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ASHER, STEVEN R.; HYMEL, SHELLEY; and RENsHAW, PETER D. Loneliness in Children. CHILD
DEVELOPMENT, 1984, 55, 1456—1464. Children experiencing difficulties in their peer relations have
typically been identified using external sources of information, such as teacher referrals or ratings,
sociometric measures, and/or behavioral observations. There is a need to supplement these as-
sessment procedures with self-report measures that assess the degree to which the children
themselves feel satisfaction with their peer relationships. In this study, a 16-item self-report
measure of loneliness and social dissatisfaction was developed. In surveying 506 third- through
sixth-grade children, the measure was found to be internally reliable. More than 10% of children
reported feelings of loneliness and social dissatisfaction, and children’s feelings of loneliness
were significantly related to their sociometric status. The relationship of loneliness and socio-
metric status to school achievement was also examined.

Research focused on children who lack
friends in school is growing rapidly. Given
evidence that poor peer relations are predic-
tive of serious adjustment problems in later
life (see Hartup, 1983; Putallaz & Gottman,
1983), and given repeated documentation of
the social skill deficits of children who lack
friends (for a review, see Asher & Renshaw,
1981), investigators have sought to improve
the peer relations of unpopular children
through direct instruction in social skills (e.g.,
Gottman, Gonso, & Schuler, 1976; Gresham
& Nagle, 1980; Ladd, 1981; LaGreca & San-
togrossi, 1980; Oden & Asher, 1977). Chil-
dren in this research typically are selected
for participation based on external sources of
information, most notably, teachers, peers, or
unfamiliar adult observers (for a review, see
Asher & Hymel, 1981). For example, many
intervention studies with unpopular chil-
dren use sociometric measures to select chil-
dren who are least liked in their classrooms.
In some studies, sociometric data are sup-
plemented by direct observations of chil-
dren’s social interaction style.

One limitation of the intervention lit-
erature has been the absence of information
concerning unpopular children’s perspec-
tive about their own situation. To date, no
attempt has been made to learn whether the
children who are chosen for intervention feel
lonely or are themselves dissatisfied with
their social relationships. This contrasts with
research with adults in which self-report
measures, especially measures of loneliness,
have been widely used to identify people
having problems in social relationships (for
an excellent review, see Peplau & Perlman,
1982).

The goals of the present research were
to develop a reliable measure of children’s
feelings of loneliness and social dissatisfac-
tion and to learn whether the children who
are least accepted by their classmates are in-
deed more lonely. There are several reasons
for learning whether low-status children are
dissatisfied with their peer relationships. The
argument could be made that some children,
by virtue of normative selection criteria, have
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to be at the bottom of their class in terms of
peer acceptance and are not necessarily un-
happy with their social situation. Therefore,
assessment of children’s own feelings about
their peer relations might be useful in iden-
tifying children for participation in interven-
tion programs. Data on the child’s perspec-
tive would also be useful in evaluating
whether social-skill training decreases chil-
dren’s feelings of loneliness or social dissat-
isfaction and in determining whether inter-
vention efforts are differentially successful
as a function of children’s feelings prior to
training. There is also the possibility that
children’s feelings of loneliness will predict
to later adjustment beyond the prediction that
can now be made based on measures of chil-
dren’s participation in a social network. Fi-
nally, the phenomenon of loneliness in chil-
dren merits investigation in its own right,
since relatively little is known about the con-
cerns and emotional lives of children. This
study, therefore, was designed to provide a
first step in this heretofore neglected area.

Method

Subjects.—Five hundred twenty-two
children from third through sixth grade ini-
tially participated in the study. Of the 522
children in the original sample, 16 children
had incomplete loneliness data, leaving a to-
tal of 506 children (243 females, 263 males)
in the final sample. The children came from
20 classrooms in two schools in a moderate-
size midwestern city in the United States.

Procedure.—A 24-item questionnaire was
developed to assess children’s feelings of
loneliness and social dissatisfaction (see Ta-
ble 1). The 16 primary items focused on chil-
dren’s feelings of loneliness (e.g., “I’'m
lonely”™), feelings of social adequacy versus
inadequacy (e.g., “I'm good at working with
other children”), or subjective estimations of
peer status (e.g., “I have lots of friends™”). The
other eight items focused on children’s hob-
bies or preferred activities (e.g., “I like to
paint and draw”’; “I watch TV a lot”). These
eight “filler” items were included to help
children feel more open and relaxed about
indicating their attitudes about various topics.

Children responded to each of the 24
items by indicating on a five-point scale how
much each statement was a true description
of themselves (i.e., always true, true most of
the time, true sometimes, hardly ever true,
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TABLE 1

QUESTIONNAIRE ITEMS

. It’s easy for me to make new friends at school.
. I like to read.

I have nobody to talk to.2

I'm good at working with other children.
I watch TV a lot.

. It’s hard for me to make friends.*

. I like school.

. I have lots of friends.

. I feel alone.?

10. I can find a friend when I need one.

11. I play sports a lot.

12. It's hard to get other kids to like me.?
13. 1 like science.

14. I don’t have anyone to play with.

15. I like music.

16. I get along with other kids.

17. 1 feel left out of things.

18. There’s nobody I can go to when I need help.
19. I like to paint and draw.

20. I don’t get along with other children.
21. I'm lonely.?

22. I am well-liked by the kids in my class.
23. I like playing board games a lot.

24. I don’t have any friends.?

© =10 TR W -

NOTE.—Items 2, 5, 7, 11, 13, 15, 19, and 23 were
classified as hobby or interest items.

¢ Items for which response order was reversed in
scoring.

not true at all). The scale was administered
in a group testing session in each classroom
by a male experimenter (the third author).
Children were first trained in use of the rat-
ing scale by responding to several activity
preference statements (e.g., “I like roller
skating”). After children understood the task,
the experimenter read aloud each of the 24
items, waiting for children to record their
ratings for each item before going on to the
next item.

Two weeks later, sociometric measures
were administered in each classroom by a
female experimenter (the second author).
Two different sociometric measures were
used: (1) a positive-nomination measure in
which children were asked to name their
three best friends in the classroom; and (2)
a rating-scale measure on which children
rated each classmate on a 1-5 scale according
to how much they liked to play with that
person at school (Singleton & Asher, 1977).
As in past research (e.g., Oden & Asher, 1977),
sociometric scores were computed and ana-
lyzed on the basis of nominations and ratings
received from same-sex classmates.! For the

! Data reported here are based on sociometric ratings and nominations received from same-
sex peers since this scoring procedure is typical in the intervention literature addressed. However,
data based on sociometric scores received from all classmates were also analyzed, and the results
were highly similar to those reported nere for same-sex sociometric scores.
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nomination measure, a child’s score first was
computed as the number of nominations re-
ceived from same-sex peers. Next, to permit
comparison of nomination scores across
classrooms that varied in size, a proportion
score was also computed for each child, op-
erationally defined as the number of same-
sex nominations received divided by the
number of same-sex classmates. For the rat-
ing-scale measure, a child’s score first was
computed as the average rating received from
same-sex peers, with a higher score indica-
tive of greater peer acceptance. Then, to per-
mit comparison of scores across classrooms,
these average-rating scores were converted
to standard scores (Z = X; — X/SD), using
means and standard deviations for each sex
group in each classroom in the computations.

Results

Descriptive findings.—Table 2 presents
descriptive information concerning the dis-
tribution of children’s responses to each of
the 16 primary items. It can be seen that on
nearly all items over 10% of the sample re-
ported feelings of considerable social dis-
satisfaction. For example, on the item “I’'m
lonely,” 5.8% of the children indicated “that’s
always true about me,” and another 5.6% said
“that’s true about me most of the time.” On
the item “I feel left out of things,” 8.5% said
“that’s always true about me,” and 9.8% said
“that’s true about me most of the time.” Thus,
a sizable number of children reported feel-
ings of loneliness and social dissatisfaction.

Factor analysis and internal reliabil-
ity—Children’s responses to all 24 question-
naire items were subjected to factor analysis
(quartimax rotation). The results indicated a
primary factor that included all 16 of the
loneliness and social dissatisfaction items.
None of the hobby or interest items loaded
significantly on this factor. Factor loadings
for each scale item are given in Table 3 along
with the item-to-total-score correlations.

The resulting 16-item scale was found
to be internally consistent (Cronbach’s a =
.90) and internally reliable (split-half corre-
lation between forms = .83; Spearman-Brown
reliability coefficient = .91; Guttman split-
half reliability coefficient = .91).

Loneliness and sociometric status—Next
we examined the relationship between self-
reported loneliness and sociometric status.
On the basis of the factor analysis, all 16 lone-
liness items were used to compute a total
loneliness score for each child. Responses to
each of the loneliness items were scored from
1 to 5, with order reversed for particular items
(see Table 1) such that a score of 5 was always
indicative of greater loneliness or social dis-
satisfaction. Responses for each of the 16
items were then summed to create a total
loneliness score for each child that could
range from 16 (low loneliness) to 80 (high
loneliness). In our sample, loneliness scores
ranged from 16 to 79, with a mean score of
32.51 and a standard deviation of 11.82.

TABLE 2

PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF CHILDREN’S RESPONSES TO LONELINESS ITEMS

Always True Most Sometimes Hardly Not True
True of the Time True Ever True At All

It’s easy for me to make new friends at

school ...............o il 29.2 29.8 29.0 6.2 5.8
I have nobody to talkto................ 5.6 6.2 14.1 18.5 55.6
I'm good at working with other children = 29.2 34.2 25.3 5.8 54
It's hard for me to make friends ........ 9.6 8.1 19.8 20.2 42.3
I have lots of friends................... 56.0 20.8 13.5 5.6 4.2
Ifeelalone ........................... 5.0 8.7 20.2 21.7 44.4
I can find a friend when I needone ....  39.1 23.6 23.4 6.4 7.5
It's hard to get other kids to like me.... 8.1 11.2 19.5 22.6 38.6
I don’t have anyone to play with ....... 5.4 54 17.7 19.4 52.1
I get along with otherkids............. 375 37.3 20.2 2.1 2.9
I feel left out of things................. 8.5 9.8 22.5 27.1 32.1
There’s nobody I can go to when 1

needhelp........................... 6.7 5.4 11.7 18.3 57.9
I don’t get along with other children. . .. 5.0 6.7 15.8 24.9 47.6
I'mlonely ............................ 5.8 5.6 15.6 20.4 52.6
I am well-liked by kids in my class. . ... 32.6 32.6 23.7 6.8 4.2
I don’t have any friends................ 3.3 2.1 5.4 11.0 78.1

NoOTE.—Figures do not always total 100% because of rounding.



TABLE 3

FACTOR LOADING FOR EACH ITEM AND THE
CORRELATIONS OF EACH ITEM WITH
THE TOTAL SCORE

Item Factor Item-to-Total-Score
Number Loading Correlation
) .54 62
1 57 58
4.0 43 50
6.....cn.. .63 66
8 i .58 65
[ .69 70
10............ 51 59
12............ .67 70
14............ .66 66
16............ .59 65
17............ .64 66
18............ 57 56
20, ...l .60 62
1) .73 72
22 . ., .55 62
24, ... ..., .67 67

NoTE.—Items 3, 6, 9, 12, 14, 17, 18, 20, 21, and 24
had their response order reversed in scoring.

Correlational analyses were performed
to examine the relationship between lone-
liness and sociometric status. As noted ear-
lier, to permit comparisons across class-
rooms, the proportion of same-sex
nominations received and standardized av-
erage rating scores from same-sex peers were
used as sociometric indices in these anal-
yses. The results are presented in Table 4 for
the entire sample and separately for males
and females and for children in each of the
four grade levels. Three children within the
sample had moved prior to administration of
sociometric measures; thus the sample size
for these analyses was reduced to 503. As can
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be seen in Table 4, for both sexes and at each
grade level, a significant negative relation-
ship was found between loneliness and both
friendship nominations and play ratings re-
ceived from same-sex peers.

To examine loneliness further as a func-
tion of sociometric status, we considered
whether children who might be targeted for
intervention on the basis of sociometric mea-
sures reported greater loneliness and social
dissatisfaction than their higher-status peers.
A typical procedure in intervention studies
has been to target as candidates for inter-
vention the three lowest-rated children on a
rating-scale sociometric measure. Accord-
ingly, we selected the three children in each
class who received the lowest ratings from
same-sex peers (N = 59, 26 females and 33
males, with one targeted child omitted be-
cause of incomplete loneliness data). These
least-accepted children were compared with
the rest of their classmates (N = 444) in terms
of loneliness in a three-way (sociometric sta-
tus X grade X sex) analysis of variance. Re-
sults indicated a significant main effect for
sociometric status, F(1,487) = 31.28, p < .001.
Lowest-rated children reported significantly
greater feelings of loneliness and social dis-
satisfaction (M = 40.61, SD = 12.46) than
did their more accepted peers (M = 31.36,
SD = 11.13). All other main effects and in-
teractions were nonsignificant. Thus, the
children typically selected for intervention
on the basis of rating-scale sociometric data
do report more loneliness than the rest of
their classmates.

A second analysis was conducted to ex-
amine whether children with few or no best-
friendship nominations within their class-
room would experience greater loneliness.
For this analysis, the number of best-friend

TABLE 4

CORRELATIONS OF LONELINESS WITH SOCIOMETRIC STATUS

SOCIOMETRIC MEASURES

GRroup

Males (N = 261).......cccovvvvnnn...
Females (N = 242)...........ccouuu..
Third-grade students (N = 118).......
Fourth-grade students (N = 128)......
Fifth-grade students (N = 125)........
Sixth-grade students (N = 132)........

Standardized Proportion of
Same-Sex Ratings Best Friend Nominations

— .37*** — .27***
—_ .25*** p— .23***
— .28%* —31H**
— 3k -.21*

— 35k — 3Q%H*
—.30%** —.19*

—_ .31*** —_ ‘25***

All students (N = 503) .............

*p < .05.
**p < 01.
**+*p < .001.
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nominations received from same-sex peers
was used to identify six groups of children:
those who received no friendship nomina-
tions, and those who received one, two, three,
four, or five or more friendship nominations.
These groups were compared in terms of self-
reported loneliness in a three-way (number
of friends X grade X sex) analysis of vari-
ance. Results indicated a significant main ef-
fect for number of friends, F(5,455) = 7.30,
p < .001, with all other main effects and in-
teractions nonsignificant. Means and stan-
dard deviations of loneliness scores for each
of the six levels of friendship are presented
in Table 5; as can be seen, loneliness scores
increased as the number of friends de-
creased. Post-hoc Scheffé comparisons of the
means for these groups indicated that chil-
dren receiving zero, one, or two best-friend
nominations reported significantly more
loneliness than children receiving five or
more best-friend nominations.

It appears, then, that lower-status chil-
dren do experience and report considerably
more loneliness and social dissatisfaction than
their more accepted peers, regardless of the
type of sociometric measure used to identify
such children. Still, the magnitude of the re-
lationship (see Table 4) suggests that there
must be considerable variability within par-
ticular levels of status. To examine this issue
further, we used both rating-scale and nom-
ination measures to identify three groups of
children: unpopular, average, and popular.
Unpopular children (N = 69) were defined
as those who received average play-rating
scores that were 1 SD below the mean for
their same-sex classroom peers and who were
nominated as a best friend by only one or no
same-sex classmates. Popular children (N =
60) were defined as those who received av-
erage play rating scores that were 1 SD or
more above the mean for their same-sex
classroom peers and who were nominated as

TABLE 5

NUMBER OF BEST FRIENDS AND AVERAGE
LONELINESS SCORES

LONELINESS
SCORES

GROUPS M SD
No friends (N = 70).............. 36.27 12.89
One friend (N = 102)............ 35.66 12.79
Two friends (N =91)............ 33.85 1091
Three friends (N = 89)........... 30.37 10.56
Four friends (N =58)............ 30.64 9.78
Five or more friends (N = 93).... 27.79 10.18

a best friend by four or more same-sex class-
mates. The remaining children (N = 374)
were considered to be average in popularity.
Of the 69 children classified as unpopular,
29% had loneliness scores that were at least
1 SD above the mean for the entire sample.
However, 6% actually had loneliness scores
that were 1 SD below the mean, and the re-
maining 65% were average in self-reported
loneliness (i.e., within 1 SD of the mean).
Loneliness scores varied among popular
children as follows: 33% reported low loneli-
ness, 62% reported average loneliness, and,
interestingly, 5% reported high loneliness.

Variability is also evident when chil-
dren’s responses to individual items are ex-
amined (see Table 6). Many of the items did
show considerable differences between pop-
ular and unpopular children. For example,
on the item “I feel left out of things,” 23%
of the unpopular children indicated the
statement to be “always true” of them as
compared with none of the popular children
and 6% of the average children. Still, it is
also clear from the individual items that a
few popular children experience difficulty in
their relations with peers and that many un-
popular children do not experience, or at least
do not report, serious dissatisfaction. For ex-
ample, 8% of the popular children indicated
that they felt left out of things most of the
time, and 41% of unpopular children said it
was not at all true that they felt lonely.

Achievement, sociometric status, and
loneliness—There are several studies indi-
cating a relationship between children’s so-
ciometric status and their school achieve-
ment (e.g., Glick, 1972; Green, Forehand,
Beck, & Vosk, 1980). For most of the children
in the present study, achievement test data
were available from the schools, and we were
interested in assessing the reliability of the
relationship of status to achievement, as well
as in examining the relationship of achieve-
ment to loneliness.

Two different achievement tests, the
Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS)
and the Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test
(SDRT), had been administered by the
schools approximately 1-2 months prior to
our study. CTBS scores were available for
364 of the 506 children in our sample; SDRT
scores were available for 293 of the 506 chil-
dren. To compare students across the various
grade levels, percentile rank scores were ob-
tained on these measures and used in the
correlational analyses described below. These
analyses examined the relationship among
achievement, sociometric status, and lone-



liness for a large subsample of the children
included in the study. As in past research,
modest but significant correlations were ob-
tained between achievement scores and so-
ciometric status: 7(362) = .27, p < .001, be-
tween CTBS scores and standardized play
ratings; r(291) = .19, p < .001, between SDRT
scores and standardized play ratings; r(362)
= .20, p < .001, between CTBS scores and
the proportion of friendship nominations re-
ceived; and r(291) = .14, p < .05, between
SDRT scores and the proportion of friend-
ship nominations received. Loneliness was
unrelated to SDRT achievement scores,
r(287) = .02, and only slightly related to
CTBS achievement scores, 1(348) = .10, p <
.05.

Discussion

Results of this study indicated that chil-
dren’s feelings of loneliness and social dis-
satisfaction can be reliably measured and that
children’s feelings about their social rela-
tionships do relate to their sociometric status
in the classroom. Indeed, the children whose
status was lowest reported more loneliness
and social dissatisfaction. This suggests that
the children who have been selected in pre-
vious intervention research were likely to
have been more lonely than their classroom
peers.

Still, the overall relation between lone-
liness and sociometric status was modest.
Several explanations can be suggested. As in
other areas that rely on self-report measures
with children (e.g., Sarason, Davidson,
Lighthau, Waite, & Ruebush, 1960), there is
the possibility of social desirability or defen-
siveness on the part of respondents. Many
low-status children may have been uneasy
about admitting feelings of loneliness or so-
cial inadequacy and, instead, responded in a
socially desirable fashion. Recent research
by Kagan, Hans, Markowitz, Lopez, and Si-
gal (1982) provide data relevant to this issue.
These investigators examined the validity of
third graders’ self-reports in a number of do-
mains, including popularity among class-
mates. Kagan et al. found that when children
acknowledge negative or undesirable per-
sonal attributes these tend to be confirmed
by external assessments from peers and
teachers. However, using peer and teacher
ratings as standards, positive self-evaluations
were suspect for about one-third of the sam-
ple. These results suggest that, when chil-
dren do admit to undesirable personal char-
acteristics such as loneliness, the reports are
probably valid. However, there may be chil-
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dren who report positive feelings who are in
fact experiencing dissatisfaction.

A moderate relation between status and
loneliness also may result from sociometric
assessment being done only in the child’s
classroom. Some children identified as un-
popular may have friends in other classes or
schools (e.g., neighborhood friends), and thus
are not particularly lonely or discontent.
Similarly, children’s parents and siblings may
serve as emotional buffers, and satisfactory
home relationships may help when school
peer relationships are not going as well as
they might. We have some anecdotal evi-
dence to support these speculations. In a later
sample, individual responses to the loneli-
ness items were discussed with the children
in an attempt to understand how children
interpreted the statements and how they de-
cided on their responses. It was clear in sev-
eral cases that children responded to partic-
ular items with consideration of their
neighborhood and/or family social relations.
For example, some children indicated that
they did not feel alone because they had
brothers or sisters at home or had neighbor-
hood friends with whom they could play.
Further research on the relative contribu-
tions of parents, siblings, and classroom ver-
sus neighborhood peers would be welcome.
Also it may be useful to assess children’s
feelings of loneliness in various relationship
and situational contexts (for a recent example
of research with adults, see Schmidt & Ser-
mat, 1983). Only two items (1 and 22) in our
questionnaire explicitly referred to a school
context; others referred to peers but without
context, and still others make no mention of
peers at all.

It would also be advisable in future re-
search to subclassify unpopular children into
those who are rejected and those who are
neglected. This long-recognized distinction
(e..g, Gronlund & Anderson, 1959) has been
difficult to implement because of hesitancy
about administering negative nomination
measures (e.g., “name three children you
don’t especially like”). However, recent re-
search by Coie, Dodge, and their colleagues
indicates that the distinction is essential. Re-
jected children are more likely to remain re-
jected when placed in a new group or new
class, whereas neglected children are more
likely to become average or even popular
(Coie & Dodge, 1983; Coie & Kuper-
smidt, 1983). Furthermore, the two groups
exhibit quite different behavioral styles (e.g.,
Coie, Dodge, & Coppotelli, 1982; Dodge,
1983; Dodge, Coie, & Brakke, 1982). Overall,
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PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF POPULAR VERSUS UNPOPULAR CHILDREN’S RESPONSES

TABLE 6

TO LONELINESS ITEMS

RESPONSE
Always True Most of Sometimes Hardly Not True
ScaLE ITEM AND GROUP True the Time True Ever True At All
1. It’s easy for me to make new
friends:
Unpopular (N = 86) ........... 23 24 29 14 9
Average (N = 341)............. 30 30 30 5 5
Popular(N =76) .............. 37 33 25 3 2
3. I have nobody to talk to:
Unpopular..................... 8 10 19 16 47
Average .........ooiiiiiiiiinn 5 6 15 17 57
Popular ....................... 4 1 8 29 58
4. I'm good at working with other
children:
Unpopular..................... 27 22 33 8 10
AVErage ......ccovviiiniiiiin. 30 38 24 4 4
Popular ....................... 27 34 24 12 3
6. It’s hard for me to make
friends:
Unpopular..................... 19 17 22 16 26
Average .........coiiiiiiinnn. 8 6 20 21 45
Popular ....................... 5 5 16 22 51
8. I have lots of friends:
Unpopular. .................... 48 21 17 6 8
Average ...........oiiiiiinnnn 56 22 13 6 3
Popular ....................... 70 15 13 1 1
9. I feel alone:
Unpopular..................... 14 10 22 19 35
Average ...........iiiiiiiniin, 3 9 20 24 44
Popular ....................... 3 7 13 22 55
10. I can find a friend when I
need one:
Unpopular..................... 38 23 24 11 4
Average ............ciiiiii..n 39 23 23 6 9
Popular ....................... 40 26 25 5 4
12. It’s ‘hard to get other kids to
like me:
Unpopular..................... 14 16 24 20 26
Average ..........oiiiiiiinnn.. 7 11 20 22 39
Popular....................... 4 4 14 28 50
14. I don’t have anyone to play
with:
Unpopular..................... 9 5 28 15 43
AVerage .......ovviiiininnnannn 5 6 16 19 54
Popular ....................... 3 3 13 26 55
16. I get along with other kids:
Unpopular...............o.o... 30 24 34 7 5
Average ...........coiiiinnn. 37 41 18 1 3
Popular ....................... 46 41 12 1 0
17. 1 feel left out of things:
Unpopular..................... 23 8 29 17 22
Average ..o, 6 11 22 29 32
Popular ....................... 0 8 18 29 45
18. I have nobody to go to when I
need help:
Unpopular..................... 6 8 23 13 50
Average .........c.oiiiiiiinn... 7 5 9 20 58
Popular ....................... 5 3 7 17 68
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TABLE 6 (Continued)

RESPONSE
Always True Most of Sometimes Hardly Not True
ScaLE ITEM AND GROUP True the Time True Ever True At All
20. I don’t get along with other
children:
Unpopular..................... 10 17 19 20 34
Average .........coviiiiiiinnn. 4 6 16 25 49
Popular ....................... 1 0 12 30 57
21. I'm lonely:
Unpopular..................... 14 8 17 20 41
Average ............ciiiiiiinn, 5 6 16 20 53
Popular ....................... 1 1 9 25 63
22. I am well-liked by the kids in
my class:
Unpopular..................... 19 27 32 14 8
Average .........oiiiiienennnn. 35 32 23 6 4
Popular ....................... 42 38 20 0 0
24. I don’t have any friends: )
Unpopular..................... 6 3 10 19 62
Average ..........ooiiiniiaa... 3 2 5 9 81
Popular ....................... 0 0 3 14 83

NoOTE.—Figures do not always total 100% because of rounding.

it appears that rejected children may be the
group particularly at risk for later adjustment
problems. Given the findings emerging from
this research, it would not be surprising if
rejected children report stronger feelings of
loneliness than neglected children. This pat-
tern, too, would explain why the overall cor-
relation between status and loneliness, al-
though significant, was not higher.

Finally, it seems important to consider
the influence of certain social-cognitive pro-
cesses that may mediate the relationship be-
tween actual peer status and loneliness.
Children’s awareness of their acceptance by
peers may be one important mediating vari-
able. Some unpopular children simply may
be unaware of their poor acceptance by peers
and, therefore, may not report social dissat-
isfaction. Another potentially important fac-
tor is children’s perceptions of the reasons
or causes of their difficulties with peers. Re-
search on children’s attributions for social
success and failure (e.g., Ames, Ames, & Gar-
rison, 1977; Sobol, Scott, & Earn, Note 1)
suggests considerable variation in children’s
causal attributions. Children who attribute
social rejection or failure to external causes
rather than more internal, personal causes may
be less dissatisfied with their personal
relationships.

In our discussion of the moderate rela-
tionship of sociometric status to loneliness,
it should be kept in mind that loneliness is
in fact a subjective experience (Peplau, Rus-

sell, & Heim, 1979) and cannot be_equated
with the objective condition of number of
friends. From this perspective, the correla-
tion between loneliness and sociometric sta-
tus will always be far from perfect. Although
unpopular children would be expected to feel
more dissatisfaction than popular children,
all children may feel the need for more social
support and intimacy. It is also important not
to lose sight of the fact that many children in
our study reported being very lonely. In-
deed, the number of children reporting ex-
tremes of loneliness and social dissatisfac-
tion typically exceeded 10% on each item.
This percentage is similar to that obtained
with a single question in a recent national
survey of 7-11-year-olds in the United States
(Zill & Peterson, in press). Our hope is that
the present research will serve to stimulate
further inquiry into the causes and ramifi-
cations of loneliness during childhood.

Reference Note

1. Sobol, M., Scott, C., & Earn, B. Children’s
sociometric status and explanations of social
experience. Paper presented at the annual
meeting of the American Psychological As-
sociation, Los Angeles, August 1981.
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