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The current study explored the relationship between parents' friendship networks and 
children's friendship networks using the Friendship Network Circle Activity (FNCA). Thirty 
two third-grade children (n=17 boys, n=15 girls) were asked to identify important 
relationships in their lives by putting names of their friends in each of three concentric 
circles. These circles represented friendships of different levels of intimacy within each 
participant's network. Mothers (n=32) and fathers (n=32) also separately completed the 
FNCA. Information gathered from the FNCA was used to explore both the structural (e.g., 
total size and intimacy structure) and relational (e.g., relationship status of friends) links 
among parents' and children's networks. Differential gender patterns were also explored. 
Results indicated that the size and composition of girls' networks were correlated to their 
mothers' and fathers' networks, but were not correlated for boys'. The implications of these 
findings highlight the need for teachers to support and encourage child and parental 
friendship networks in and outside the classroom, as well as recognizing the potential 
influence of parental friendships on children's friendships. Directions for future research are 
also noted. 

  

  

  

   



INTRODUCTION 

The study of children's peer relationships has increased in prominence over the past three 
decades. Research has found that children's peer relationship patterns are strongly 
associated with their adjustment to school, particularly to school liking and academic 
performance (Ladd, 1990; Ladd & Kochenderfer, 1996). Children who do not form positive 
relationships are at a much greater risk for behavioural and psychological problems whilst at 
school (Parker & Asher, 1987; Parker, Rubin, Price & DeRosier, 1995). 

Studies which have explored links between children's peer relationships and school 
adjustment have typically focused on two aspects of the peer system: peer acceptance and 
friendship. While peer acceptance and friendships are vital in promoting positive school 
adjustment and overall wellbeing, they fail to account for the whole picture of a child's peer 
experience (Neilsen-Hewett, 2001). More recently, researchers have expanded their focus to 
include measures of the broader peer network in which the child operates (George & 
Hartmann, 1996; Neilsen-Hewett, 2001). 

It has been recognised that children interact with their peers in their social environment with 
differing levels of involvement. Findings from several studies show children often have more 
than one friend (Hartup, 1993) and that this broader network of friends is important for their 
overall adjustment (Gest, Graham-Bermann & Hartup, 2001; Neilsen-Hewett, 2001; Vandell 
& Hembree, 1994). Children with smaller friendship networks and fewer friends are more at 
risk of behavioural difficulties than children with a larger network of friends (Neilsen-Hewett, 
2001). Similarly, Gest, Graham-Bermann and Hartup (2001) found that the number of friends 
a child has was positively related to prosocial skills, such as leadership, and was negatively 
related to socially aversive characteristics, such as teasing and being bossy. At present, little 
is known about the association between children's friendship networks and other 
relationships, such as parental relationships. 

Recently, researchers have recognised the role parents play in shaping their child's 
relationships. It is widely accepted that the family and peer systems do not exist 
independently but influence one another in different ways (Bhavnagri & Parke, 1991; Rubin 
& Sloman, 1984). It is only reasonable to expect that the family will influence the 
development of children's peer relationships, firstly, because children's most important early 
social and emotional experiences occur in the family context, and secondly, as with the 
nature of peer friendships, familial relationships are similarly close and dyadic in nature 
(Cohn, Patterson & Christopoulos, 1991; Doyle & Markiewicz, 1996). 

Parental social networks, comprising both adults and children, may provide a platform from 
which friendships may be formed. Cochran and Brassard (1979) suggest that through 
exposure to parents' social networks children may be introduced to potential social 
friendships of their own. Similarly, Rubin and Sloman (1984) argue that parent's may bring 
their children into contact with their friends' children when they meet socially. Furthermore, 
parents who have supportive networks of friends may have better relationships with their 
children, which may then positively affect their child's social adjustment (Cochran & 
Brassard, 1979). 

Homel, Burns and Goodnow (1987) explored the influence of parents' relationships with 
friends, neighbours and kin, upon children's wellbeing and their friendship status at school. 
The researchers found that parental friendship patterns, particularly their number of 
dependable friends (those that were seen regularly and that could be called on in a crisis), 
were the best predictors of child measures (Homel et al., 1987). Children's social skills, self 
rated happiness and their number of regular friends was positively related to the number of 
dependable friends that parents reported. Similarly, Doyle, Markiewicz and Hardy (1994) in 



their study on mothers' and children's friendships found significant relationships between the 
qualities of mothers' best friendships and children's stable, reciprocated best friendships. 
They found that children were more likely to have a best friend when their mothers had best 
friends who they perceived as more interesting and stimulating, and that the quality of the 
mother's best friendship, rather than the mother-child relationship per se, best predicted 
child friendship participation. 

In a more recent study, Simpkins and Parke (2001) investigated the relationships between 
the quality of children's best friendships and their parents' best friendships. Results showed 
children's perceptions of their friendships were related to the quality of both mothers' and 
fathers' friendships, although the nature of this relationship differed depending on the gender 
of both the parent and the child. Prior research has suggested that mothers and fathers 
interact in different ways with both their sons and daughters, however researchers are only 
just beginning to discover the impact of parental gender on children's peer friendships. 

Although researchers are beginning to understand the links between parental and children's 
friendship networks, "few studies have examined the relation between parents' and 
children's friendship network size" (Uhlendorff, 2000, p.192). Rubin and Sloman (1984) 
agree that because of the links between parental and children's friendship networks, the size 
of the parents' network may assist or hinder their children's peer friendships. 

Findings from research examining links between parent and child network size found 
parents' relationships with people other than family may have the greatest impact on the size 
of a child's friendship network (Uhlendorff, 2000). Recent research by Uhlendorff (2000) 
explored the links between children's conceptions of what friendship is and their parents' 
network size. Children were individually asked to name all other children with whom he or 
she shares activities. Children's friendship concepts were explored in interviews and related 
to issues of closeness, trust, conflict resolution, ideal friend and friendship formation. 
Additionally, mothers and fathers were asked to nominate all people who provided friendship 
and support to them. Results showed that the number of non- classmate friendships and 
close class friendships a child had was related to both maternal and paternal friendships. 
Specifically, the greater number of friends the mother had the more non-classmate friends 
the child nominated. Furthermore, the more friendships that were maintained by mothers, 
the more developed children's friendship concepts were. The children of mothers with larger 
friendship groups displayed a better understanding of friendship concepts, such as conflict 
resolution, closeness, trust, and friendship formation (Uhlendorff, 2000). 

Although it has recently been suggested that fathers play an important role in children's peer 
relationships and overall social development, the role of fathers is often neglected when 
examining links between parents' and children's relationships. Much of the past research 
has tended to focus on the quality of attachment between father and child, or the father's 
play style and interactions (MacDonald & Parke, 1984; Simpkins & Parke, 2001). There has 
been little research thus far, on the part played by the father's own patterns of friendship with 
other adults, in spite of the increasing recognition that fathers do play a vital role in their 
children's peer relationships (Bhavnagri & Parke, 1991; MacDonald & Parke, 1984). 

Prior evidence suggests that same-gender relationships (i.e., mother-daughter, father-son), 
are stronger than cross-gender ones (i.e., mother-son, father-daughter) (Simpkins & Parke, 
2001). This is thought to be due to the fact that fathers are more involved with their sons, 
and mothers more involved with their daughters during middle childhood and adolescence 
(Crouter & Crowley, 1990). Despite this evidence, Simpkins and Parke (2001), in their study 
of friendship quality, found little support for the expected same-gender and opposite-gender 
parent-child pairings. Father's positive friendship qualities were related to positive aspects of 
girls' friendships (e.g., conflict resolution), whereas the negative aspects of girls' friendships, 



such as conflict, related to maternal friendship qualities. In contrast, boys' friendship quality 
was not significantly related to either maternal or paternal friendship qualities. Girls' 
friendships rather than boys' were better linked overall to parental friendships (Simpkins & 
Parke, 2001). 

AIMS, HYPOTHESES AND KEY RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Two key questions underlie the study: firstly, what are the relational and structural 
characteristics of children's and parents' friendship networks? Secondly, what is the 
relationship between parental and children's friendship networks, and does this relationship 
differ for parental and child gender? 

A preliminary aim of the current study was to examine the characteristics of parents and 
children's friendship networks. Characteristics that were explored were the structural 
features of the networks which included the intimate structure of the network (i.e., the 
number of friends in Circle 1, 2 and 3), as well as the total network size. Relational features 
included the relationship status of friends. For children, these were either in-school or out-of-
school friends and for parents, work-based or non-work friends. The first three hypotheses 
are largely a replication of previous research. 

A1) Boys total friendship networks will be larger in size than girls total networks; 

A2) The intimate structure of boys and girls networks will differ; 

A3) Children's networks will include more in-school friendships than out-of-school 
friendships. 

The main aim of the study was to examine the relationships between parental and children's 
friendship networks and whether this relationship differs according to the gender of the child 
and parent. It was hypothesised that differential relationships would emerge between 
mothers, fathers, boys and girls because firstly, gender differences exist in the nature of 
children's social networks and secondly, because prior research has found that parents' 
interact in different ways with their sons and daughters. Data collected data was used to test 
the following hypotheses: 

B1) The size of children's friendship networks will be related to the size of parental networks, 
but this relationship is expected to differ for boys and girls; 

B2a) The number of children's out-of-school friendships will be related to parental non-work 
friendships; 

B2b) The size of children's in-school networks will not be related to parents' work-based or 
non-work friendship networks. 

METHODOLOGY 

Participants 

Participants were 32 third grade children (n=15 girls, n=17 boys) (mean age = 8.3), from two 
single sex private schools in Sydney's Inner West, a public before and after school care 
centre in Sydney's North West, and a dancing studio in Sydney's Southern Suburbs. Each 
child's mother (n=32) and father (n=32) also participated in the study. Mothers' ages ranged 
between 31 and 47 years (M = 40); the mean age of fathers was 42 years with a range of 33 



to 57 years. Participants were from middle to high socioeconomic status. The sample was 
predominantly Anglo-Australian (75%) but also included Chinese (3.13%), Korean (3.13%), 
Vietnamese (3.13%), Turkish (3.13%), Japanese (3.13%), Egyptian (3.13%) and Indian-
Australian (6.25%) families. 

Participants were selected for the study based on four main characteristics: familial 
associations (i.e., mother, father, and child), gender and age. 

Familial links and Gender. It was important to sample boys and girls that had both a mother 
and a father, as studies examining relationships between parents' and children's friendships 
suggest differential links between mothers and fathers and their sons and daughters 
(Simpkins & Parke, 2001). While it was not necessary for both parents to reside in the same 
home, most of the children (n=31) were from two-parent households. 

Age. Children aged between eight and nine years were chosen as a focus of the study for 
several reason. Firstly, this group was chosen because of the importance of the peer group 
at this stage of a child's development (see reviews by Parker & Asher, 1987, and Coie & 
Kupersmidt, 1990). Secondly, children are more reflective as their cognition develops, 
therefore resulting in more reliable self-reports (Berndt, 1997). This is especially important 
as the FNCA relies on self-reports made by children. At present there are no other available 
measures which assess a child's perception of their friendship network that have been used 
with children under eight years of age. 

Measure 

The Friendship Network Circle Activity (FNCA). 

The Friendship Network Circle Activity was used to assess both children's and parents' 
friendship networks. Children and parents were asked to identify important relationships in 
their lives by placing names in one of three concentric circles. These circles aim to 
categorise friendships of differing levels of intimacy within a person's social network 
(Neilsen-Hewett, 2001). 

The FNCA was presented on A3 sheets of paper, where the circumference of the outer 
circle was 10 600 mm, the middle was 8100mm and the inner was 4700mm (Neilsen-
Hewett, 2001). Children were told that different people have different ideas about what a 
friend is and were then asked what they think a friend is. This information was recorded by 
the researcher. Parents and children were then given the following instructions after 
becoming familiarised with the circles: 

"In the innermost circle, I want you to include only the names of your very 
best friends. These are people who are very special to us and that we really 
care about. In the second circle, I want you to write the names of people you 
consider to be good friends. These people are not quite as special as those in 
the first circle. Finally, in the third circle, I want you to write the names of all 
your remaining friends" (Neilsen & Bowes, 1996). 

Children were told that only those individuals that they consider to be friends should be 
written down, not everyone they knew or liked. Children were told that school friends, out-of-
school friends, relatives, parents and other adults could be included (Neilsen-Hewett, 2001). 
Parents were told to think about their friends from all social contexts, such as work 
colleagues, family, neighbours, activities and through their children's school. Although 
parents were advised that only friends, rather than acquaintances should be recorded, the 
definition of 'friend' was left up to the individual. 



Coding the Friendship Network Circle Activity. The relationship status of each friend was 
coded according to two criteria. Children's nominated friends were classified according as 
either school friends or out-of-school friends. Out-of-school friends included the following: 
child family (e.g., cousins, siblings), adult family (e.g., grandparents), child non-family friends 
(e.g., neighbour, child of parent's friend), activity friends (e.g., friends from sport teams, 
church), adult non-family (e.g., teachers) and old-school friends. For parents', relationship 
status was classified as either work-based friends or non-work friends. Non-work friends 
included the following: adult family (e.g., spouse, parents), child family (e.g., children, niece, 
nephew), adult non-family friends (e.g., neighbour), activity friends (e.g., friends through 
playgroup, tennis, church), child non-family friends (e.g., children of friends or neighbours), 
child's school (e.g., friends that were met through their child's school), child's activity (e.g., 
friends that were met through an activity their child participated in). Work-based friends 
included those individuals that the parents were currently working with. 

Procedure 

The measure was administered through individual sessions with both children and adults. 
Sessions with participants differed in time depending on the amount of friends a participant 
nominated. Interviews with children generally lasted 20-30 minutes, whilst parental 
interviews were slightly longer, with the longest session extended to over one hour. Children 
completed the FNCA at either their school, after school care or home, whilst parental 
interviews were conducted at their home residence or workplace. As the study of parental 
and children's friendships is a relatively new area of research and therefore largely 
exploratory in nature, the inclusion of individual sessions was preferred to group 
administered questionnaires as individual sessions tend to allow for the inclusion of 
incidental information. 

RESULTS 

The Relational and Structural Characteristics of Parents' and Children's Friendship Networks 

Preliminary analyses explored the structural characteristics (i.e., intimacy structure as well 
as total network size) of children's networks. Differences between boys' and girls' networks 
and mothers' and fathers' networks were also examined. 

Children's Network Size and Structure. Overall, children nominated an average of 20.2 
friends (SD = 8.13), with a range from nine to 42. A series of correlational analyses were 
employed to test for associations between the number of friends children nominated across 
their friendship network. Correlations between Circles 1, 2 and 3 and total network size are 
presented in Table 1. The size of children's inner network (Circle 1) was related to the size of 
their middle network (Circle 2) (r = .42, p = 0.017). Children with larger intimate networks 
tended to have equally large middle networks. Analyses were conducted to explore for 
gender differences in network size. T-tests revealed significant differences in the structural 
characteristics of boys' and girls' networks. As predicted, boys (M = 23.47, SD = 10.82) 
nominated more friends overall than did girls (M = 16.93, SD = 5.44) (t(30) = 2.11, p = .047). 
Figure 1 compares the size of boys' and girls' Circle 1, 2 and 3. The size of boys' and girls' 
intimate networks (Circle 1) differed significantly, with boys (M = 10.41, SD = 6.35) 
nominating more friends than girls (M = 5.47, SD = 3.60) (t(30) = 2.66, p = .012). Boys and 
girls nominated similar numbers of friends in their peripheral networks (i.e., Circle 2 and 
Circle 3) (see Figure 1). 

  

 



Table 1 

Correlations among Children's Circle 1, Circle 2 and Circle 3 

   

Child Circle 2 

Child Circle 3 Total Circle 

Child Circle 1 .42* -.13 .74** 

Child Circle 2  .08 .73** 

Child Circle 3   .45* 

*p < .05 

**p < .01 

Parents' Network Size and Structure. Correlations among and between mothers' Circles 1, 2 
and 3 and fathers' Circles 1, 2 and 3 are presented in Table 2. The size of mothers' 
friendship networks were significantly correlated with fathers' network size (r = .49, p < .01). 
Mothers with large networks had partners with equally large networks. The size of mothers' 
Circle 2 was related to the size of fathers' Circle 1, 2 and 3, and the size of mothers' Circle 3 
was related to fathers' Circle 2 and 3 (see Table 3). The size of mothers' intimate networks 
(Circle 1) were not related to fathers' networks. 

  



 

 

Figure 1. A Comparison of the Size of Boys' and Girls' Circle 1, Circle 2 and Circle 3. 

  

Table 2 

Correlations among Mothers' and Fathers' Circle 1, Circle 2 and Circle 3 

  

   

Father 

Circle 1 

Father 

Circle 2 

Father 

Circle 3 

Total 

Circle 

Mother Circle 1 .15 .06 .22 .17 

Mother Circle 2 .56** .37* .39* 52** 



Mother Circle 3 

Total Circle 

  

.18 

.41* 

.38* 

.36* 

.43* 

.45* 

.44* 

.49** 

*p < .05 

**p < .01 

Relational Network Characteristics 

In order to compare the relational characteristics of first boys' and girls' and then mothers' 
and fathers' friendship networks, a series of t-tests were conducted. Relational 
characteristics that were explored included the relationship status of nominated friends. For 
children, these were in-school and out-of-school friends, and for parents, work-based and 
non-work friends. 

Children's In-school versus Out-of-school Friends. T-tests were employed to compare the 
number of in-school versus out-of-school friends included in children's networks. As 
expected, children nominated significantly more in-school friends (M = 13.06, SD = 7.99) 
than out-of-school friends (M = 7.34, SD = 5.03), (t(30) = 3.34,p = .002). 

Interestingly, separate t-tests revealed that while boys nominated significantly more in-
school (M = 16.35, SD = 9.41) friends than out-of-school (M = 7.12, SD = 5.81) (t(30) = 
3.38, p = .004), girls had similar numbers of both in-school (M = 9.33, SD = 3.50) and out-of-
school friends (M = 7.60, SD = 4.17) (t(30) = 1.23, p = .24) in their network. 

Mothers' and Fathers' Work-based and Non-work Friends. T-tests were used to compare the 
number of work-based versus non-work friends nominated by mothers and fathers. Both 
mothers and fathers had larger non-work networks than work-based networks. Mothers 
nominated more non-work friends (M = 23.69, SD = 14.69) than work-based friends (M = 
4.13, SD = 4.83). Similarly, fathers had more non-work (M = 18.44, SD = 12.72) than work-
based friends (M = 5.31, SD = 5.13). 

The Relationship Between Parents' and Children's 

Friendship Networks 

A series of analyses were conducted to explore for the structural and relational links 
between parents' and children's networks. Because gender differences were expected, 
separate analyses were run for boys and girls, with both mothers and fathers. 

Structural Links between Parents' and Children's Friendship Networks 

A series of correlational analyses were conducted to explore for structural links between 
mothers', fathers', boys' and girls' networks. It was hypothesised that the size of children's 



friendship networks would be related to the size of parental networks, but this relationship 
was expected to differ for boys and girls. 

Mothers' and daughters' network size and structure. Correlations examining the relationships 
between mothers' and daughters' friendship networks found that the size of girls' intimate 
networks were related to their mothers' networks (see Table 3). Girls Circle 1 (r = .61, p = 
.016) was correlated with mothers' Circle 3 and total network size (r = .51, p = .05). Girls 
whose mothers had larger networks and a larger peripheral network nominated more friends 
in their inner circle. Conversely, girls' Circle 2 was negatively correlated with their mothers' 
Circle 3 (r = -.52, p = .048). Mothers with large peripheral networks had daughters with 
smaller middle networks. 

Fathers' and daughters' network size and structure. As shown in Table 4, the size of girls' 
peripheral networks were related to their father's networks. Girls Circle 3 was correlated with 
fathers' Circle 2 (r = .61, p = .015), fathers with larger middle networks had daughters with 
larger peripheral networks of friends. Girls' Circle 3 was also related to their fathers total 
network size of their fathers (r =.56, p = .03). Fathers with a larger network of friends had 
daughters with larger peripheral networks. 

Fathers', mothers' and sons' network size and structure. Correlations examining the 
relationships between mothers', fathers' and their sons' networks were conducted. 
Significant relationships between the size and intimate structure of boys' networks were not 
related to either their mothers or fathers networks. 

  

Table 3 

Correlations among Girls and Mothers Circle 1, Circle 2 and Circle 3 

   

Mother 

Circle 1 

Mother 

Circle 2 

Mother 

Circle 3 

Total 

Circle 

  

Girls Circle 1 

.36 .30 .61* .51 

Girls Circle 2 -.13 -.12 -.52* -.29 

Girls Circle 3 

Total Circle 

-.09 

.12 

.37 

.32 

.24 

.22 

.25 

.30 

*p < .05 



Table 4 

Correlations among Girls and Fathers Circle 1, Circle 2 and Circle 3 

   

Father 

Circle 1 

Father 

Circle 2 

Father 

Circle 3 

Total 

Circle 

Girls Circle 1 -.24 .28 .39 .28 

Girls Circle 2 .25 -.06 -.43 -.18 

Girls Circle 3 

Total Circle 

.16 

.07 

.61* 

.47 

.36 

.20 

.56* 

.37 

*p < .05 

  

Links between the Relationship Status of Children's, Mothers' and Fathers' Networks 

Girls', Mothers' and Fathers' Networks. Results revealed no significant links (see Table 5) 
between the size of girls' in-school and out-of-school networks and either their mothers' or 
fathers' work and non-work networks. The size of mothers' non-work networks were related 
to fathers' non-work networks (r = .55, p < .05), and the size of mothers' work-based 
networks were related to fathers' work-based networks (r = .50, p < .05). Mothers' with larger 
work-based networks had partners with larger work-based networks. Similarly, mothers' with 
large non-work networks had partners with larger non-work networks also. Cross-contextual 
links did not emerge, that is, the size of mothers' work-based and fathers' non-work 
networks, and mothers' non-work and fathers' work-based were not related. 

Boys', Mothers' and Fathers' Networks. The size of boys' in-school and out-of-school 
networks were not related to either their mothers' or fathers' work or non-work networks. 
Correlations between mothers' and fathers' work and non-work networks revealed a context 
specific relationship. Table 6 shows for mothers and fathers of boys, the size of mothers' 
non-work networks were related to the size of fathers' non-work networks (r = .61, p < .01). 
There were no significant links between mothers' and fathers' work networks nor were there 
links between mothers' work and fathers' non-work, or fathers' work and mothers' non-work 
friendship networks. 

  

  



  

Table 5 

Correlations among Girls' In-school and Out-of-school Friends and Mother's and Father's 
Work-based and Non-work Friends 

  

*p < .05 

  

  

  

  

 

 

 Mothers Fathers 

 Work Non Work Non 

Girls   

In .17 .31 .42 .25 

Out .07 .10 .24 .07 

Mothers   

Work  .55* .04 

Non-work  .40 .50* 



Table 6 

Correlations among Boys' In-school and Out-of-school Friends and Mothers' and Fathers' 
Work-based and Non-work Friends 

   

Mothers 

Fathers 

 Work Non Work Non 

Boys   

In -.34 -.15 -.02 -.04 

Out -.30 .28 .00 -.20 

Mothers   

Work  -.11 -.19 

Non-work  .10 .61** 

*p < .05 

**p < .01 

  

  

 

 

 

  



DISCUSSION 

The primary aim of this study was to extend prior work linking parents' and children's 
friendships. More specifically, it sought to examine possible relationships between the size 
and structure of parental friendship networks and children's friendship networks. Findings 
from this study make an important contribution to the friendship literature as new links 
between family and peer contexts are suggested. 

Structural and Relational Network Characteristics 

Total Network Size and Intimacy Structure. Every child in the sample nominated at least one 
friend (M = 20.2, SD = 8.13). The size of children's intimate circle of friends (i.e., very best 
friends) was related to the size of their middle networks. Children with a large number of 
very best friends also tended to have many good friends. 

Gender differences were found in the size and structure of children's networks. Consistent 
with past research (Feiring & Lewis, 1991; Maccoby, 1990), and as hypothesised, boys had 
larger friendship networks than girls. This was most evident in the size of their intimate 
network (Circle 1), as both boys and girls had similar numbers of friends in their peripheral 
networks (Circle 2 and 3). 

The finding that boys had larger friendship networks was consistent with findings by 
Maccoby (1990) who describe boys' friendship networks as more extensive (i.e., they tend to 
play in larger groups of children) than girls' networks. On the other hand, girls have more 
intensive networks as they most often form closer, intimate friendships with two or three 
other girls. Neilsen-Hewett (2001) also reported boys as having larger numbers of intimate 
friendships than girls. 

Relationship Status. As expected, children's friendship networks included significantly more 
in-school friends than out-of-school friends. This finding reflects the trend in prior research 
for children to have larger in-school networks than out-of-school networks (George & 
Hartmann, 1996; Neilsen-Hewett, 2001). Boys nominated significantly more in-school 
friendships than out-of-school friendships, however girls had similar sized in-school and out-
of-school networks. 

One possibility for this finding may be due to the settings in which children's interviews took 
place. More than half of the boys in the sample (n = 11) completed the FNCA at school, 
whilst six boys completed it at home. Conversely, only six girls completed the FNCA at 
school, compared with nine girls completing it at home. Differences may be due to possible 
contextual effects of the testing situation in influencing children's friendship choices, rather 
than actual gender differences per se. Boys' larger in-school networks may be as a result of 
more boys, than girls, completing the FNCA at school. 

Similarly, the setting in which girls completed the FNCA (i.e., their home or after school care 
centre) may have influenced their friendship nominations. The larger number of out-of-
school friends in girls' networks compared to boys' networks may be a reflection of the 
setting in which the interview took place. Ideally, all children should have been interviewed in 
the same setting, and the current study was limited by this factor. 

A significant goal of this research was to add to the literature examining links between 
mothers', fathers' and children's friendships. The inclusion of both mother and father in the 
research was vital as prior research suggests differential gender links may emerge between 
mothers and fathers and their sons and daughters. The findings unexpectedly did not 
support predictions for same-gender parent-child pairings, instead both mothers' and fathers' 



friendship networks were related in different ways to their children's networks. Similar to 
findings by Simpkins and Parke (2001), the findings suggest that both the gender of the 
parent and child must be considered for future research in order to "unravel the complexities 
of the relations between parent's and children's friendships" (p. 578). 

Differential gender patterns emerged between the size of children's networks and that of 
their parents' networks. Boys' friendship networks were not significantly related to either their 
mothers' or fathers' networks. This finding was similar to those from Simpkins and Parke 
(2001) who found boys' best friendships to be only sparsely related to their mothers' and 
fathers' reports on the quality of their friendships. One possible explanation for this lack of 
relationship may be because boys spend more time away from home than do girls (Simpkins 
& Parke, 2001). Additionally, Coates (1987) found boys tended to turn to their friends and 
non-family adults such as sporting coaches for support, whereas girls more often turned to 
family members. 

On the other hand, the size of girls' friendship networks were related to their parents' 
networks, although this pattern of relationship differed for mothers and fathers. Specifically, 
the size of girls' intimate networks were related to the size of their mothers' networks, whilst 
the size of their peripheral network was related to the size of their fathers' network. Similarly, 
Simpkins and Parke (2001) found girls' friendships to be more related to parental friendships 
than did boys' networks. 

Fathers with large networks had daughters' with larger peripheral networks (Circle 3). 
Several explanations for this pattern of findings can be suggested. Firstly, MacDonald and 
Parke (1984) found that parent-child physical play (which is primarily performed by fathers) 
was associated with children's popularity with their peers. They researched the role of 
parent-child play interactions and children's peer competence and found "girls' popularity 
rankings were positively correlated with paternal physical play and affect during play" 
(p.1268). It is suggested that through play, especially with fathers, children learn the value of 
their own affective displays and how to use these signals with their peers (MacDonald & 
Parke, 1984). 

A second possibility for the link between fathers' and girls' peripheral networks is that fathers 
assume a more active role than mothers, particularly when the focus is on children spending 
time with their peers (e.g., attending sport events and participating in activities). Fathers are 
more likely to take part in leisure than in caretaking activities with their children, than are 
mothers (Collins & Russell, 1991). Therefore, a father who regularly takes his daughter to 
her sporting games may form friendships with other parents present, and his daughter may 
also form friendships with her teammates, therefore a link between the size of girls' 
peripheral networks and fathers' networks. Girls who had larger intimate networks, or many 
very best friends, had mothers with larger peripheral networks (Circle 3) as well as a larger 
total network. A possible explanation for this relationship may be because girls report greater 
intimacy with their mothers than with their fathers (Furman & Buhrmester, 1985). A further 
look at the data revealed more girls than boys nominated family members in their networks. 
Boys tended to nominate between one and two family members (usually siblings or cousins), 
however girls tended to include four or five nominations, usually parents, grandparents and 
siblings. This may be a possible explanation for why girls' inner networks were related to 
their mothers, as mothers also nominated more family members than did fathers. 

Past research converges in support of stronger girl-parent than boy-parent friendship links 
(Troll, 1987). Blythe and Foster-Clarke (1987) studied adolescent gender differences in 
perceived intimacy with social network members. They accurately predicted that girls would 
be more intimate with extended family and adult females, than boys. This pattern is also 
consistent with previous research which suggests that girls' might have more contact with 



their parents' friends because girls' tend to stay at home more often than boys (Simpkins & 
Parke, 2001). Feiring and Lewis (1991) suggest that friendship networks might be more 
important for the social development of girls' rather than boys', because girls were found to 
more closely connect with network members in terms of the time, energy and importance 
that they placed on maintaining contact with members of the network. Together, past 
research lends support to the current findings of the relationship between girls' friendship 
networks and their mothers' and fathers' networks. 

Contextual Links between Parental and Children's Friendship Networks 

Unexpectedly, the findings did not support the hypothesis that children's out-of-school 
friendship networks and parental non-work networks would be related. There were no 
significant links between children's in-school and out-of-school friendship networks and 
parental work-based or non-work networks. This lack of relationship contrasts sharply with 
findings by Uhlendorff and Oswald (1993) and Uhlendorff (2000), who found links between 
the number of children's nonclassmates and mothers' and fathers' 'leisure time' friends (i.e., 
non-work friends). One explanation for these findings may be because the categories of 
'leisure time' friends, and the present study's 'non-work' friends are not directly comparable. 
Non-work friends in the present study included all those individuals that the participant did 
not associate with work. This may have included relatives, children, friends through the 
child's school and activity friends. Uhlendorff (2000) however, had many more friendship 
categories, with 'leisure time' friends being only one of six categories. 

Directions for Future Research 

Further research that took into account variables such as income, parent's educational level, 
race, spousal relationship and family structure may further help to explain links between 
parental and children's networks. Additionally, the data allows for further analyses of 'who' 
children and parents actually included in their networks. Because the names of nominated 
friends were recorded, it may be possible to identify whether or not the people in the 
networks were related. For example, are children including the offspring of their mothers and 
fathers' friends? Do mothers' and fathers' networks include the same people? Why are boys' 
networks so independent from their parents' networks? 

Educational Implications 

Implications exist for teachers and schools interested in all areas of children's friendships 
(e.g., the peer network, bullying and peer victimisation). Findings from the study make an 
important contribution to the literature as they examine the influence of parental friendships 
on children's peer relationships. Teachers should be aware of the many and varied factors 
influencing children's friendship formation, both in and outside school. Teachers who may be 
concerned about a child who does not seem to be making friends should be aware that the 
child may have fulfilling friendships outside of school. Furthermore, teachers must now be 
aware of the family context, particularly parents' own friends. 

If children do form friendships through familial connections, then children whose families are 
isolated from their community are potentially disadvantaged. Isolation takes many forms and 
may include cultural isolation, isolation through lack of money, education or transport (Fegan 
& Bowes, 1999). Families living in low socioeconomic areas or where English is their second 
language may be isolated, resulting in limited opportunities for peer interaction. The teacher 
should be aware that these families might turn to them for information on community groups. 
Furthermore, teachers can try to facilitate parental friendship formations by providing 
opportunities for parents to meet other parents in the class (e.g., inviting parents' into the 
classroom as helpers, having fundraising events, class picnics and other social occasions). 



As with any good research, this study raises more questions than provides answers. 
Nonetheless, findings from this study contribute to an emerging and complex body of 
research examining links between parents' and children's peer relationships. The possibility 
that the size and characteristics of children's networks are related to their parents' networks, 
highlights the need for researchers to consider parental influence as well as child 
characteristics in research on peer adjustment. By including both mothers and fathers as 
well as boys and girls, the current study provides a more detailed picture of the links 
between parents' and children's friendships. 

  

  

REFERENCES 

Antonucci, T.C., & Akiyama, H. (1987). An examination of sex differences in social 
support among older men and women. Sex Roles, 17, 737-749. 

Berndt, T.J. (1997). Child Development (2nd ed.). London: Brown and Benchmark. 

Bhavnagri, N.P., & Parke, R.D. (1991). Parents as direct facilitators of children's peer 
relationships: effects of age of child and sex of parent. Journal of Social and 
Personal Relationships, 8, 423-440. 

Blythe, D.A., & Foster-Clarke, F.S. (1987). Gender differences in perceived intimacy 
with different members of adolescents' social networks. Sex Roles, 17, 689-718. 

Coates, D.L. (1987). Gender differences in the structure and support characteristics 
of black adolescents' social networks. Sex roles, 17, 667-687. 

Cochran, M.M., & Brassard, J.A. (1979). Child development and personal social 
networks. Child Development, 50, 601-616. 

Cochran, M.M., & Davila, V. (1992). Societal influences on children's peer 
relationships. In R.D. Parke, & G.W. Ladd (Eds.), Family-Peer relationships: Modes 
of linkage (pp.191-212). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum. 

Cohn, D.A., Patterson, C.J., & Christopoulas, C. (1991). The family and children's 
peer relations. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 8, 315-346. 

Collins, W.A., & Russell, G. (1991). Mother-child and father-child relationships in 
middle childhood and adolescence: A developmental analysis. Developmental 
Review, 11, 99-136. 

Crouter, A.C., & Crowley, M.S. (1990). School-age children's time alone with fathers 
and single and dual-earner families: Implications for the father-child 
relationship. Journal of Early Adolescence, 10, 296-312. 

Doyle, A.B., Markiewicz, D., & Hardy, C. (1994). Mothers' and children's friendships: 
Intergenerational associations. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 
11, 363-377. 



Fegan, M., & Bowes, J. (1999). Isolation in rural, remote and urban communities. In 
J.M. Bowes, & A. Hayes, (Eds.), Children, families, and communities: Contexts and 
consequences (pp.58-72). Melbourne, Australia: Oxford University Press. 

Feiring, C., & Lewis, M. (1991). The development of social networks from early to 
middle childhood: Gender differences and the relation to school competence.Sex 
Roles, 25, 237-253. 

Gest, S.D., Graham-Bermann, S.A., & Hartup, W.W. (2001). Peer experience: 

Common and unique features of number of friendships, social network centrality, and 
sociometric status. Social Development, 10, 23-40. 

Hartup, W.W. (1993). Adolescents and their friends. In B. Laursen (Ed.), Close 
friendships in adolescence (pp. 3-22). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Homel, R., Burns, A., & Goodnow, J. (1987). Parental social networks and child 
development. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 4, 159-177. 

Ladd, G.W. (1990). Having friends, keeping friends, making friends, and being liked 
by peers in the classroom: Predictors of children's early school adjustment?Child 
Development, 61, 1081-1090. 

  

Ladd, G.W., & Kochenderfer, B.J. (1996). Linkages between friendship and 
adjustment during early school transitions. In W.M. Bukowski, A.F. Newcomb, & 
W.W. Hartup (Eds.), The company they keep: Friendship in childhood and 
adolescence (pp.322-345). New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Maccoby, E.E. 91990). Gender and relationships: A developmental 
account. American Psychologist, 45, 513-520. 

MacDonald, K., & Parke, R.D. (1984). Bridging the gap: Parent-child play interaction 
and peer interactive competence. Child Development, 55, 1265-1277. 

Neilsen-Hewett, C.M. (2001). Children's peer relations and school adjustment: 
Looking beyond the classroom walls. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Macquarie 
University, Sydney. 

Neilsen, C.M., & Bowes, J.M. (1996). Children's friendship networks: Looking beyond 
the classroom walls. Paper presented at the 9th Annual Australasian Human 
Development Conference, Perth, Western Australia. 

Parker, J.G., & Asher, S.R. (1987). Peer relations and later personal adjustment: Are 
low-accepted children at risk? Psychological Bulletin, 102, 357-389. 

Parker, J.G., Rubin, K.H., Price, J.M., & DeRosier, M.E. (1995). Peer relationships, 
child development, and adjustment: A developmental psychopathology perspective. 
In D. Cicchetti, & D.J. Cohen (Eds.), Developmental psychopathology Vol 2: Risk, 
disorder, and adaptation (pp.96-161). New York: John Wiley & Sons. 



Rubin, Z., & Sloman, J. (1984). How parents influence their children's friendships. In 
M. Lewis (Ed.), Beyond the dyad (pp 223-250). New York: Plenum Press. 

Simpkins, S.D., & Parke, R.D. (2001). The relations between parental friendships 
and children's friendships: Self-report and observational analysis. Child 
Development, 72, 569-582. 

Troll, L.E. (1987). Gender differences in cross-generation networks. Sex Roles, 
17, 751-766. 

Uhlendorff, H. (2000). Parents' and children's friendship networks. Journal of Family 
Issues, 21, 191-204. 

Uhlendorff, H., & Oswald, H. (1993). Parental social network and child's friendship 
network. Paper presented at the 60th Anniversary Meeting of the Society for 
Research in Child Development, New Orleans. 

Vandell, D.L., & Hembree, S.E. (1994). Peer social status and friendship: 
Independent contributors to children's social and academic adjustment. Merrill-
Palmer Quarterly, 40, 461-477. 

  

  

  

  

  

 


