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Levels of friendship development 

 
Children’s' understanding of friendship changes over time and children with ASD often have 

an immature and unusual definition of friendship. Research indicates there are four levels of 

friendship development between early childhood and adolescence. The four levels are 

summarised as follows: 

 

Level 1:  (Approximately 3 to 6 years) 

 The child recognises that turn taking is important in games and friendships but there is 

an egocentric or simple idea of friendship in terms of defining a friend as someone 

who gives you things or someone you play with. 

  Friendship is based on proximity and physical attributes and when asked Why is 

_____ your friend? The typical response is He lives next door! 

 

Level 2:  (Approximately 6 to 9 years)  

 There is an increasing understanding of 2 way communication and mutual rather than 

one-way assistance. 

  The likes and dislikes of the other person are more likely to be considered with 

friendship based on how closely each friend matches their self-interest, for example, 

in liking similar games.  

 There is also a new awareness of the motives, thoughts and feelings of others. When 

asked Why is _____ your friend? the typical response is He lets me play the games I 

want to, Because she comes to my party and I go to hers or She's nice to me. 

 

Level 3: (Approximately 9 to 13 years) 

 The child is more aware of other people’s opinions of them and how their words and 

actions affect the feelings of others.  

 They are more careful in what they say and do because it may be hurtful to someone. 

  Friendship can be based on shared experience or common interests and helping 

becomes more valued than simply playing together.  

 There is a greater selectivity in choosing friends, a gender split and a greater 

durability in the relationship.  

 There is increased value placed on personal attributes such as trust, loyalty and 

keeping rather than breaking promises. When asked Why is _____ your friend, the 

typical response is He sticks up for me and helps me with my maths homework, She 

enjoys doing the things I like to do or I can talk to them and they listen. 

 

Level 4: (Adolescence to adult) 

 Peer group acceptance becomes more important than the opinions of parents,  





Key social skills (adapted from Tony Atwood) 

Entry Skills: This includes how we join a group of people who are already 

interacting and also how we welcome other people who want to be included in 

our activity or conversation. 

 

Assistance: Recognising when and how to provide assistance as well as seeking 

assistance from others. 

 

Compliments: Providing compliments at appropriate times and knowing how 

to respond to a friend's compliment. 

 

Criticism: Knowing when criticism is appropriate and inappropriate, how it is 

given and the ability to tolerate criticism. 

 

Accepting Suggestions: Incorporating the ideas of others in the activity or 

discussion. 

 

Reciprocity and Sharing: Being able to balance a conversation so each person 

contributes equally and one person doesn’t dominate. 

 

Conflict Resolution: Managing disagreement with compromise, and 

recognising the opinions of others. Knowing not to respond with aggression. 

 

Monitoring and Listening: Regularly observing the other person to monitor 

their contribution to the activity and body language. Using appropriate body 

language ourselves so that we show our interest in the other person. 

 

Empathy: Being able to recognise when empathy is requires, and knowing how 

to empathise with others. Also, being able to recognise and respond to the 

positive and negative feelings of others. 

 

Avoiding and Ending: When you want to be alone, knowing how to avoid 

interaction in an appropriate way, or being able to end an interaction 

effectively. 
 


