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Chapter7

WHEN FRIENDS DIFFER:

How IMBALANCES

BETWEEN PARTNERS INFLUENCE YOUNG
ADOLESCENTS' FRIENDSHIP RIVALRY
AND COMPETITION

Jeffrey G. Parker*, PhD and Katelyn E. Massey
Department of Psychology, Institute for Social Science Research,
University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa, AL, US

ABSTRACT
Friends are generally more similar than nonfriends, but this does not mean that
friends cannot also be different. Friends may have very different characteristics or skills
in a specific domain, or they may simply be slightly different in rankings relative to one
another on a domain where they are otherwise similar. These differences and how they
are viewed by the pair of friends create a complicated space in the friendship where
comparison and competition may grow. When perceptions of differences and behavioral
responses to such differences create discontent for one or both partners in the friendship
and rivalry may arise which may damage the friendship. This chapter explores these
issues with a review of friendship similarities, differences, and children and adolescents'
expectations of equality in friendships before presenting the results of a study which
explored the relationship between balance, upset, and snarky behavior in adolescent
dyadic friendships. It ends with six reflections on the differences make to friends.

Keywords: friendship similarity, friendship differences, friendship equality, competition,
social comparison, equity theory
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INTRODUCTION

On the morning of March 24th, 1998, Andrew Golden pulled the fire alarm at his
middle school in Jonesboro, AK and sprinted up an embankment to join his best friend,
Mitchell Johnson, already overlooking the yard. As students and teachers filed out, the
pair of friends began firing upon them, killing four classmates and one teacher.
In the weeks following the shooting and throughout their trial and sentencing, the
boys' friendship became one subject of interest (Koon, 2008). Like most friends, Golden
and Johnson had many things in common. They were the same sex and race, and both
enjoyed the outdoors, guns, and specific videogames. Both were active in church and
average students academically. Neither was popular with peers. They also shared a hatred
for a few specific classmates.
Yet Golden and Johnson were also very different from each other. These differences
struck many as making them unlikely friends. At 11 years, Golden was two years
younger than Johnson, 13. He was close to his stable, intact, and warm immediate and
extended family; Johnson had been sexually abused by a family member when he was
young, his parents were divorced, and he had a strained relationship with his mother.
Golden was outgoing but impressionable; Johnson was shy and contemplative. Golden
had a reputation for fighting, name calling, and violence toward animals, but Johnson did
not. Johnson's attorney argued that it was initially Golden's idea to shoot classmates, and
Johnson was never fully committed to it. On the other hand, Golden's attorney pointed to
the disparities between the boys in age, power, experience, and personality, and
suggested that his client's relative disadvantage in these areas caused a rivalry that left
him eager to emulate and impress Johnson and susceptible to his negative influence
Golden and Johnson's friendship was exceptional in its specifics and tragic
consequences, but in some ways it was ordinary. Although friends normally have much
in common, they also typically have differences between them. The tendency for
individuals to form friendships with similar others -friendship homophily- is wellrecognized. By contrast, there has been much less direct attention to the fact that
friendship partners can also be very different from each other. The neglect of this topic is
an important gap in our knowledge of the sources of variability in the friendship
experiences of children. Understanding it is important. First, it can point to why
friendships take some of the qualities they do by considering factors that are dyadic and
not strictly the sum of the involved parties' individual social skills, family background,
and so on. Second, if differences lead to rivalry and contribute to resentment and
unhealthy competition, they might be targeted in interventions aimed at increasing the
quality or stability of children's friendship participation (Asher, Parker, & Walker, 1996).
In this chapter we explore how young adolescent friends perceive imbalances
between them in the areas of attractiveness and popularity, whether members of
friendships agree on their imbalances, and how these perceptions affect friendship
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experiences, particularly forms of rivalry and competitiveness between friends. As a
point of departure, we first review the overwhelming evidence that friends resemble one
another in many important ways and why similarity can be important. Next, we take up
friendship differences. We discuss how evidence of friendship similarity in specific areas
does not also imply that friends cannot differ. Relative differences can exist between
friends even in areas in which both friends are advantaged or disadvantaged relative to
other peers. Next, we discuss children's expectations of equality in friendship and how
differences can represent a challenge in this context. In the next section, we explore how
differences between friends can create rivalry and competition between friends. In the
second half of the chapter, we present the results of a recent study in which friendship
participants were asked how they see the balance in attractiveness and popularity vis-a.vis their best friend, whether this bothers them, and to report on the rivalry and negative
behavior of their advantaged or disadvantaged friend. We adopt a dyadic perspective in
this study-viewing the concordance and discordance between the parties in their
perceptions of imbalances as an important motivational space and describe how
differences between them over their differences contribute to rivalry and conflict. The
chapter concludes with six broad reflections on differences, rivalry, and competition in
children and adolescents' friendships.

FRIENDSHIP SIMILARITY
A sizeable body of scientific work demonstrates children and adolescents' attraction
to others who resemble them. "Birds of a feather, flock together" it is often said. Any
effort to fully catalogue the various ways friends resemble one another is beyond the
scope of this chapter and would be quickly dated. Several excellent reviews already exist
(e.g., Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011; Epstein & Karweit, 1983; Haselager, Hartup,
Lieshout, & Riksen-Walraven, 1998). However, a sense can be gained by some
examples: In addition to sex, race, and other sociodemographic variables (Clark & Ayers,
1992; Epstein, 1986; Kandel, 1978), these include humor (Hunter, Fox, & Jones, 2016),
achievement and school beliefs (Altermatt & Pomerantz, 2003; French, Jansen, Riansari,
& Setiono, 2003; Shin & Ryan, 2014), peer popularity or acceptance (Dijkstra, Cillessen,
& Borch, 2013; French et al., 2003), alcohol use and smoking (French et al., 2003; Hafen,
Laursen, Burk, Kerr, & Stattin, 2011; Kiuru, Nurmi, Aunola, & Salmela-Aro, 2009;
Tolson & Urberg, 1993), delinquent behavior (Hafen et al., 2011), depression and
internalizing symptoms (Giletta et al., 2011; Stone et al., 2013), self-esteem (Hafen et al.,
2011), social withdrawal (French et al., 2003), ethnic identity (Hamm, 2000), personality
(Linden-Andersen, Markiewicz, & Doyle, 2009), dissatisfaction and disordered eating
(Rayner, Schniering, Rapee, Taylor, & Hutchinson, 2013; Simpkins, Schaefer, Price, &
Vest, 2013), social information skill and cognitive abilities (Boutwell, Meldrum, &
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Petkovsek, 2017; Spencer, Bowker, Rubin, Booth-Laforce, & Laursen, 2013), and even
which other peers to dislike (Berger & Dijkstra, 2013). In general, children and
adolescents more closely resemble their friends on observable attributes and behaviors
than on internal preferences and attitudes.
Table 1 illustrates this point further with aggregate data from several of our prior
published and unpublished studies. The data in Table 1 are pooled across cohorts of
subjects ranging in size from 208 to 367 in five middle schools. In all, 1563 individuals
are represented in this table. The interclass correlations reported in Table 1 represent the
degree of dyadic concordance on the various traits between mutual best friends relative to
the broader pool. These numbers match closely the numbers other researchers obtain and
demonstrate that friends resemble one another in these various ways more than pairs of at
large children from their schools.
Table 1. Resemblance of friends on various sample personality and social attributes
Domain
Peer acceptance
Rejection sensitivity
Global self-esteem
Peer victimization
Friendship quality
Prosocial skill
Rumination
Friendship inflexibility
Trait envy
Loneliness
Aggressiveness
Sex role typicality
BMI
Friendship jealousy

Intra-class correlation
.36
.29
.28
.40
.27
.18
.12
.26
.19
.29
.39
.41
.18
.20

Importantly, not all pairs of friends will be similar on all characteristics, and
friendships will be similar in different ways. Similarity between a pair of individuals can
depend on the degree to which each individual values a particular characteristic. For
example, academic orientation is a domain of importance in adolescence because so
much time is spent in school. Hence, there is a high degree of similarity between friends
on attitudes towards school, educational aspirations, and grade reports (Altermatt &
Pomerantz, 2003; Shin & Ryan, 2014). In general, however, friendship similarity is
strongest for attributes that are important in peer reputation and group membership
decisions, such as antisocial behavior or aggression (Hartup, 1996; Haselager et al.,
1998).
Children's similarity to their friends can be exaggerated or misleading if only one
partner is interrogated. Children, like adults, are prone to "false consensus" and generally
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assume their partners behave and think as they do, unless they have firm evidence to the
contrary (Cronbach, 1955; Kenny & Acitelli, 2001). Accordingly, the best studies obtain
independent data from targets and partners, while also considering how friends compare
with others who are not friends. This raises an interesting question about which almost
nothing is known: Do friendship partners see the similarity between them in similar
ways? Similarity in partners' perceptions of similarity could presumably facilitate
interactions, but to our knowledge this issue has never been addressed with youth (cf.,
Bleske-Rechek & Lighthall, 2010). Likewise, children who are friends will resemble one
another if the pool of potential friends is highly homogeneous (Hafen et al., 2011). In this
instance, similarities do not sharply differentiate friends from non-friends and are
presumably relatively inconsequential to the friends. Yet, even with such carefullyconsidered methodological controls, the basic conclusion that children and adolescents of
a common feather - as it were - flock together as friends has stood the test of scrutiny.
Similarity has been suggested to play multiple, compatible roles in friendship
formation and maintenance. According to uncertainty reduction theory (e.g., Knobloch,
2007), people find uncertainty disquieting and seek information to reduce it. Recognizing
(or assuming) similarity in key aspects of others can reduce this uncertainty and facilitate
progress toward friendship. As individuals become acquainted, similarities in key traits
and behavioral styles ensure that their inferences about one another are more likely to be
correct and help them anticipate and adjust to one another (Spencer et al., 2013).
Moreover, people are driven by a need for balance, and thus prefer to be around
individuals who perceive issues and other people the same way they do. Children and
adolescents prefer individuals with similar goals, while common experiences build
closeness (e.g., Bowker et al., 2010; Gortman, 1983; Laursen, 2017). Sharing interests
and attributes allows individuals to participate in joint activities. Joint activities, in turn,
increase positive affect, positive behavior, and progress toward friendship (Bowker et al.,
2010; Parker & Gottman, 1989). Common ground may be so essential to increasing
closeness that emerging friends go to lengths to create it by, for example, fishing about
for actual or fictionalized peers to gossip about (Parker & Gottman, 1989). In more
established friendships, similarity in behavior, attitudes, and social assets fosters better
cooperation. It also facilitates more successful and rewarding social interactions, and
smooths over disagreements (Laursen, 2017). Similarity is also a basic foundation for
trust, commitment, and self-disclosure (Parker & Gortman, 1989).
Although similarity contributes to the selection and emergence of friendships,
members of established friendships also become more similar to each other over time.
This is hardly remarkable. Friendship partners spend large amounts of important time
together, occupy similar niches in the broader peer group, and develop rituals, routines,
and common ways of conversing. Yet, active processes are also involved in enhancing or
preserving similarity between friends. For example, pressure exists for partners to
balance their views and harmonize their outlooks (Hummon & Doreian, 2003; Monsour,
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Harvey, & Betty, 1997; Sussmann & Davis, 1975; Walther & Weil, 2012). To do so,
friends engage in subtle-and sometimes not-so-subtle-efforts to bring their attributes
and attitudes closer together. The promise of rewarding interaction is a powerful
incentive to emulate one another and undoubtedly, partners feel a tug to "go along to get
along" when differences arise (Brechwald & Prinstein, 2011; Laursen, 2017). Pairs of
friends may mutually influence each other, reaching some middle ground. But one
partner can also change more than the other. For example, increased similarity in
delinquency among friends seems to result from the disproportionate influence of the
partner with more outside friends on the partner with fewer outside friends. Presumably
this is because the latter has fewer alternatives to the friendship and is more dependent
upon it (Laursen, Hafen, Kerr, & Stattin, 2012).
In short, similarity is one of the most easily recognized hallmarks of friendship.
Children and adolescents that are similar are drawn to one another and more likely to
become friends than dissimilar individuals. And in existing friendships, active and
passive processes operate in ways that further increase similarity between partners.
However, similarity between friends in specific areas does not imply that friends cannot
also differ in these and other areas. Differences and disparities between friends may have
important interpersonal consequences, but they have been relatively underappreciated.
We take up this point next.

FRIENDSHIP DIFFERENCES

Perhaps it could be mistaken as such, but evidence of similarity between friends does
not preclude differences. To begin, as already noted, friendship similarity is stronger for
some attributes than others. Also, reconsider Table 1. These intra-class correlations
representing the resemblance of friends in this table are representative of the range of
magnitudes in other studies-ranging from .12 for the tendency to ruminate over
problems to .40 for reputation for peer victimization. Magnitudes in this range indicate
that friends resemble one another notably, but certainly not substantially. There is a
related and especially critical point: Most measures of similarity capture relative rather
than absolute similarity between friends (Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006). Consider
popularity with peers. Large correlations will emerge if some pairs of friends are
relatively popular in the peer group, even when both partners are relatively unpopular in
other peer groups. But to the pair, the size of the absolute gap between them may be of
greater significance, yielding sentiment such as, ''you too may be popular, but you are not
as popular as I am, and I may not let you forget it". Finally, people are inherently
multidimensional, complex configurations of many ascribed and achieved characteristics.
Methods exist for representing individuals in multidimensional space and these personcentered methods might be used to describe the resemblance between friendship partners,

Complimentary Contributor Copy

When Friends Differ

169

but they seldom are. Where evidence exists, it does not support judging similarity one
attribute at a time (Block & Grund, 2014). Doing so does not account for the complex
nature of social relationships, and similarity between friends declines if friends are
considered on many attributes simultaneously (Block & Grund, 2014). Friendship can
bring individuals with many similar, intersecting points of contact together and even
build additional ones, but disparities will inevitably remain.
Differences can help friendship members feel distinctive (Laursen, 2017) and small
differences between friends can be overlooked. However, large differences in key areas
can be another matter. Sometimes differences have been present and ignored all along,
but have grown into bigger issues over time. However, new differences may arise when
partners are on different developmental trajectories or experience different life events. To
remain or become more alike in the face of such differences, one or both parties must
somehow compromise or conform (Laursen, 2017). Indeed, large differences that do not
end a friendship may even make it stronger (Hartl, Laursen, & Cillessen, 2015).
Differences do not inevitably disappear however; some differences, such as disparities in
attractiveness or peer popularity, may be hard to overcome even with coordinated effort
from the pair. As we take up below, lingering, persistent differences that are disquieting
pose certain interpersonal obstacles to friends and can lead to rivalry and competition
between partners.

THE DIFFERENCE THAT DIFFERENCES MAKE

Philosophers from the ancient Greeks on have traditionally emphasized the
importance of equality to friendships (Annas, 1977). Philosophical accounts generally
suggest that status or other inequalities impede friendship or, less often and more
interestingly perhaps, that friendship equalizes status inequities. Friends, they argue, have
a reciprocal effect on each other and the status of friendship carries an obligation for
concern for equality between partners. On this view, a necessary condition of friendship
is that friends stand as equals to one another, treat one another accordingly, and are
similar and hold similar values. Out of selfless love, friends should share one another's
successes, and suffer one another's disappointments and failures.
This view is evidently also endorsed by children and adolescents, who invariably
emphasize equality when asked for their conceptions of the ideal friendship. Children's
friendship conceptions reflect their expectations, values, and beliefs about what it means
to be friends (Bigelow, Tesson, & Lewko, 1996). Developmental changes in friendship
conceptions have been documented for several years (McDougall & Hymel, 2007;
Selman, 1980; Youniss, 1980). These include expectations of acceptance, loyalty,
commitment, genuineness, and of particular interest, equality and reciprocity between
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partners. Equality is considered essential for maintaining cooperation and fairness
between friends (Damon, 1977).
Whatever positive purpose they may serve, children and adolescents' expectations of
equality will inevitably run up against the realities of their relationships. As we have
emphasized, even in the context of similarity, differences between partners will exist.
Sometimes these differences complement one another. One friend may have strengths or
assets in areas that the other does not, and vice versa. But even if the pair are generally
similar to one another in a specific area, one partner may be relatively disadvantaged.
As Asher et al. ( 1996) point out, friendships may develop between individuals of
different abilities and status as long as the partners maintain a spirit of equality. To do so,
partners must respect that each has the same rights and responsibilities as the other.
Partners must also maintain a balance of rewards and costs over time without relying on
overly explicit and close bookkeeping. Failure to do so creates imbalances. Equity theory,
an extension of classic exchange theory, proposes that individuals are the most satisfied
with relationships in which they experience a relatively equal exchange of resources,
rather than being greatly over- or under-benefited in their exchanges (Walster, Walster, &
Berscheid, 1978). Anger and resentment may arise when a partner feels under-benefited,
while over-benefited partners can feel guilt. Because children and adolescents'
friendships are embedded in larger networks of peers, they are typically highly public.
The public nature of children's friendships poses further special challenges (Parker,
Kruse, & Aikins, 2010), not the least of which is that differences in the status or attributes
of the members are also visible to peers. Even the best efforts of the members to maintain
equity and prevent dissent can be thwarted if other peers treat the partners unequally. As
such, outsiders' perceptions of the balance between the partners are also likely important.

FRIENDSHIP DIFFERENCES, RIVALRY AND COMPETITION
Friendship competition is a dynamic, ongoing process in which partners vie to out-do
one another on various tasks, abilities, or status dimensions (Singleton & Vacca, 2007).
When friends work together to best others, they are engaging in cooperation, albeit at the
expense of the third party. Competition within a friendship, however, is often a zero-sum
game; the partners are involved in mutually exclusive goal attainment. Success of only
one, at the very least, implies the failure of the other. They are rivals.
Nearly every conceptualization of friendship competition begins with the assumption
that people are motivated to evaluate their opinions and abilities and that, particularly in
childhood and adolescence, social comparison to peers (especially friends) is an excellent
way to do so (Collins & Laursen, 2004). Perceptions of relative disadvantage motivate
individuals to reduce discrepancies, including but not limited to efforts to push
themselves to be or appear better (Festinger, 1954). One might expect that perceptions of
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relative advantage contribute to complacency. However, several lines of argument and
research suggest that perceptions of superiority motivate individuals to protect their
relative advantage, especially if these individuals' self-esteem is highly contingent on
feeling this way (e.g., O'Driscoll & Jarry, 2015).
Research on friendships has resulted in conflicting evidence regarding the prevalence
of competition (Berndt, Hawkins, & Hoyle, 1986; Newcomb & Bagwell, 1995) and
regarding whether friendship competition is beneficial or harmful to friends (Casper &
Card, 2010; Schneider, Woodburn, del Toro, & Udvari, 2005; Sullivan, 1953). Children
regard competition as antithetical to friendship, even as they readily report it (Rawlins,
1992). In this regard, they have much in common with some writers who regard
competition between childhood friends as inherently incompatible with intimacy and
interdependence (Sullivan, 1953). This may be unrealistic or romantically naive. In some
ways, friendships are a natural place for competition. Friends, as we have seen, are highly
similar and both similarity and closeness have been shown to contribute to competition.
Similar rivals display stronger competitive behavior than less similar rivals (Kilduff,
Elfenbein, & Staw, 2010). Indeed, when the differences between individuals are too great
or numerous, competition may be discouraged because any change in their relative status
may seem unlikely (Kilduff et al., 2010). What is more, the similarity to a friend can
make comparisons with them especially salient (Tesser, 1988) and people appear to
prefer to compare themselves to friends over hypothetical others (Zuckerman & Jost,
2001).
As with all dyadic processes, friendship competition may also differ by domain and
by dyad. This could be one explanation for the conflicting evidence on the benefits and
risks of competition in friendships. Different adolescents will place greater importance on
different domains, depending on their interests, talents, and goals (Harter, Waters, &
Whitesell, 1998). It might be presumed that adolescents are more likely to be upset about
a friend's success in a domain if the domain is one in which they highly value their own
performance. There is evidence to support this (e.g., Benenson & Benarroch, 1998). But
other factors may also come into play. Consider unpublished work by McGuire (2013).
McGuire asked early adolescents to rank several domains of competence in terms of
relative importance. The youth ranked academic success as the most important, ahead of
sports, attractiveness, and social attention. But when they were asked to report how much
competition with friends occurred in each of these domains, competition with friends
over academics trailed the others. They also reported that competition over social
attention-not academic matters-was the most distressing to them. These findings
suggest that areas that come with social visibility and capital may be domains of intensive
and distressing competition between friends, even if these domains are not the teens'
personal priorities.
There is also evidence for sex differences in levels as well as effects of competition
within friendships. As might be expected, most studies show that boys are more likely to
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compete with their friends than are girls and their competitive behavior is more overt, but
that they experience less distress over it (Hibbard & Buhrmester, 2010; McGuire &
Leaper, 2016; Schneider et al., 2005). McGuire (2013) found differences by domain in
her study with young adolescents. Boys were more competitive with friends in sports and
academics, but the genders were similar in their levels of competition over social
attention and attractiveness. As for responses to competition, McGuire's results supported
the notion that competition is distressing for girls, as girls reported more emotional
distress than did boys for academics, social attention, and attractiveness. Regardless of
these gender differences, McGuire found that the degree of emotional distress and
methods of coping mediated the relationship between levels of competition and effects on
closeness within the friendship for both boys and girls.

Summary
It is unusual for pairs of adolescent friends to have substantially equal competencies,
achievements, physical attributes, or social success even when they are broadly similar.
Pairs of friends can differ in a few narrow ways or many, but the more simultaneous
dimensions being considered, the less alike the pair will be. Differences between pairs of
friends will be greater if data from partners are obtained separately and compared. Teens,
like adults, can assume a "false consensus" that exaggerates their similarity to their
friends. As such, when they do report differences, this probably deserves weight. The
psychological and interpersonal significance of differences between friends likely
depends on the domains considered. Differences between friends in areas of little
importance to youth probably have few consequences for them or their friends. But what
is important is complicated. It may include not only someone's personal priorities but
also their understanding of what represents social capital in the broader peer group. And,
despite its interesting possibilities for friendship interaction, we do not know whether
young friends perceive their similarity in similar ways.
When differences take on significance to friendship participants, one likely
consequence is increased competition between them in the focal and other areas. As such,
differences between friends can set the stage for friendship rivalry. Competition seldom
makes anyone's list of the ideal behavior of friends, but children and adolescents readily
admit to it and it can be observed. Some authors regard competition between friends as a
failure of closeness, but there are also reasons to think that the close friendship context
makes competition natural and almost inevitable. Social comparisons with friends are
preferred to other social comparisons, for example. Consideration of friendship inequities
could enhance our understanding of how friendships function and of the level of
satisfaction members' experience. However, limited research has addressed such
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disparities, which adolescents are most upset by them, and how this affects competition
between friends and other qualities of the relationship.

UNDERSTANDING How FRIENDS UNDERSTAND INEQUITIES
AND IMBALANCES AND WHAT Tms MEANS
FOR THEIR RivALRY AND COMPETITION
In the remainder of the chapter, we illustrate the utility of considering inequities
between partners in terms of understanding rivalry and competition in adolescents'
friendships. The opportunity to address this issue arose in the context of a larger study of
small groups of peers aged 10 to 15 years. In this study, we invited 100 early adolescents
(52 females) to bring their best friend (and another child) to the lab and the data below
represent a subset of the self-report data we collected individually from the members.
Each child reported on several aspects of their partner's behavior toward them and,
significantly, we asked each partner to report how they viewed the balance between them
and whether this upset them. Our aims and conclusions follow.

Aim 1: Assess Young Adolescents' Perceptions of the Relative Balance in
Their Friendships, Whether This Varies by Sex, and Whether Partners
Agree on This
We focused on two domains that we considered to be especially potent domains
within friendship at this age. The first was friendship partners' perception of advantage or
disadvantage in terms of their relative physical attractiveness. Considerable research has
documented the dramatic developmental rise in concerns with appearance and
attractiveness over the period of adolescence (Swami & Furnham, 2008). Physically
attractive adolescents possess important social capital. For example, they are judged
positively, are better liked, feel better about themselves, have fewer clinical problems,
and are protected from peer victimization and its effects (Blote, Miers, & W estenberg,
2015; Bobadilla, Metze, & Taylor, 2013; Hawley, Johnson, Mize, & McNamara, 2007;
Knack, Tsar, Vaillancourt, Hymel, & McDougall, 2012; Mares, de Leeuw, Scholte, &
Engels, 2010; Rosen, Underwood, & Beron, 2011). Even so, recent research suggests that
children, like other judges, have considerable difficulty reaching consensus on who is
attractive (Honekopp, 2006). Over half the variance in judgments of attractiveness
appears to be in the eye of the beholder. This was an important opportunity, as it allowed
that children's judgments could be highly idiosyncratic and vary widely between
partners.
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The second domain was children's judgments of the respective popularity of
themselves and their friend. Like attractiveness, there is well documented evidence that
children's concerns with being popular are particularly great at this age (Bukowski,
Laursen, & Rubin, 2018). Again, like attractiveness, children appear to have difficulty
judging their own and others' popularity, sometimes showing illusory positive biases and
other distortions (Prinstein, 2017). Children who are rejected, for example, often
overestimate their acceptance by peers (McElhaney, Antonishak & Allen, 2008).
To assess balance between friends in these domains we developed an intuitive and
direct procedure. We asked each partner separately to consider that friendships are not
always equal and to complete the thought that began "In my honest opinion, when it
comes to attractiveness, I would say that ... " They could choose: 1. "I am much more
attractive than my friend", 2. "I am a bit more attractive than my friend", 3. "My friend
and I are equally attractive", 4. "My friend is a bit more attractive than me", or 5. "My
friend is much more attractive than me". As evident, the assessment taps children's
perception of relative disadvantage in the friendship. We repeated this procedure for their
assessment of their relative popularity (i.e., "In my honest opinion, when it comes to
popularity, I would say that ... ").
Participants had little difficulty reporting on the balance between themselves and
their friend. In fact, they appeared to enjoy reflecting on this issue as long as their
assessment would not be communicated to the friend. Their perceptions of the degree of
balance in their friendships were centered about the middle (e.g., 3) of the available 5point scale. The central tendency, then, was for participants to see their relationship
largely as equals. Specifically, the mean for balance in attractiveness was 2.77 (SD= .97)
and for popularity it was 2.86 (SD = 1.05). Nonetheless, the range for both domains
ranged from 1 "I am much more attractive than my friend" to 5 "My friend is much more
attractive than me" and formal analyses indicated the distribution was normal. It is
encouraging that most children report equality in their friendships but noteworthy that
this experience varies widely from one individual to the next, as has been argued
throughout.
Multilevel modeling (individuals nested within friendship dyad) indicated that boys
and girls did not differ significantly from one another in their perceptions of the balance
in popularity. However, boys saw themselves as slightly more advantaged than their
friends in attractiveness (M = 2.4; SD = .94) whereas girls saw themselves as slightly
disadvantaged (M= 3.1: SD= .95). This was a significant difference, t (199) = 4.04,p =
.0001. Other authors have noted that boys have more positive images of their physical
attractiveness than do girls, but this finding is noteworthy insofar as these broader
differences in self-views may influence how they regard their equality with their friends
(see also Franzoi et al., 2012).
If an individual's attractiveness and popularity were easily quantified, partners in a
friendship might readily agree on who is more favored between them and in what areas.
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These characteristics are strongly subjective however. The same multilevel model
indicated that friendship partners showed some consensus in their perceptions of the
relative balance between them. The intra-class correlation among partners was -.35 for
attractiveness and -.36 for popularity. The correlations are negative, as we would expect:
If one child saw the other as more attractive than themselves, there was a tendency that
the other saw that partner as less attractive. Intra-class correlations of this magnitude
demonstrate consensus on this issue between partners but they are not large enough to
suggest that just one partner's view sufficiently represents the state of affairs in the
relationship (Kenny et al., 2006). In fact, as just described with regard to attractiveness,
the differences were small for the average pair but both boy partners thought themselves
as a bit more attractive than their partner and both girl partners thought themselves as a
bit less attractive than their partner. If children care about these issues, the stage is set for
rivalry.
In sum, many participants regarded themselves to be broadly equal to their partners
in attractiveness and popularity, just as philosophers might hope for. Still, there was a
good range of opinion with many regarding themselves as much less or much more
popular or attractive than their friend. Popularity and attractiveness are both areas in
which there is considerable room for interpretation. This ambiguity likely increases the
range of impressions of balance and contributes to why the two parties show only modest
agreement over their balance. We might not expect the same range of views or disparities
in other domains. These findings do raise the question of individual differences: Are there
personal or personality factors that predict the conclusions individuals reach about the
balance with their friends? We turn to one such analysis next.

Aim 2: Are Imbalances Always Upsetting to Young Adolescents and Can
Personal Factors Predict and Moderate Any Link Between Imbalance and
Upset Over It?
Physical attractiveness and popularity are not important to all individuals. For this
reason, presumably not all young teens find differences with their friend in these domains
to be upsetting, even when these favor the friend over themselves. Still, we can expect
some individuals to be highly upset when they are disadvantaged relative to their friend.
Personal factors might play a role in this. Body image is one such factor. Numerous
studies have documented the concern many youth of both sexes express over their body
shape and weight, particularly in early adolescence (e.g., Frisen, Lunde, & Berg, 2015). It
has been noted that adolescents' image of their body can be negative even when they are
not objectively overweight or when peers view them positively. Moreover, negative body
image has been implicated in past research in the etiology and maintenance of eating
pathology and in internalizing symptoms such as depression (Davison & McCabe, 2006;
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Jung, Forbes, & Lee, 2009; Kim & Kim, 2003; MacPhee & Andrews, 2006; Paxton,
Neumark-Sztainer, Hannan, & Eisenberg, 2006; Shroff & Thompson, 2006; Tyler,
Johnston, Dalton, & Foreyt, 2009). Body concerns also escalate at a time when physical
attractiveness assumes a larger role in peer group and friendship processes. Children's
body esteem may be a personal disposition that colors perceptions of the balance in their
friendship such that children with better esteem might view comparisons with the friend
more favorably. Conversely, unflattering comparisons might carry less sting if children
were inoculated somewhat by a relatively high body image.
Accordingly, we assessed individuals' discontent with the relative balance within
their friendship independent of their perception of the relative imbalance in the first
place, and examined whether upset was predicted by balance and body-esteem, separately
and in combination. To assess this, after individuals reported the degree of balance in
attractiveness in the friendship, we asked them to reflect on what they had just reported
and report if they were bothered and made upset by it. They could indicate: 1.
"Absolutely not at all", 2 "A little bit, some", 3 "It's a bother, but nothing huge", 4 "I am
pretty bothered, on the whole", or 5 "I am really bothered and upset about this". We
repeated this for popularity. Participants' body esteem was assessed using the 22-item
Body Esteem Scale (Mendelson, Mendelson, & White, 2001) (alpha= .91).
On average, participants reported somewhere between 2 ("A little bit, some") and 3
("It's a bother, but nothing huge") on these scales (attractiveness M = 2.77, SD = .97;
popularity M = 2.86, SD = 1.05). However, the entire range of scale was used in both
domains, and formal tests indicated that the distributions in both cases were normal. It
should be remembered that these means reflected the contributions of individuals who
regarded themselves as relatively advantaged as well as those who considered themselves
disadvantaged. We take up the relation and direction between perceiving imbalance and
being bothered by it below. For the moment, it is worth noting that only small number of
individuals reported complete satisfaction with the balance in their friendship. There was
only a small intra-class correlation between partners in how bothered they were by the
balance of attractiveness between them (r = .07) and likewise by their balance in
popularity (r = .08). It is perhaps not a small irony that one area of differences between
friends is in how bothered they are by their differences. There were no sex differences in
this.
Multilevel modeling indicated that individuals with better body esteem felt better
about their relative attractiveness (b = -.38***) and popularity (b = -.37***). This was
true of both sexes. It is interesting to note that individuals with better body image did not
just consider the balance of attractiveness to be more favorable, they also considered the
balance of popularity to be favorable. Given the links between attractiveness and
popularity, this may reflect their reality (e.g., Rosen & Underwood, 2010).
We were specifically interested in whether body esteem predicted upset over
imbalance or moderated whether perceptions of imbalance led to upset. To address this
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issue, we used participants' bother over attractiveness and popularity balances as
dependent variables in separate hierarchical regressions. 1
Table 2 presents the results of these analyses. Several significant effects are shown,
including a sex by balance interaction that indicated that the link between relative
disadvantage and upset was stronger for girls than boys. The important result in Table 2
however is that both domains showed a significant balance by body image interaction.
Table 2. Hierarchical regressions of perceptions of balance in attractiveness
and popularity and body esteem on upset

Step
1
2
3
4
5
6

Variables
Sex
Balance
Sex x Balance
Body Image
Balance x Body Image
Sex X Body image
Balance X Body Image X Sex

Attractiveness
-0.130 (0.120) p = 0.260
0.094 (0.062) p = 0.130
-0.086 (0.124) p = 0.486
-0.254 (0.082) p = 0.002
-0.187 (0.086) p = 0.031
-0.092 (0.167) p = 0.582
-0.170 (0.177) p = 0.336

Popularity
-0.160 (0.120) p = 0.180
0.155 (0.057) p = 0.007
-0.246 (0.114) p = 0.032
-0.195 (0.087) p = 0.026
0.129 (0.076) p = 0.043
0.120 (0.175) p = 0.496
-0.131 (0.154) p = 0.397

The follow up to these interactions are shown in Figure 1. The graph on the left
shows the results for attractiveness. As we predicted, perceiving oneself to be relatively
disadvantaged in comparison to one's friend did not bother children unless children also
had low body esteem. When children had low body image, the greater disadvantage in
attractiveness they perceived, the more upset they were. However, consider the graph on
the right. Body esteem did not moderate upset over disadvantages in popularity as it did
for attractiveness. On the contrary, the group that appeared most sensitive to being
disadvantaged in popularity were the children with high body image.
In sum, body image was of interest to us because it represents one of the most
significant sources of self-esteem at the age we studied. At all ages, but especially after
early childhood, children's social relationships, especially their friendships, are deeply
connected to their self-views. Self-views are shaped by friendship experiences but they
also help shape those experiences, for better or worse.
Children with better body esteem had more favorable perceptions of the balance in
attractiveness in their friendship. But favorable body esteem also buffered children from
feeling bad when they understood themselves to be the less attractive person in the
friendship. Body esteem had different effects on perceptions of disadvantage in
popularity however. Children with better body images showed a special susceptibility to
friendship imbalances involving popularity. To better understand this finding, researchers
1

Given the absence of evidence of important dependence in the scores of partners within dyads, all subsequent
analyses do not use multilevel nesting unless it is specifically noted.
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might examine more closely the conversations between friends about popularity, with
particularly close attention to the processes that may lead children who feel very good
about themselves physically to become defensive or bitter when they are not as popular
as they feel they should be.

5

Attractiveness

Popularity

- - Low BES t=2.148 , p=0.03
- - - - - - Ave BES t=-0.31, p=0.75
·············· High BESt=-1.31,p=0.1 9

4.2

4.2

"O

"O

3.4

3.4

~

~

Cl>

a,

£

0

fi

al

0

al

- - Low BES t=2.47, p=0 .02
- - - - - - Ave BES t=5.20 , p=0 .00
•··· •········ · High BES t=5.27, p=0 .00

2.6

2.

1.8

2

3
Relative Disadvantage

4

5

2

3

4

5

Relative Disadvantage

Figure 1. Moderating effect of body esteem on the link between perceptions of relative disadvantage in
attractiveness or popularity and upset over this.

Aim 3: Explore How Friendship Partners' Perceptions of Their Relative
Advantage or Disadvantage vis-a-vis One Another Are Linked to Rivalry and
Competition Between Them
Social comparisons with friends lead to the discovery of differences and
disadvantage. Some differences can be overlooked, but as we have seen, imbalances
between friends can create discontent in one or both partners. Can imbalances shape the
behavior of friends toward one another? Can they contribute to rivalry and competition
between friends?
We noted that most children and some theorists suggest that competition has no
business in friendship, even as they acknowledge that friends engage in it. Likely,
friendship and competition comprise a relationship dialectic, a tension between
competing impulses and goals. Children must balance their rivalry with their friend
against the value they attach to the relationship, the support they obtain from it, and their
wish to continue it. Competition has several forms, only some of which are coercive,
aversive, and destructive in relationships (Laursen & Hartl, 2015). Some forms of
competition, for example, are good-natured and the goal of the partners is to mutually
improve (Hibbard & Buhrmester, 2010). Competing to improve oneself can spare other

Complimentary Contributor Copy

When Friends Differ

179

relationship goals but, by itself, it is unlikely to erase or reverse imbalances between
partners. Thus, it is not likely to address the feelings of individuals who feel inferior to
their friends or meet the emotional needs of partners who are invested in being superior
to their friends.
In our work we have become interested in a form of behavior between friends we call
snark. To our knowledge, the concept of snark does not appear in the research literature.
But it is well-recognized in everyday conversation and the topic of a few mass market
books (Denby, 2009; Dorfman, 2009). Snark is sarcastic, snide, cranky, and undercutting
behavior. It is a means of putting someone down while elevating oneself that relies on
wit, intelligence, and poignancy to avoid reproach. 2 The victims of snark are challenged
to label it mean and disparaged to do anything effective about it, even as they feel its
sting. With its roots in rivalry, its emphasis on putting others down while avoiding
accountability, snark seems well-suited to understanding competitiveness between
friends.
To assess partner snark, participants reported their friend's behavior using 11 items
developed in an earlier study (Parker & McGuire, 2012). The items asked participants if
their partners engaged in behaviors such as trying to make their accomplishments seem
silly or not important, going to lengths to do better than them, deliberately embarrassing
them in front of others, competing for attention and popularity, one-upping their stories,
and carping over small flaws or failures. Children responded from 1 "Absolutely no way,
never!" to 5 "Absolutely, yes extremely!" and items were averaged for analyses. Alpha
for this scale was .88. Children with snarky partners were not necessarily snarky in return
(fintraciass = .04). This is expected if each party experienced the relationship in a somewhat
unique way, as was reported earlier. There were no sex differences.
Friendship processes are inherently dyadic. Understanding them requires that the
contributions of both partners be suitably addressed (Card, Selig, & Little, 2008; Kenny
et al., 2006). In the present case, there are two partners' perceptions of the balance in
their relationship. This has potentially interesting psychological consequences for the
individual members and the dyad. Common sense would suggest that children who are
disadvantaged in a friendship might despair if their own negative view of their
circumstance is confirmed by their partners. But if the partner sees the circumstances
more favorably and they are aware of this, the uncertainty might offer hope and
encouragement. On the other hand, according to self-verification theory, people are
motivated to maintain their self-views, even if that view is frankly negative (Swann,
2011; Swann, Chang-Schneider, & Angulo, 2007). Self-verification theory would suggest
that consensus mitigates rather than exacerbates any upset someone might feel over being

2

In The snark handbook: A reference guide to verbal sparring (2009), Lawrence Dorfman counts Tiny Fey, Dennis
Stewart, Lewis Black, and Dennis Miller among the list of contemporary comics and commentators with
uncanny snark.

Complimentary Contributor Copy

180

Jeffrey G. Parker and Katelyn E. Massey

disadvantaged relative to a friend in an important area. Beyond consensus or
disagreement, however, there are other interesting configurations between partners. Both
parties might consider themselves superior to the other. Alternatively, both parties might
consider their partner to be superior. For example, harmony could be promoted in the
circumstance in which each party considers the other superior. Accordingly, in the
present study, we tapped the perceptions of both parties to the friendship and used the
space created by their separate perspectives to examine how perceived imbalances
contribute to upset and competition between the friends over and above whatever
influence imbalances had on these outcomes in their own right.
Several methods have been developed recently to explore how the convergence or
divergence in two partners' perspectives influence outcomes. One of the most powerful is
the use of polynomial regression to create a model of the expected value of an outcome as
a function the two sources' matched or mismatched perceptions and to visualize this
derived model with a three-dimensional response surface (Cohen, Nahum-Shani, &
Doveh, 2010; Edwards, 2002; Laird & De Los Reyes, 2013; Sharrock, Baran, Gentry,
Pattison, & Heggestad, 2010). Features of this three-dimensional surface can be used to
describe configurations of perspectives that optimize or exacerbate outcomes. Formal
tests of the model parameters and elements of the surface can be tested using
conventional and bootstrapping procedures.
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Figure 2. Model of how agreement and disagreement in partner's perspectives on balance in
attractiveness relate to snarky competitive behavior.
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We ran separate polynomial regressions of this type to relate each partner's
perceptions of their balance in attractiveness and their balance in popularity to their
partner's report of their how snarky that first partner was. Both regressions produced
adequate-fitting models with the necessary statistically significant parameters. Both
models showed that self-reported relative disadvantage in either domain was not, by
itself, strongly related to complaints from the partner about one's snark. Instead, snark
depended not just on the target's view of the balance but also on how his or her partner
saw the balance, as a dyadic perspective anticipates. The response surfaces generated by
these models are shown in Figures 2 and 3.
Figure 2 presents the response surface linking the two partners' views of their relative
attractiveness to the complaints from the partner about the target's snark. The X and Y
coordinates in each figure are each partner's perceptions of the balance in attractiveness.
Positive numbers represent perceiving oneself as relatively advantaged, zero represents
perceived equality, and negative numbers represent perceiving oneself as relatively
disadvantaged. The height of the surface above a given point within this space represents
the associated level of friend-reported snark. The figures here and following are rotated
three-dimensionally to provide the clearest view of results in each specific instance.
Following convention, the line of congruence between sources is depicted on the floor of
the plot as running from its back to front and can be used as a reference. For example, the
point -2,2 at the front of the graph is one type of dyadic agreement in which the target
feels highly inferior (-2) and their partner feels highly superior (2). The height of the
surface above this point is the model's estimate of the snarky behavior of the inferior
partner as reported by the superior partner.
The surface in Figure 2 shows a peak in the far comer but is otherwise relatively
level. This can be interpreted as follows: In general, children who considered themselves
to be inferior to their friends in attractiveness did not engage in a lot of snark according to
their friends. Likewise, neither partner reports a lot of snarky friend behavior when both
partners regard themselves as superior in attractiveness. However, the distinctive feature
of the graph is the spike in reports of partner snark coming from the inferior partners of
individuals in relationships with superior partners. This is the back comer of the graph,
above point 2, -2.
Figure 3 presents the results for balance in popularly and contains two graphs as there
was a significant sex difference. Note that there are a few places where reports of snark
are predicted to be at floor. The left side of the figure is the results for girls. Mostly
regardless of how they felt, girls reported little snark from friends when those friends
regarded themselves as equals or felt inferior in popularity to their partners. In fact, there
were a couple of places where the model predicted an absence of snark. Just as was the
case for attractiveness, however, the distinctive feature of the graph is the spike in
complaints of partner snark coming from girls in relationships in which she and her
partner agreed that the partner was superior in popularity
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Figure 3. Model of how agreement and disagreement in partner's perspectives on balance in popularity
relate to snarky competitive behavior in girls and boys, respectively.

The situation for boys is quite different (see Figure 3, right). Boys do not report snark
when each saw the other as equal in popularity or each saw the other as inferior. But
things escalated dramatically and rivalry increased as each partner regarded themselves
as the superior. That is, boys are the snarkiest when each partner considers himself
superior in popularity, as shown by the sharp escalation in snark at the approach to point
(2,2) in the figure.
In sum, imbalances per se were seldom the difficulty for the friends in this study.
What mattered was whether members agreed or disagreed about this. Neither boys nor
girls had notable difficulties when both parties regarded themselves as the disadvantaged
member. This is a disagreement, but a mutually deferential one. If members are conscious
of this, it probably offers hope and optimism. Below we discuss how differences can be
tinged with resentment, schadenfreude, bitterness, and a sense of injustice. There is little
reason to doubt that this is often true, but by adopting a dyadic perspective we gain
insight into when this occurs. Of course, both parties may simply have been being
modest, but their mutual willingness to do so is probably also part of the reason for the
absence of snark.
More surprising perhaps was the finding that individuals who felt inferior were not
prone to being snarky when their partners saw the imbalance this way also. Children who
are disadvantaged in a friendship might despair further if their own negative view of their
circumstance is confirmed by their partners. Whether they engage in snark is another
matter. This needs further research. However it is consistent with self-verification theory,
which suggests that consensus mitigates rather than exacerbates any upset a
disadvantaged individual feel.
On the other hand, there were two circumstances that did contribute to snark. First,
both boys and girls who were recognized as superior in attractiveness and girls who were
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recognized as superior in popularity behaved snarky to their inferior friends. This
suggests that one of the social assets that come with popularity or attractiveness is the
latitude to treat friends boorishly (Berger & Dijkstra, 2013). Snarky behavior from
superiors to subordinates has been discussed in relation to the maintenance of dominance
and power in workplace friendships (e.g., Boyd & Taylor, 1998), and this finding draws
attention to the need to consider that this behavior may have a developmental precursor.
Second, boys behave snarky in relationships in which each partner considers
themselves superior in popularity. We do not know if boys in these circumstances do
other negative things, but the situation is a reminder that popularity status differences in
boys' friendships can be the source of continuous sniping and negotiations if they are not
settled (Prinstein & Cillessen, 2003).

SIX REFLECTIONS ON DIFFERENCES, RIVALRY, AND
COMPETITION IN CIDLDREN AND ADOLESCENTS' FRIENDSHIPS
Despite what many prefer to believe, friends are not equals. To be sure, broad
reciprocities and similarities exist between friends. It is almost impossible to form and
maintain friendships without these. However, upon close inspection of any dyad,
differences exist between the partners in specific talents and assets. Such was the case in
the friendship between Golden and Johnson, the school shooters in the chapter opening.
Differences between friends can exist even when, compared with the peer group at large,
the pair shares similar status or attributes. Two friends can be popular in the larger group,
for example, yet quarrelling can erupt between them over who is more popular.
Differences between friends and their related potential for discontent have not received
due attention in the past. In this chapter we have argued that differences have
demonstrable implications for children's friendship experiences. There is still much to be
learned. Below, we offer six reflections on this.

Difference Detection
The Merriam-Webster online dictionary defines difference as "the quality or state of
being dissimilar" and "an instance of being unlike or distinct in nature, form, or quality."
It would seem a straightforward matter to detect and represent differences between
friends: subtract one child's scores on a measure or measures from those of their partner
to create scores on a distinct construct. However, the use of difference scores in various
domains has been the subject of compelling statistical criticism for a good number of
years (Cafri, van den Berg, & Brannick, 2010; Edwards, 1995, 2002; Laird & De Los
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Reyes, 2013). For friendship researchers, there can be an additional problem: Whose
friendship is it anyway? Which partner's scores are subtracted from the other's? When
there is no meaningful factor outside the variables of interest that can be used to order the
friends vis-a-vis one another (i.e., Partner A and Partner Bare arbitrary designations) the
dyad is indistinguishable and several challenging (albeit surmountable sometimes)
statistical issues present themselves (Kenny et al., 2006).
It is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss this issue, except to note that for
many questions of interest it need not apply. The differences we hope to detect are those
in the eye of the beholder and, as we have shown, children and adolescents can be asked
to report directly on these and will do so readily and comfortably. In the work above,
children showed a wide range of opinion on the balance of popularity or attractiveness in
their friendships. A large group saw themselves as equals. Yet, a group almost equal in
size regarded themselves as much less or much more popular or attractive than their
friend. Understanding how these perceptions arise is an interesting direction for future
research. Popularity and attractiveness are both areas in which there is considerable room
for interpretation. Moreover, people with relatively popular friends tend to make more
self-serving estimates of their own popularity than do people with less popular friends
(Zuckerman & Jost, 2001 ). What is more, as we showed, even the two parties to the
friendship agree only modestly with one another. How do children reach such
conclusions? Do friends discuss this often? Do children pick these impressions up
implicitly? Do third parties regularly provide the members feedback on this?

Difference Discontent
Children's and adolescents' discontent over differences are worthy of a closer look.
Opposites do attract. Children are drawn to friends who are stimulating, unpredictable,
novel, and possess things or can do things that they cannot. These friends provide
excitement, challenge children, and can push their development. Similarity can be boring.
But at least in the two areas we studied, children were bothered when they regarded
themselves as less blessed than their friend. Why this situation is troublesome is also a
question for further research. It may be that this situation simply violates children's
philosophical view of friendship equality. But differences also set the stage for envy.
Smith and Kim (2007) note that envy is an unpleasant, painful emotion characterized by
feelings of inferiority produced by an awareness of another person or group of persons
who enjoy a desired possession or status. Envious individuals long for or covet what
another person has. Envy, self-esteem, and social comparison are deeply interconnected
(Fiske, 2010; Pila, Stamiris, Castonguay, & Sabiston, 2014; Salovey, 1991). Although not
technically required, envy is often tinged with brooding that the advantaged person does
not deserve or be entitled to (e.g., Feather & Nairn, 2005; Fiske, 2010; Leach, 2008;
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Smith, 1991). Heider (1958) argued that envy often occurs between people who are
similar because psychological "balance forces" require that similar people should have
similar entitlements. Heider reasoned that the envious person often feels a sense of
injustice because the envied person's advantage violates what "ought to be" (Smith &
Kim, 2007).
Differences might also leave the inferior partner feeling more dependent on a
relationship and hostile in the face of uncertainty over the friend's commitment to it
(Orifia et al., 2011). Rusbult's (Rusbult, Olsen, Davis, & Hannon, 2001) investment
model has been applied to the study of individuals' commitment in a variety of personal
relationships, including adolescents' friendships (Branje, Frijns, Finkenauer, Engels, &
Meeus, 2007). Of interest, the number of alternative, parallel relationships available play
a role in someone's commitment to any specific one. If an individual has an important
relative disadvantage compared with her friend in key areas, she may rightly understand
that her friend may be less dependent on the relationship than she is, and feel distressed
over this. Interestingly, this can also leave children more vulnerable to jealousy over that
friend, hence more hostile to outsiders that spend time with the friend, particularly if they
regard that third party as also superior to them (Parker et al., 2010).
Finally, there is evidence that envy over someone sharpens individuals' attention to
the target's behavior, and enhances their memory of them while depleting cognitive
resources needed to attend to other things and people (Hill, DelPriore, & Vaughan, 2011).
In this way, discontent may take on elements of obsession and rumination, which are
issues worthy of consideration in the future.

Dispositions to Differences
Children with better body esteem had more favorable perceptions of the balance in
attractiveness in their friendship. But better body esteem did more than this. It also
buffered children from feeling badly when they understood themselves to be the less
attractive person in the friendship. A good body image has also left children feeling better
about their relative popularity in a friendship. But lest we are too sanguine about good
body esteem, consider that having a high body image also heightened children's reactions
to popularity imbalances. Of all individuals in our study, children with high body esteem
were the most bothered about being less popular than their friend. Thus, high body
esteem was a double-edged sword. We do not fully understand this relation. Differences
can involve more than discontent with one's own possessions or attributes. They can also
involve resentment of those who have or appear to have advantage, particularly one that
seems undeserved. It is interesting to speculate that children with high body image may
feel entitled to higher popularity, and when they have a much more popular friend, this
tweaks their sense of justice and fairness (Cohen-Charash & Mueller, 2007; Smith &
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Kim, 2007). Some manner of strategy may also be involved. Children with high body
image may not desire friends who are decidedly less popular than themselves because
associating with unpopular individuals may detract from their own presumed standing or
potential standing with peers. A less popular friend might inhibit their ability to gain
attention from peers. On the other hand, a much more popular friend can steal all the
attention. Perhaps a "goldilocks zone" of relative popularity exists, in which it is
desirable among children who feel they are desirable to have friends who are popular
enough to support their own high status but not so popular as to overshadow it (see
Bleske-Rechek & Lighthall, 2010, for a related discussion of adults).
Body image was an obvious place to begin discussion of dispositions that can
predispose individuals to sensitivity to differences between friends. But it is not the only
facet of the self that could be relevant. For example, some individuals have broader selfesteem that is high, but heavily contingent on affirmation by friends (Cambron, Acitelli,
& Steinberg, 2010). Individuals with highly contingent self-esteem maintain positive selfworth only if their friends affirm their high self-image, while evidence that friends are
superior in some ways may jeopardize this gilded image. We encourage others to pursue
these and other lines of inquiry that could should shed light on when differences are
distressing, and when they are not.

Differences Disputes
Competition between friends is inevitable, and friendly rivalries can be enjoyable and
help friends bond further together. We were interested in a darker scenario. We sought to
understand how differences contribute to snarky behavior from friends. To our
knowledge, snarky behavior has not received much formal attention in past research. Yet
it is familiar in the popular lexicon. Snark is characterized by intentional sarcasm,
sniping, and one-upmanship. Clever and skillful, it deflates the other and elevates the
self.
We thought snark could be a relevant response to differences and disparities under
the right circumstances. Because outright hostility is inappropriate in the context of
friendships, we reasoned that snark might be a subtler and less accountable way of
achieving the same ends. And it was, but not in a straightforward way. It was important
to consider the separate perspectives on balance of the two parties. We take up the issue
of the converging and diverging perceptions of dyad members shortly. For the moment, it
raises other interesting questions regarding other friendship behaviors and processes that
might be influenced by disparities between partners.
One interesting question is when rivalries over differences among friends lead to
constructive versus destructive forms of competition. Individuals are loath to admit envy,
even as they sometimes concede admiration for the qualities friends' have that they lack
themselves (Smith & Kim, 2007). Admiration may increase motivation and intentions to
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improve the self. Pila and colleagues (2014) point out that healthy exercise and fitness is
a domain in which social recognition and external models contribute as much or more to
motivation than internal values. They report that a subset of young adults, especially
males, respond to social comparisons with others in the exercise domain with "benign"
envy that replaces hostility and competitiveness with cooperation to improve the self. The
perception of control and self-efficacy seemed associated with admiration toward the
envied others, feelings of inspiration, and cooperative competition. Upward social
comparison triggers benign envy and better subsequent performance only when people
thought self-improvement was attainable. When individuals considered self-improvement
hard or impossible, an upward social comparison leads to admiration, but also to hostility
and resentment (see also van de Ven, Zeelenberg, & Pieters, 2011).

Diverging Differences
According to popular wisdom, the graceful way to end a relationship is to tell the
partner "It's me, not you." In this chapter we tum this conventional wisdom on its headsometimes it is you! To be more precise, the issue seems to be whether you see our
differences in the same way that I do, rather than our differences in the first place. There
are dyadic circumstances that are relatively free from snarky behavior over existing
differences. For example, in pairs of friends where there was agreement on the relative
balance between them, superior boys and girls did not report that their inferior partners
were snarky to them. Evolutionary and comparative psychologists have long argued that
part of the value of a pecking order is that it helps lower individuals know their place and
reduces conflict between them (e.g., Pellegrini & Bartini, 2001). Perhaps something like
this is operating here. It could also be that disadvantaged children feel fortunate to have a
more popular and attractive friend and are worried about losing them by behaving
negatively.
Many authors recognize that friendships are inherently dyadic, but few authors
frankly address this. Whatever the specific accuracy of these interpretations, the findings
encourage efforts to be more attentive to this.

Differences as Developmental Opportunities
By neglecting the study of differences between friends directly, researchers may have
shortchanged children in need of help with their friendships by poorly understanding a
common circumstance for children - finding themselves advantaged and disadvantaged
relative to their friend in a key area. Some years ago, Steve Asher, Diane Walker, and the
first author (1996) attempted to set forth a catalogue of essential social skills for
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friendship and proper targets for systematic social skills training with children.
Differences made an appearance in this early effort. In particular, we noted that, while
children must strive to achieve and respect balance and reciprocity in their relationships,
they also must accept and embrace differences and handle them gracefully. We wrote:
. . . when children succeed at difficult endeavors friends are expected to recognize these
achievements with congratulations and express admiration as appropriate. Children who
do not do so, who do so begrudgingly, or who harbor or express jealousy not only fail to
validate their friend's experiences and successes but contribute to an undercurrent of
rivalry and disappointment that can undermine friendship stability. (p. 390)

As evident, our focus at that time was on the responsibilities of the less-fortunate
partners. We might have also emphasized the responsibilities of the more fortunate
member, as they are the source of much of the snark apparently. A friend's personal
failures can be opportunities for more advantaged partners to show support and concern.
When one friend is more popular, attractive, and advantaged, it is important for the
advantaged person to learn to handle sensitive issues with humility and support. Children,
like philosophers, emphasize the importance of being understood and unconditionally
accepted in their friendships. Perhaps the best type of understanding and acceptance
comes from someone who is very different from you. Teaching advantaged children to
handle advantage with accommodation and inclusion should be an important goal of
social skills training. Interestingly, advantaged children are not ordinarily the targets of
interventions because they are often popular or accepted. Thus, we may be required to
change our models of social skills training to focus on pairs of children, not children one
at a time.
To close, a thin line may exist in friendships between differences that endear and
those that divide. With pun intended, perhaps the most balanced thing to say about
friendship balance is that we require a great deal more information on when differences
undermine friendships and when they promote them.
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