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The association between children’s well-being and their friendships is important. 
The establishment of intimate friendships begins in childhood and comprises an 
important landmark in development. During childhood, children typically experi-
ence a transition where they spend less time with their parents and more time with 
their peers (Collins and Russell 1991). It is during childhood that stable friendships 
develop, and these friendships are less transient and superficial than those experi-
enced at younger ages (Edwards et al. 2006). Children’s capacities for high levels 
of trust and self-disclosure develop in their friendships. Children who enjoy good 
friendships also experience benefits such as better capacity to cope with stress (Ber-
ndt and Keefe 1995), a lower incidence of being victimized (McDonald et al. 2010) 
and being rejected by peers (Schwartz et al. 2000), greater self-esteem and prosocial 
behaviors, and less loneliness and depression (Burk and Laursen 2005; Hartup and 
Stevens 1999).

Importantly, children’s friendships have an enduring impact. The choices chil-
dren make and the experiences they have within their friendships play an important 
role in children learning the rules that govern social interactions. This learning im-
pacts their future development (Howes and Aikins 2002). Children who experience 
friendships have higher self-worth as young adults (Bagwell et al. 1998) and enjoy 
better success in academics and better adjustment to school (Ladd 1990; Wentzel 
et al. 2004). In contrast, children with few friends and weak peer relations are more 
likely to experience difficulties in life status, perceived competence and mental 
health as adults (Bagwell et al. 1998; Cowen et al. 1973). If we are to develop a 
more comprehensive understanding of normative development and well-being in 
children, then we need to research children’s friendships.
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Given that friendships are consistently found to be associated with children’s 
current well-being and their later development, the present chapter has four main 
goals. First, we provide a brief summary of the literature on the links between posi-
tive well-being and social relationships, particularly friendships. Second, we sum-
marize work on the assessment of happiness, life satisfaction and friendships in 
children. Third, we discuss the literature on children’s happiness and their friend-
ships, including their friendships with imaginary companions. Finally, we use our 
literature review to provide guidance for future research on children’s happiness 
and friendships.

Over the last century a substantial amount of literature on the qualities and char-
acteristics of children’s friendships has been gathered (Berndt 2004; Bukowski 
et  al. 2011; Ladd 2009; Rubin et  al. 2011). Much of the early research focused 
on understanding how children selected their friends (e.g., child-peer proximity) 
and identifying features of children’s friendships. More recently, the emphasis on 
selection and identification has given way to examining friendships in terms of 
interpersonal interactions with peer groups (Bukowski et al. 2011; Ladd 2009) and 
assessing the negative and positive aspects of friendships (Berndt 2004; Goswami 
2009; Holder and Coleman 2009). The negative aspects (e.g., conflict, distress and 
rejection) are inclined to decrease children’s well-being (e.g., increase depression 
and loneliness) and adjustment (e.g., poor academic performance), which may ex-
tend into adulthood (Bukowski et  al. 2011; Ladd 2009). The positive aspects of 
friendships tend to promote stable psychological functioning (e.g., increased secu-
rity and affection) and adjustment (e.g., aiding sociability, and conflict resolution) 
in children (Berndt 2004; Bukowski et al. 2011; Majors 2012; Moore and Keyes 
2003; Rubin et al. 2011).

Good friendships provide benefits such as companionship, sociability, feelings 
of self-worth, emotional security, affection, and well-being (Berndt 2004; Rubin 
et al. 2011). Research has described children’s well-being in terms of factors that 
prevent negative, or promote positive, behaviors (Moore and Keyes 2003). Both 
positive well-being and good friendships promote self-worth, sociability, character, 
and affection. The extant literature supports the idea that positive aspects of friend-
ship serve to complement children’s happiness, while negative aspects diminish 
children’s happiness (Goswami 2012; Holder and Coleman 2009).

Understanding the role of friendships in children’s well-being is limited be-
cause most of the research on relationships and well-being is based on samples 
drawn from populations of adults and adolescents, not children. As an illustration of 
this, in the book “Understanding Peer Influence in Children and Adolescents”, the 
words “adolescent” and “adolescence” appear in five of the eleven chapter titles but 
“Child”, “Children” and “Childhood” do not appear in any (Prinstein and Dodge 
2008). In fact, though the index lists six entries for “adolescent peer influence” there 
are no entries for “children”. Studies of adolescents indicate that their well-being 
is associated with social relationships. For example, 16–18 year olds who report 
high levels of success in their social relationships, including in their relationships 
with peers, also report the highest levels of life satisfaction (Proctor et al. 2010). 
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However, research on the relationship between positive well-being and personal 
relationships including friendships is incomplete in preadolescent children.

This incompleteness stems in part from a bias in research to focus on ill-being. 
Many fields of research including psychology, psychiatry, neuroscience and medi-
cine, emphasize the diagnosis and treatment of illness and dysfunction. This empha-
sis has clearly paid dividends as it has led to evidence-based tools and interventions 
to identify and help people with physical and psychological challenges. However, a 
newly emerging field, positive psychology, purports that the elimination of illness 
and dysfunction does not exhaust the goals of science. Positive psychology recog-
nizes the value in diagnosis and treatment of negative conditions, but contends that 
research should also focus on understanding and promoting strengths and positive 
subjective well-being.

There is a consensus in positive psychology that our interpersonal relationships 
are strongly linked to our positive well-being. Though the direction of this link is 
not firmly established, it has been assumed that relationships promote our well-
being. Correlational research is consistent with this assumption. For example, in 
all but one of the seventeen countries investigated, people who were married were 
happier even after sociodemographic variables were controlled (Stack and Eshel-
man 1998). Research has demonstrated that romantic relationships of high quality 
contribute to happiness over and above the influence of personality (Demir 2008), 
and married individuals report higher levels of happiness than those who are single 
(never married), divorced, separated (Dush et al. 2008; Proulx et al. 2007) or cohab-
iting (Stack and Eshleman 1998).

The links between well-being and social relationships include relationships 
with friends. For example, best friends are predictive of an individual’s happiness 
(Demir et al. 2007). Individual studies report that the number of friends one has 
(Burt 1987; Lee and Ishii-Kuntz 1987; Requena 1995), and the quality of one’s 
friendships (Demir et al. 2013) are positively correlated with one’s happiness, with 
the correlations involving quality typically being higher. A meta-analysis similarly 
concluded that the quantity and quality of friendships are associated with subjective 
well-being with the associations involving quality being stronger, though this study 
focused on the elderly (Pinquart and Sörenson 2000).

It is possible that friendships contribute to happiness because friendships help 
ensure that there is an environment where people can feel safe while engaging in 
their preferred behaviors and where people perceive that their basic psychologi-
cal needs are being met. Evolutionary-based theories suggest that positive social 
relationships should contribute to well-being; we are motivated throughout life by 
a drive to develop and maintain enduring, positive, social relationships (Baumeister 
and Leary 1995).

The contribution of friendships to children’s well-being may differ from ado-
lescents’ and adults’ because children are at a different level of development with 
respect to emotions, temperament/personality, and maturity than older populations. 
At least three factors support the contention that the relationship between well-
being and friendships may differ for children. First, preadolescent children do not 
typically have well-developed romantic relationships. The impact of friendships on 
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well-being for adults and adolescents is influenced by their romantic relationships. 
For example, for those people who do not have a romantic partner, the quality of 
one’s relationship with their best friend and mother predicts their happiness (Demir 
2010). However, friendships are no longer predictive of happiness for those people 
who do have a romantic partner. Given that children do not typically experience the 
romantic relationships that adolescents and adults experience, perhaps the impor-
tance of friendships to their well-being is magnified. Second, children often have 
relationships with imaginary companions. These “friendships” may influence chil-
dren’s well-being in unique ways. Third, throughout the life cycle, friendship can 
be qualitatively different in terms of significance and purpose as well as the distinct 
social needs they fulfill (see Majors 2012).

In addition to the possibility that the contribution of friendships to happiness 
may differ between adults, adolescents and children, their contribution may differ 
for children of different ages. For example, as children age their friendships become 
increasingly important as a source of happiness and their relationships with their 
parents become less important (Thoilliez 2011). Additionally, the components of 
friendships (instrumental support, positive affect, trust and fairness) mature and 
change as children age. However, even young children recognize that friendships 
are valuable contributors to their happiness, and that being alone, even when with 
toys, is not a strong source of happiness (Thoilliez 2011).

However, the causal direction of the relationship between friendships and well-
being may not be limited to friendships causing increases in well-being. Research 
suggests that the link between well-being and social relationships is bidirectional; 
high levels of well-being can be both the cause and consequence of the quality and 
quantity of our social relationships. Empirical work supports the idea that well-be-
ing can promote social relationships For example, high levels of present happiness 
predict a greater likelihood of future marriage (and a lower likelihood of divorce), 
and predict a larger circle of friends and increased social support (Lyubomirsky 
et al. 2005a; Lyubomirsky et al. 2005b). Well-being may also promote friendships. 
Both longitudinal and experimental designs indicate that positive well-being in-
creases social interactions (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005a).

The current chapter reviews the extant literature on the relations between chil-
dren’s well-being and aspects of their social relationships. We begin by reviewing 
how researchers have assessed happiness, life satisfaction and social relationships 
in children. We then focus on the connection between well-being and aspects of 
children’s friendships including popularity and imaginary friends. Synthesizing this 
literature allowed us to identify future considerations and directions for research on 
children’s friendships and well-being.

Assessment of Well-Being and Friendships in Children

Though even very young children recognize and understand emotions includ-
ing happiness (Harter 1982), research on children’s happiness is limited (Holder 
2012). The development of valid and sensitive measures of positive well-being has 
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progressed more slowly in children than adults, and more slowly than measures of 
ill-being in children. This slower development may have contributed to the rela-
tively few studies of children’s positive well-being (Huebner and Diener 2008).

However, this slower development has been addressed with work on assessing 
life satisfaction (Huebner 1991, 1994), affect (Laurent et al. 1999), gratitude (Froh 
et al. 2011) and hope (Snyder et al. 1997) in children. One of the best examples of 
the successful development of psychometrically-sound measures of well-being in 
children is the assessment of life satisfaction. Assessing life satisfaction in children 
owes a debt to the seminal work of Diener et al. (1985) who developed The Satis-
faction with Life Scale for adults. Using this scale as a starting point, unidimension-
al (Huebner 1991) and multidimensional (Huebner 1994) scales of life satisfaction 
have been developed. The unidimensional measure is comprised of items that are 
not specific to any single context whereas the multidimensional scale asks students 
to rate their life satisfaction in each of five contexts: family, friends, self, school and 
living environments.

Measuring well-being in children will certainly benefit from instruments de-
signed to assess adults. For example, scales designed to assess gratitude in adults 
show a similar factor structure when used with children (Froh et al. 2011). However, 
these instruments may not all be well suited to assessing children. For example, 
different gratitude scales are well correlated for adolescents and adults, but not nec-
essarily for children. Furthermore, negative affect and gratitude are correlated with 
adolescents and adult samples, but they are not strongly correlated with younger 
children. Additionally, not all items on adult gratitude scales appear to assess grati-
tude in children. As a result, though some scales seem to apply across a wide age 
range of children and adolescents (e.g., Children’s Hope Scale; Snyder et al. 1997), 
other scales may not be valid with younger children (e.g., scales assessing grati-
tude).

Assessing well-being in children requires more than simply ensuring that the 
reading level of the measures is appropriate. During childhood there are significant 
and relevant individual differences in cognitive development (Berk 2007). As a re-
sult, some children’s development of formal operations may be lagging resulting 
in them not possessing sufficient abstract thinking to allow them to engage in the 
self reflection required by the measures. As a result, scales to assess well-being 
might have to be developed specifically for children, and in addition to self-reports, 
parent-reports may be valuable.

To assess happiness in children, researchers have relied on a variety of measures 
including single item measures where the response options are more intuitively 
represented as faces ranging from sad to happy (Holder and Coleman 2009) and 
as a stair case where higher steps represent increased happiness (Jover and Thoil-
liez 2010). These scales are attractive because they are effective with children who 
have limited reading skills and with children from different cultures (Holder 2012). 
These single-item self-report measures can be effectively combined with multi-item 
measures designed for children (e.g., Piers-Harris Self Concept Scale for Children 
Second Edition) and adults (Subjective Happiness Scale) and parent reports, both in 
specific contexts (e.g., school and home) and overall. We are more confident in our 
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findings regarding children’s relationships and well-being because the conclusions 
reached with each quantitative measure are similar (Holder and Coleman 2009). 
Furthermore, studies that rely on biographical data (children’s story-telling about 
their own lives) also reach similar conclusions about the importance of friendships 
in children’s happiness (Thoilliez 2011).

To assess aspects of friendships in children, many studies have developed their 
own scales. As a result, it may be challenging to compare the findings between stud-
ies. Huebner (1994) developed the Multidimensional Students’ Life Scale which 
includes a friendship domain scale consisting of 9 items. This scale has proven valu-
able in investigating the relations between well-being and friendships in children. 
More recently, an additional item was added to this domain scale (“I feel safe with 
my friends”) and this scale has been used successfully to assesses both the positive 
(“My friends are great”) and the negative (“My friends are mean to me”) aspects 
of children’s friendships (Goswami 2012). However, whether studies use question-
naires to quantify aspects of children’s friendships and their importance (Holder and 
Coleman 2009; Huebner 1994), or rely on more autobiographical stories (Thoilliez 
2011), the findings all point to the important contribution of children’s friendships 
to their happiness.

Personal Relationships and Well-Being

Friendship can be viewed as a mutual relationship that exists between two persons 
whose intentions are to help meet the physical and psychological needs of their part-
ner. The quality of adult friendships appears to influence happiness, even beyond 
the influence of personality (Demir and Weitekamp 2007). Extraverted adolescents 
who were very happy were also more likely to have strong interpersonal relation-
ships and rarely spent time alone (Cheng and Furnham 2001; Diener and Selig-
man 2002). The strength of the mutual companionship between friends may also 
influence happiness. Lyubomirsky et al. (2006) suggest that the positive feelings 
of closeness and satisfaction that exists between friends are important to personal 
happiness.

Friendships are also associated with the well-being of children. Positive engage-
ment with a peer may teach children healthy ways to engage with others, to manage 
conflict, and to problem solve, thus allowing them to more effectively work through 
and maintain their interpersonal relationships (Newcomb and Bagwell 1995; Ma-
jors 2012). Positive social adjustments made with friends and peers in early and 
middle childhood are potentially beneficial to the developing child’s academic per-
formance (Ladd et al. 1996). However, the majority of empirical research examines 
the interpersonal relationships and well-being of adolescents and adults (e.g., Ar-
gyle 2001; Demir 2010; Demir and Özdemir 2010, Diener et al. 1995; Diener and 
Seligman 2002). More research is required to fully understand the relationships 
between friendships and positive and negative emotions during early and middle 
childhood.
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To help address this gap in the literature, Holder and Coleman (2009) assessed 
9–12 year old children and identified several factors related to friendship that are 
associated with children’s well-being (i.e., number of friends and time spent with 
friends outside of school). Recently Goswami (2012) expanded on our research 
using a large sample ( n = 4673) of children and young adolescents. He reported 
that of the six types of social relations assessed, the positive aspects of children’s 
friendships were the second most closely associated with children’s happiness (after 
relationships with family).

All dimensions of children’s social relationships are not positive. Even happy 
children are likely to be exposed to conflict and distress within their relationships 
with family and friends. This conflict and distress plays a significant negative role in 
determining the well-being of adults and children (e.g., Ben-Ami and Baker 2012; 
Gerstein et al. 2009). A child’s negative interactions with others during early and 
middle childhood may leave the child at greater risk for social maladjustments or 
mental illness in their later adolescence or adulthood (Bagwell et al. 1998; Majors 
2012). Poor social interactions may also negatively impact children’s happiness. 
Holder and Coleman (2009) examined the relationships between behaving badly 
towards others and children’s happiness. They found that several undesirable social 
interactions between childhood peers (e.g., being mean to others, unpopular, picked 
on, and left out) were negatively correlated with children’s happiness. Qualitative 
work is consistent with these findings in that it also shows that negative interactions 
with friends (e.g., rejection and disapproval) are recognized by children as eroding 
their happiness (Thoilliez 2011). Overall, these results suggest that negative social 
relationships have an adverse effect on children’s happiness. Goswami (2012) re-
ported similar findings in that negative relations with friends were associated with 
lower levels of well-being though this link was not as strong as with positive rela-
tions.

Research investigating the relationship between happiness and friendship in 
children has largely relied on correlational methods. The findings are consistent 
with the view that children’s friendships can influence their happiness. This view 
is reflected in children’s assessment of the contribution of friendships to their own 
happiness. Children, particularly those who are least happy, identify having more 
friends as a key factor in increasing their happiness (Uusitalo-Malmivaara 2012). 
Furthermore, using qualitative research methodology, Thoilliez (2011) found that 
after the family, friendships and peer relationships were identified by children as 
the most important contributors to their happiness. However, given the limits of 
correlational research, these results are also consistent with the perspective that 
happy children are more likely to engage in positive social relationships, which is 
consistent with research that suggests that happiness precedes desirable outcomes 
(e.g., Lyubomirsky et al. 2005a; Strayer 1980).

Family members are important to the learning and development of interpersonal 
relationships and friendships (Majors 2012; Mendelson and Aboud 1999). Theorists 
suggest that several basic components of social relationships (e.g., power, conflict, 
and quality) influence the development of healthy relations with others (Demir 
2010; Furman and Buhrmester 1985; Wiggins 1979). These components are also 
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important to the development of social adjustment, respect, performance, commu-
nication, self-worth, nurturance, guidance, and psychological well-being (Furman 
and Buhrmester 1985; Ladd et al. 1996; O’Brien and Mosco 2012). For instance, 
the configuration of power within a friendship that exists between a child and their 
siblings and parents appears to have a significant role in the child’s well-being (Fur-
man and Buhrmester 1985). Children’s relationships with their equals (i.e., with 
their peers and siblings) are associated with more power and greater well-being for 
these children, than their relationships with adult authority figures such as their par-
ents or teachers (Furman and Buhrmester 1985). However, the power configuration 
for children in friendships with their siblings and peers can also contribute to more 
conflict, thus reducing happiness and increasing discordance within the friendship.

More friendships are indicative of greater popularity. However, research has not 
provided a clear consensus on the direction and strength of the association between 
popularity and well-being for either adults or children. For children, an increase in 
their own status relative to their peers is associated with higher levels of well-being 
(Ostberg 2003). Nevertheless, undergraduates were shown to be less happy if they 
placed a high value on popularity and personal image (Kasser and Ahuvia 2002). 
This suggests that being popular and valuing popularity are not the same and these 
dimensions, which are linked to friendships, could influence well-being in different 
directions.

Research has shown that popularity and happiness share similar correlates. For 
example, higher levels of either happiness or popularity are associated with lower 
levels of suicidal ideation in adolescents (Field et al. 2001), and bullying behavior 
in children (Slee 1993). In our own research, we found that several measures of 
children’s happiness were only weakly positively correlated with popularity (Hold-
er and Coleman 2008). Collectively, the data suggest that popularity contributes 
only modestly to children’s happiness. Children seem to recognize this. When asked 
to choose from a list of 12 factors potentially related to their happiness, 12 year old 
children identified “Becoming a celebrity” as the least likely factor to increase their 
happiness (Uusitalo-Malmivaara 2012).

Children’s friendships are not limited to actual friends but may include imagined 
or pretend friends as well. Many children have invisible friends. Some research 
suggests that by the time children reach the age of seven, approximately 37 % have 
an invisible friend (Taylor et al. 2004) and overall approximately 65 % of children 
have an imagined companion (Singer and Singer 1990; Taylor et al. 2004). How-
ever, other research suggests that the percentage is much less (26 %; Gleason and 
Hohmann 2006). Imaginary companions can include invisible friends as well as 
objects (e.g., a teddy bear) that are personified (Bouldin and Pratt 2001; Hoff 2005a, 
2005b; Taylor et al. 1993). Invisible friends are similar to real friends in that they 
can be seen, heard and felt by the children (Taylor et al. 2009), and the activities 
that children share with their invisible friends are similar to real friendships includ-
ing playing, arguing and joking (Taylor et al. 2009). Relationships with imaginary 
friends are long lasting (Partington and Grant 1984) and are viewed by children 
as at least as important as those with real friends (Mauro 1991). Imaginary friends 
may play important roles in helping children cope with a missing family member 
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(Ames and Learned 1946), and providing nurturance (Gleason 2002), sympathy and 
understanding (Vostrovsky 1895).

Having imaginary companions has benefits that may contribute to children’s 
positive well-being. For example, imaginary friends may offer company to chil-
dren who are lonely or are challenged in developing relationships with real friends 
(Manosevitz et al. 1973). Additionally, compared to children who do not have imagi-
nary friends, those with imaginary friends are less shy (Mauro 1991) and experience 
less fear and anxiety in social situations (Singer and Singer 1981). Children with 
imaginary friends smile and laugh more during interpersonal relations (Singer and 
Singer 1981) which is consistent with the idea that imaginary friends contribute to 
well-being. At the very least, imaginary friends do not seem to impede the develop-
ment of real friendships. Compared to children who do not have imaginary friends, 
children with imaginary friends have similar numbers of reciprocal real friendships 
(Manosevitz et  al. 1973) and are equally likely to be identified as well liked by 
their peers (Gleason 2004). Furthermore, children with imaginary friends tend to 
show traits related to extraversion (i.e., they are outgoing and sociable; Taylor et al. 
2009). Extraversion in adults is strongly associated with positive well-being (Steel 
et al. 2008), and temperament traits akin to extraversion are linked to happiness in 
children (Holder and Klassen 2010). Though children clearly seem to recognize that 
their imaginary friends are pretend (Taylor et al. 2009), imaginary friends provide 
very similar benefits to real friends in terms of social provisions (Gleason 2002).

Given that the benefits of imaginary friendships are similar to real friendships, 
research on the relation between well-being and friendship in children should as-
sess imaginary relationships. Though we think that on balance imaginary friends 
are likely to contribute to children’s well-being, the contribution may be mixed. 
Children report that they experience conflicts with their imaginary friends and can 
feel frightened by and angry with their imaginary friends (Taylor 1999).

Conclusion and Implications for Future Research

Through their research, positive psychologists have reached a consensus that social 
relationships, including the quality of one’s friendships, are important contribu-
tors to well-being (e.g., Demir and Weitekamp 2007). Additionally, participation in 
activities that enhance well-being often includes a social dimension. For example 
playing on sports teams is associated with well-being and often involves creating 
and maintaining friendships (Hills and Argyle 1998), volunteering and belonging 
to a religious group are linked to well-being and social support (Arygyle 2001, 
Cohen 2002; Francis et al. 1998), and demonstrating kindness towards others can 
increase well-being and involves a social component (Otake et al. 2006). Given the 
established contribution of social relations to adults’ and adolescents’ well-being, it 
is predictable that early research has shown that social relationships are associated 
with children’s happiness. As an example, children aged 9–12 years who frequently 
spent time with their friends were happier than children who did not (Holder and 
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Coleman 2008) and children consider more friends as a source of increased happi-
ness (Jover and Thoilliez 2010).

Research on the association of social relationships to well-being is primarily 
based on samples drawn from adolescent and adult populations. To fully understand 
this association, children need to be studied as well. The factors that are important in 
the relations between children’s friendships and happiness (e.g., quality, power, and 
conflict) are likely to vary with age. Furthermore, as we have discussed, the char-
acteristics of friendships evolve throughout childhood. Given the value of research 
on friendships and happiness in children, we encourage researchers to consider the 
following suggestions in guiding their research.

First, the research methods need to be considered. For example, longitudinal 
studies are more likely to capture the significant factors related to children’s well-
being and friendships than cross-sectional studies. The extant literature is comprised 
largely of correlational studies. Thus the directionality of the links between chil-
dren’s happiness and friendships is unclear. Longitudinal work has suggested that it 
may be more plausible to consider that well-being causes positive social outcomes 
(Adams 1988). An impressive meta-analyses suggested that longitudinal and exper-
imental work demonstrates that happiness may cause positive social relationships 
(Lyubomirsky et al. 2005a). However, much of this work samples from populations 
of adults and the elderly; longitudinal and experimental research exploring the di-
rection of the relationship between children’s friendships and well-being is sparse.

Second, the measures used to assess happiness need to be improved. Many mea-
sures of happiness are appropriate for adults and adolescents, and the mere adapta-
tion of these measures to children may be inadequate. Positive psychologists have 
not agreed on the best measure of happiness or well-being. Researchers frequently 
rely on subjective measures to assess the happiness of adults, adolescents (e.g., 
Diener and Seligman 2002; Demir 2010) and children (e.g., Csikszentmihalyi and 
Hunter 2003; Diener et al. 1995; Holder and Coleman 2008, Holder et al. 2009). 
Very young children and those with limited language capacities present challenges 
to researchers’ abilities to validly, reliably and sensitively assess well-being. Future 
research should develop and test alternative measures. For example, implicit mea-
sures of happiness may prove valuable, particularly with very young children. As 
these implicit measures are developed, they should be refined for assessing different 
ages. However, attempts to develop implicit measures of happiness have met with 
limited success (Walker and Schimmack 2008).

Third, the study of the relations between positive well-being and friendship in 
children requires a more nuanced and less generalized perspective. Researchers 
need to consider individual differences in the child and the nature of their relation-
ships to develop a fuller and more accurate understanding of the relations between 
children’s friendships and their well-being. For example, social expectations, gen-
der, age, and quality of friendships may influence the relationship between friend-
ships and well-being. For instance, friendships differ between boys and girls (see 
Edwards et al. 2006) and friendships that are not positive can promote negative be-
haviors such as bullying, risk-taking, and antisocial activities (Leather 2009) which 
may undermine well-being. Additionally, the relationship between friendships and 
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well-being may change depending on how children establish and maintain their 
friendships (e.g., inside school versus outside school, and in person versus texting 
or online). For example, at least for adolescents and young adults, the qualities of 
offline and online friendships differ, particularly when the relationships are new 
(Chan and Cheng 2004). Based on these considerations, we agree with Gilman and 
Huebner (2003) that measures that take into account context (e.g., home and school) 
may provide a more complete appreciation of children’s happiness. The investi-
gation of the relationship between friendships and happiness in children needs to 
increase in its sophistication by considering interactions with additional mediators 
and moderators such as age, context, parenting style, and temperament.

Fourth, the impact of culture on the relationship between happiness and chil-
dren’s friendships needs to be considered. Research has demonstrated that there are 
cultural differences in students’ well-being related to context (Grob et al. 1996; Park 
and Huebner 2005) and race differences in life satisfaction (e.g., African American 
students report lower life satisfaction than Caucasian students; Terry and Huebner 
1995). Though simple initial forms of play may be similar across cultures, more 
complex forms of play with friends can differ between cultures depending in part 
on how adults value children’s play (Edwards 2000). Given the influence of culture 
on children’s friendships, including cultural differences in parents’ expectations and 
values related to their children’s friendships, the development and impact of friend-
ships following immigration may be of interest to researchers. Just as research in 
psychology generally neglects the vast majority of cultures outside of America with 
studies of Asians and Africans almost completely lacking (Arnett 2008), research 
on children’s friendships and happiness needs to broaden the populations of chil-
dren they sample from. Our own research suggests that though the correlates of 
children’s happiness are similar across cultures, we have identified important differ-
ences in the strength of the correlations and the correlates themselves. For example, 
temperament traits associated with activity, sociability and shyness (temperament 
traits akin to extraversion) are associated with happiness in children from Canada 
and India, but emotionality (a temperament trait akin to neuroticism) is associated 
with happiness only in children from Canada (Holder et al. 2012; Holder and Klas-
sen 2010).

Fifth, the contribution of imaginary friendships to children’s happiness and life 
satisfaction still needs to be assessed. This contribution is relatively unique to chil-
dren’s friendships.

Sixth, systems theory should be applied to the positive domains of children’s 
lives as well as to their strengths. The application of this theory has been fruitful in 
understanding the development and interactions between largely negative behav-
iors such as conduct problems, antisocial behavior, violence and criminality (Dodge 
et  al. 2008). Recent work has applied this approach to more positive aspects of 
children’s development to show how friendships can serve a protective function 
against the increase in depression as a result of avoidance of, or exclusion by, peers 
(Bukowski et  al. 2010). Though this work is important in understanding critical 
outcomes such as resilience, there is a rich potential in applying this approach to 
understanding thriving and flourishing as well.
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Though some traditional perspectives have suggested that children do not form 
important friendships before the age of 7 or 8, research suggests that younger 
children also form and maintain significant friendships (Dunn 2004; Meyer and 
Driscoll 1997). By considering differences in the quality of friendships across child-
hood, researchers can better understand the critical dimensions of friendships that 
are associated with children’s well-being. With a more sophisticated understanding, 
we can then develop and test strategies that enhance children’s well-being on a more 
individualized basis.

Traditionally, educational psychologists have been primarily concerned with 
identifying and treating ill-being in children and when these goals are met, their 
work is considered complete. We agree with other researchers (Huebner and Diener 
2008) that identifying and promoting the strengths of children, including enhancing 
their well-being, is also an important component of work with children. This work 
needs to include investigations of the relations between children’s happiness and 
friendships. However, we support the position of researchers who caution against 
educators and government agencies developing programs that exclusively focus on 
developing happy children (Thoilliez 2011). With this caution in mind, we recog-
nize that friendship is a key factor in children’s happiness and warrants continued 
research efforts.
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