the assessment of friendship characteristics as an 
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addition to friendship networks within the children’s context, we can further our 

knowledge about friendship in children with HFASD.   
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CHAPTER VI 

SUMMARY 

 The definition of friendship has been integrated into the study of social 

relationships for typically developing children and atypical populations. The use of 

traditional characteristics such as intimacy, affection, and reciprocity have been shown to 

be unrelated to what atypical populations such as children with HFASD define as 

friendship (Bauminger, Shulman, & Agam, 2004; Bauminger et al., 2008; Chamberlain, 

Kasari, & Fuller, 2007; Freeman & Kasari, 1998).  The present study found that these 

traditional characteristics may also be limiting the idea of what friendships are in 

typically developing children.  Thus, the need to expand the characteristics of friendship 

and the definition of what friendship is defined as is an important area to investigate. This 

expansion will allow for friendships to be studied in atypical populations  

and change the way that social relationships are examined.  
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APPENDIX A 

 FRIENDSHIP PERCEPTION INTERVIEW 

After obtaining parental consent and child assent a researcher will read a card with a scenario 

with two children interacting with characteristics of traditional friendships while also being 

paired with a picture of this behavior.  

 Hi ________. My name is _________. We are going to talk about friends today. Can you 

tell me the name of one of your friends?  

After each of the following statements tell the child if he/she believes this statement to put it into 

the smiley face can. If he/she is not sure of the statement to put it in the neutral face, the center, 

can. If he/she does not agree with the statement to put it into sad face can.  

 ________ is my friend because he/she:  

o Plays with me.  

o Talks to me.  

o We play together.  

o We share toys. 

o Cares for me.  

o Helps me. 

o Makes me happy.  

o Is my friend because I say we are friends.  

o Builds blocks next to me. 

o We are in the same class.  

o We both like animals. 

o We both play blocks. 

___Yes    ____ Neutral   ____No 

___Yes    ____ Neutral   ____No 

___Yes    ____ Neutral   ____No 

___Yes    ____ Neutral   ____No 

___Yes    ____ Neutral   ____No 

___Yes    ____ Neutral   ____No 

___Yes    ____ Neutral   ____No 

___Yes    ____ Neutral   ____No 

___Yes    ____ Neutral   ____No 

___Yes    ____ Neutral   ____No 

___Yes    ____ Neutral   ____No 

___Yes    ____ Neutral   ____No 
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APPENDIX B 

 FAMILY INFORMATION FORM 

Today's date _________,  ________,  ________ 

           Month               Day           Year 

 

 

Family Information Form 

 

As you begin this questionnaire, we would like to remind you that the information 

you provide is strictly confidential.  All names will be removed from questionnaires as 

soon as we get them and your information will be entered into a computer only by an id 

number.  The information will be used only for research to make general statements (for 

instance, families of boys versus families of girls; the average income of the families in a 

study).  Individual information will never be released to anyone.  If you feel 

uncomfortable with any questions you may just draw a line in place of the answer (that 

way we'll know you decided not to answer a question rather than just missing it).  

However, it is very helpful for research if everyone answers all questions, so we hope 

you will try to answer all questions. 

1. What is your relationship to the child? (e.g., parent, guardian, grandma, uncle)  

____________________________  

 

2. Name of the child  ______________________  Child’s Age___________ 

 

3. Is this child a boy or girl? (Circle)    Boy        Girl 

 

4. Child’s Ethnic Origin or Race 

 

a) White 

b) African American/ Black 

c) Hispanic/ Latino 

d) Asian  

e) Indian 

f) Native Hawaiian/ Pacific Islander 

g) Other __________________ 
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5. What language(s) does the child speak at home?   

 

a) ___________________________ 

 

b) ___________________________ 

 

c) ___________________________ 

 

Parental Figure 1 – Questions 6 – 11 

 

6. First Name __________________   

7. Sex (Circle): Female   Male 

8. Age_______________ 

9. Parental Figure 1 Ethnic Origin or Race (Circle one) 

 

a) White 

b) African American/ Black 

c) Hispanic/ Latino 

d) Asian  

e) Indian 

f) Native Hawaiian/ Pacific Islander 

g) Other __________________ 

10. Parental Figure 1 Education (circle highest year completed) 

 

a) Did not complete high school 

b) High School Diploma 

c) Some College 

d) Associates Degree 

e) Bachelor’s Degree 

f) Masters 

g) Doctorate  
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11. Parental Figure 1 job title and description (e.g., Restaurant- Cashier):  

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Parental Figure 2 (if applicable) – Questions 12 - 17 

 

     12. First Name __________________  

     13. Sex (Circle): Female  Male  

14. Age_______________ 

 

15. Parental Figure 2 Ethnic Origin or Race (Circle one) 

 

a) White 

b) African American/ Black 

c) Hispanic/ Latino 

d) Asian  

e) Indian 

f) Native Hawaiian/ Pacific Islander 

g) Other __________________ 

16. Parental Figure 2 Education (Circle highest year completed) 

 

a) Did not complete high school 

b) High School Diploma 

c) Some College 

d) Associates Degree 

e) Bachelor’s Degree 

f) Masters 

g) Doctorate  
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17. Parental Figure 2 job title and description (e.g., Restaurant- Cashier):  

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

The Family 

 

18. Circle the total annual family income before taxes? 

a) Under $10,000 

b) $10,000-25,000 

c) $25,000-40,000 

d) $40,000-55,000 

e) $55,000-70,000 

f)         $70,000-85,000 

g) over $85,000 

 

19. If you do not know what your annual family salary is, please tell us in any way you 

can what your income is on a weekly or monthly basis.  

 

 

 


