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1. Introduction

Belonging is widely considered a basic psychological need that must be satisfied for healthy
development, as emphasised across several theories, including the belongingness hypothesis
(Baumeister & Leary, 1955), Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1954), and self-determination theory (Deci
& Ryan, 2000). The need to belong motivates human beings to engage in frequent social interactions
and build supportive and caring relationships with individuals and groups (Allen, et al., 2021;
Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Empirical studies show the positive impact of supportive social
relationships on physical and mental health throughout life (Burke et al., 2017; Howick et al., 2019;
Schmidt et al., 2019), whereas the lack of social relationships, which can manifest in loneliness, low
social support, or social isolation, can lead to mental illness and poor life satisfaction (Richardson et al.,
2017; Wang et al., 2018). The protective role of social relationships for mental health became even more
evident during the COVID-19 pandemic with people who reported having supportive social
relationships also showing better mental health, whereas loneliness was clearly associated with more
mental health problems (Ashworth et al., 2022; Loades et al., 2020). Promoting and supporting the
establishment of social relationships is clearly of major importance, which might be particularly relevant

for early adolescents and their peer relationships.

Social relationships are meaningful, recurring interactions that can be perceived as positive or
negative between people (August & Rook, 2013). Peer relationships specifically define interactions with
people of similar age within the same social network or community, such as schools (Naylor, 2011).
Peer relationships can exist in dyads and on a group level, and can have positive (e.g., support) and
negative (e.g., bullying) characteristics. While positive peer interactions during early adolescence link
to peer acceptance, inclusion, peer support, friendship quality and number of friends (Kingery et al.,
2011; Lezhnieva et al., 2018; Mitic et al., 2021; van Rijsewijk et al., 2020), negative peer interactions
are associated with bullying, peer rejection and victimisation experiences (Curson et al., 2019; Sotardi,
2017; Sumter et al., 2012). While a supportive peer relationship might include a connection between
classmates who like each other, like spending time together, and manage conflicts when doing school-

related work together, friendship holds a deeper layer of intimacy (Roach, 2019).

During early adolescence, a pivotal transitional period that typically includes ages 10 to 14, peer
relationships become increasing important as time spent with peers, both supervised and unsupervised,
increases, and school becomes a central social environment (Blum et al., 2014; Lam et al., 2014).
Developmental theories emphasise the reciprocal interplay between individuals and their social
contexts, highlighting how peer experiences actively shape personal development (Bronfenbrenner,
1979; Vygotsky, 1978). Through interactions with peers, young people acquire experiences that shape
psychological adjustment and overall well-being (Rubin et al., 2006). Empirical research demonstrates
that peer interactions during this period have far-reaching implications for cognitive, behavioural, and

emotional functioning (Gross-Manos, 2014; Parker et al., 2015). Supportive peer relationships, both in
1



dyads and on group level, serve as a critical protective factor against poor mental health and promote
resilience, sometimes compensating for less supportive parent—child relationships (Laible et al., 2000;
Roach, 2018; Rubin et al., 2004; van Harmelen et al., 2017). In contrast, negative peer experiences, such
as bullying and victimisation, are associated with enduring psychological, academic, and health-related
difficulties, including depression, anxiety, reduced school engagement, and even long-term impairments
in physical health extending into adulthood (Arseneault, 2018; Halliday et al., 2021; Scott & Manczak,
2021). In addition, experiences of social isolation during early adolescence are strongly linked to adverse
mental health outcomes, including symptoms of depression and anxiety (Laursen & Hartl, 2013; Loades
et al., 2020). Prevalence rates of these mental disorders in early adolescence are notably high, with
estimates exceeding 20% in Austrian populations (Wagner et al., 2017). In this context, supportive peer
connections on dyadic and group level represent key protective factors, as they have been shown to
buffer against the emergence of depressive and anxiety-related difficulties (Klineberg et al., 2006; Mitic

et al., 2021; Rueger et al., 2016).

So far, we know that supportive peer relationships on dyadic and on group level are important
for developmental trajectories and mental health during early adolescence. Yet, during early adolescence
an additional major social challenge occurs — school transition. School transition from primary to
secondary school is a period of life pupils often perceive as a challenge and a threat (Jindal-Snape et al.,
2020; Sirsch, 2003). While some pupils move to the new school without any difficulties, others
encounter difficulties and negative experiences, which can result in short- and long-term consequences,
such as higher levels of depression or lower self-esteem (Lester & Cross, 2015; West et al., 2010).
Overall, pupils mostly have to deal with new class compositions after the transition which has an impact
on peer relationships (Rice et al., 2011; Weller, 2007) since the negotiation of group affiliations and
friendships with classmates restart (Weller, 2007). Thus, major concerns about school transition centre
on their new classroom environment, for example, moving to a new school with old friends and making
new friends (van Rens et al., 2018b). While for many students fears about losing old friends and making
new friends lessen after the transition, around one in ten students have persistent fears about their
relationships with classmates throughout the first two years of secondary school (Jindal-Snape, et al.,
2019). They also have concerns about victimisation and social exclusion (Zeedyk et al., 2003), which
are indeed common social experiences during this time (Marchante et al., 2022; Monachino et al., 2021).
Existing research has not yet adequately determined the particular factors that provoke fear in certain
children or the coping mechanisms they use to manage these difficulties (Clark et al., 2020). The lack
of research on students’ perspectives of their fears and the ways they cope with these during this period
(van Rens et al., 2018a; Clark et al., 2020) also limits the ability to design targeted support programs
that effectively respond to early adolescents’ specific needs (Halliday et al., 2019). Facilitating
supportive interactions between classmates and providing opportunities for positive interactions, might
be especially critical for friendship development and support from classmates for students who stay in

the same class across several years after a school transition.



Experiencing peer support, maintaining friendships, and reducing feelings of loneliness within
the school environment are also key contributors to the development of a strong sense of belonging
(Allen et al., 2018; Quintana, 2021). While it is known that a sense of school belonging positively relates
to academic achievement, positive perceived learning environment, positive self-perceptions,
psychological well-being, and strong social functioning (Arslan, 2019; Arslan & Coskun, 2023;
Korpershoek et al., 2020), limited research focuses on this sense of belonging among classmates, which
has been shown to be of great importance for students who are embedded in the same class across several

years, as is the case for many European countries, such as Austria.

The limited research, which focuses on peer relationships on classroom level, shows that both
high classmate support and more friends within the classroom, can act as protective factors against
negative peer experiences (Kosir et al., 2020). Moreover, feeling supported by classmates is associated
with greater school satisfaction, well-being, and quality of life, whereas loneliness and negative peer
experiences are linked to poorer outcomes (Huebner et al., 2014; Oberle et al., 2011; Gempp &
Gonzalez-Carrasco, 2021). Supportive peer environments in classrooms also strengthen students’
capacity to manage stress and improve academic performance by enhancing motivation and engagement
(Burke & Sass, 2013; Hoferichter et al., 2022; Shao et al., 2024). Moreover, positive relationships with
classmates contribute to better emotional functioning, including lower levels of depressive symptoms

and higher positive affect (Franco et al., 2022; McGraw et al., 2008; Schmidt et al., 2019, 2020).

Theoretical and empirical research efforts have been made to foster peer relationships among
children and adolescents, for example by decreasing prejudice and strengthening feelings of belonging.
Several meta-analyses indicate that meaningful contact with marginalised or stigmatised individuals can
significantly lessen negative attitudes and hostile behavioural intentions toward those perceived as
outsiders, including peers from different ethnic backgrounds or those with mental health or behavioural
challenges (Armstrong et al., 2017; Beelmann & Heinemann, 2014; Chae et al., 2018; Corrigan et al.,
2012; Wagqas et al., 2020). This meaningful contact comprises key elements proposed by Allport’s
Contact Theory (1954), that is, equal status, cooperative interaction, shared objectives, and authority
support. Further research in school contexts shows that structured cooperative learning activities that
require collaboration and shared goals hold the potential to enhance peer relationships and lower rates
of victimisation (Van Ryzin & Roseth, 2018). More broadly, anti-stigma research highlights that
positive, interdependent group experiences can increase mutual liking and counteract biases related to
ability, gender, body weight, or ethnicity (Skinner & Meltzoff, 2019). Additionally, storytelling has
proven to be an effective strategy in educational settings (Lindsay et al., 2013; Lucas & Soares, 2013),
helping students develop a stronger sense of belonging while also encouraging empathy, perspective-
taking, and more accepting attitudes toward others (Cameron & Rutland, 2006; Cameron et al., 2007,

Skinner & Meltzoff, 2019).



Since early adolescents are highly willing to develop positive relationships with new classmates
after school transition (Curson et al., 2019; Weller, 2007; Zeedyk et al., 2003), this time offers an ideal
opportunity to increase a sense of belonging among classmates through improving relationships with
classmates. As reviewed above, the relevance of supportive relationships with classmates is evident at
the time of school transition, yet early adolescents receive limited instruction on how to establish these
relationships (van Rens et al., 2018a). Early adolescents express a desire to discuss friendships and to
take part in health promotion activities that foster and strengthen peer relationships in school and
classroom settings (Kostenius & (")hrling, 2008; Persson et al., 2016). However, there is a clear gap in
interventions, trainings, or social games that foster relationships between classmates in its own rights
(Pollak et al., 2023). Considering the possibilities of digitalisation, within these support programs digital

aspects are missing.

Augmented reality (AR) represents a promising digital technology that can be used in school
settings for strengthening students’ sense of belonging, as it can encourage peer interaction and
teamwork (Brij & Belhadaoui, 2021), particularly when combined with gamified features (Redep &
Hajdin, 2021). Compared with traditional instructional materials, AR-based learning environments have
been shown to enhance students’ motivation and enjoyment while also supporting positive socio-
emotional connections among participants (Redondo et al., 2020). So far, however, AR in education has
largely been limited to enriching conventional academic subjects such as mathematics, science, arts, or
cultural studies (Maas & Hughes, 2020; Zhang et al., 2022). Although some AR applications have aimed
to foster social competencies, these interventions have mainly targeted autistic individuals and often
focus on single-user experiences (Mittmann et al., 2023). Considering that early adolescents frequently
use smartphones to socialise and play with peers, which also contributes to friendship development
among classmates (Mittmann, Woodcock et al., 2022), an AR-supported digital social game designed

to strengthen sense of belonging among classmates appears particularly suitable for this age group.

Early adolescents are often excluded from intervention development processes, despite being
directly affected by such programs (van Rens et al., 2018a). Consequently, student voices remain
underrepresented in literature (e.g., de Leeuw et al., 2018; Halliday et al., 2019). To overcome this
limitation, research that is grounded in the transformative research paradigm, which prioritises social
justice, empowerment, and the active inclusion of underrepresented groups in the research process
(Mertens, 2007), is needed. Complementing this transformative framework, constructivist elements are
also essential to understand the subjective experiences, expectations, and perspectives of early
adolescents (Creswell & Poth, 2017). One of the primary challenges is how to study, design, and develop
interventions that are both evidence-based and engaging for young people. The Participatory Design
approach (Hagen et al., 2012) offers a useful framework for engaging students as co-designers in various
research process. Since traditional research methods often limit young people’s participation and fail to
fully capture their perspectives, methods that allow for participation are required (Lundqvist, 2014).

Such participatory methods include workshops, discussions, or visual techniques, which provide more
4



effective ways to explore early adolescents’ lived experiences (Halliday et al., 2019; Lundqvist, 2014).
These methods not only honour children’s rights (United Nations, 1989) but also ensure that support
programs are directly informed by their lived experiences, increasing their relevance and potential
impact (Halliday et al., 2019). Although early adolescents have been included in research on health-
related topics such as substance use, social skills, physical activity, and nutrition (Larsson et al., 2018;
Rouncefield-Swales et al., 2021), there is still a notable gap in involving early adolescents in the co-

design of AR social games addressing the enhancement of relationships with classmates.

To summarise, during early adolescence, supportive peer relationships play a vital role for
developmental trajectories and can act as a protective factor for mental health. In particular, the time of
school transition is a critical period affecting peer networks and peer experiences among classmates.
Since the willingness to develop supportive relationships with classmates after a school transition is
specifically high, this time offers an ideal opportunity to enhance these relationships. Yet, support
programs that focus on sense of belonging among classmates are missing (Pollak et al., 2023). Since AR
is a promising technology that can encourage peer interaction and teamwork, especially when combined
with gamified features (Brij & Belhadaoui, 2021; Redep & Hajdin, 2021), the development of an AR
social game for classrooms seems particularly suitable to meet challenges of relationships among
classmates. However, the limited understanding of early adolescents’ fears and coping mechanisms
during school transition (Clark et al., 2020) and inadequate instruction on how to establish supportive
relationships with classmates (van Rens et al., 2018a) need to be better understood to design targeted
support programs that effectively respond to early adolescents’ specific needs. In order to create a
theory- and early adolescents-informed design of an AR social game, student voices need to be
integrated into research processes and their lived experiences need to be taken seriously to increase

impact and relevance.

1.1. Thesis Outline

This thesis took a bottom-up approach by first exploring early adolescents’ views on the
transition from primary to secondary school, their fears and their experiences with classmates to
challenge traditional adult-centric approaches and address critical psychosocial needs, such as
improving peer relationships during school transitions. Then, in the course of this thesis project the AR
social game LINA (‘Lina is not alone’) was developed in an interdisciplinary team and co-designed with
and for early adolescents at the time of school transition, combining transformative and constructivist
research paradigms. The intended use of LINA was to promote sense of belonging among classmates
by stimulating positive contact via successful aspects of contact-based research (e.g., reduce social
distance between peers, work towards a common goal; Allport, 1954; Beelmann & Heinemann, 2014;
Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Pinfold et al., 2003). Thus, to develop the theory- and early adolescents-
informed AR social game LINA, the initial aim was to better understand fears during school transition

and the development of relationships among classmates during this time from the perspective of early
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adolescents. In a next step, the aim was to integrate these findings into LINA design and development
processes to evaluate the final prototype LINA that enhances sense of belonging among classmates. To
pursuit these objectives two studies (Study 1 and 2), yielding three Articles (Article I — III), have been

conducted. The following research questions and hypothesis were formulated:

1. What challenges do early adolescents face during the school transition from primary to

secondary schools and how do they experience their peer relationships? (Study 1)

1.1. What are specific fears during school transition and how do early adolescents cope with

these fears? (Article I)

1.2. What are facilitating and hindering factors for friendship development after school

transition among classmates? (Article II)

2. How does engagement with the AR social game LINA affect sense of belonging among
classmates in a sample of early adolescents in the first year of secondary schools and how does

the target group evaluate gameplay experiences? (Study 2)

2.1. Hypothesis: Early adolescents increase in sense of belonging among classmates after

playing the AR social game LINA. (Article III)

2.2. How do early adolescents evaluate the player experience (satisfaction, acceptability) and

the translation of the comprehensive LINA design into user experiences? (Article I1I)

In alignment with these research questions, a qualitative study with participatory design
elements (Study 1) and an uncontrolled pre-post evaluation study (Study 2) were conducted. Results
have been published in three articles. Table 1 gives an overview of the three published articles and

addressed research questions. Figure 1 gives an overview of the flowchart of this thesis.

Study 1 was a qualitative study also using participatory design elements, drawing inspiration
from the Participatory Design framework outlined by Hagen et al. (2012). This framework emphasises
how young people can be involved at different stages of intervention development. Following this
approach, the aim was to involve early adolescents in the first two stages — identifying and defining the
problem — to better understand fears and coping mechanisms during school transition as well as their
relationships with classmates. Participatory workshops with an intervention development aim were
designed and conducted across primary and secondary schools. Qualitative data was collected as part of

the participatory workshops, yielding two qualitative papers (Article I and II).



Table 1

Overview of Articles Included in this Thesis

social game enhancing sense of belonging among classmates: An
uncontrolled pre-post evaluation study. School Mental Health, 18, 218-230.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12310-025-09846-y

Article | Citation Research
question
1 Stiehl, K. A. M., Krammer, 1., Schrank, B., Pollak, I., Silani, G., & 1.1
Woodcock, K. A. (2023). Children’s perspective on fears connected to
school transition and intended coping strategies. Social Psychology of
Education, 26, 603-637. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-023-09759-1
2 Krammer, 1., Schrank, B., Pollak, I., Stiehl, K. A. M., Nater, U. M., & 1.2
Woodcock, K. A. (2023). Early adolescents' perspectives on factors that
facilitate and hinder friendship development with peers at the time of
school transition. Journal of School Psychology, 98, 113-132.
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/].jsp.2023.03.001
3 Krammer, 1., Mittmann, G., Nater, U. M., Barnard, A., Martins, D., Dias, J., | 2.1
Schrank, B., & Woodcock, K. A. (2026). LINA: An augmented reality 2.2

In a next step, findings from Study 1 were incorporated in theory-informed considerations of
game development and the creation of game elements. The aim was to translate theory and early
adolescents-informed design features into user experiences. By including early adolescents’ voices in
the design processes, we intended to develop a meaningful, effective, and contextually appropriate AR
social game. After the development of the AR social game, which has been co-designed, tested and
edited in an iterative process, Study 2 has been conducted. This study evaluates the final prototype LINA
(i.e., final single session proof-of-concept) for its potential effectiveness, the player experience, and the

translation of the comprehensive LINA design into user experiences in an uncontrolled pre-post

evaluation study (Article III).




Figure 1

Flowchart of this Thesis
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Description of the AR Social Game LINA

The AR social game LINA was developed in an interdisciplinary team and co-designed with
and for early adolescents at the time of school transition. The idea was to create a social game played
on smartphones, including a mystery-style interactive narrative with AR elements to immerse players
(i.e., classmates and one teacher) and bring them closer together. LINA is played on smartphones, at
first individually, then in pairs, finally in teams, using AR to unlock each stage of the game. Players
need to cooperate to solve challenges. LINA allows members of the class to connect with each other in
new ways, through shared experience, shared pursuit of common goals and structured personal
interactions, breaking down barriers as they reflect on individual identities as well as supportive and
hostile peer relationships addressed in the narratives of LINA. To our knowledge, LINA is the first
multi-player mobile game that uses a combination of digital and face-to-face contact between classmates
to create a unique experience and opportunity to initiate and further sense of belonging among
classmates. A detailed description of the co-development process of LINA has been published by
Mittmann, Barnard et al. (2022).



2. Summary of Articles

This chapter provides a summary of the three published articles included in this thesis. The full

publications can be found in Appendix A.

2.1. Article I — Children’s Perspective on Fears Connected to School

Transition and Intended Coping Strategies

Stiehl, K. A. M., Krammer, 1., Schrank, B., Pollak, 1., Silani, G., & Woodcock, K. A. (2023). Social
Psychology of Education, 26, 603-637. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-023-09759-1

Moving from primary to secondary school represents a significant life change for children.
However, there is limited research that deeply explores young students’ own views regarding their fears
during this transition and the strategies they use to manage them. This qualitative study seeks to provide
direct insight into children’s fears and the coping approaches they intend to apply during the transition

period.

Methods: Data were collected through 52 workshops involving 896 students in Lower Austria
(M age = 10.40, SD = .839). During classroom sessions, pupils first collaborated in brainstorming
activities to develop a vignette describing a child worried about moving to secondary school. They then

engaged in small, self-selected group discussions to suggest possible coping strategies.

Results: A thematic analysis identified four main categories of fears: peer victimisation, being
alone and not finding friends, victimisation by authority figures, and academic failure. Three additional
themes described coping approaches, including seeking support from social networks, personal emotion
regulation, and controlling behaviour. Additional themes addressed the outcomes of these strategies and

students’ reflections on their effectiveness or potential contradictions.

Discussion: The findings indicate that social fears were more prominent than academic fears.
Although students were capable of identifying coping strategies, the presence of maladaptive responses
and conflicting opinions suggests some uncertainty about their practical application. The findings
provide useful knowledge to inform future support programs and specific teacher training that reflect

early adolescents’ fears, needs, and tailored coping strategies.



2.2. Article II — Early Adolescents’ Perspectives on Factors that Facilitate and
Hinder Friendship Development with Peers at the Time of School

Transition

Krammer, 1., Schrank, B., Pollak, I., Stiehl, K., Nater, U. M., & Woodcock, K. A. (2023). Journal of
School Psychology, 98, 113-132. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2023.03.001

Positive peer relationships play an essential role in supporting mental health and overall well-
being. For this reason, friends and classmates become particularly important sources of support during
the transition from primary to secondary school. However, current research offers limited innovative
methods for examining friendship development in school contexts and for meaningfully involving early
adolescents in studies concerning their own experiences. In this study, participatory research approaches
were used, allowing early adolescents to actively engage in analysing the data they themselves
generated. The aim was to explore their perspectives on factors that promote or hinder the formation of

friendships during the transition between primary and secondary school.

Methods: A total of 916 students in Austria (M age = 10.44 years, range = 9-16) participated in
54 participatory workshops. Qualitative data collected from several workshop activities were analysed

using reflexive thematic analysis, with participants also contributing to the interpretation of the data.

Results: The resulting themes were organised into personal, interpersonal, and external factors.
Findings showed that early adolescents value peers who demonstrate kindness and provide a sense of
safety, display supportive and empathetic behaviour, manage conflicts constructively, avoid harmful
behaviours, spend time together, and maintain communication both offline and online. While shared
behavioural norms can facilitate friendship formation, factors such as jealousy and the challenges of
managing larger friendship groups may act as barriers. External factors (i.e., given circumstances), such
as similarities between peers, physical closeness, and the length of acquaintance, were also identified,

although participants considered them less significant.

Discussion: Overall, the findings add to the literature on peer relationships by highlighting the
factors that adolescents themselves consider most important for developing friendships. Implications for
school psychology practice are discussed, such as individual counselling for students, who may rely on
a narrow set of strategies and lack diverse competencies for initiating friendship, or teachers, who aim
to improve their students’ relationships to positively affect well-being and academic performance at

school.
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2.3. Article III — LINA: An Augmented Reality Social Game Enhancing Sense
of Belonging Among Classmates: An Uncontrolled Pre-Post Evaluation

Study

Krammer, ., Mittmann G., Barnard, A., Dias, J., Nater, U., M., Schrank, B., & Woodcock, K. A. (2026).
School Mental Health, 18,218-230. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12310-025-09846-y

Supportive peer relationships are essential for the development of well-being. As early
adolescents spend a substantial amount of time in school, particularly within their classrooms, a strong
sense of belonging among classmates is critical for both mental health and academic success. However,
support programs aimed at strengthening peer relationships and fostering belonging in classroom
settings remain limited. Given the growing role of digital media in how adolescents build and maintain
peer connections, digital social games offer promising opportunities to promote social interaction and
collaboration, especially during the transition from primary to secondary school. LINA (‘Lina Is Not
Alone’) is an innovative augmented reality social game designed for classroom use to enhance sense of
belonging among classmates. An uncontrolled pre-post evaluation study was conducted to assess (a)
user experience, (b) the extent to which the integrative design of LINA was reflected in user experience,

and (c) potential effectiveness of LINA.

Methods: The study included 99 participants (M age = 10.94; range = 10-12; 51 girls, 48 boys)
from two secondary schools in Austria. All participants played LINA in their classroom with their

classmates, completing questionnaires some days before and directly after playing LINA.

Results: Findings indicated (a) high levels of satisfaction and acceptability, (b) successful
implementation of theoretical design principles, and (c) significant improvements in sense of belonging

among classmates over time.

Discussion: Overall, LINA created a safe environment for collaborative interaction on equal
terms. LINA design combines theory-based principles with early adolescents’ perspectives, likely
contributing to its acceptance and effectiveness. Yet, further research with more rigorous methods is
needed. Moreover, recommendations for future development of LINA, such as addressing additional

factors relevant for classroom dynamics (e.g., teacher-student relationships) are discussed.
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3. Discussion

Supportive peer relationships play a crucial role during early adolescence, particularly during
the transition from primary to secondary school, which is a sensitive period for the development of
supportive peer networks and a sense of belonging among classmates (Jindal-Snape, et al., 2019; van
Rens et al., 2018a). Despite this, limited research has addressed early adolescents’ specific needs during
this transition or how to effectively foster belonging among classmates. In particular, support programs

with digital solutions and participatory approaches are missing.

Against this background, the overall aim of this thesis was to develop and evaluate a theory-
and early adolescents-informed AR social game (LINA) designed to enhance classmates’ sense of
belonging during this transition. To achieve this, a participatory approach was adopted, integrating early
adolescents’ perspectives into theoretical understanding and LINA design. Across two studies, yielding
three articles, this approach enabled the exploration of early adolescents’ needs and experiences during

school transition, a theory- and early adolescents-informed development of LINA and its evaluation.

3.1. Summary of Results

Findings from Article I indicated that early adolescents experience multiple fears during the
transition to secondary school. Social fears were much more prominent than academic fears, including
experiences of peer victimisation and being alone in the new situation. Therefore, friendships and the
ability to form new peer relationships appeared as a central fear to early adolescents’ concerns during
this period. In addition, early adolescents reported various coping strategies, including enacting
supportive networks, personal emotion regulation, and controlling behaviour. However, participants
also reported uncertainties and disagreements on how to find or form friendships, which might be one
cause for the social fears. Overall, the findings highlighted the central role of social dynamics and peer
relationships in shaping early adolescents’ transition experiences, as well as the necessity to support

friendship formation.

Findings from Article II extended this knowledge by demonstrating how early adolescents
establish contact between classmates, presenting hindering and facilitating factors for friendship
development. Key experiences included engaging in shared activities, experiencing positive emotions
together, and interacting within a safe environment that facilitates communication. These factors were
described as central to the development of friendships, particularly when they occur repeatedly over
time. In addition, digital interactions, such as text messaging and online communication during
gameplay, were identified as important components of friendship development. By systematically
addressing facilitating factors of contact, peer relationships and friendship development can be

supported.

Findings from Article I1I indicated that engagement with LINA was associated with increased

levels of sense of belonging among classmates. In addition, early adolescents reported high levels of
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player satisfaction, reflected in positive acceptability and usability ratings. Ratings across the six contact
elements of the comprehensive LINA design further suggested that these components were experienced
by participants during gameplay. The findings also indicated that LINA facilitated collaborative

interactions among classmates that engaged them on equal footing within a safe social environment.

3.2. Integration of Results

Overall, the findings of this thesis provide a comprehensive understanding of how early
adolescents’ social experiences during the transition to secondary school can be meaningfully
supported. By integrating early adolescents’ perspectives on their fears, coping strategies, and peer
relationships (Articles I and II) with a theory-based and participatory design approach, this thesis
demonstrates that a sense of belonging among classmates can be actively fostered through structured

social interactions embedded in a digital social game (Article III).

More specifically, findings of this thesis enabled the development of a comprehensive LINA
design, integrating theory-informed and early adolescents-informed knowledge, which could only be
achieved through the participatory approach. More generally, findings of the thesis can be used as to

work toward a more generalised conceptual framework to adapt to other context and target groups.

3.2.1. The Need for Belonging: From Social Fears to Facilitating Factors of
Contact

A central contribution of this thesis lies in highlighting the predominance of social fears during
school transition. Further, findings from Article I demonstrate that from early adolescents’ perspectives
fears related to peer relationships, particularly fear of peer victimisation and fear of being alone and not
finding friends outweigh academic concerns. In particular, early adolescents expressed strong concerns
about exclusion, being made fun of, and not finding or maintaining friendships in our data, indicating
that establishing social connections also represents a core developmental task during this period.
Previous literature identifies fear of peer victimisation as the most prevalent concern — a pattern that
remains consistent over time (Zeedyk et al., 2003). While victimisation is a common experience during
the transition to secondary school (Marchante et al., 2022; Monachino et al., 2021), strong support from
classmates and having a greater number of friends within the classroom can serve as protective factors
against such stressful experiences (Kosir et al., 2020). Consequently, the additional fear of being alone
and not findings friends, as highlighted in our findings, present a logical complement. Given that even
a single friendship can buffer the emotional and physiological impact of negative social experiences
(Adams et al., 2011; Lessard & Juvonen, 2018), understanding how to actively foster supportive peer
relationships is particularly critical. According to our findings, early adolescents have a strong
awareness of their need for belonging, however, they seem to struggle how to establish and maintain
meaningful connections with their peers. Taken together, our findings on social fears closely link to the

need for belonging, which seems particularly relevant at the time of school transition. A systematic
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literature review on school transition, corresponds with our conclusion, advocating that this wish to
belong, to connect with peers and to make friends is central to facilitate a successful transition (van Rens

et al., 2018a).

In Article I and II early adolescents frequently expressed uncertainty regarding key aspects of
communication behaviour, particularly in relation to forming friendships (e.g., how much information
sharing is considered ok, when does it become too much) and responding to victimisation (e.g., is
verbally confronting a bully a good strategy or too dangerous). Given the importance of communication
skills for early adolescents’ social and emotional development (Reed & Trumbo, 2020), these findings
suggest a need for more targeted support. Moreover, Article I and II show how key aspects of social
behaviour develops in early adolescents. In particular, early adolescents identified supportive and
empathic actions that can facilitate friendship development (e.g., practical assistance, help with
schoolwork, talking about a difficult situation, sharing) or counteract victimisation experiences (e.g.,
defending each other). Yet, maladaptive actions are also considered to fulfil their need for belonging
(e.g., changing look or style, adapting behaviour) or overcome victimisation (e.g., hitting back, simply
ignoring bad things). Again, these specific insights of early adolescents’ behaviour and coping strategies
suggests how support programs can be tailored to their needs when designing social contact situations

or designing narrative and content.

Article I and II provide important insights about specific facilitating factors through which peer
relationships are established. The findings indicate that friendship development is facilitated by shared
activities with their classmates, an aspect that has been further emphasised by involving participants in
the interpretation of their own data (Article II). Specific helpful activities to connect with classmates
range from group assignments during school lessons to playing (online) games and doing sports
together. Social games in the first days after school transition were identified as particularly helpful to
cope with social fears (Article I), and might provide effective low-threshold opportunities for social
interactions right after a school transition. Most importantly, these shared experiences should elicit
positive emotions (i.e., having fun together) and enable social interactions within a safe environment.
Therefore, our findings suggest that fun and laughter, fostered by interactive and playful elements, help
create a positive atmosphere and happiness, thereby fostering the formation of friendships. Although,
enjoyment has also been identified as key component of friendships (Heinsch et al., 2020), this aspect
has so far not been considered when developing support programs promoting peer relationships (e.g.,
Pollak et al., 2023). The use of digital technology, such as AR, can improve perceptions of fun through
playful elements (Redep & Hajdin, 2021), thereby increasing their suitability for use in support
programs. To address the need and establish a feeling of safety during social interactions, mutual
listening, trust and support need to be developed (Article II). Therefore, collaborative tasks that require
listening, trusting and supporting each other, might be particularly suitable for use in support programs.

These aspects of contact appear to be particularly effective when occurring repeatedly over time.
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In Article I, early adolescents reported several reasons for peer difficulties, with appearance and
ethnicity being the most prominent ones. These identified reasons for exclusion or friendlessness have
been found in previous literature (Mischel & Kitsantas, 2020) and further points to the social complexity
of entering a new peer environment. Designing shared collaborative experiences in LINA seem
particularly relevant as these experiences challenge negative prejudice related to appearance or ethnicity
and thereby may enhance likability (Skinner & Meltzoff, 2019). Overcoming negative attitudes and
intentions toward perceived outsiders, which often include individuals from different ethnic
backgrounds, those with mental health or behavioural challenges (Armstrong et al., 2017; Beelmann &
Heinemann, 2014; Chae et al., 2018; Corrigan et al., 2012; Waqas et al., 2020), are guided by Contact
Theory (Allport, 1954). Therefore, using Contact Theory as theoretical foundation of LINA seems

appropriate to overcome the identified social fears and reasons for exclusion or friendlessness.

Digital forms of interaction were identified as integral components of early adolescents’ social
lives. In particular, common activities (e.g., digital gameplay) and communication (e.g., through text
messaging) were most relevant factors to initiate and maintain contact selected in the participatory data
analysis by early adolescents themselves. Thus, friendship development increasingly takes place across
both physical and digital contexts. These findings are consistent with previous work, showing that online
communication via smartphones appears to play a particularly important role during the transition to
secondary school, helping adolescents stay connected with peers (Davis, 2012; Mittmann, Woodcock et
al., 2022). Moreover, digital interactions can support initiating peer contact and further strengthen
offline relationships (Mittmann, Woodcock et al., 2022; Reich et al., 2012), as online interactions are
often an extension of their offline relationships (Yau & Reich, 2018). Together these findings indicate

that the combination of both can be particularly effective to establish contact among classmates.

Overall, the findings of Article I and II provide a comprehensive understanding of how early
adolescents’ social needs during the transition to secondary school can be meaningfully supported.
Importantly, our results from Article I and II suggest that peer relationships do not emerge incidentally,
but are shaped by specific facilitating factors of contact that promote meaningful interactions between
early adolescents. This understanding provides clear implications for the design of support programs. In
particular, playful opportunities for collaboration and positive shared experiences that enable social
communication within a safe environment seem to reduce social barriers and support a sense of
belonging among classmates. The identified importance of communication, social support, and shared
activities highlights the need for environments that actively guide early adolescents’ interactions. The
relevance of digital communication points toward the potential of hybrid approaches that combine face-
to-face and digital interaction formats. Supporting this need for belonging among classmates after a
transition is particularly relevant as positive peer interactions can enhance students’ ability to cope with
stress, motivation and engagement, contributing to improved academic outcomes (Burke & Sass, 2013;
Hoferichter et al., 2022; Shao et al., 2024), as well as improved emotional and mental wellbeing (Lester

& Cross, 2015).
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3.2.2. Translation of the Need for Belonging and Facilitating Factors of Contact
into a Comprehensive LINA Design

Insights from Article I and II were directly translated into the development of the AR social
game LINA, implementing appropriate game design elements and narrative style of LINA. Grounded
in Contact Theory (Allport, 1954), the digital social game was designed to facilitate (1) equal status
interactions, (2) cooperation, (3) shared goals, and (4) authority support. Importantly, the findings
from Articles I and II extended this theoretical framework by incorporating two additional elements:
(5) a feeling of safety and (6) experienced fun, which were identified as highly relevant by early
adolescents. This resulted in a comprehensive LINA design comprising six contact elements that

integrate theory- and early adolescents-informed knowledge summarised in Figure 2.

Figure 2

Comprehensive LINA Design

r A
Theory-informed knowledge Early adolescents-informed knowledge
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The design of LINA incorporates these principles in multiple ways. To provide (1) equal
status interactions, all players in LINA start with equal access to information. As the game includes
not only classmates, but also one teacher, this was also used to ensure that students and educators meet
on equal grounds, reducing imbalances. (2) Cooperation was a central part of game design. In
particular, advancement depends on collaboration and face-to-face communication. Without these

aspects of contact players cannot achieve the (3) common goal, which is finding out what happened to

16



the fictional character Lina, who mysteriously left the class in the middle of a school year. Thereby,
the storyline promotes joint problem-solving to progress and develop common understanding and
empathy for the fictional character. Addressing aspects of (4) authority support, LINA includes

structured support, such as hints, to guide players throughout the game.

Structured collaborative tasks were key design features implemented to create low-threshold
opportunities for interaction, enabling students to engage in shared activities and initiate
communication with classmates (Article I and II). These tasks were designed to support cooperation in
pairs, small groups and finally the entire class, allowing participants to gradually build connections,

thereby accounting for repeated social interactions among classmates.

In addition, structured communication and opportunities for social support were embedded in
collaborative tasks to reflect adolescents’ reported strategies for building and maintaining friendships
(Article I and II). Elements such as introducing oneself, listening to others, sharing information, and
encouraging peers were incorporated to facilitate supportive interactions. Scripted text for all players,
particularly at the beginning of collaborative tasks, ensured that players stick to specific rules of

communication, aiming to create (5) a feeling of safety.

Furthermore, the design aimed to foster (6) experienced fun, which was identified as central
facilitating factor of contact (Article I and II). Shared positive experiences were achieved by designing
playful game elements in collaborative tasks and individual AR experiences (e.g., discovering an AR
object in one’s own classroom that can be further playfully explored to discover hints to further
progress in the game). By combining face-to-face interaction with digital gameplay elements, LINA
created a hybrid social environment that reflects adolescents’ everyday communication practices
(Article II), also eliciting fun and positive emotions during social communication. Further information
and visual examples about how players experience LINA and how face-to-face and digital connections

are merged can be found in Mittmann, Barnard et al., (2022).

Narrative elements, such as the gradual self-disclosure of the fictional character Lina (e.g.,
revealing personal information about herself and her life at home little by little), was used to promote
understanding and empathy by the players. It also reflects that a feeling of safety gradually develops
after moving to a new class, and echoes that saying the truth helps to gain trust, which can lead to
disclosing secrets little by little (Article I and II). Moreover, the narrative presents the fictional
character Lina with a positive inner attitude, including positive thinking, breathing, and creating art
when feeling overwhelmed, which address and establish positive personal emotion regulation

strategies as identified by early adolescents to overcome fears (Article I).

3.2.3. Positive Effects of the Integrative Approach

A key strength of this thesis lies in its integrative approach. By involving early adolescents
throughout the research and design process, the thesis moves beyond adult-centric perspectives. This
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approach ensured that the AR social game reflects both theoretical principles and context-specific, early

adolescent-informed knowledge, which likely contributed to its acceptance and effectiveness.

High levels of player satisfaction, including positive acceptability and usability ratings, in
combination with a high level of experienced fun, indicate that LINA was engaging for early
adolescents. In particular, high satisfaction with the narratives, enjoyment, and social connectivity
(Article III) reflects that LINA tells a story in an appealing and comprehensible way, elicits positive
emotions and gently supports social interactions between players, suggesting that it provides a highly
positive multi-player experience. A comparison of satisfaction and experienced fun with other
educational activities and a serious game about wellbeing (Tisza & Markopoulos, 2021; Tisza et al.,
2021; Schorer & Protopsaltis, 2021) highlights the very high player experience scores of LINA. In
addition to this positive evaluation of player experience, classmates’ sense of belonging also
significantly increased over time, a finding that remained robust even after controlling for peer

victimisation experiences (Article III).

Taken together, the positive evaluation results of Article III can be understood in light of this
integrative approach (i.e., theory- and early adolescents-informed). By closely aligning theoretical
principles with the target group’s lived experiences, successful implementation of support programs can

be achieved.

3.3.Implications and Future Directions

This thesis contributes to the empirical, theoretical, methodological, and technological

advancement of peer relationship research in several ways, also touching on practical implications.

On an empirical and theoretical level, the evaluation study (Article III) provides promising
results on the effectiveness of LINA. Despite LINA being only a single session proof-of-concept, a sense
of belonging among classmates was increased. This thesis provides a comprehensive basis for LINA
that supports its continued development. Since effective peer relationship programs typically involve
repeated sessions over time (Sanchez et al., 2017; Pollak et al., 2023), extending LINA beyond a single
session may improve its impact. Furthermore, more research is needed to implement LINA on a larger
scale with more schools and classes, also using more rigorous research methods to replicate the positive
results. In future, the design and playing experience of LINA could be extended to consider more factors

that were identified in Article I and II (e.g., teacher-student relationships).

This thesis describes a comprehensive LINA design, showing how theory-informed contact
elements can be extended with early adolescent-informed contact elements by including student voice
in early participatory research processes. Overall, LINA provides a sound theoretical basis for similar
developments. Despite being developed for classroom contexts in collaboration with early adolescents,
LINA may have broader applicability and could be adapted to settings such as holiday camps to facilitate
supportive peer interactions. Moreover, other practical fields that benefit from supportive social
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interactions, such as collaboration in the workplace, at universities, or in conference settings, may also

draw inspiration from the concepts presented in this thesis.

Methodologically, assessing early adolescents’ perspectives before intervention development is
a promising approach to capture the relevant needs of the target group. Workshops based on
participatory design literature (e.g., Foster et al., 2018; Lundqvist, 2014) proved to be particularly
appealing for engaging early adolescents in classroom settings and led to specific results that can inform
future interventions (Article I and II). These findings can encourage other researchers to explore the use

of innovative data collection methods in future research.

More generally, the positive findings and integrative approach of this thesis can be used as a
blueprint for effective intervention development. In particular, this thesis shows how participatory
design approaches and findings can be integrated into the development of tailored support programs. In
addition, this multidisciplinary thesis project (including psychologists, an arts director, and software
engineers) suggests that interdisciplinary teams might be particularly relevant for the design and

intervention development process.

Technologically, the AR social game LINA seems unique in different ways. On the one hand,
using AR in education has been limited to traditional subjects (e.g., science, arts; Maas & Hughes, 2020;
Zhang et al., 2022). On the other hand, AR applications are often restricted to single-player experiences,
and psychological support programs have mainly targeted autistic individuals rather than general
populations (Mittmann et al., 2023). This thesis suggests that support programs including AR can be
used in multi-player experiences and are particularly appealing for engaging early adolescents in

classroom settings, thereby enhancing acceptability.

On a practical level, the findings of Article I and II can improve awareness among educators of
the importance of peer relationships and friendships during school transition, which is often overlooked
(Pratt and George 2005). By conducting digital support programs like LINA at school, educators’ and
school psychologists’ knowledge can be enhanced, providing long-lasting support beyond and above
LINA. For example, the findings of this thesis can help school psychologists identify and support
students with friendship difficulties by promoting effective behaviours and addressing barriers. Teachers
can support friendship development by establishing clear classroom norms that promote safety and
kindness, and by organising shared activities that create opportunities for peer interaction early in the
school year. Additionally, shared activities offer an opportunity to discuss effective coping strategies

related to personal emotion regulation, communication, and social skills in the classroom.

3.4.Strengths and Limitations

Although Study 1 used a variety of inquiry methods and allowed participants to contribute in
different ways, which is a key strength of this study, our participatory workshop activities were novel
and have not been used before. Thus, replications of our study or the application of similar workshop
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methods for other research purposes would increase knowledge about their applicability. Moreover,
participatory workshops were practical and engaging for large groups (such as school classes); however,

they did not allow for the exploration of gender-specific effects or other individual differences.

AR and modern digital technology offer new opportunities for social interactions that can be
translated into digital social games, such as LINA. Yet, the development of digital social multi-player
games requires substantial financial resources for successful implementation. Due to financial
limitations of this thesis project, LINA only reached prototype status and was only ready for evaluation
after a considerable time delay. Moreover, in 2022, Austria held strict COVID-19 restrictions and access
to schools was limited, which made the planning and conduct of Study 2 extremely challenging. As a
result, schools from existing social networks had to be recruited, resulting in a convenience sample
without a control group, which also limits the interpretation of the quantitative results (Article III).
Despite all these challenges, an initial evaluation study was conducted, showing promising results and

encouraging further development of LINA.

Finally, the findings of this thesis provide valuable insights but are limited by their context-
specific nature, as the studies were conducted within the Austrian school system. Future research should

replicate and extend these results across diverse populations to improve generalisability.

3.5. Conclusion

The findings of this thesis provide a comprehensive understanding of how early adolescents’
social needs during the transition to secondary school can be effectively addressed. The results indicate
that peer relationships do not develop by chance but are shaped by specific facilitating factors that
encourage meaningful interaction. These insights have important implications for the design of support
programs. In particular, creating playful, collaborative opportunities for positive shared experiences
within a safe environment appears to reduce social barriers and foster a sense of belonging among
classmates. A key strength of this thesis is its integrative, participatory approach, which incorporates
carly adolescents’ perspectives throughout the research and design process. This enabled the
development of the AR social game LINA grounded in both theory and context-specific knowledge,
likely enhancing its acceptance and effectiveness. This thesis advances peer relationship research across
empirical, theoretical, methodological, and technological domains, while also offering relevant practical

implications.

3.6. Declarations of AI Use

Use of Artificial Intelligence: ChatGPT 5.3 (OpenAl, 2026) was used to revise the language of

the manuscript.
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Abstract

The transition from primary to secondary school comes with major changes in the
lives of children. There is a shortage of in-depth analyses of young people’s perspec-
tives concerning their fears and strategies to address these. This qualitative study
aims to gain first-hand understanding of children’s fears and the intended coping
strategies used during school transition. Data from 52 workshops were analysed,
with a total of 896 students (M age=10.40, SD=.839) in lower Austria. First, in
the classroom setting, a vignette story about a child facing fears about school transi-
tion from primary to secondary school was developed with pupils in a brainstorming
session. This was followed by self-selected small group discussions, where pupils
proposed strategies to help cope with these fears. A thematic analysis was carried
out. Major thematic clusters distinguished between four types of fears: peer victimi-
sation, being alone, victimisation by authority figures, and academic failure. Three
additional thematic clusters described strategies for countering the fears: enacting
supportive networks, personal emotion regulation, and controlling behaviour. In
addition to these connected clusters, two further themes were identified: strategy
outcomes and consequences, i.e., personal experiences with using specific strategies,
and the discussion of participants about contradictions and questionable usefulness
of identified strategy outcomes. In conclusion, the children in our study reported
more social fears as compared to academic fears. Children seem reasonably compe-
tent at naming and identifying strategies; however, maladaptive strategies, as well
as controversies within the described strategies may indicate a lack of certainty and
compelence at engaging with these strategies on a practical level.
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1 Introduction
1.1 Background

During late childhood and early adolescence, the potential start of puberty coincides
with the transition from primary to secondary school, which comprises many chal-
lenging situations (Seifert & Schulz, 2007; van Rens et al., 2018). Maturing children
must navigate changes in expectations and social norms, which often lead to con-
frontation and can subsequently influence restructuring of self-perception and iden-
tity (Mendle et al., 2007). Brain development during this time forms the basis for the
development of critical cognitive and social-emotional skills, which impact immedi-
ate and future health and well-being (Patton et al., 2016; Ross et al., 2019). A key
factor that influences this developmental process is related to children’s interactions
with their social environment (Patton et al., 2016), which can be especially challeng-
ing in the new secondary school environment. During this time, social fears become
particularly differentiated (Bokhorst et al., 2008) and an important foundation is
laid for the development of adaptive or maladaptive coping styles and strategies,
which often stay with an individual throughout their lifetime (Compas et al., 2001;
Valiente et al., 2015). Various reasons are proposed for the differentiation of social
fears. Among these, (1) the increased capacity to verbalise fears due to their increas-
ing cognitive abilities; (2) their increasing ability to take the perspective of others
(i.e., teachers, parents, and peers) and being able to discern these different ways of
thinking; (3) the shift and emphasis towards peer relationships and peer evaluations
becoming more important and differentiated from the evaluations of adults, such as
teachers and parents, and; (4) the increased academic demand from the new school
environment can lead to fears of achievement evaluations (Bokhorst et al., 2008).

Many educators, families, and policymakers believe that school transitions from
primary to secondary school can only be fully successful if the new environment
matches the developmental abilities and needs of the children (Eskeli-Haapanen
et al., 2017). However, even if these needs and abilities are matched, school transi-
tion is considered to be one of the most challenging periods for early adolescents
(Evans et al., 2018; Lester et al., 2019), as students are confronted with a variety
of challenges. New friendships must be established, friend groups have to be man-
aged, and students must cope with a new school environment and requirements (van
Rens et al., 2018). Further, early adolescents have to adapt to a new system of rotat-
ing classrooms and teachers, and the former oldest students in primary school have
to cope with their status reverting to being the youngest members in the new sec-
ondary school environment (Grills-Taquechel et al., 2010). On top of this, socially
anxious children report struggling with everyday school tasks (e.g., reading aloud
in front of their peers, seeking help from the teacher, participating in physical educa-
tion classes, and test-taking). It is therefore important to gain a better understanding
of children’s perspectives around fears which can be pertinent to the school move in
order to facilitate a school environment that furthers social-emotional well-being,
especially for children with fears (Coyle et al., 2021).
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There is no consensus on how children experience the transition from primary
to secondary school. Most children appear to overcome this transition with little
difficulty, for others, it appears to be stressful (van Rens et al., 2018). Longitu-
dinal studies have shown that children who anticipate issues with the transition
or feel less prepared, feel more anxious about it and appear to experience poorer
transitions and more problems in secondary school (Jindal-Snape and Cantali,
2019; West et al., 2010). Failure to cope with challenges arising from school
transitions can have long-lasting negative impacts on academic success (Coelho
& Romio, 2016), as well as physiological and psychological well-being (Evans
et al., 2018; ter Bogt et al., 2010). Short- and long-term repercussions can include
poor school adjustment and performance (Coelho & Roméo, 2016), a decrease in
self-esteem (Evans et al., 2018), a general sense of well-being (Copeland et al.,
2013; Eskelid-Haapanen et al., 2017) and can ultimately result in mental health
problems (Copeland et al., 2013). Failure to cope does not only affect the imme-
diate school life but can lead to long-lasting negative consequences into adult-
hood (e.g., Evans et al., 2018; Lester et al., 2019; Vassilopoulos et al., 2018).
However, if these challenges are overcome in a positive and constructive way,
it can represent an opportunity for growth (Mowat, 2019). To ensure that this
period becomes an opportunity where positive behaviour can be established that
improves well-being throughout life (Clark et al., 2020), a better understanding
of children’s perspective on fears and the ways they intend to cope with these is
needed in order to inform relevant interventions.

One factor that influences a positive school transition could be the availabil-
ity of internal resources, such as verbal skills, emotion regulation skills for effec-
tive and adequate coping (Markovic et al., 2013), and external resources, such as
social support from teachers and parents (Jindal-Snape et al., 2019). Adequate cop-
ing strategies facilitate positive adjustment and support in dealing with the many
challenges children face in the new context, such as peer conflicts or finding new
friends (Markovic et al., 2013; Voight & Nation, 2016). Coping can be described
as “conscious volitional efforts to regulate emotion, cognition, behaviour, physiol-
ogy, and the environment in response to stressful events or circumstances” (Com-
pas et al., 2001, p. 89). The range of available coping strategies and the consequent
reaction to stressors differ between individuals and can impact the success of the
outcome (Brouzos et al., 2020). The type of coping strategy chosen in a certain con-
text depends on the specific situation (Murray-Harvey et al., 2012) as well as on
the individual’s cognitive, biological, emotional, and social development (Compas
et al., 2001). Thus, coping describes a person’s specific approach to managing emo-
tional triggers provoked by context-specific stressors. To gain a better understand-
ing of the consequences of stress on mental health and well-being, as well as pos-
sible physiological consequences, understanding the structure of coping is essential
(Stanistawski, 2019). The lack of agreement concerning this structure and coping
nomenclature, with at least 100 different scientific classifications and additional 400
subcategories described in the literature (Skinner et al., 2003), hinders concrete clas-
sification. Due to this dissent, we refrained from committing to one concrete clas-
sification but used a combination of classifications to better reflect our data and gain
a better understanding of the children’s perspective on fears and the intended coping

@ Springer

33



606 K. A.M. Stiehl et al.

strategies described to overcome these. This appears especially necessary consider-
ing the potentially stressful event of school transition.

Individual differences in social-emotional development in late childhood and
early adolescence influence individual availability of resources to cope. Data show
important shifts towards more active coping for children between the age of 9 and
11 years (Eschenbeck et al., 2018), which coincide with school transitions in most
countries. These active coping styles, such as seeking social support, adopting a pos-
itive frame of mind, or problem-oriented coping (Zammuner, 2019), rapidly develop
as children strive for greater independence from caregivers, and are confronted with
a wide range of difficult situations and possible stressors (Valiente et al., 2015).
Compared to active coping styles, avoidant coping, which includes strategies such
as denial, behavioural, and mental disengagement from stressors, has been linked to
lower emotional well-being (Zammuner, 2019). Understanding which coping strate-
gies children report and intend to use to deal with fears at school transition will pro-
vide valuable insight when planning future interventions. This is especially relevant
when planing interventions, as coping strategies, compared to other individual dif-
ference variables, such as temperament, can be altered through interventions (Com-
pas et al., 2001). A meta-analysis has shown that early adolescence is a promising
time to set social interventions, as this is a time when more complex social skills,
especially skills related to peer interactions, are learned at a fast rate and are rec-
ognised as important by early adolescents themselves (January et al., 2011). Thus,
a better understanding of the specific contexts requiring the engagement of cop-
ing strategies, and of which coping strategies are intended to be used by children is
needed (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Murray-Harvey et al., 2012; Quy et al., 2019).

There has been a lack of in-depth analysis of children’s perspectives on what they
fear, how these fears manifest, and their strategies to cope and overcome these (Jin-
dal-Snape & Miller, 2008). Taking into account the situational component of cop-
ing strategies, the lack of qualitative data exploring students’ personal perspectives
withholds important information, useful to inform future interventions (McKeering
& Hwang, 2019; Quy et al., 2019). Without a better understanding of the pupils’
own knowledge related to transition, intervention attempts for this period can only
be considered incomplete and shallow (Bagnall et al., 2020). Qualitative research
has the potential to uncover and expand knowledge of varying life circumstances
of children during late childhood and early adolescence by focussing on different
cultural and social environments (Aitken & Herman, 2009). As children and early
adolescents spend large amounts of time in their school environment (Pooley et al.,
2008), and since the subtle nuance accompanying interpersonal relationships of
children during late childhood and early adolescence ought to be better understood,
qualitative research in schools and classrooms is essential (Patton et al., 2016).

1.2 Research question
In this study, a qualitative approach is applied, with the aim of developing an in-

depth understanding of children’s perspective on fears related to school transitions;
and find which kind of coping strategies children during late childhood and early
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adolescence intend to apply to overcome these fears. In the future, we hope this
knowledge can be used to develop interventions that support a smooth transition
to try and increase children’s social-emotional competencies and ultimately their
well-being.

2 Methods
2.1 Study participants

Overall, 54 workshops in 29 Lower Austrian schools (26 public, three private
schools) were conducted with a total of 916 students. Of those, 52 workshops from
27 schools with a total of 896 students (M age=10.40, SD=0.839; 45.6% girls and
51.9% boys) produced data used in this study. In the sample, 2.5% of students did not
provide information on age and gender. Due to the lack of school transition in two
schools for students with special education needs, the data from these workshops
were not used. The overall sample included 23% primary schools and 74% second-
ary schools. In the Austrian school system, children have different choices as to how
to continue after primary school. These choices include secondary schools (Neue
Mittelschule or NMS) or grammar schools (Allgemeinbildende Hohere Schule or
AHS; Weill & Tritscher-Archan, 2011). Children with special education needs can
continue their education in schools for students with special needs at the secondary
school level. Therefore, 74% of secondary schools are split between 58% in second-
ary schools, 15% in grammar schools, and 4% in schools for students with special
education needs on a secondary school level. Overall, 48% of the schools were in
rural areas and 52% in urban areas.

2.2 Recruitment

The aim was to include various schools to reflect a wide spectrum of views and
experiences. Hence, the sampling frame included all school types, rural and urban
areas, sociodemographic backgrounds, and different percentages of pupils with
immigrant backgrounds. Schools’ participation was voluntary. Some schools signal-
ling interest were referred directly by the department of education in Lower Austria
(N=47). The project also attracted schools’ participation through flyer distribution,
media presence, and contacts made with teachers during training events. Interested
head teachers and teachers received written information about the study. If the
school agreed to participate, parents received detailed information about the study
objectives, workshop content, and subsequent data management. If parents agreed to
their child’s participation, parents provided written informed consent. Children were
informed about the study in the classroom and provided workshop leaders with ver-
bal consent. In the final sample, 29 schools participated. The study received ethical
approval from the ethics committee of the University of Music and Performing Arts
in Vienna (EK-Nr. 10/2018) and all data were anonymised for analysis.
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2.3 Workshops

To collect data in a safe environment and to allow all children to participate, a
school-based data-collecting workshop was created. The workshop aimed to deter-
mine the knowledge and views around several aspects of social and emotional well-
being. All workshops were conducted by two main workshop leaders, who were
joined by between two and four supporting team members, depending on class size,
cognitive abilities, and special education needs of the class (determined by pre-
interviews conducted with the teachers). The responsibilities of the supporting team
members included observation and note-taking using structured surveillance sheets,
as well as leading and documenting small group discussions.

2.3.1 Methodological background and workshop development

The methods of linking experiences or advice to fictional characters have their roots
and a longstanding tradition in the therapeutic setting. It is used to elicit information
about subjective experiences, objectifying issues or problems, and thereby safeguard
against adverse effects (Butler et al., 2009; Davis et al., 2021; Papouli, 2019). By
using a third-person stimulus, refraining from actual occurrences, the participants
can assume a distanced perspective, which allows a certain level of detachment from
potentially difficult situations and ensures a layer of protection (Frost, 2011), whilst
still allowing to reflect on their own experiences separate from the sell (Barbosa
et al., 2017). Distancing is therefore considered to be a productive perspective, as it
allows for safe communication of negative experiences (Barbosa et al., 2017). The
use of a narrative allows sharing of negative feelings, without implicating oneself
(Barbosa et al., 2017; Ruini et al., 2014). This method of questioning was designed
to encourage participants to provide honest and genuine answers (Anderson, 2010);
after the establishment of trust, children were asked to remember their experiences
and how they could be shared by use of the imaginary character.

To maximise fidelity and limit the influence on data collection (Bahn & Barratt-
Pugh, 2013), a comprehensive workshop manual was developed based on participa-
tory design literature (e.g., Horgan, 2017; Jackson Foster et al., 2018), and research-
ers’ personal experience from previous workshops, and was refined in collaboration
with adult stakeholders (Austrian teachers, psychological practitioners, and educa-
tion workshop facilitators). The equipment, time schedule, procedure, aims, meth-
ods, and wording of questions were defined in the manual to ensure consistent work-
shops and data collection (Krammer et al., 2021b). Workshops were consequently
tested and refined with children. To maximise fidelity, all workshops were super-
vised and overseen by at least one of two members of the manual’s core develop-
ment team. Workshop leaders and team members were trained and supervised on a
regular basis.

2.3.2 Workshop procedure

The data collected and analysed for this study includes pupils’ perspectives on
fears at school transition (i.e., brainstorming data and observation sheets) and the
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connected strategies, which they intend to use to overcome these fears (i.e., letter
and verbatim quotes). Using a vignette stimulus (comic picture and introduction),
the team leader and the entire class discussed fears. This vignette story was used to
collect data on children’s perspectives on fears at school transition (Krammer et al.,
2021a). For this exercise, a stimulus card was used, a concealed card was chosen at
random revealing a comic-style picture of a child. The team leaders asked the chil-
dren to choose a name and then continued to explain the task: “The character has
just changed from primary to secondary school and is now joining a new class. S/he
is a bit scared. What could s/he be scared of?” (Krammer et al., 2021b). The main
fears were written on a flip chart by the workshop leaders while supporting team
members wrote down comments in the structured surveillance sheets.

Following the vignette stimulus, the workshop leaders introduced the next exer-
cise, instructing the participants to advise the character on how to overcome the
earlier gathered fears, drawing on their own experiences. This advice was gath-
ered, jointly by all group members, in the form of a letter to the stimulus character.
For this, pupils were instructed to gather in self-selected small groups of three to
six. Each group was led by a team member, who would repeat the instructions and
answer any questions. The children’s advice was written down by the small group
facilitators, as well as verbatim quotes (Krammer et al., 2021a). If the children strug-
gled with the letter, the discussants were instructed to ask non-leading questions,
address the fears from the previous exercise, and note all the children’s ideas in ver-
batim quotes.

2.4 Analysis

Qualitative data from both exercises were separately analysed with QSR Interna-
tional’s NVivo 12 qualitative data analysis software. Thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006) was used to analyse the data, enriched with methods drawn from
grounded theory, in particular line-by-line coding, eliciting explicit negative cases,
iterative inductive and constant comparative coding, using memos throughout the
coding process, and the keeping of a summary table to organise clusters (Willig,
2013). Themes and clusters were found to be stable throughout workshops con-
ducted in different classes and school types (Anderson, 2010). To achieve famil-
iarisation, the data set was carefully read before starting the coding process. In an
inductive, data-led manner, line-by-line coding was used to extract as much informa-
tion as possible. No pre-existing coding structure was used (Braun & Clarke, 2006),
making this analysis an inductive, data-driven process. These specific themes and
categories (Simons et al., 2008), as well as similarities and differences (i.e., neg-
ative cases) in the manifest data, were iteratively identified and clustered accord-
ingly (Neale, 2016). After the first round of line-by-line coding, the identified cod-
ing frame was discussed with four trained team members, reframed, and expanded
where necessary. Following this, the data were reread and restructured according to
the discussed coding frame. During this process, coding was continuously discussed
with trained team members until full consensus was reached. The analysis was car-
ried out by a researcher familiar with the proceedings, however not present at most

@ Springer

37



610 K. A.M. Stiehl et al.

data collection workshops, and guided by the theoretical background and explora-
tory analysis of children’s perspective on fears at school transition. Generated codes
and themes were continuously discussed with at least one researcher present at the
data collection workshops.

The sample consisted of children who visited the last year of primary school,
about to face the transition to secondary school, as well as secondary school children
who just experienced the transition. The sample, therefore, included slightly differ-
ent voices, as well as different biases present in the slightly different age groups. Pri-
mary school students may fantasise about the upcoming change and their possible
fears, whereas secondary school children may display memory biases. The differ-
ent data sets were compared and no differences between expected and experienced
fears, or strategy knowledge were found. The data sets were therefore combined.

As described earlier, exercise one produced data describing children’s perspec-
tives on fears at school transition, and exercise two aimed to gather information on
participants’ intended strategies to overcome these fears. As the data covered differ-
ent topics and different methods for the collection were used, the two exercises were
analysed separately to provide a better overview. Due to the methodological change
reflected in the data, the first 16 workshops for the second exercise were excluded,
leaving 137 small group discussions from 36 workshops subject to the second part
of the analysis. Data included are letters written to the character including verbatim
quotes from children.

After a first rough grouping and discussions, identified codes were reread and
grouped according to their underlying fears (see Fig. 1, Table 1). After a thorough dis-
cussion with the trained team members, the lowest level of analysis comprised specific
experiences that participants were fearful of (e.g., hitting, not being liked, not keeping
secrets, and being singled out; see Fig. 1, Table 1). These were grouped into clusters
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according to the associated rype of underlying fear (e.g., physical aggression, exclusion,
betrayal; see Fig. 1, Table 1). These fear types were then [urther grouped into four gen-
eral, higher-level themes of fears (i.e., the fear of victimisation, fear of being alone in
a new situation, fear of victimisation by authority figures, and fear of academic [ailure;
see Fig. 1, Table 1). Although not specifically asked, participants volunteered reasons
why certain fears or fear-evoking behaviour would occur. These reasons were grouped
separately and analysed alongside the fears. Thus, reasons could pertain to both fear
types and general fears (e.g., because of being new, cognitive abilities; see Fig. 1). For
a quantitative overview, the occurrence or absence of higher-level themes within work-
shops was counted.

In the second exercise, three levels of analysis were identified, low-level coding
of strategies, combined into mid-level clusters and high-level themes (for themes and
examples, see Table 2). The lowest level of analysis consisted of low-level coding of
strategies described mainly on a behavioural level by the participants. These lowest lev-
els of intended strategies could be divided into seven mid-level clusters (see Table 2).
Due to the structure of the questions within the exercises and low-level coding of strate-
gies within these mid-level clusters, strategies mainly related to specific objectives and
were linked to specific fears. However, most strategies (e.g., emotion regulation, social
support, and communication) were described in connection with several of the fears
mentioned in exercise one (see Fig. 2). Thus, grouping these mid-level clusters directly
with corresponding fears leads to repetition and overlaps. Therefore, five higher-level
themes were identified for the second exercise. These include three thematic themes
distinguished between different types of strategies identified by pupils as being relevant
to the fears (i.e., enacting supportive networks, personal emotion regulation, and con-
trolling behaviour). In addition to these connected themes, two further themes were
identified broadly related to children’s use of strategies. One consists of strategy out-
comes and consequences, that is, personal experiences with using specific strategies,
and the last theme encompasses the discourse around contradictions and questionable
usefulness of identified strategy outcomes, which encompass the negative cases identi-
fied in the data. We differentiated between the first three mentioned strategies, which
were named without application, and the latter two themes, where children self-dis-
closed the actual use of strategies or discussed different views regarding used strategies
in the small groups with their peers.

By collecting brainstorming data on spreadsheets and notepads in different settings
(full class and self-selected small groups), the data set consisted of single words, shorter
and longer phrases, as well as short conversations between participants. Although these
data are limited in depth at the individual participant level, in the large sample the
information power is large and provided a holistic understanding of children’s fears of
school transition and their strategies to overcome them.
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Help cope with the new situation 28%
Strategies for academic success o
B Strategies for making and/or
staying friends 60%
B Strategies against victimisation 44% 28%

Fig.2 Strategies used to combat specific fears. Percentages describe the amount of mentions on a work-
shop level

3 Results
3.1 Fearsat school transition

For the higher-level fears, four general fears were identified (in order of most to least
mentioned): (1) fear of peer victimisation; (2) fear of being alone in the new situa-
tion; (3) fear of victimisation by authority figures and (4) fear of academic failure
(see Table 1; Fig. 1).

3.1.1 Fear of peer victimisation

Fear of peer victimisation was mentioned in all 52 workshops. The behaviour most
frequently mentioned leading to peer victimisation was exclusion. Participants
described the action of “being excluded” or “excluding” someone in itself, but also
the feeling of “not being wanted” was reported. The word “bullying” was used as
an umbrella term and if asked to specify, the participants responded by listing all
other victimisation behaviours, for example, “being ridiculed”, “made fun of”, “hit”,
“being laughed about”, “saying something bad about someone else” but also the
frequency, that “this happens on one day and then also the next” and possible group
dynamics, that “several target one”. Participants described specific insults, among
others concerning appearance, being “ugly”, “too small”, “too big”, as well as abil-
ity, being “useless” and/or “stupid”, but also described the fear of the “insults” and
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“verbal attacks” themselves. Physical aggression was mainly described as the fear
of being “hit” or “pushed” by others, such as “classmates” or “older children”. Par-
ticipants also described the fear of being ridiculed and laughed at by others. Rea-
sons volunteered by the participants relating to these behaviours were “appearance”,
“stupid name” or “skin colour”. Finally, the participants reported a fear of betrayal
which contains behaviours such as not “keeping a secret”, but also “pretending to be
someone’s friend”, “taking advantage” and “using someone”.

According to participants, the two main reasons that lead to peer victimisation
have to do with appearances, such as “looking different” or being perceived as

L LT

“ugly” and because the child is “new”, “unknown” and therefore “unwanted”.
3.1.2 Fear of being alone in a new situation

The fear of being alone in the new situation was mentioned in 39 of the 52 work-
shops. This fear encompasses several aspects. Participants described that a new
situation can be daunting due to the uncertainty associated with the unknown situa-
tion and the unknown people with whom they shared it. The not knowing “how it is
going to be”, arriving at the “new class, everything is new” and not knowing “who
the others are and how they are going to be”. This “scary” situation is magnified if
it must be managed with “no friends” or “not knowing anybody”. However, even if
the transition is or was undertaken with friends, the status of the friendship could
change, one party could find new friends, abandoning or “excluding” the old friend.
“Not finding any friends” or “losing old friends” are connected to adverse conse-
quences, such as becoming an easy target that “others gang up” on or “laugh at”,
because they “have no friends”. Similarly, to the reasons for victimisation, the rea-
sons for not “finding friends” were connected to appearance, “because of her looks”
and again merely because of “being new” and “unknown”.

3.1.3 Fear of victimisation by authority figures

The “fear of victimisation by authority figures” was mentioned in 34 of the 52
workshops. Participants expressed this fear by describing the unknown entity that
encompasses teachers and the head teacher. These could potentially be “very” or
“too strict”, or “mean and not nice”. More specifically participants described that
the teacher might be “against” the students, “insult” or “shout at them”. This behav-
iour was described with and without context. The context in which teachers could
react adversely were possible mistakes, such as not “bringing anything” to class,
“being late” or related to unrealistic expectations towards pupils’ abilities, for exam-
ple, “tests that are too hard” or “too much homework™.

3.1.4 Fear of academic failure

The fear of academic lailure was mentioned in 23 of the 52 workshops. Participants
reported that the unknown academic requirements of the new school could be fear-
evoking as they could be too “difficult” and “complicated” in general. More specili-
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cally the “new subjects”, “workload” and “homework” could be “too difficult”, “too
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much to cope with” or children would have to “study much more” in order to keep
up. These were coupled with accounts of the fear of receiving “bad grades”. The
fear of failure was also connected to the fear of possibly “not being smart enough”
or being perceived as the “most stupid” in class.

3.2 Strategies to overcome fears

Strategies derived from exercise two related largely to the fears identified in exercise
one. However, here fears were grouped according to the overlap of the strategies
described. The strategies pertaining to the fear of being alone in the new situation
warranted a split into two separate clusters, that is, strategies to cope with the new
situation and strategies for making or staying friends. The lack of strategies to com-
bat the fear of victimisation by authority figures and their overlap with strategies to
cope with peer victimisation warranted a combination of these two clusters, that is,
strategies against victimisation (see Fig. 2). Figure 2 shows the overlap of strategies,
as well as the number of mentions connected to specific fears in the workshops. For
example, communication as a strategy (e.g., saying stop; asking them, why they do
it) was mentioned in 67% of the workshops as a strategy against victimisation. Thus,
grouping these mid-level clusters directly with corresponding fears led to repeti-
tion and overlaps. Therefore, five higher-level themes were identified for the second
exercise. Three thematic themes distinguished between different types of strategies
identified by pupils as relevant to the fears (i.e., enacting supportive networks, per-
sonal emotion regulation, controlling behaviour; see Table 2). In addition to these
connected themes, two further themes were identified. One consists of strategy out-
comes, that is, personal experiences with using specific strategies, and the second
theme encompasses the discourse around contradictions and questionable usefulness
of identified strategy outcomes (see Table 2).

3.2.1 Enacting supportive networks

The intended coping activity of enacting supportive networks contains: (i) com-
munication strategies, (ii) seeking social support, (iii) outreach strategies, and
(iv) avoidance of negative contacts. Although there is an obvious overlap between
communication and the seeking of social support, as communication is a need
to provide or receive social support. We have separated communication from
seeking social support, as in our data communication refers to all forms of com-
munication (e.g., saying hello, instigating a conversation), whereas the seeking
of social support aims at acts and/or communication in relation to help provide
support or help-seeking endeavours. Effective communication must therefore be
considered a core element of strategies combatting a range of fears. Participants
perceived communication as both facilitating the receipt of social support for
themselves, as well as it being a way to provide social support to others. Along-
side appropriate communication, the opportunity to spend time with someone
engaging in activities that represent shared interests is a way to engage in positive
contact and can ultimately lead to friendship among peers. On the other hand,
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avoidance of negative social interactions, mainly in the context of victimisation,
was also seen as necessary, perhaps reducing any unsupportive social ties. These
components facilitate the enaction of supportive networks that help early adoles-
cents overcome fears, worries, and adverse situations.

3.2.1.1 Communication As akey strategy, communication was mentioned as use-
ful to combat all the above mentioned fears. The participants described rules of
conversation, such as to “listen first and then talk”, and “tell the truth, don’t lie”. It
is a strategy to engage with others and to find friendships by “introducing oneself”,
“telling them about your hobbies”, “asking about others’ hobbies”, and “exchang-
ing information” in general, but also to “arrange playdates”. It can also be used
to create a light atmosphere by “telling jokes” or “complimenting someone”. If
there was a conflict it is important to “apologise”, which can make the friendship
stronger and maybe become “best friends”.

Communication is used to self-disclose issues, such as fearing the “new situa-
tion”, “tests”, or “getting bullied”. Intentions behind self-disclosure varied, some-
times it appeared that “talking about it already helps”, but also actively asking for
help from “teachers”, “parents”, or “their friend” when “struggling with the new
situation” or when being “victimised”. “By admitting fears to other children, they
might then better understand”. Further, communication was reported to being
used to ask for “additional help”, “practice sheets”, upcoming “tests”, and “test
questions” when struggling with schoolwork.

Communication as a strategy to cope with victimisation, to stand up, engage,
or challenge bullies, by asking them “why they are mean”, “why they pick” on
them, or tell them — teachers and peers who bully — “to be nice” or to “stop being
mean”. Participants also described strategies to appeal to children’s perspective-
taking when asking them to “cut it out” as “it wouldn’t be nice for them either if
they would be laughed at™.

3.2.1.2 Social support Participants described communication as a strategy to
facilitate the receipt of social support, by “talking about a difficult situation™ or
actively “asking for help”. In the context of communication, support can be given
in different forms, such as “tips”. Parents and teachers can reassure children who
fear the new school environment or requirements “that this is normal”, that they
“don’t need to be scared”, “it will be ok™, and “other children will be nice”. Parents
can also comfort their children by assuring them that the teacher will be “nice” and
not “too strict”. Parents can encourage their children by telling them “that they will
be fine” and that “they can do it”.

Support can be shown through small acts of kindness, such as “sharing”,
“lending something”, “sitting together”, and “hugging”. If a child is scared of a
“test” or “homework”, “friends” could “study together”, or “cheer them up before
the test”, by telling them “you can do this”. Children could also “tell a joke”
to distract others from their fears. Receiving or providing social support without
necessarily being asked is “a way to become [riends” and this is why children
have “to be very helpful at the start”. For example, if distress is observed, “if
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someone cries”, children “should comfort” them, “for example, hugging and ask-
ing why that someone is crying and then maybe helping to solve the problem”.
Social support can be provided by including children, for example by “greeting
them”, “introducing” them to “their friends”, “voting [them] into the sports team
first” and “not avoiding” them. Participants advised children to “ask for help”
or “tell someone” about being victimised. Social support strategies against vic-
timisation included “defending each other”, “settling”, or “interrupting” an ongo-
ing argument between others. Participants suggested the advantage of strength
in numbers, such as belonging to a “friend group” that outnumbered the “group
of bullies”, or working on a “good class community” that can then “collectively
stand up to the bullies”.

Different sources of social support, that is, “friends”, “families”, and “teachers”
were described in connection to specific fear-evoking situations. Figure 3 shows the
frequency of the sources relating to those situations. In a school setting, participants
reported that they depended most on their peers for social support in general, with
the new situation, to help with academic success, as well as when finding or staying
friends. Teachers are named as the most common source of social support when it

comes to victimisation.

3.2.1.3 Activities and reach The cluster activities and reach includes suggestions
about which children were a good choice to spend time with, where and when to
spend time together, and what to do during this time. Participants advised others to
approach or talk to specific groups of children that match their interests, personality,
or status. These include “nice students”, “someone who is also alone”, “someone
who is similar to you “, that is, also “anxious”, also gets “bullied” or to try those who
are “not so cool”. If children cannot find friends in their own class, they might want to
consider joining a “club”, a “WhatsApp group”, looking in a “different class”, hang-
ing out with “old friends”, or with friends “made online”, for example, while gaming.

To make friends, the participants recommended that after “getting to know each
other”, the children “increase contact”. Time could be spent “in school”, by “sitting
next to each other”—*“during class”, “during breaks”, or outside of school, but also

Other sources of support 1 55 7 68 23 i

Support in school - teachers etc.
B Support peers - classmates & friends
B Support family

Overall against to stay/find with e news for academic
distribution victimisation friends situation SUCCESS

Fig.3 Distribution of sources of social support for different strategy objectives
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writing via “WhatsApp”. Participants suggested to “find something in common” or
generically describing “playing together”. They also mentioned more specific activ-
ities, such as “sports”, for example, “football”, “hiking”, or “cycling”, as well as
“playing on a computer”, “listening to music”, watching “YouTube videos together”,
“going out for a meal”, or “shopping”. Participants also mentioned the importance
of “having fun” and “laughing together”. Lastly, they also suggested “doing home-
work” or “studying together”.

3.2.1.4 Avoidance This cluster encompasses recommendations on how to avoid
negative social interactions or “bad people”, such as “bullies”, “mean classmates”,
or “older mean children”. This can be done by “avoiding” the situation by trying not
to run into “them” in the “hallway”, the “classroom”, the “yard” or “on the way to
school”, by for example “changing their route to school”. Children are also advised to
“stay away and not get involved in the fights” of others. For severe problems, children
recommended more extreme forms of avoidance, such as “staying away from others

LE TS

altogether”, “calling in sick”, or ultimately “changing schools™.
3.2.2 Personal emotion regulation

Emotion regulation can be interpersonal (McRae & Gross, 2020) and is highly inter-
connected with social support. However, we were able to clearly differentiate strate-
gies in our data that describe the advice for children on how they could influence
fears, worries, and external stressors. We term these strategies personal emotion
regulation. Interpersonal emotion regulation was coded under enacting supportive
networks. Among others, participants describe methods on how to influence their
thinking or attitude, how to avoid, suppress, and change certain behaviour through
emotion regulation, how to alter certain thoughts and accept seemingly unchange-
able circumstances. These personal emotion regulation tips were given in order to
achieve a mindset that allows children to cope with all the previously mentioned
fears and worries and better their chances of making [riends, coping with the new
situation, academic requirements, and victimisation.

Participants described ways to influence emotions in connection with specific
situations, but also in more general terms. The participants recommended regulating
by avoiding “overthinking”, “worrying too much”, or “being scared”. Participants
described these behaviours in connection to several situations, such as “being scared
of the teacher”, of the “new situations”, and being “shy” towards other children, but
also in connection to victimisation. In order to achieve a more “relaxed” inner atti-
tude, participants advised to give “it time”, “wait and see”, and “think positive”.
IT a child does not make “friends immediately” participants recommended “not to
worry” and be aware that it “takes time”. Additionally, to boost “self-confidence”,
which participants highlighted as important in combating fears, participants con-
sider it helpful if children would tell themselves that they are “going to do alright in
the exam” or imagine a “good outcome”. Humour was described as a way to regu-
late feelings; participants recommend trying to “see the funny side” of things if, for
example, “something embarrassing happened” to them. In relation to victimisation,
participants recommended regulating emotions and not letting “others get to them”.
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Children should rather “listen to their gut”, “decide what is true” for themselves,
“rise above” the insults, and not take things “too seriously”. “You can be angry on
the inside, but don’t show it”, under no circumstances should children “cry”, oth-
erwise they are perceived as “a weakling”, proving the bully right. Instead, they
must “keep it together” and “get on with things”. If things get too much, participants
advised children to “breath” and “distract themselves”, for example, by playing with
a “fidget spinner”, with their “mobile phone”, or doing “homework”.

3.2.3 Controlling behaviour

Strategies related to children controlling their own behaviour address the manner
and demeanour in which children ‘should’ behave around others in specific situa-
tions to combat several fears. It also incorporates actions around preparation and
planning, most pertinent to securing academic success and physical defence, which
only combats victimisation.

3.2.3.1 Demeanour—generous and polite By describing someone’s demeanour,
participants repeatedly identified behaviours that should be avoided, such as being
“naughty”, “bad”, and “disrespectful”, but also being “shy”. Participants pointed out
that if someone “is mean to others, one could understand why the others are mean”
to them. Participants perceived children who are “too shy” in danger of not find-
ing friends. Instead, they advise children to be “good”, “nice”, “kind”, “friendly”,
“brave”, and “open to new experiences”. These behaviours could lead to gaining oth-
ers’ “trust”, becoming “popular”, and making others feel “comfortable” with them,
but also becoming “more self-confident” themselves. If someone is “shy” the par-
ticipants advised children to ask “someone if they want to be friends” or “say yes,
not no”, if asked to “join their game”. Children should even “be nice” to those who
“are mean” to them, in the hope that they will match this behaviour and “will be
nice” to them in return. When asked to specify “being nice”, participants described
behaviours, such as “always smiling” and “helping others” by, for example, “lend-
ing things”. Participants also included recommendations for what not to do, such
as “lying”, “giving telling offs”, “making a sad face”, “being sad”, or “telling on
others”. In the classroom context participants advised to “always raise their hand”
when they want to say something, not “shout out the answer”. Participants also rec-
ommended “giving gifts” to “classmates” and “teachers” to get on their good side
and make the teachers more amenable to them. The participants advised that another
way to improve the relationship with their teacher is if the children always do their
“homework and only get excellent grades”. However, if a”mistake happens”, the par-
ticipants recommended “apologising” to the teacher and telling them that they “will
get it right” next time.

3.2.3.2 Planning and preparation Planning ahead and preparing accordingly is rec-
ommended by participants. Children can do this by “acquiring information” about the
new “school”, their “teacher”, and the “other children”. To be on time, participants
recommended “downloading a bus app”. Participants considered it important to have
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their things in order, for example, bring “their pencil case”, as it is “irritating” if
children always forget something and others “have to lend” them things. Preparation
and planning are further considered essential to, for example, cope with academic
requirements. Participants mentioned the need to “continuously study” and “prac-
tice”, by, for example, “always doing their homework™. Children should also find out
about different study styles, by looking at “how other children study”. Participants
also recommended asking the teacher about upcoming “tests”, specifically “when”
they will be and “what questions” will be asked. If studying and information fail or
prove insufficient, participants also described the possibility of getting “tutoring”,
asking classmates “to study with them”, or finding “study games online”. If chil-
dren are getting victimised, participants recommend “gathering evidence”, by, for
example, “filming what happened” and then presenting it to the “teacher” or “head
teacher”.

3.2.3.3 Physical defence This cluster includes recommendations on how to physi-
cally defend oneself. Participants recommend “going to the fitness studio” to “gain
muscles” or learning “self-defence” to “hit back”. Hitting back is both mentioned
as a preventive measure, to avoid a future victimisation, by establishing a certain
standing, as well as a strategy to “not put up with” being victimised and to not being
perceived as weak.

3.2.4 Strategy outcomes and consequences

In this section, strategies that have already been experienced by participants and that
were described as helpful are depicted. These strategies reportedly eased the transi-
tion process for participants.

The elimination of unknown factors, by, for example, transitioning with friends,
having information about the new school and the new teacher, as well as being sup-
ported in getting to know the new classmates are described. When asked, what
helped or could help with the school transitions, one repeated reply was “friends”.
Some transitioned with friends, others tried to actively “convince” friends to go to
the same school or selected their new school “because of their friends”. Gelting to
know the school, by visiting their “open house” before starting was described as
helpful. The same concept seems to apply to the main teacher. Participants reported
it as helpful when they received a “letter from the teacher” before the start of the
school year, as they then knew that (s)he was “nice”. Starting the “first day” with a
group assignment that facilitated and supported the children in getting to know eve-
ryone was described as “very nice”. Teachers changing the seating arrangement was
also described as helpful, as this gives pupils the chance of getting to know others
within their class.

Creating classroom rules, defining which behaviour is expected, and establishing
a framework for support appear to help settle in the class setting. The establishment
of “classroom rules” was mentioned as helpful against victimisation. Participants
described the existence of peer “arbiters”, who offer low-threshold support with dif-
ficult situations before having to approach a teacher also as helpful. Another way
to discuss problems was the establishment of a “post-box” where children could

@ Springer

49



622 K. A.M. Stiehl et al.

deposit problems. The post-box should be “emptied once a week™ and consequent
“meetings” to discuss these are “arranged”.

3.2.5 Discourse—contradictions and questionable usefulness of identified strategy
outcomes

The classification of strategies described above relates to what participants suggest
can or should be done to combat fears. However, the data also includes direct refer-
ences (o the usefulness and feasibility of these strategies. Furthermore, contradic-
tory perspectives on strategy use are apparent from negative cases within the data
and when participants were asked to [urther elaborate on specific strategies, this
sometimes led to self-contradictions, which call into question strategies’ usefulness
or feasibility.

Participants generally agreed on the importance of communication. However,
they disagreed on the pace at which to approach others and the boundaries of con-
versation. Some participants recommended “finding friends fast” and “talking a lot”.
However, other participants advised to “not talk too much” or “take time”, “listen
first and then decide” who is nice and who to be friends with. “Having fun together”
and “laughing together” was described as helpful, however, the perception differed
between the importance of making others laugh, by behaving like the “class clown”
and being perceived as “ridiculous” and being “laughed at” and not “laughed with”.
Friends are named as a main source of social support; others described friends as
a hindrance when trying to make new friends or described the betrayal when “los-
ing friends” because they are “taken away” by other children. Participants described
situations in which peer support can only go so far, even though getting “comforted”
by a friend is nice, sometimes the only thing that helps is changing the reason why a
child is getting bullied, for example, by buying new “glasses”.

Participants described ways to engage or confront bullies verbally, by being
“brave” and asking bullies questions concerning “why they are mean” or telling
them “to stop”. Other participants however recommend “not confronting” bul-
lies, as this can be “too dangerous™ or that “defending oneself” could make the
situation “even worse”. To minimise danger, participants recommended verbalis-
ing the need for support, by “asking”—peers, teachers, or parents—"“for help”.
This however might lead to further “exclusions™ as they could be perceived as a
“tell-tale”. Although participants suggested that children could tell their parents
and teachers who could subsequently solve their problems, when asked to specify
what teachers could do, participants responded with “teachers don’t help”, they
“don’t do anything”, and that some “don’t take problems seriously”. Parents as a
source of support are also described as questionable, as they sometimes “make it
even worse” when they get involved. Participants described it as helpful if their
peers or [riends would just recognise victimisation and “react” in a supportive
manner, without necessarily being asked. Children could, for example, approach
the victim and tell them that they “shouldn’t listen to what everyone was saying”
or tell the bullies “to stop”. Social support, such as “being kind” and “lending”
things to others was named as a strategy for finding friends. However, if children
are perceived as too disorganised and “constantly forget” something and need
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the support of others, this is perceived as “annoying” and ultimately could hin-
der friendship. Unorganised children are also more likely to get into trouble and
“shouted at” by teachers.

Instead of communication, some participants recommended “learning sell-
defence”, “threaten”, or physically “hitting” or “hitting back” when being victim-
ised. However, when asked if “hitting” was a good strategy, participants acknowl-
edged that it wasn’t, while others advised against physical “fights” from the start.
Further, instead of addressing victimisation, participants recommended “always
staying close to a teacher”, “calling in sick”, “not going to school”, or trying to
“change school”. Participants mentioned that it would be possible to “avoid oth-
ers altogether”, however, they also remarked that this would make it impossible
“to find friends” and leave them “all alone”.

There are conflicting reports concerning children’s personal emotion regulation
strategies. For example, when it comes to children’s inner attitude towards chal-
lenging situations. Some participants recommended, “thinking good thoughts”,
“imagining the outcome” they “want”, and avoiding “bad thoughts”. Other par-
ticipants recommended “always expect the worst”, as then children could “be
happy” if something “turns out better than expected”. To cope with conflict, for
example, when a child has been acting in a “nasty” way or an argument between
friends, some participants mentioned, that it was important “not to endlessly harp
on about it” and just “forget it”. Other participants reported that it is hard to “for-
get everything” after a fight and to rather “sit down together” and “talk about
what happened”. Further participants reported that they are told — by teachers and
parents — to ignore victimisation, however, participants explained that to “ignore
something really bad” is often not possible.

Participants disagreed whether children should try and find lots of friends, by
“saying who they are”, “saying what they think”, and “not changing for others”,
or (o create a persona, by “adapting” behaviours and looks “to fit in”. Some par-
ticipants mentioned that children should “say what the others say”, as “saying the
wrong thing”, “being the only one who doesn’t like something”, or “having the
wrong haircut” could lead to a loss of “friendship” or that a child could “become
an outsider”. However, others mentioned that they needed to find friends “who
like them as they are”. Further, children should change, by, for example, “buy-
ing new clothes”, “make up”, “changing their hair colour”, “having an opera-
tion”, looking “stylish”, and wearing “nice” age appropriate “clothes”, which
are not “childish”- “don’t be ugly”. It was described as important that children
“always smile”, always “be happy”, and “not make a sad face”. Participants fur-
ther described that children should come across as “cool” and “show off” to make
friends, at the same time others adviced to not overdo the “showing off” and “not
act too cool” as that could put people off. Children should “study” and be “good
in school”, but also get “bad grades” on purpose and “cheat on tests”, other-
wise other children might laugh at them and they might be perceived as “eager
beavers”.

Some participants recommended trying to approach the “good students™ first,
however other participants advised being careful not to be friends with the “teach-
er’s pet”, as this could increase their chances for victimisation.
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4 Discussion

In this study, a qualitative approach is applied, aiming to develop an in-depth
understanding of early adolescents’ perspective on fears in connection to school
transitions and find which kind of coping strategies early adolescents intend to
apply to overcome these prospective fears. In our opinion, this knowledge is
highly relevant for the development of future interventions that aim at supporting
a smooth transition, to try and increase early adolescents’ social-emotional com-
petencies and ultimately their well-being. So far, there is a shortage of in-depth
analyses of young people’s perspectives concerning fears and intended strategies
to cope with these fears during school transition. In the present research, we col-
lected qualitative data in 52 workshops with 896 students participating to exam-
ine early adolescents’ perspectives on fears at school transition and their intended
coping strategies to overcome these. We found four major fears among partici-
pants, that is, the fear of peer victimisation, the fear of being alone in the new
situation, the fear of victimisation by authority figures, and the fear of academic
failure. Connected to these fears three clusters of coping strategies identified by
children were derived, that is, those that lead to the enaction of supportive net-
works, those that pertain to personal emotion regulation, and those that pertain
to controlling one’s own behaviour. Distinct from these strategies was a theme
that identified strategy outcomes and consequences, encompassing personal
experiences that were described as helpful. Finally, a cluster consisting of dis-
course around contradictions and questionable usefulness of identified strategy
outcomes.

Transitions in general often cause emotional restructuring and most transitions
are accompanied by fears (van Rens et al., 2018). Research has shown that chil-
dren who were involved in bullying incidents previous to their transition [rom
primary to secondary school, worried about the new school requirement (e.g.,
varying teachers), or worried about how and if they will find friends in the new
class, experienced transition as more difficult (Evangelou et al., 2008). Similar
to other studies, our results show that, although participants mention the fear of
academic failure, the frequency of these mentions is lower compared to the more
prevalent social fears, such as the fears of peer victimisation and being alone in
the new situation (Zeedyk et al., 2003). Therefore, social fears, especially the fear
of victimisation, which was mentioned in every workshop, appear to outweigh
academic fears. Similar to other research, children believed that reasons for bul-
lying are related to appearance and ethnicity (Mischel & Kitsantas, 2020). This
may raise a concern for minority groups distinguished by their appearance, such
as those with an immigrant background. Therefore, it may be essential to address
prejudice in future anti-bullying interventions (Caravita et al., 2020). Literature
has shown that being a bully, a victim, or both has a major negative and adverse
impact on physical and psychological health (Moore et al., 2017), as well as on
academic achievement and economic outcomes (Biswas et al., 2020), which can
continue into adulthood (Brendgen & Poulin, 2018; Copeland et al., 2013). Most
children who experienced and feared bullying subsequently struggled to make
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or expand their circle of friends, which in turn had negative consequences for
their self-esteem and confidence (Evangelou et al., 2008). Thus, a main focus of
future interventions has to be on preventing bullying and breaking the cycle, by,
for example, creating a supportive class environment that promotes acceptance
and tolerance (Hajovsky et al., 2020), as well as supporting children not to be
bystanders, but interfere in bullying (Voight & Nation, 2016).

The fear of being alone and not finding any friends was a fear also mentioned in
every workshop. Supporting the relevance of our findings, a recent literature review
has described the importance of positive relationships with peers during the transi-
tion to secondary school (Jindal-Snape et al., 2019). Further, our data highlights the
critical role of peer relationships for young adolescents (Lyell et al., 2020; Mitic
et al. 2021) in coping with adverse circumstances such as bullying or coping with
a new situation. Just one friend, even if this friend is later lost, acts as protection
against negative physiological and emotional repercussions caused by adverse social
experiences (Adams et al., 2011; Lessard & Juvonen, 2018). Our findings underline
the importance of good peer bonds, as they appear (o increase resilience towards
change, which contrasts the increased mental health issues and lower educational
achievements that have been reported if the transition and bonding are experienced
as negative (Jindal-Snape et al., 2019). Thus, a main focus of [uture interventions
has to be the support of children to experience a positive transition process, by facil-
itating positive relationships (Boulton et al., 2011; Jindal-Snape et al., 2019). In our
data, children reported that low threshold interventions, such as starting the school
year with a group assignment, was helpful, facilitated and supported the children in
getting to know their peers.

Participants did not only report the fear of peer victimisation, but also the fear of
victimisation by authority figures. In the PISA assessment of students’ well-being
by the OECD (2017), one in five students reported several occasions in which they
were treated unfairly by their teachers during the course of a month. Similar to our
study, participants reported that teachers would ridicule or offend pupils in front of
others and that they were worried about harsh discipline. There are very few recom-
mendations on what children or parents can do if children experience victimisation
by teachers. Research has shown that teachers’ social and emotional skills and own
well-being are directly linked to classroom atmosphere and teacher-student rela-
tionships, which consequently influences students’ social, emotional, and academic
outcomes (Jennings, 2015). As teachers are essential in helping children find their
place by providing a positive environment (Coffey, 2013), it is essential to support
and train teachers to work on their own social-emotional skills, their own well-being
(Jennings, 2015), and learn to understand their own impact and the consequences of
their actions through the eyes of their pupils (van Rens et al., 2018).

As reported earlier, the fear of academic failure was mentioned by participants,
however, these mentions were far fewer than those describing social fears. Similar
to other studies participants reported worries concerning cognitive adequacy, work-
load, and time needed to cope with the new workload, as well as subsequent fears
ol negative evaluations, feelings of inadequateness, and bad grades (van Rens et al.,
2018). When considering the theory of social comparison (Festinger, 1954), which
describes peoples’ inert desire to evaluate their abilities relative to those of others,
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it is not surprising that, especially in the school context, low academic achievement
has been connected to lower self-worth and low self-esteem, which in turn is linked
to internalising problems (Metsipelto et al., 2020). Studies have shown that school
transition is commonly followed by an academic dip, however, some pupils are in
danger of poor academic progression and consequent disengagement (McGee 2004;
van Rens et al., 2018). These findings are important, as children still appear to be ill-
equipped when it comes to learning strategies and therefore should be supported in
acquiring self-determined study approaches and sell-directed learning (Kamenetz,
2010).

Young people’s fears might be paramount for the development of adequate and
effective coping strategies (Lucey & Reay, 2000). Adequate and effective coping
strategies are of great importance when wanting to overcome obstacles connected
to school transition constructively (Voight & Nation, 2016; Zammuner, 2019). Inad-
equate coping mechanisms are associated with detrimental consequences for future
mental health and well-being (e.g., Copeland et al., 2013; Gini et al., 204), as well
as poorer academic achievements (Pandey et al., 2018) and may lead to far-reaching
adverse repercussions into adult life (McGee , 2004; Moore et al., 2017).

In order to gain a better understanding of the consequences of stress on men-
tal health, well-being, and possible physiological repercussions, a comprehension
of the structure of coping is essential (Stanistawski, 2019). The lack of agreement
concerning this structure and coping nomenclature, with at least 100 different sci-
entific classifications and additional 400 sub-categories described in the literature
(Skinner et al., 2003), hinders concrete classifications. Due to this dissent, in the
present study, we refrained from committing to one concrete classification but used
a combination of classifications to better reflect our data. Participants were asked to
describe intended coping strategies in the context of addressing the fears linked to
school transition. However, participants voiced controversy and uncertainty about
the usefulness of some of the intended strategies. The type of coping strategy chosen
in a certain context depends on the specific situation (Murray-Harvey et al., 2012) as
well as on the individual’s cognitive, biological, emotional, and social development
(Compas et al., 2001). Some of this dissent may be attributed to personal prefer-
ences or characteristics. Such differences have however been connected to difficul-
ties in forming positive peer relationships and in coping with challenges associated
with the new school system (West et al., 2010). The dissent identified in our data
may indicate that, although children appear to possess some knowledge of and are
capable of articulating specific strategies, they may still lack the ability to practically
apply the named strategies adequately. In the following, strategies, controversies,
and implications are discussed.

Participants described strategies on how to enact supportive networks. This clus-
ter of strategies consisted of communication, social support, activities and reach,
as well as avoidance of negative contacts. Communication skills were mentioned
repeatedly, which have been described as essential for children’s everyday life, as
they influence social success and the quality of peer relationships during adolescents
(Reed & Trumbo, 2020). Similar to other research, participants described the use of
communication skills to convey ideas and described the ability to listen as important
(Mancuso, 2008). Further, skills pertaining to friendship formation described in our

@ Springer

54



Children's perspective on fears connected to school transition... 627

data were in accordance with friendship skills named in literature (e.g., introducing
onesell, sharing and exchanging information; McGinnis & Goldstein, 1997; Oztiirk
& Kutu, 2017). However, participants also repeatedly voiced uncertainties in con-
nection with specific aspects concerning communication skills, especially in the
context of friendship formation (e.g., how much information sharing is considered
ok, when does it become too much) and victimisation (e.g., is verbally confronting
a bully a good strategy or too dangerous). Therefore, in the context of victimisa-
tion instead of communication, participants advised avoiding bullies or situations in
which bullying could happen. Considering the importance of communication skills
for the social and emotional success of adolescence (Reed & Trumbo, 2020), these
findings indicate that better communication strategies and individualised training in
basic communication skills to support early adolescents to form positive relation-
ships and feel able to negotiate in adverse situations may be needed (Tuttle et al.,
2006). School-based mentoring relationships have been shown to have many ben-
efits for the mentees, as well as the mentors. Youth mentors and mentees report to
profit from the relationship, it furthers prosocial behaviour, communication skills,
and better connections with school and teachers (Coyne-Foresi & Nowicki, 2021).

Similar to other studies, providing and receiving social support from different
sources (i.e., peers, [riends, family, and authority figures) was described as impor-
tant in our data (van Rens et al., 2018; Voight & Nation, 2016). Participants appear
aware of the positive consequences of peer support, as it was described to be a way
to form friendships, as helpful against victimisation, to generally help cope with
the new situation, as well as helpful for academic success — whereas the absence of
friendship was connected to fear. Participants were vague when asked about specific
support strategies (providing or receiving), which hints at awareness and ability to
name and identify strategies. However, children seem less competent at engaging
with these strategies on a practical level. This uncertainty might influence children’s
ability to interfere or help in bullying situations. Results of a previous study showed
that almost half of the participating pupils stated that they would not interfere with
ongoing bullying (Wachs et al., 2018). Further, the feeling of lacking the ability to
cope with victimisation themselves may be a reason why pupils said they relied on
support from others (e.g., teachers or parents) when confronted with victimisation.
However, when further asked, this strategy appears also flawed in the participants’
minds. As similar to other studies, participants were uncertain concerning the help-
fulness of teachers’ support (de Leeuw et al., 2018) or voiced worries about poten-
tial adverse consequences of parents’ involvement when being victimised by peers
or teachers (Camara et al., 2017). Therefore, adult intervention might only prove
helpful, if the consulted adult is well-trained and has the ability to intervene in an
effective way (Bauman et al., 2020). These findings could indicate that children
lack confidence in their own support skills or question the abilities of their peers,
teachers, or parents to support them. Hence, better training for teachers and parents
on how to effectively support children (Bauman et al., 2020), as well as interven-
tions for children on strengthening their own competencies to support their peers are
urgently needed (Voight & Nation, 2016).

Participants mentioned self-regulation strategies as a way to cope with all of
the fears mentioned in our data. This appears beneficial as a systematic review and
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meta-analysis described positive effects of self-regulation-based interventions on
health and behavioural outcomes, as well as a positive influence on academic out-
comes in children and adolescents (Pandey et al., 2018). Further, greater compe-
tencies in self-regulation are connected to better social skills, healthier behaviour,
better physical and mental health, and improved academic achievement, including
math, literacy, letter naming, reading, and vocabulary, as well as fewer behavioural
problems, conduct disorders, suspensions from school, and less substance abuse
(Pandey et al., 2018). However, participants’ comments revealed uncertainties con-
cerning the use and effectiveness of self-regulation strategies. Participants reported
strategies, such as changing school or hitting back when being victimised, which
might indicate a lack of adequate coping strategies. Further, participants were criti-
cal of simplistic adult advice, (e.g., to just ignore victimisation). Such advice might
even be connected to the earlier mentioned feeling of not receiving support from
adults when experiencing victimisation (Bauman et al., 2020). Considering the posi-
tive impact of good personal emotion regulation strategies, instead of merely advis-
ing children to ignore or avoid adverse situations, children should be supported in
developing better personal emotion regulation skills (Hinduja & Patchin, 2017; Pan-
dey et al., 2018).

Participants described strategies aiming to control their behaviour to avoid nega-
tive outcomes, such as victimisation by teachers or their peers. As described by the
social ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006),
the classroom context is of great importance during this time, as time spend in this
context has a major effect on adolescents’ adjustments, development, and health
risks. Thus, similar to other studies our data shows that positive and negative inter-
actions with peers and teachers influence adolescents’ social and personal evalua-
tions (Bjirehed et al., 2021; Gini et al., 2014, 2018). Further, our data underlines
adolescents’ wish to fit in, belong to a peer group, and make friends at the time of
school transition (van Rens et al., 2018). Some of the strategies mentioned in our
data, such as the importance of always being nice or to always do what the other per-
son wants, were connected to the fear of otherwise being rejected or losing friends.
Further, adolescents describe ways to cope with negative evaluations, such as
appearance leasing, (i.e., name calling or appearance-based rejection), which were
identified to be common in this age group by other researchers (Schmidt & Martin,
2019). The strategies named in connection with changing their look and behaviour
were voice the necessity of showing off, behaving like the class clown, getting a
new haircut or colour, or buying new clothes and make up to better fit in. These
suggestions may be linked to adolescents’ focus of gaining and protecting a positive
identity since adolescents consider it acceptable to refuse inclusion in their social
group due to someone’s perceived unattractiveness, especially in connection to their
appearance (Leets & Sunwolf, 2005). Considering these findings, suggestions in
our study advising “unattractive” children to have an operation in order to better fit
in are unsurprising. The lack of strategies becomes further obvious when children
advocate hitting, pushing, and fighting the bully to avoid future bullying. These find-
ings are important, as they underline the preponderance of maladaptive coping strat-
egies during this time of uncertainty during children’s identity formation (Bauman
et al., 2020; Leets & Sunwolf, 2005). It is therefore of great importance to support
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children in developing personal and social skills, which can develop resilience (Gil-
lison et al., 2008) and increase acceptance and tolerance. By improving the class cli-
mate (Voight & Nation, 2016), negative social and personal evaluations and possible
moral disengagement could be reduced (Bjirehed et al., 2021).

Some of the strategies mentioned aiming to fit in with peers directly contradict
participants’ strategies to cope with the experience or fear of being treated unfairly
by teachers (Gini et al., 2018). The strategies to create a positive teacher-student
relationship included unrealistic suggestions such as always being on their best
behaviour, always doing their homework, and always getting good grades. Children
appear to struggle to reconcile the role of being a good student, avoiding confronta-
tion with teachers, and the need to fit in with their peer group. Thus, raising teach-
ers’ awareness of children’s struggles and individual differences (Evans et al., 2018),
as well as supporting teachers and pupils in establishing positive relationships, could
enhance the overall class climate and consequently create a sense of school belong-
ing (Hajovsky et al., 2020). Such a feeling of support and belonging has been linked
to students’ persistence and engagement towards their academic work, and has been
shown to reduce bullying, victimisation (Hajovsky et al., 2020; Voight & Nation,
2016), and loneliness among students (Morin, 2020). Better socio-emotional skills
have many benefits for the current class climate and children’s achievements (Pan-
dey et al., 2018) and are linked to well-being and economic success in later life (Bis-
was et al., 2020; Brendgen & Poulin, 2018).

4.1 Strengths and limitations

An important strength of the present study was that our methods increased par-
ticipants’ willingness to engage and provided a holistic picture regarding fears and
intended strategies via the triangulation of the different inquiry methods that were
used in child-friendly workshops. Collecting brainstorming data on spread sheets
and notepads in different settings (full class and self-selected small groups) was
appealing and engaging for the participants. The methods of linking experiences
or advice to fictional characters has its roots and a longstanding tradition in the
therapeutic setting and are used to elicit information about subjective experiences,
objectifying the issues or problems, and thereby safeguarding against adverse effects
(Butler et al., 2009; Davis et al., 2021; Papouli, 2019). By using a third person stim-
ulus, the participants can assume a distanced perspective, which allows to reflect on
their own experiences separate from the self. Distancing is a productive perspective,
as it allows for safe communication of negative experiences (Barbosa et al., 2017).
The use of a narrative allows sharing of negative feelings without implicating one-
sell (Barbosa et al., 2017; Ruini et al., 2014). Self disclosure, large groups may hin-
der the elicitation of entirely honest reflections, as peer influences within the groups
may skewer responses. Although the small, self-selected groups were intended to
further open communication, this setting does not guarantee that all participants
share personal experiences and opinion and therefore might be unable to capture all
VIEWS.
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We recognise that the directions provided in the workshop, that the character in
the story “is a bit scared”, was a leading question. However, as one aim of the study
was to identify and understand prospective fears of the target population, we framed
it like this. We are aware, that this question might suggest that all children experi-
ence fears, and although we understand that not all participants experience “own”
fears around the time of school transition, we recognise school as a social context, in
which it is very likely that participants without own fears will have witnessed fears
among their peers. We find the perspective and advice of participants without fears
relevant, especially considering their input in the strategies section, on how to avoid
and cope with prospective [ears, as well as on how to support peers who experience
fears.

The sample consisted of children visiting the last year of primary school, as well
as secondary school children, who just experienced the transition. We wanted to
include different voices, as we are aware of different biases present in the slightly
different age groups. Primary school students may fantasise about the upcoming
change and their possible fears, whereas secondary school children may display
memory biases. We did compare the different data sets but did not find differences
between the expected and experienced fears or the strategy knowledge, and therefore
combined the data sets.

The described methods led to a data set consisting of single words, shorter and
longer phrases, as well as short conversations between participants — which has
limited depth at an individual participant level. The way data was collected did not
allow a gender specific effect or effects of other individual differences to be exam-
ined, but instead provided a holistic understanding of early adolescents’ fears of
school transition and their strategies to overcome these. Lastly, although the depth of
responses was limited by the methods, the methods also allowed us to sample from a
very large number of young people, increasing our confidence that the issues identi-
fied are important for young people of this age in Austria.

4.2 Conclusion

In conclusion, children in our study reported more social fears compared to aca-
demic fears about changing schools. Children seem reasonably competent at naming
and identifying strategies, however, maladaptive strategies, as well as the contro-
versies and uncertainties within the described strategies may indicate less compe-
tence in engaging with these strategies on a practical level. As these competencies
are important for children’s social-emotional well-being, physical and psychological
health, as well as for their academic success, future interventions need to support
children in learning how to enact effective coping strategies, considering their indi-
vidual predispositions and preferences.
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(b) show supportive and empathic actions, (¢) manage conflicts, (d) avoid negative behavior, (e)
spend time with them, and () communicate in the offline and online environments. Although
shared norms of behavior can support friendship development, friendship jealousy and tolerating
bigger friendship groups were identified as important potential barriers. Additionally, external
factors (i.e., given circumstances), such as similarities, physical proximity, and duration of ac-
quaintance were included in our data but were perceived as less important by early adolescents.
Our results supplement the existing peer relationship literature by showing which factors early
adolescents themselves chose as most relevant for friendship development. We conclude with a
discussion regarding the implications for school psychology practice and future research.
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1. Introduction

The fundamental motivation for social relationships and belonging is an essential part of healthy human development (Allen et al.,
2022; Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Social relationships are linked to better health, which reduces the risk of heart disease, depression,
and mortality (Howick et al., 2019). Social isolation, loneliness, and low social support have correspondingly negative effects that
predict increases in severity of symptoms of ill health, development of mental illnesses, and mortality (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015;
Richardson et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2018). Thus, understanding factors that facilitate and hinder the development of social re-
lationships is vitally important for promoting health and well-being. This article focuses on individuals who were at the transition from
primary to secondary school, hereafter referred to as early adolescents.

1.1. Early adolescence, social isolation, and mental health

During early adolescence, friends and peers are significantly relevant for social, emotional, and cognitive development (Lamblin
et al.,, 2017; Rubin et al., 2015). Early adolescents spend a large amount of time with peers at school and outside of school, which
increases their separation from parents and boosts their autonomy and identity exploration (Hazen et al., 2008; Larson & Richards,
1691). Yet, the multiple developmental changes in early adolescence (e.g., development of autonomy, perspective taking, physical
maturation) are challenging and can increase the risk of social isolation and loneliness (Laursen & Hartl, 2013). Social isolation and
loneliness that occur during early adolescence, in turn, are associated with poor mental health outcomes, such as depression and
anxiety (Loades et al., 2020). The lifetime prevalence rates for depressive and anxiety disorders during early adolescence is alarmingly
high, reaching 21.77% in Austria (Wagner et al., 2017). Two related and important protective factors against the development of poor
mental health outcomes during early adolescence include friendships and supportive peer relationships, which have been found to
reduce the risk for depression and anxiety disorders (I{lineberg et al., 2006; Mitic et al., 2021).

1.2. Friendships and supportive peer relationships

Early adolescents spend a lot of time at school, which makes the educational environment an important social environment for
friendship development with peers. In a recent review, Roach (2019) pooled existing literature from different disciplines on adoles-
cents’ definitions of friendship, concluding that friendship encompasses attributes of support, intimacy, affection, trust, ability to
manage conflict, and time. These attributes of friendship persist in digital interactions as well, making the online environment as
relevant as the offline environment (Yau & Reich, 2018). Compared to friends, peers at school might get along well and spend a lot of
time and do group activities together, but conversations are primarily school-related and lack attributes of intimacy and support
(Roach, 2019). Nonetheless, early adolescents spend most of the time at school among peers, which makes peers, in addition to friends,
a valuable resource. Accordingly, friendships and supportive peer relationships predict both mental health and well-being (Heinsch
et al,, 2020; Lester & Cross, 2015). Thus, this study aimed to better understand factors that facilitate and hinder friendship
development.

1.3. School transition from primary to secondary school

Having supportive peers one can turn to in stressful times may help to overcome the difficulties they are experiencing and lead to
health benefits (Kendrick et al,, 2012; Lyell et al., 2020). During the transition from primary to secondary school, support from friends
is a relevant predictor for well-being and school satisfaction across cultures (Oriol et al., 2017). However, school transition often leads
to changes in the school environment, including, for example, bigger schools, more subjects and teachers, and new peers (Symonds &
Galton, 2014). This period is marked with unstable and fractured peer networks (MNg-Knight et al., 2019), Although some friendships
endure because early adolescents transit to the same school, stay connected via digital media channels (e.g., chat services, social
network sites, online games), or because pre-existing family connections keep them close, other friendships rupture due to being
assigned to different schools or classes (Mittmann et al.,, 2021; Weller, 2007). After transition, pupils must deal with new class
compositions at school, which necessitates the negotiation of group affiliations and friendships with classmates (Rice et al., 2011).
Making friends, belonging to a group of peers, and fitting in are some of the primary concerns that early adolescents mention at the
time of their school transition (Curson et al., 2019; Pratt & George, 2005; Weller, 2007). Experiencing inclusion in the peer group and
school belonging significantly relates to friendship (Mitic et al., 2021). Early adolescents without friends experience their school
environment as more threatening and unsafe (Lessard & Juvonen, 2018). In fact, friendlessness, clique isolation, and loneliness during
early adolescence have negative long-term consequences, such as internalizing difficulties (i.e., depressive symptoms, social anxiety,
and low self-esteem; Lessard & Juvonen, 2018; Loades et al., 2020; Qualter et al., 2013; Witvliet et al., 2010) and deficits in social skills
(Schinka et al., 2013). Thus, understanding factors that facilitate and hinder friendship development at the time of school transition
from primary to secondary schools is an important aspect within school psychology.

1.4. Digital media

The use of digital media among adolescents significantly increases during the school transition from primary to secondary schools
and many early adolescents extensively use their smartphone to communicate and stay connected with their friends and peers (Davis,
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2012; Mittmann et al.,, 2021). Digital gaming, as well as casual and intimate online communication, are new ways to increase
belonging and improve offline peer relationships (Davis, 2012; Mittmann et al., 2021). For example, after the school transition when
peers need to form new friendships and get to know their classmates, discovering a common identity as digital gamer makes the
development of offline peer relationships 1.5 times more likely (Eklund & Roman, 2017). Consequently, digital media has an impact on
early adolescents’ relationships with peers and friends and might be particularly relevant during the school transition.

1.5. Negative effects of peer victimization and rejection

Although friends and peers can be a supportive resource and can make school and life more fun (Kostenius & Ohrling, 2008; Persson
et al., 2016; Sotardi, 2017), early adolescents also face challenges with peers in their offline and online social environments. For
example, conflicts, bullying, and victimization (Curson et al., 2019; Sotardi, 2017; Sumter et al., 2012) often occur during this time.
Across American, European, and Asian countries the prevalence rates of any kind of victimization (traditional and/or cybervictim-
ization) reaches 20%-30% during early adolescence (Chudal et al., 2022; Hasan et al., 2023; Li et al,, 2020). At the time of school
transition, early adolescents look forward to making new friends, yet they have concerns about victimization and social exclusion
(Curson et al., 2019; Zeedyk et al., 2003). Early adolescents who experience bullying in primary school are particularly at risk for
facing similar experiences in secondary school (Fujikawa et al., 2021). Several studies with diverse populations across childhood and
adolescence have shown that different kinds of victimization (e.g., physical, verbal, cyber bullying) are significantly associated with
maladaptive functioning, depression, and loneliness (Baier et al., 2019; Halliday et al., 2021; Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Sumter et al.,
2012; Wang et al., 2012). Furthermore, peer rejection and (cyber) victimization during childhood and early adolescence can have
negative long-term consequences persisting into adolescence and adulthood (e.g., depression, anxiety disorders, criminal justice
system involvement; Bettencourt et al.,, 2023; Copeland et al.,, 2013; Halliday et al., 2021; Lev-Wiesel et al., 2006; McDougall &
Vaillancourt, 2015). Yet, with the transition to secondary school, the prevalence of bullying declines (Fujikawa et al., 2021), which
makes school transition a promising time to promote and emphasize supportive peer relationships at school.

1.6. Positive effects of friendships and supportive peer relationships

A recent systematic literature review identified friendships and peer relationships as facilitating factors for successful school
transition and concluded that early adolescents should be supported in the development of friendships with peers at school (van Rens
et al,, 2018a). In qualitative studies, early adolescents have reported on the personal importance of friendships for enhancing self-
esteem, confidence, and mental health when facing challenging times and feeling vulnerable (Curson et al, 2019; Pratt & George,
2005; Weller, 2007). Inaddition, quantitative studies show that supportive peer relationships can explain psychological well-being and
reduce vulnerability to depressive symptoms (Buchanan & Bowen, 2008; Burke et al., 2017; Maunder & Monks, 2019). Overall, both
feeling accepted by peers and getting along well with peers have protective long-term effects on self-esteem across early adolescence
and young adulthood (Birkeland et al., 2014). Thus, friends and peers are a vital resource for personal and health development in early
adolescence, particularly in challenging times, such as during the school transition between primary and secondary schools.

Although the relevance of friends and peers is evident during this school transition, early adolescents report receiving limited
instruction on how to establish friendships with peers (van Rens et al., 2018b). In fact, early adolescents have reported the wish to talk
about friendships and the desire to receive health promotion activities that build and strengthen peer relationships (Kostenius &
Ohrling, 2008; Persson et al., 2016). Hence, understanding factors that facilitate and hinder friendship development with peers during
early adolescence and school transition is of particular interest to inform future interventions and school psychology practice.

1.7. Participatory research approach

From an ecological perspective, as postulated in Bronfenbrenner’s ecology of human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), the
school environment is an essential context when aiming to understand early adolescents’ peer relationships. Friendships typically exist
between one’s own classmates (George & Hartmann, 1996), which makes classrooms an important social environment for studying the
development of supportive peer relationships. This is especially true for Austria because pupils at the same grade levels are usually split
into classes, where they stay together for several years.

Although most studies employ quantitative methods (e.g., questionnaires, social network analysis, peer nominations) to study peer
relationships and friendships (Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2003), research in educational settings that involves younger populations
needs to adapt traditional methods to enhance involvement and scientific output (Lundqvist, 2014). Innovative data collection
methods, such as visualizations (e.g., drawings) and informal discussions (e.g., workshops), are essential for gaining insights from early
adolescents’ lives (Lundqvist, 2014). These innovative approaches can not only benefit research, but also promote new social expe-
riences and open interactions among participants themselves (Halliday et al., 2019; Lundqvist, 2014). We think that early adolescents
are experts by experience and can best describe their perspectives and needs when involved adequately in participatory, as opposed to
traditional, data collection methods. Thus, we wanted to give early adolescents a voice and make their needs visible to respect the
fundamental rights of children and adolescents (United Nations, 1989). Yet, only a few studies have considered students’ voices in their
research (e.g., de Leeuw et al., 2018; Halliday et al.,, 2019). The present study aimed to close this gap by employing innovative data
collection methods (i.e., participatory workshop activities) to understand factors that facilitate and hinder early adolescents’
friendship development.

Although early adolescents have been involved in different research processes addressing health-related topics, such as substance
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abuse, social skills, physical activity, or nutrition (Larsson et al., 2018; Rouncefield-Swales et al., 2021), to our knowledge, this is the
first study on friendship development that actively engaged participants in a decision-making process around data they have generated
themselves over the course of data collection. We acknowledge early adolescents as active participants in research about them with a
right to be heard and taken seriously (Lansdown et al, 2014; United Nations, 1989). Our participatory data collection methods
increased the likelihood that early adolescents were able to share their feels and thereby inform researchers and school psychology
practitioners about their perspectives on factors that facilitate and hinder friendship development. Overall, our integrative approach
can serve as a baseline for early adolescents-informed intervention development on how to make friends.

The research aim of the present study was to understand factors that facilitate and hinder friendship development during the
transition between primary and secondary school levels. Specifically, we attempted to identify those factors that early adolescents self-
selected as most relevant by involving them in a decision-making process around data that they generated. Given that digital media use
significantly increases during this school transition, we also aimed to understand its possible role in friendship development.

2. Method
2.1. Research design

We conducted a qualitative study that employed a reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019). The aim of this
approach was to achieve a rich description of narrative comments from 916 students and from observations of 54 participatory
workshops that were conducted to understand factors that facilitated and hindered friendship development among participants in our
sample. Qualitative data were collected as part of participatory workshops with the aim of understanding friendship development, the
experience of school transition, the role that social media plays during school transition, and peer relationships. Overall, the partic-
ipatory workshops were designed to understand early adolescents’ needs to facilitate and develop meaningful interventions within this
area.

This study also employed a participatory research approach, inspired by the participatory design approach (Hagen et al., 2012) that
provides a framework for the involvement of young people at various stages of intervention development. In particular, the first two
steps (i.e., identifying and defining the problem), from the perspectives of early adolescents, were included in the participatory
workshop activities. We examined guidelines for public and patient involvement, engagement, and youth involvement to identify an
appropriate level of involvement for early adolescents (e.g., Kaisler & Missbach, 2019; Kirby, 2004). The level of engagement that we
utilized was selected to allow for the involvement of a large number of adolescents so that broadly held perspectives potentially
important in universal intervention development could be identified.

2.2. Participatory workshop design

The participatory workshop (90 min) was conceived by a European interdisciplinary research team (D.O.T. Research Group;
https://dot.lbg.ac.at/). The workshop’s structured content included seven different participatory workshop activities focusing on three
main topics, including (a) peer relations, (b) school transition, and (c) digital media. Participatory workshop methods were based on
participatory and arts-based methods literature (e.g., Colucci, 2007; Foster et al., 2018; Lundqvist, 2014) and practical experience from
multiple disciplines (e.g., psychology, psychiatry and therapy, child theatre arts). The participatory workshop manual is available in a
data repository (see osf.io/2u7r4) to increase clarity, transparency, and reproducibility of our participatory workshop methods.

The participatory workshops were designed to provide information that could be used in intervention development. The main
purpose of these workshops was to involve early adolescents in research by giving them a voice to express different views regarding the
school tranistion as a way to better understand what content they deemed as essential for future interventions focused on peer re-
lations, school transition, and digital media. The aim was to better understand (a) how early adolescents develop friendships with
peers, (b) how they expected to or actually experienced their school transition, and (c) what role social media played during their
school transition and with their peer relationships. The methods of delivery allowed pupils to voice their opinion in different ways,
thereby creating a safe space for expressing and listening to each others’ views. Although the participatory workshops were not an
intervention in itself, they were designed to heighten participants’ awareness of their peer relationships during the primary to sec-
ondary school transition and the corresponding role of digital media during this time.

Feasibility and acceptability of the workshop activities were tested in two pilot participatory workshops conducted in September
2018. After these pilot workshops, the participatory workshops were adapted and optimized. For example, based on the pilot work-
shops, a story task was modified into a focus group discussion because the activitiy as originally designed resulted in participants
telling fantastical stories that were unsuitable to inform intervention development. Following optimization, all participatory work-
shops included in this study were conducted between October and December 2018. The participatory workshops were led by two main
workshop leaders (including at least one member of the D.O.T. Research Group) and supported by 1-4 workshop assistants depending
on the overall group size. Workshop leaders and assistants participated in a full-day training that included discussions of theoretical
and practical componets that was led by two members of the D.O.T. Research Group (first and third author). Participatory workshop
manuals were distributed, followed by a discussion regarding the theoretical background and aims of the workshop activities.
Workshop leaders and assistants role-played each activity themselves and offered time to reflect and provide feedback where
appropriate. Workshop leaders and assistants were undergraduate students in the fields of psychology, movement pedagogy, and
music therapy, and all were experienced in working with children. Workshop leaders and assistants received continuous supervision
throughout the duration of the participatory workshops. To maximize fidelity, participatory workshops were conducted according toa
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detailed written manual defining mandatory workshop components, as well as flexible activities (e.g., movement games, body per-
cussion) that could be used to respond to specific group needs, such as restlessness (see osf.io/2u7r4 for materials available in the data
repository). The present study only analyzed data from two (i.e., Peer Support and Establish a Friendship) of the seven total partic-
ipatory workshop activities.

2.2.1. Description of the Peer Support Participatory Workshop Activity

In the Peer Support activity (5-10 min), the workshop leaders created a big poster with the entire class (containing 6-25 pupils) all
sitting in a circle around it. The workshop leaders led the discussion by asking how the pupils could support classmates or other
children of the same age, for example, when feeling sad, alone, or uncomfortable, and what kind of support they would wish to receive
from their peers when feeling this way themselves. Students’ ideas were collected on post-it notes (written by the workshop leaders) in
the group setting and then were attached to the poster. This procedure was repeated several times. Following this, all students received
their own post-it note and were encouraged to write down any additional ideas that they could think of that were not already
mentioned or that they did not want to say aloud in the group setting. The workshop assistants observed this activity and used their
structured observation sheet to record verbatim quotes of mentioned ideas and further relevant information on, for example, dialogues
occurring between participants that referred to an idea to record on the post-it notes. In two participatory workshops the Peer Support
activity was not conducted because of insufficient time, resulting in 52 workshops being included for the final analysis.

2.2.2. Description of the Establish a Friendship Participatory Workshop Activity

The Establish a Friendship activity (10-15 min) was conducted in smaller groups that consisted of 3-6 students led by one
workshop leader or assistant. To maximize willingness to engage and disclose information, the formation of the small groups was part
of a dynamic group game that occurred earlier in the participatory workshop and resulted in self-chosen working groups. The aim of
the activity was to write down as many ideas as possible relating to the following questions: “Why are you (best) friends with someone
and what helps to make friends?” (written on green post-it notes), “What stops a friendship?” (written on red post-it notes), and “Why
are you not (best) friends with someone?” (written on red post-it notes). Students were also encouraged to share other personal ex-
periences of friendship.

Students then engaged in a decision-making process about their cown generated data (Task 2). Students were asked to review their
self-generated ideas that were already written on post-it notes and decide on the most important facilitating (written on green post-it
notes) and hindering (written red post-it notes) aspects in a friendship. The self-selected most important facilitating and hindering
ideas were collected on a poster and photographed so that researchers could identify this subset of ideas for a later analysis. All pupils
participated in the Establish a Friendship activity.

2.3. Participant recruitment

The Lower Austrian Department of Education supported recruitment and provided a list of schools potentially interested in
participating. In addition, we recruited schools via flyer distribution, postings in social media networks, and networking with teachers.
After initial school contact via electronic mail, we established direct contact with principals and teachers via phone calls or in-person
meetings. Schools interested in participating needed to be located across Lower Austria. Eligibility criteria for student participation
included being (a) enrolled in the last year of primary school, (b) enrolled in the first year of secondary school, or (¢) a pupil who
recently experienced the transition from primary to secondary levels (e.g., students with special needs). Although schools participated
on a voluntary basis, they were purposefully chosen to represent a wide range of (a) school types (i.e., primary schools, secondary
schools, and special needs schools; distribution of schools presented below in “Participating Sample™) and (b) school sites to reach
schools of different sizes and pupils with urban or rural backgrounds (see below in description of “Participating Sample™). No personal
relationships existed between principals or pupils of eligible schools and researchers and thus could not impact on the results.

2.4. Participating sample

A total of 916 pupils (a) from the last year of primary, (b) from the first year of secondary schools, or (¢) who otherwise recently
experienced a transition from primary to secondary levels participated in the study. Before participation, parents of participants
provided written informed consent and participants received verbal infoermation regarding the project that included an emphasis on
voluntary participation; participants then provided verbal assent if they wished to continue with the project. The study received ethical
approval by the ethics committee of the University of Music and Performing Arts in Vienna (EK-Nr. 10/2018) and all data were de-
identified for analysis.

Participants’ mean age was 10.44 years (range = 9-16; SD = 0.912; 52% male, 44.5% female; 3.5% missing data). Of note, the
mean age and standard deviation of ages reflects our focus on recruiting participants from the years immediately before and imme-
diately following the school transition in Austria. However, because we deliberately did not exclude special need schools so as to
represent the broad range of pupils who experience transitions between primary and secondary levels, the oldest participants were 16
years old (m = 17 students were 13 years; n = 8 students between ages 14-16 vears). Age was gathered in a questionnaire that was
distributed at the end of the participatory workshop. In Austria, pupils typically experience the primary to secondary school transition
up to age 12 years. Key teachers selected these older participants as being eligible because they recently experienced a school transition
or repeated a school year and were therefore in the eligible school year. In sum, 54 participatory workshops were conducted that
included 29 different schools (26 public, 3 private schools; 45% rural, 55% urban area) across Lower Austria.
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In Austria, children complete 4 years of primary school and then move to secondary schools. Two distinct school types for sec-
ondary education exist, including (a) new secondary schools (in Austria called Neue Mittel Schule [NMS]) and (b) academic secondary
schools (in Austria called Allgemeinbildende Hohere Schule [AHS]). NMS are attended by 10-14-year-olds, whereas AHS can be attended
by 10-18-year-olds; upon completion of the AHS, a certificate that allows admission to a university is awarded. Additionally, special
needs schools exist; these schools cover 9 years of compulsory education for children with diverse cognitive and physical disabilities,
learning difficulties, and behavioral difficulties (Bundesministerium fiir Bildung, 2022). In the present study, the distribution of school
types was 22% primary schools, 71% secondary schools (56% NMS, 15% AHS), and 7% special needs schools.

Table 1
Excerpt of themes and subthemes with example codes and examples of interpersonal factors that facilitate friendship development.
Theme Subtheme Example codes Examples
Interpersonal factors
Feeling of safety Truthfulness « Say truth “say the truth” [WS 21], “keep secrets” [WS 5]
* Be truthful
Continuity & e Provide “be there for her, if she is not doing well - go through thick and thin with her”
protection continuous [WS 39], “one can always rely on friends™ [WS 49]
support
Disclosure # Personal secrets “discuss secrets that you cannot discuss with others, e.g., be in love with sb”
« Keep secrels [WS 191, “being able to tell secrets and to keep them™ [WS 31]
Reciprocity o Work as team “teamwork™ [WS 6], “listen to one another” [WS 54],
* Mutuality
Common ground * Be on good terms “get along well with each other” [14 mentions, e.g. WS 171, “if you like
someone” [WS 29]
Supportive & empathic General support « Help “help” [49 mentions], “console” [46 mentions]
actions strategies « Console
Empathic actions * Model function “play with children who get excluded and show the others that you can play
 Perspective taking ~ Wwith them as well” [WS 22], “ury to put yourself in the position of others” [WS
45]
Practical assistance « Help out “when I broke my clavicle, friends carried my backpack for me” [WS 33], or
« Practical support “when I forget my pens at home, someone in my class lend me one” [WS 51]
Make presents * Make presents “make somebody a present” [WS 7], “bring a birthday cake, when it's
someone’s birthday” [WS 9]
Help with schoolwork * Help with “help with homework, if he doesn't know what to do” [WS 2], “if someone is
homework new in school, show him everything” [WS 25]
« Help at school
Encouraging words o Motivate “tell things that someone has done well in life” [WS 37], “everything will be
* Encourage alright” [WS 33]
Caring hug o Physical closeness “hug best friend” [WS 53], “cuddle” [WS 26]
Emergency help * Help when hurt “if someone falls, you get help” [WS 23], “T once fell off a tree and my friend
got help immediately” [WS 52]
Help to find friends « Help to find “help someone to find a friend” [WS 14], “another child or adult can help, if
friends you don't have friends” [WS 41]
Conflict management Avoiding negative « Not annoy “not annoy someone” [WS 27], “don’t insult” [10 mentions, e.g., WS 8]
behavior o Not insult
Acceptance & tolerance o Accept more “do not exclude someone if he has other friends as well” [WS 511, “if you look
friends for new friends, do not abandon old friends™ [WS 54]
Overcoming conflicts * Apologize “If something happens by accident, you still always have to apologize” [WS

Accept apologies 311, “accept an apology or apologize, if you argue” [WS 52]

.
Knowing & accepting e Accept small “sometimes we annoy each other” [WS 26], “not have everything in common,
boundaries badinages becaunse you don't need to have the same things to be friends” [WS 48]
* Be yourself
Defense o Defend “if people bully you, that others don’t join in, but are on my side™ [WS 40], “if
people get excluded that you help” [WS 22]
Establish contact & spend  Comumon activities « Play together “play together” [45 mentions, e.g., WS 2], “spend time together, e.g., play,
time with peers » Spend time swiny, go to a spa, play football” [WS 21]
together
Communication e Talk “when people say ‘let’s be friends’™ [WS 10], “ask if he had a nice weekend”
[ws 28]
Shared positive & Have fun “have fun together” [35 mentions, e.g., WS 5], “tell jokes to each other to
emotions o Share positive become happier” [WS 24]
emotions
Invitations & visits e Invite “invite to birthday party” [WS 10], “invite people home™ [WS 32]
* Visit
Frequency * Regular meetings “when people do everything together” [W$ 20], “keep in touch, even if you

don’t see each other, use your phone” [WS 51]
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2.5. Data sources

Data were generated as part of the participatory workshop activities and collected on post-it notes and/or structured observation
sheets. While workshop leaders gathered data on post-it notes and summarized ideas and responses, workshop assistants took notes on
structured observation sheets and wrote down pupils’ responses verbatim. Thus, structured observation sheets functioned as tran-
scripts of pupils’ responses; behavioral indicators were not of interest. Members of the D.O.T. Research Group (first and third author)
regularly monitored the data quality and provided individual and/or group feedback to workshop leaders and assistants. The present
study analyzed data from two (i.e., Peer Support and Establishing a Friendship) out of the seven total participatory workshop activities.

2.6. Data analysis

2.6.1. Overall analytic approach

A reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019) was conducted with a realist approach designed to describe and
therefore understand meanings and the reality of the participants (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Given that the views of participants were not
known, we aimed to produce a rich description of the narrative comments from 916 students and observations of 54 participatory
workshops (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Utilizing this approach, we analyzed the dataset for patterns of shared meaning which allowed us
to generate themes. Themes are interpretive stories about the data (Braun & Clarke, 2019), and as such, our analytic narrative goes
beyond description and we fully acknowledge our active role in theme generation. Additionally, this analytic approach allowed us to
analyze the prevalence of themes across the data of 54 participatory workshops (Braun & Clarke, 2006), providing an indication of the
extent to which they represent the perspectives of our whole sample of participants. Note that the reflexive thematic analysis was
conducted by researchers only without involving early adolescents in the theme development. Instead, early adolescents were involved
in data analysis during the workshops through the decision-making process by examining what they deemed as the most important
facilitating or hindering aspects for friendship development. This subset of important data, self-selected by early adolescents, informed
the scope of an additional analysis of prevalence to make those factors visible that early adolescents chose as most relevant for
themselves.

2.6.2. Data preparation and initial analysis

Structured observation sheets were digitalized and post-it notes were transferred into Microsoft Word documents; electronic
documents were imported and analyzed in the QSR International’s NVivo 12 qualitative data analysis software. Data were coded on a
semantic level to summarize surface meaning of the data. The process of coding was data-driven; therefore, themes were identified
following an inductive approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Only the first author coded and structured data in the NVivo qualitative data
analysis software. However, several authors (including the second, fourth, and sixth authors) were involved in discussions as part of
the analytic process, that is, discussing the coherence of themes in collaboration to develop well differentiated reading of the data. This
collaborative approach is a standard procedure when conducting reflexive thematic analysis in teams (Braun & Clarke, 2019). First, the
first author familiarized herself with the data. Then, in an iterative process, the first author generated codes, identified themes, and
reviewed the coherence of themes with her team (including the first, second, fourth, and sixth authors). This analytic process ended
when data were organized into coherent, consistent, and distinct themes that resulted in clear definitions and names for each theme
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Table 1 illustrates themes, subthemes, example codes, and examples of the qualitative data to illustrate the
analytic process. The initial coding structure was based on data from structured observation sheets (i.e., notes taken during the activity
Peer Support) because written verbatim notes on structured observation sheets yielded richer insights into conversations and dialogues
between workshop leaders and participants. After structured observation sheets from 32 participatory workshops were coded, no new
codes were identified. As coding was considered as repetitive, the decision was made that code saturation was achieved (Hennink et al.,
2017). This coding structure served as a basis for coding themes from the obtained post-it notes. Given that the themes from post-it
notes corresponded to those obtained in the structured observation sheets, data from structured observation sheets were not
included in any further analysis.

2.6.3. Analysis of prevalence

The final set of themes were analyzed for prevalence, according to Braun and Clarke (2006), to facilitate reporting and inter-
pretation of the entire dataset. Prevalence was counted at the participatory workshop level (i.e., Did a theme appear anywhere in each
participatory workshop?) and expressed as a percentage. Prevalence was not counted at the participant level (i.e., how many par-
ticipants mentioned a theme) because participants could be primed or influenced by previous remarks due to the specific approach of
inquiry of this study (i.e., group discussions instead of one-on-one interviews).

First, the entire dataset was analyzed for prevalence to assess the relevance of factors reported to facilitate and hinder friendship
development. We termed this the overall prevalence analysis. Second, we conducted another prevalence analysis on the final set of
themes (as developed by the researchers); however, this time the most important facilitating and hindering factors self-selected by
early adolescents (as explained in the participatory workshop activity Establish a Friendship [Task 2]) informed the scope of the
prevalence analysis. Given that early adolescents’ decision-making processes were the participatory component in Task 2, we termed
this participatory prevalence analysis.

Third, to determine the relevance of digital media as a facilitating or hindering factor for the development of supportive peer
relationships, content that explicitly referred to digital media received an additional code termed “digital media™. Hence, an analysis of
prevalence was conducted to identify themes that included digital media content.

119

73



I. Krammer et al. Journal of School Psychology 98 (2023) 113-132

2.6.4. Researcher positionality statement

Several white middle-class researchers (early career and senior) and graduate students contributed to this project. All early career
researchers (including the first, third, and fourth authors) received graduate level education covering qualitative research methods and
a 2-day NVivo training. These early career researchers were doctoral students in the D.O.T. Research Group and held a master’'s degree
in psychology. All senior researchers (including the second, fifth, and sixth authors) had experience in qualitative and quantitative
research, the development and evaluation of interventions, and were in some form involved in the doctoral supervision of the first
author. The second author was a consultant psychiatrist and trained psychotherapist. Her research has focused on the interface be-
tween psychology and (social) psychiatry. The fifth and sixth authors were research psychologists. The fifth author has focused on
stress research, whereas the sixth author has focused on young people who are in need. The first author’s close linkage between
participatory workshop delivery and data analysis required high self-reflective skills and structured working, which could be achieved
via a manualized workshop, supervision from senior researchers, and reflective group discussions. However, given the nature of the
data (verbatim quotes of students consisting of single words and short phrases), the first author was able to use the experiences gained
and direct contact with early adolescents in classrooms to enrich the understanding of the collected data.

2.6.5. Trustworthiness

We followed recommendations for conducting rigorous thematic analysis by Nowell et al. (2017) and Smith and McGannon (2018)
to increase trustworthiness of our qualitative research. We engaged in peer debriefing, researcher triangulation, and regular team
meetings to reach consensus on themes. Reflexive thematic analysis is an approach that values researcher subjectivity as a resource and
argues against testing inter-rater reliability (Braun & Clarke, 2019). Instead, we established “critical friends”, who vetted the clarity of
themes, and offered critical feedback on theme development as suggested by Smith and McGannon (2018), Our critical friends were
external (fifth author) and internal researchers (second, fourth, and sixth authors) who challenged the first author’s analytical process
and theme development in regular meetings, resulting in intensive discussions.

To further increase trustworthiness and transparency of our data, transcripts of post-it notes and structured observation sheets are
available in an open data repository (see osf.io/avtw2). In the Results section we link qualitative data to the original data source to
increase transparency. For example, “You must help your friends all the time” (WS 31) indicates that this data originated from
Participatory Workshop 31.

2.6.6. General Coding Structure

To facilitate reporting and interpretation of results, we structured the data into two strands based on an overview of initial
generated codes. Strand A describes factors that were reported to facilitate friendship development, which includes data from the Peer
Support activity and the Establishing a Friendship activity (green post-it notes). Strand B describes factors reported to hinder
friendship development, which includes data from the activity Establish a Friendship (red post-it notes). Strand A and B were further
organized into three main clusters, including (a) personal, (b) interpersonal, and (c) external factors. Personal factors included de-
scriptions of personal and emotional characteristics. Interpersonal factors comprised different behavioral aspects or strategies, which
involved or required the participation of at least two people. External factors encompassed specific circumstances or aspects that could
not be influenced or readily changed by early adolescents themselves. Table 1 provides examples of codes generated within this
structure.

3. Results
Table 2 summarizes the general coding structure and presents the main themes. Overall, factors that facilitated friendship

Table 2
Coding structure — corresponding themes on opposite sites.

Strand A - Factors That Facilitate Friendship Strand B - Factors That Hinder Friendship
Development Development

Personal Factors
+ Attractive personal characteristics — Unattractive personal characteristics
Attractive emotional patterns Unattractive emotional patterns

Interpersonal Factors

Feeling of safety Absence of safety
+ Supportive and empathic actions —p Malicious and deceitful actions [
Conflict management Bad conflict management
Establishing contact & spending time with peers Lack of shared time & communication

External Factors

+ Given supportive circumstances — Given hindering circumstances  mmm
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development often corresponded to the opposite factors that hindered friendship development (see Table 2). For example, the theme
“supportive and empathic actions” encompassed a variety of positive actions for friendship development, whereas the theme “mali-
cious and deceitful actions™ encompassed a variety of hindering actions for friendship development.

3.1. Strand A: Factors that facilitate friendship development

Fig. 1 depicts factors that participants reported as being facilitative for friendship development, ordered by prevalence according to
the overall prevalence analysis. Fig. 1 also illustrates the participatory component of the data analysis, emphasizing subthemes that
became most relevant according to the participatory prevalence analysis.

In general, the relevance of subthemes in the participatory prevalence analysis corresponded well to that of the overall prevalence
analysis. However, minor discrepancies arose in the theme “feeling of safety”. Although “truthfulness” was still given the highest
priority, “reciprocity”, “disclosure”, and “continuity and protection” changed in the order of relevance. In the overall prevalence
analysis, these three subthemes appeared equally important (they share an almost identical percentage), whereas the participatory
prevalence analysis suggested a clearer order with “reciprocity” appearing before “disclosure” and with “disclosure™ coming before
“continuity and protection”. Furthermore, within the external factors cluster, “local proximity” was second in the overall prevalence
analysis, with the participatory prevalence analysis indicating that “duration of acquaintance™ was the second most important external
factor. Overall, the participatory prevalence analysis indicated that “kindness” was self-selected by early adolescents as the most
important factor for friendship development, followed by “truthfulness”, “common activities”, and “general support strategies” (see
Fig. 1).

3.1.1. Personal factors

Attractive personal characteristics. Friendship development was facilitated by having an attractive personality. Such a per-
sonality comprises a subjective sense of treating each other well alongside specific features - which may vary across individuals - that
engender dependability and respect. In over 90% of participatory workshops (see Fig. 1), early adolescents described supportive peers
using words that conveyed a subjective impression of a person who treats others well. We termed this “kindness™ as early adolescents
described supportive peers as “nice”, “kind”, “friendly”, and “helpful” persons. The personal characteristic “kindness” was linked with
supportive interpersonal behavior that facilitated friendship development. For example, kind peers “console others”™ (WS 5), “lend
things or make presents” (WS 27; subtheme “supportive and empathic actions”), “don’t rant, don’t hit” (WS 42; subtheme “avoiding
negative behavior™), do “not touch niy books™ (WS 32; subtheme “knowing and accepting boundaries™), and “ask if you are alright
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Fig. 1. Factors reported to facilitate friendship development and prevalence of themes expressed as a percentage.
Note. Subthemes in bold became most relevant according to the participatory prevalence analysis.
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when being ill, [...] do things together” (WS 54; subthemes “communication” and “common activities”). Moreover, being dependable
(subtheme “honesty and loyalty™) or having the courage to “be brave, for example, when you want to get to know somebody, you
immediately reach out to that person” (WS 34; subtheme “confidence and openness™) can directly support friendship formation
alongside engendering respect. Standing out from the crowd because you are perceived as “cool” or “crazy” (subtheme “creativity and
style”) was reported to facilitate friendship development, just like being athletic or a nerd or not a nerd (subtheme “outstanding
ability”), depending on whether this is admired.

Attractive emotional patterns. An attractive personality further comprises emotionally attractive characteristics, engendering
positivity and light-heartedness. Early adolescents described supportive peers as people who created a positive atmosphere by being
“funny” or “humorous”, “not serious”, or “not boring” (subtheme “humor and fun™). Furthermore, perceiving a positive mood in peers,
such as “joy™ or “happiness”, facilitated friendship development (subtheme “happiness and well-being™). The opposite was noted for
being unhappy, such as “When someone is unhappy, you're less likely want to be friends with that person” (WS 24). Also, the “absence
of jealousy” was reported as promoting friendship development, which might directly affect the subjective impression of a light-
hearted atmosphere.

3.1.2. Interpersonal factors

Feeling of safety. To establish friendships, peers need to feel safe and understood in their peer environment. Aspects of “pro-
tection”, “disclosure”, “reciprocity”, and “truthfulness” defined the theme of safety. Early adolescents wished to know that there was
someone they could turn to who would “simply be there for him, so that he does not feel alone” (WS 44) and assure continuous support,
such as “When your friends always help you!” (WS 10) and “You must help your friends all the time” (WS 31). “Talking about problems
together” (WS 28) and “sharing emotions” (WS 48; subtheme “disclosure™) was reported to facilitate cooperation and trust, thereby
engendering a feeling of safety.

Supportive and empathic actions. The theme “supportive and empathic actions” summarizes different layers relevant for peer
support. Although the subtheme “general support strategies™ included broad terms of support, such as “help”, “support”, “console”,
“cheer up”, and “distract”, the subtheme “empathic actions™ describes skills that relate to the concept of empathy and perspective
taking. Accordingly, you should “play with children who get excluded and show the others that you can play with them as well” (WS
22) or “try to put yourself in the position of others™ (WS 45). All other subthemes included more specific social acts of peer support that
clustered around topics such as “schoolwork”, “practical assistance”, and “emergency help” (example quotations are provided in the
Supplementary Materials). Interestingly, supportive actions were not only present in offline interactions, but also in the online
environment. For example, “healing together in Fortnite™ (WS 24; subtheme “emergency help”™) or “giving away skins (outfits for in-
game avatars in Fortnite)” (WS 16; subtheme “making presents™ were identified as supportive digital actions. Overall, in the
participatory prevalence analysis, “general support strategies” were self-selected by early adolescents as most relevant for friendship
development, followed by “practical assistance™ (see Fig. 1).

Conflict management. The theme “conflict management” contains strategies, norms, and values that were relevant when dealing
with conflict situations among peers. The subtheme “acceptance and tolerance™ included concepts of respect, consideration, and
fairness, including, for example, “sometimes you should simply leave people alone, if they say so” (WS 28), “accept people as they are™
(WS 31), and “let others join in” (WS 18). These concepts were particularly pertinent in the context of bigger or several friendship
groups. An example of this included “You can say I am your friend. You should not say I am your better friend. You should treat friends
equally.” (WS 17). Supportive peers “avoid negative behavior” because such behavior can lead to contlict. Thus, disputes, exclusions,
insults, or attacks were identified as undesirable behaviors for friendship development. Furthermore, “knowing and accepting
boundaries” was identified as an important part of conflict management, such as “leaving him alone and don’t repeatedly ask ‘what is
it’, if someone does not want to share a secret” (WS 43) or “not do everything your friend says™ (WS 7). Appropriate digital media use
was found to be acceptable; however, it was recognized that a boundary existed outside which such use would hinder friendship
development, such as early adolescents should “not sit in front of the television the whole day but do other things as well” (WS 20).
Positive conflict management was reported to require skills relevant for “overcoming conflicts” and ending arguments. These skills
included “apologizing” (WS 42), finding a compromise, and “solving the dispute together” (WS 5). Yet, you can also “argue and be
friends again™ (WS 22) because “disputes are part of every relationship” (WS 20). Furthermore, in certain situations “Some lies are ok.
For surprises you need to lie, for example, one should not say that he has a present” (WS 17). Supportive peers defend “when people get
bullied, you go there and say that they should stop™ (WS 52) or “If two people argue, one should go there and say something™ (WS 51;
subtheme “defense™). Settling peer conflicts might also involve physical defense, for example, “in bullying situations, interfere and
shove as well” (WS 24). For early adolescents, “avoiding negative behavior” was identified as the most important factor for friendship
development, coming before “tolerance and acceptance” and “overcoming conflicts” (see Fig. 1).

Establish contact and spend time with peers. The theme “establish contact and spend time with peers” encompassed (a) what
early adolescents do when spending time together, (b) how they communicate and arrange meetings, (c) the role of shared positive
emotions, and (d) the frequent contact peers long for. The subtheme “common activities” included not only general information on
spending time together, but also on specific activities that early adolescents enjoy, such as playing games, going on trips, doing sports
together, or eating together. “Common activities” was identified as the most important aspect for friendship development that was self-
selected by the participants (see Fig. 1). In over 70% of participatory workshops, “common activities™ with peers involved some kind of
digital media. A PlayStation, smartphone, or a computer seemed indispensable, and the desire to “play Fortnite™ (WS 48) with peers
was as relevant as “playing football” (WS 5). Interestingly, fighting each other was identified as a positive shared activity in certain
situations because some participants reported that they enjoyed “pushing each other for fun™ (WS 37). Others even become friends
because of fighting, as “First we hated each other, then we got in a fight, and via beating we became friends™ (WS 32). Additionally, it
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was reported that fighting on the same side and “insulting others together” (WS 20) were considered facilitating activities for
friendship development.

The subtheme “communication™ collated general terms, such as “talking”, “listening”, or verbal and text-based communication.
More specific strategies were also included, including for example, asking questions (WS 25; “ask if you want to be friends™) or
expressing politeness (WS 31; “say please and thank you™). Thus, learning about other people’s preferences (WS 22; “start slowly, talk
to each other, you have to understand what the other person likes™) and showing interest (WS 28; “ask if he had a nice weekend”) were
identified as starting points for further contact. Interestingly, some early adolescents expected that friendships develop “when people
say ‘let’s be friends’” (WS 10). Text messaging, calling peers, or talking online during gameplay again emphasized the importance of
digital media for early adolescents. “Communication” was the second most important factor for friendship development according to
the participatory prevalence analysis. Connecting with peers also meant experiencing “shared positive emotions”, such as *“having fun
together” (WS 9), “telling jokes™ (WS 2), or “making somebody laugh” (WS 13). The aspect of inviting and visiting peers was identified
as essential for friendship development and should occur repeatedly (subtheme “frequency™).

3.1.3. External factors

Given supportive circumstances. Early adclescents mentioned at least one external factor as relevant for friendship development
in almost 90% of the participatory workshops. Overall, three themes repeatedly were mentioned, including “similarities”, “local
proximity”, and “duration of acquaintance”. In contrast, an additional five themes were mentioned in less than 10% of workshops (see
Fig. 1). All external factors should be understood as existing on a continuum of changeability, ranging from not changeable to more
changeable. The theme “similarities” included shared interests and values that varied on the described continuum. For example, a
shared favorite TV series or a keen interest in online games might not be unchangeable, but it can be stable over a certain period. In
contrast, cultural similarities (e.g., a shared religion or language) are rather immutable in early adolescence. The theme “local
proximity”, which identifies circumstances where people are at the same place during the same time, thereby providing adolescents
with time and opportunities for social interactions (e.g., attending the same nursery or school) and increases opportunities for common
school trips, group work, or the same routes home. Knowing each other for a long time and thus knowing each other very well marks
the theme “duration of acquaintance”. Other rarely mentioned topics refer to personal looks, attractive possessions, or family re-
lationships. Example quotations of all generated themes and subthemes that were reported to facilitate friendship development are
provided in the Supplementary Materials.
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Fig. 2. Factors that were reported to hinder friendship development and prevalence of themes expressed as a percentage.
Note. Subthemes in bold became most relevant according to the participatory prevalence analysis.
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3.2. Strand B: Ffactors that hinder friendship development

Fig. 2 depicts factors reported to hinder friendship development, ordered by prevalence. Again, the relevance of the subthemes
according to the participatory prevalence analysis corresponded well to that of the overall prevalence analysis. Minor discrepancies
arose in the theme “malicious and deceitful actions”. Specifically, “humiliation and insult” changed places with “physical aggression
and destruction”. Yet, the two subthemes appeared equally important because they shared an almost identical percentage in both the
participatory prevalence analysis and the overall prevalence analysis. Interestingly, in the participatory prevalence analysis, “bullying”
was self-selected by participants as the third worst behavior for friendship development, falling above “exclusion” and “harassment”.

3.2.1. Personal factors

Unattractive personal characteristics. Just as an attractive personality can support friendship development, the subjective
perception of an unattractive personality can hamper the formation of friendships. In over 70% of participatory workshops, early
adolescents were reluctant to consider peers as friends if they experienced them as “nasty”, “mean”, “aggressive”, or “unkind” persons.
We termed this “nastiness”, which marks the negative counterpart of the positive subtheme “kindness”. Again, early adolescents
described an evil, nasty, and unkind person in terms of interpersonal factor themes, including someone who “pushes, mocks, uses
swear words, [or] excludes” (WS 49; theme “malicious and deceitful actions™), “argue(s)” with others (WS 22; theme “bad contlict
management”), and is untrustworthy (WS 52; “when people say they give you something, but then they don’t”). Although “kindness™
was the most important self-selected aspect for friendship development (see Fig. 1), “nastiness” was a relevant hindering factor, but
with much less emphasis (see Fig. 2). Results from Strand A show that exceptional abilities or uniqueness were characteristics that
peers respected. However, if these characteristics were conveyed through bragging and selfishness, they were perceived as unat-
tractive, Thus, modesty was identified as an additional supportive personality aspect for friendship development.

Unattractive emotional patterns. Unattractive emotional characteristics matched the descriptions mentioned in the positive
theme in reverse; for example, “trust”™, “happiness”, and “humor™ versus “jealousy”, “sadness”, and “lack of humor”. Additionally, early
adolescents appeared to directly link the inability to regulate negative emotions, such as anger and rage, to an unsupportive
personality.

3.2.2. Interpersonal factors

Absence of safety. The theme of safety reoccurred in the negative strand and directly linked back to the former identified aspects of
“protection”, “disclosure”, “reciprocity”, and “truthfulness” with opposing features, Although early adolescents reported that they
share secrets and talk openly with supportive peers, they mistrust peers who tell lies about them, do not keep secrets, or abandon them.
Within the participatory prevalence analysis, “lack of trust” was the most relevant hindering aspect for friendship development (see
Fig. 2). “Lack of trust™ and “lack of protection” were reported as leading to dislike and hatred between peers, engendering “absence of
safety”. The reappearance of the topics “trust”™ and “protection” in Strand B, along with the high prevalence across participatory
workshops and the high prevalence in the participatory prevalence analysis in both strands (see Figs. 1 and 2), underpin the feeling of
safety as a central basis for friendship development.

Malicious and deceitful actions. Although participating early adolescents described “supportive and empathic actions” as fa-
cilitators for friendship development, the theme “malicious and deceitful actions™ represented the negative equivalent. Descriptions at
two levels were identified, including (a) general negative behavior and (b) more specific negative actions.

In accordance with the subtheme “avoiding negative behavior™ from Strand A, early adolescents repeated their description of
“general negative behavior” in Strand B, although in an even more precise manner. Overall, peers who “exclude”, “humiliate”, “insult”,
or “hit” were not considered supportive behaviors. Although “fighting” was reported to be a supportive common activity that can lead
to friendships (as mentioned under Strand A “establish contact and spend time with peers™), “hitting — when it’s really serious™ (WS
34), such as “hitting till one bleeds” (WS 18), stops friendship development. Furthermore, peers that “play tricks” (WS 24) on you,
“borrow things but not give it back” (WS 43), “pretend to be your friend, but then talk behind your back™ (WS 30), or do “not share”
(WS 14; subtheme “specific negative actions™) were reported to have difficulties making friends. Just as supportive actions were re-
ported to be present in the offline and online environments, negative behavior was reported to be present in both contexts as well, such
as “When someone writes swearwords in WhatsApp™ (WS 23) or peers “take a weird picture and post it on the internet” (WS 51); thus,
digital experiences appear to affect peer relationships, as do face-to-face actions. Overall, the participatory prevalence analysis
indicated that early adolescents considered physically aggressive, humiliating, or insulting behaviors to be the biggest hindrances for
friendship development (see Fig. 2). A key component for friendship development is the layer of group dynamics (see also Strand A
“acceptance and tolerance™), which again occurred in Strand B. Here, individuals subjectively experienced that peers “steal” or “take
away” friends, further emphasizing the difficulties experienced when forming bigger friendship groups.

Bad conflict management. Deceitful and malicious behaviors were reported as leading to conflicts; participating early adolescents
considered disputes with peers as highly risky for friendship development (mentioned in over 80% of participatory workshops; see
Fig. 2). Supportive peers know when to stop and accept personal boundaries and differences (as mentioned in the positive theme
“conflict management™). Conversely, not being able to apologize and not feeling heard or accepted were reported as hindering
friendship development. Worse still, being “constantly™ criticized or even victimized also were reported to hinder friendship devel-
opment. Furthermore, conflicts that resulted in blaming others or unleashing anger on peers (subtheme “lack of frustration tolerance™)
were considered as unacceptable.

Lack of shared time and communication. Frequently spending time together was reported as promoting peer relationships (as
identified in Strand A); in contrast, “when you don’t do things together anymore™ (WS 7) or “when he never has time for me” (WS 54;
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subtheme “not spending time together™), friendship development was reported as being more difficult. Although inviting peers, asking
questions, and saying hello were reported to be good strategies for initiating contact, opposing behaviors were reported to lead to
social isolation (subtheme “no initiation of or wish for contact™). However, spending time together and using digital media were
supportive for friendship development (see Stand A), but “meeting in the main menu in Fortnite is not enough™ (WS 50). An additional
example indicating hampered communication was “when a friend visits you, but then only sits in front of his phone” (WS 49),

3.2.3. External factors

Given hindering circumstances. Hindering external circumstances can be understood as reverse themes compared to those
identified in Strand A. Thus, “absence of similarities™ and “local distance” between peers were reported to complicate friendship
development, just as “similarities” and “local proximity” were reported to support it. School transition and “not knowing anyone yet™
(WS 3) in the new school engenders local distance between old friends and a sense of not belonging to a new group, which poses an age
specific challenge. Although culture, looks, or family relationships can positively affect friendship development (as mentioned in
Strand A), the reverse might be true for others. Example quotations of all generated hindering themes and subthemes are provided in
the Supplementary Materials.

4. Discussion

The positive impact of friendships and supportive peer relationships on mental health and well-being is well documented (e.g.,
Heinsch et al., 2020; Lester & Cross, 2015). Particularly during the school transition between primary and secondary levels, support
from friends is a relevant predictor for well-being and school satisfaction across cultures (Oriol et al., 2017). Yet, early adolescents
receive limited instruction on how to establish friendships with peers (van Rens et al., 2018b). Also, the existing peer relationship
literature lacks novel approaches to involve early adolescents in research about them and making their needs visible, thereby
inhibiting intervention developers and school psychology practice (Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2003; Lansdown et al., 2014). The
present study employed participatory workshops to give early adolescents a voice and involve them in the analysis of their own
generated data. This novel approach aimed to understand factors that facilitate and hinder friendship development in the eyes of early
adolescents. We conducted a reflexive thematic analysis and clustered our results in terms of personal, interpersonal, and external
factors, which are conceptually separable but interrelated in the roles they play in friendship development.

Overall, our results emphasize the components of friendship quality that are important to early adolescents, including support,
intimacy, affection, trust, ability to manage conflict, and time together as identified in previous literature (Roach, 2019). Furthermore,
the results highlight basic requirements for feeling safe and understood in the peer environment, which include truthfulness, reci-
procity, disclosure, continuity, and protection. More specifically, we found that early adolescents linked personal characteristics (e.g.,
kindness, nastiness) and interpersonal behaviors when explaining friendship development. Although early adolescents reported
valuing kindness as the most important factor that facilitated friendship development, some individuals indicated that friendliness
could incorporate behavior that could be objectively described as antisocial for others. Thus, shared norms of behavior were reported
to facilitate friendship development. Supportive and empathic actions appear to be essential interpersonal competencies that facilitate
friendship development. Furthermore, spending time together and experiencing supportive communication and fun seems to provide
the basis for contact establishment in both the offline and online environments. Conversely, friendship jealousy and the influence of
peers in new classrooms were reported to pose additional challenges for friendship development.

4.1. Links between personal characteristics and interpersonal behavior

These results indicated that most early adolescents reported feeling attracted to peers that they considered as kind and humorous.
Within the participatory prevalence analysis, early adolescents reported kindness as the most important characteristic for a desirable
friend. The opposite was true for undesirable friends who were typically characterized as nasty. Yet, early adolescents offered several
descriptions for kind peers on an interpersonal level, encompassing supportive and empathic actions such as “lending things or giving
presents”, avoiding negative behavior, knowing and accepting boundaries, and “asking if you are alright when being ill, [...] do things
together”. These findings are consistent with the belongingness hypothesis, which emphasizes that conflict and negative affect
hampers a sense of belonging in a relationship, whereas a certain stability and continuity in relationships, accompanied by affective
concerns about each other, are essential (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Contrary to kind peers, nasty peers showed malicious and
deceitful actions because they “hit, mock, [use] swear words, exclude”, “argue” with others, and were untrustworthy.

In parallel with desirable characteristics, early adolescents drew inferences about the undesirable personal characteristic of
“nastiness” by describing multiple unsupportive interpersonal interactions that they have observed or experienced. In accordance with
the social cognition literature, early adolescents appear to be attributing behavior to personal attributes to make sense of the complex
social world (Greifeneder et al., 2017). Yet, inferring from negative social behavior to stable personal characteristics without
considering situational factors can manifest in misconceptions, which is a phenomenon termed fundamental attribution error (Ross,
1977). For example, an early adolescent who uses swear words or hits others might quickly be perceived as nasty and unwanted as
friend. Yet, repeated experiences of peer victimization or unsuccessful attempts to join in a game might result in using maladaptive
strategies that induce such behavior. Indeed, peers with social, emotional, and behavioral difficulties who get victimized or socially
excluded tend to solve social problems through externalizing behaviors or distancing. However, they wished for peers to stand up for
them and show more supportive reactions (de Leeuw et al., 2018).
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4.2. Shared norms of behavior and similarities can facilitate relationships

Although early adolescents reported valuing kind behavior, their own behavior towards other peers might be antisocial, such as
“insulting others together”, but still facilitating for friendships. In general, early adolescents agreed that nasty peers show malicious
and deceitful actions, yet pushing and hitting for fun can also be part of a supportive peer relationship. Thus, early adolescents’
perceptions of supportive or unsupportive interpersonal behavior varied between individuals depending on individual levels of
acceptability. Indeed, friends tend to be similar in levels of aggression and prosocial behavior (McDonald et al., 2013). Joining a peer
group that holds aggressive or prosocial norms even predicts increases in the respective behavior 1 year later (Berger & Rodkin, 2012).

Our findings also show that having something in common (e.g., sharing a hobby) facilitated friendship development. Indeed,
shared interests are repeatedly identified as one indicator for the formation of peer relationships (Heinsch et al., 2020; Liberman &
Shaw, 2019; Selfhout et al., 2009). The attraction of similarity is a well-documented phenomenon termed homophily in relationship
research, which emphasizes that people tend to connect with others who are like themselves (Laursen & Veenstra, 2021; McPherson
et al., 2001).

4.3. The importance of perceived supportive and empathic actions

Participating early adolescents emphasized the importance of perceived supportive and empathic actions for friendship devel-
opment. In particular, early adolescents reported that peers who provide emotional or practical support are desired as friends.
Consistent with our results, previous literature has indicated that socio-emotional competencies are important for friendships and peer
relationships. Both a recent meta-analysis (Slaughter et al., 2015) and a systematic review (Derksen et al., 2018) indicated that socio-
emotional competencies are linked with peer acceptance. Thus, children with advanced theory of mind understanding are better liked
by their peers, receive higher social status, and show increased prosocial behavior (Derksen et al., 2018; Slaughter et al., 2015).
Longitudinally, a poor theory of mind understanding has been associated with friendlessness over the course of 2 years (Fink et al.,
2015). Furthermore, higher perspective taking skills directly link with prosocial behavior, which might lead to increased peer
acceptance (Oberle, 2018). Additionally, the negative association between number of friends and loneliness appears to be mediated by
social competence (Zhang et al., 2014). Our qualitative data supplement previous literature and provide insights into early adoles-
cents’ concepts of social support and specific strategies that they consider supportive (e.g., ways to practically assist others, making
presents, helping with schoolwork).

4.4. The relevance of spending time together, fun, and supportive communication

The participatory prevalence analysis indicated that spending time together was one of the most important factors that facilitated
friendship development. Hanging out together or carrying out specific activities, such as playing computer games, doing sports, or
going on trips together were reported as popular leisure time activities. Moreover, the emotional component of fun and laughter is
highly relevant when spending time with peers. Consistent with this, pleasure and common interests have been reported as key factors
in friendships (Heinsch et al., 2020). Moreover, frequent contact helps to develop closeness because “when you like each other, then
you spend more time together and you get to know each other better”. Similar results have been reported for adult populations in that
increased hours spent together during leisure time (e.g., hanging out, watching TV, gaming together) corresponds with a higher
relationship level that develops from a casual acquaintance and leads to a best friend (Hall, 2019). Moreover, in an experimental study,
Liberman and Shaw (2019) showed that choosing to spend time together was a more important indicator of friendship than various
similarities between individuals (i.e., same gender or same interest). We can draw similar conclusions from our qualitative data.
Although early adolescents considered common activities across all participatory workshops as relevant for friendships, similarities
were only mentioned in half of the participatory workshops. The participatory prevalence analysis coherently indicated that spending
time together was far more relevant than having similarities (see Fig. 1). Communication was another identified factor reported to
facilitate friendship development, which included asking questions, showing interest, listening, and being polite. Consistent with this,
certain forms of everyday conversations, such as catching up, checking in, or joking around were identified as factors that facilitated
friendship development in adult samples (Hall, 2019).

4.5. The online environment facilitates and hinders friendship development

Our data revealed that establishing contact and spending time together can also occur online, for example, by playing computer
games or sending text messages (see Fig. 1). Longitudinal and experimental studies have shown that early adolescents who frequently
communicate online not only have supportive friendships, but also use it as a means of stress relief (Dolev-Cohen & Baral, 2013; Lee,
2009). Against the widely held view that digital media use causes mental health problems, a recent review that synthesized data from
systematic reviews, meta-analyses, large-scale studies, and longitudinal studies concluded that studies were mainly correlational and
produced inconsistent results (i.e., small positive, negative, or null effects; Odgers & Jensen, 2020). A recent Ecological Momentary
Assessment study indicated that spending more time together using digital media did not decrease mental well-being; additionally,
more daily online communication also resulted in the experience of better feelings (Jensen et al., 2019). The online environment often
is used to strengthen offline peer relationships, thereby increasing opportunities to stay connected (Mittmann et al., 2021; Reich et al.,
2012).

Yet, our data also suggested that online interactions can sometimes threaten a friendship (e.g., “publishing embarrassing photos™)
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and elicit feelings of exclusion by “blocking someone on WhatsApp”. Our data show that malicious and deceitful actions were highly
present and hindering for friendship development in offline and online environments. This is not surprising because peer conflicts and
victimization are not restricted to the offline environment, as these also occur online (Sumter et al., 2012; Troop-Gordon, 2017; Yau &
Reich, 2018). Early adolescents who experience offline victimization are more likely to experience online victimization as well, which
affects reductions in life satisfaction and health (Sumter et al., 2012; Wang et al., 2010). Victimization is particularly high during early
adolescence; for example, this can be explained due to contextual and social changes, such as the school transition affecting re-
negotiations of social hierarchies, with aggression being an effective way to establish power and popularity (Troop-Gordon, 2017;
Wang et al., 2010).

4.6. Friendship jealousy as potential barrier for friendship development

Finally, our findings suggest that jealousy and challenges in tolerating bigger friendship groups is an important potential barrier to
friendship development. Early adolescents reported experiencing peers who “steal” or “take away™ friends, engendering a feeling of
betrayal. This phenomenon might be particularly present among peers who have a low status of liking and who are trying to maintain
the few friends they have (Iraft & Mayeux, 2018). Given that the school transition from primary to secondary levels intensifies the
desire to belong to a group (Pratt & George, 2005), observing that some peers have more friends or are part of various cliques might
trigger friendship jealousy.

4.7. Practice implications and future directions

Overall, our results provide a solid early adolescents’ informed basis for school psychologists to develop tailored interventions that
address factors that facilitate and consider factors that hinder friendship development. Because early adolescents identified kindness as
the most important factor that facilitated friendship development, future interventions should discuss how “kind” peers behave and
how this desired behavior can be established among peers in a classroom. A basic requirement is also the establishment of a feeling of
safety, which could be implemented with an activity that addresses classroom rules. For example, in a successful anti-bullying program
that is implemented during the time of school transition, such rules of behavior were created to emphasize supportive peer re-
lationships where everyone feels safe and antisocial behavior is not tolerated (Wojcik & Helka, 2018). Based on our findings, these
rules should demonstrate why it is important to tell the truth and protect each other, and that this agreement should be based on
reciprocity. Friendship development interventions should also cover components addressing social skills, conflict management skills,
and communication skills. For social skills training, our results indicate that precise supportive and empathic actions that early ad-
olescents deem as relevant for friendship development should be included (e.g., practical assistance, make presents, help with
schoolwork; example quotations are provided in the Supplementary Materials). Although our results show that early adolescents think
that avoiding negative behavior is crucial for friendship development, their mentioned strategies to overcome conflicts were limited,
which can be a specific target for future interventions. Additionally, given that communication takes place in the offline and online
environments, future interventions should address both communication channels or might include the use of digital media (i.e.,
smartphones) in a meaningful way. Moreover, interventions need to provide time for common activities that allow for shared positive
emotions. Considering today’s early adolescents’ favorite hobbies, it might not be possible to go out for ice cream or on a hiking trip
during an intervention, but these examples can provide suggestions for early adolescents who lack ideas when planning leisure ac-
tivities with other peers or to provide precise homework as didactic activities.

Our results can also supplement individual counseling for students who struggle making friends. The present study provides a
detailed picture of the specific behaviors and strategies that participating early adolescents applied when interacting with peers while
aiming to make friends. Although very simple strategies such as saying “let’s be friends” might be a useful security check to clarify
whether one should further invest in a potential friendship or not, it might also be an unsuccessful strategy if one lacks other facilitating
competencies. Thus, school psychologists could use our results to assess and offer support to individuals who are struggling to make
friends; this support would be designed to facilitate behaviors and actions of friendship development, as well as identifying hindering
factors to friendship development.

School psychologists can also inform teachers about factors that facilitate and hinder friendship development in the classroom and
how teachers can implement friendship development activities at the time of school transition. It is evident that teachers can benefit
from implementing friendship development activities at the start of the school year because friendships and supportive peer re-
lationships are related to academic outcomes, academic motivation, classroom engagement, and school belonging (Iliefer et al., 2015;
Wentzel et al., 2018). Again, establishing classroom rules and routines that create a feeling of safety and that define kind behavior
might be successful ways to facilitate an appropriate atmosphere for friendship development. Also, planning common activities that
offer time for peer interactions, such as going on a hiking trip with the whole class, are relevant for facilitating friendship development
early in the academic year.

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic emphasizes the importance of friends and peer relationships at school to reduce loneliness, social
isolation, and accompanied negative health effects, such as depressive symptoms (Ashworth et al., 2022; Branje & Morris, 2021;
Loades et al.,, 2020). The extraordinary circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic have revealed the need for research like ours
described here because knowing how to facilitate and support friendship development at school is more important than ever. Early
adolescents have reported that not going to school negatively affected their friendships, which was especially true for pupils who were
at the time of the school transition between primary and secondary levels (Lockyer et al., 2022). Consistent with our results, early
adolescents longed for face-to-face interactions with their friends, regular contact, and more than just contact via phone, video calling,
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social media, or texting (Loclkyer et al., 2022). Friendship development interventions, counseling when struggling to make friends, or
offering common activities at school are practical actions that school practitioners can offer early adolescents who had limited social
interaction opportunities due to COVID-19 pandemic.

4.8. Strengths and limitations

This study aimed to understand factors reproted to facilitate and hinder friendship development by using different inquiry methods
to gain a holistic picture of early adolescents’ perspectives. Employing these distinct inquiry methods allowed early adolescents to
contribute in different ways (Lundqvist, 2014). Our participatory workshop activities were conducted primarily with the full class or in
small groups, yet, individual post-it note writing also allowed pupils to express their perspectives without being pressured to explain
their thoughts in the group (Morgan et al., 2002). Thus, we expect that our data include a variety of different perspectives from early
adolescents, which corroborates our holistic approach and aim of the study. Yet, our participatory workshop methods were novel and
have only been used in our study. We encourage other researchers to conduct similar participatory workshops in other countries to
examine how our present results correspond to the perspectives of early adolescents in other countries. Given that school transitions
differ in nature and timing across countries, it is likely that there will be both similarities and differences in the perspectives of early
adolescents from different countries, which is essential to consider when designing interventions for international implementation.

Early adolescents were involved in the decision-making process around the data that they generated, thereby presenting novel
results regarding participants” perspectives and thus supplementing the existing literature, Although the decision-making process was
conducted in small groups vulnerable to group influences (Morgan et al., 2002), we expect that our large sample size minimized
potential biases. However, to fully exclude group influences, the decision-making process should be repeated in an individual or
anonymous setting.

Following recommendations in literature, and consistent with our aim to conduct child-friendly participatory workshops that
created a pleasant atmosphere and increased willingness to participate, we reduced the hierarchical adult-child relationship by (a)
using first names only, (b) conducting warm-up activities where facilitators and children participated at the same time, and (c) sitting
in a circle on the floor, meeting as equals (Morgan et al., 2002). Collecting data on post-it notes in different settings (i.e., full class,
small groups, and individually) was appealing and engaging, but also led to a data set including snippets of conversations, short
phrases, or single words. Hence, the nature of the data did not allow for in-depth analysis of individual students” perspectives. Instead,
a more holistic understanding of factors that facilitated and hindered friendship development was achieved. However, data collection
procedures did not allow for gender specific analyses of early adolescents’ responses, although the importance of factors that facilitate
and hinder friendship development could differ between girls and boys. For example, girls have scored higher on self-disclosure,
empathy, and prosocial behavior than boys (Rose & Rudolph, 2006), which might make these aspects more relevant for girls.
Moreover, girls have reported to value the avoidance of negative behavior and keeping secrets as more important than boys, whereas in
contrast, boys tend to rate similarities as more important for friendships than girls (IGitts & Leal, 2021). Thus, gender specific factors
that facilitate and hinder friendship development need further investigation in future research.

We acknowledge that our large sample size is unusual for qualitative studies. However, this was deemed important due to our
participatory methods (e.g., collecting data on post-it notes) that led to unusual qualitative data (i.e., verbatim quotes of students
consisting of single words and short phrases), our study aim (i.e., to understand early adolescents” needs in order to develop mean-
ingful universal interventions), and the diversity of the sample (i.e., including a broad range of pupils experiencing school transition
from different school types in rural and urban areas; Braun & Clarke, 2021).

5. Conclusion

This study supplements the existing peer relationship literature by using participatory methods to study friendship development
and actively involving early adolescents in the analysis of their own generated data. We identified factors that facilitated and hindered
friendship development at the time of the school transition between primary and secondary levels and emphasized those factors that
early adolescents themselves identified as most relevant. Overall, the participatory prevalence analysis revealed that “kindness” was
the most identified important factor for friendship development. In our sample, early adolescents valued kind peers who give them a
feeling of safety, showed supportive and empathic actions, managed conflicts, spent time with them, and communicated in the offline
and online environments. Yet, early adolescents might only use one strategy and lack other competencies or ideas in how to make
friends. In sum, our study can inform school psychology practice and future research regarding how to facilitate friendship devel-
opment, and thus mental health and well-being at school, by considering early adolescents” perspectives.
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Abstract

Supportive peer relationships are fundamental in the development of well-being. Since early adolescents spend a lot
of time at school, especially in their classroom, a sense of belonging among classmates plays a pivotal role for mental
health and academic functioning. Programs that enhance sense of belonging among classmates through improving peer
relationships in classrooms are rare. Given that early adolescents increasingly use digital media to establish and maintain
relationships with classmates, there is potential in digital social games that enhance social connectivity and collaboration,
especially during the difficult transition from primary to secondary school. LINA (‘Lina Is Not Alone’) is a novel social
augmented reality game for classrooms that is designed to enhance sense of belonging among classmates through improv-
ing their relationships with classmates. We conducted an uncontrolled pre-post evaluation study to evaluate (a) player
experience, (b) translation of the theory-led LINA design into user experience and (c) increases in sense of belonging
after engagement with LINA. In total, data from 99 participants (M, = 10.94; range=10-12; 51 girls, 48 boys) were
included in this study. Our results provided evidence for (a) high satisfaction and acceptability of LINA, (b) a successful
translation of theory-led design features into user experiences, and (c) increases in sense of belonging. We discuss practical
implications and future development of LINA.
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Introduction

The need to belong, fulfilled through meaningful relation-
ships with individuals and groups, enhances mental health
(Andersen et al., 2021; Baumeister & Leary, 1995). In
accordance with this belongingness theory, supportive rela-
tionships with peers and friends at school clearly impact
mental health and resilience (Moreira et al., 2021). For chil-
dren and adolescents, the school environment marks a key
setting to build these meaningful connections with peers.
Feeling supported by peers and friends at school as well as
overcoming loneliness are important factors in the devel-
opment of a strong sense of belonging (Allen et al., 2018;
Quintana, 2021). Yet, schools need to provide opportunities
for supportive peer interactions so that children and adoles-
cents feel included, meaningful relationships can thrive, and
a sense of belonging can develop (Allen et al., 2021; Qvor-
trup & Qvortrup, 2018). Providing opportunities for sup-
portive interactions between classmates might be especially
important for pupils who stay together in that same class for
several years or after a school transition. This study incorpo-
rates an uncontrolled pilot evaluation of the single-session
proof-of-concept version of LINA (‘Lina Is Not Alone’), an
augmented reality (AR) social game that aims to increase
a sense of belonging among classmates through improving
relationships with classmates.

Good relationships with classmates have positive effects,
impacting mental health and academic perforrance. For
example, feeling supported by classmates contributes to sat-
isfaction at school and subjective well-being, while feeling
lonely andnot experiencing a good time with classmates have
opposing effects (Huebner et al., 2014; Oberle et al., 2011).
In particular, good relationships with classmates directly
impact school satisfaction, which further boosts students’
subjective well-being and quality of life, highlighting the
relevance of interventions which focus on relationships with
classmates (Gempp & Gonzalez-Carrasco, 2021). Feeling
supported by classmates also positively aftects the ability to
cope with stressful situations and enhance academic perfor-
mance (Burke & Sass, 2013; Hoferichter et al., 2022). For
example, fostering positive interactions between classmates
can boost individual motivation and engagement, which
in turn contributes to better academic performance (Shao
et al., 2024). Additionally, good relationships with class-
mates have beneficial emotional effects, which manifest in
fewer depressive symptoms (Franco et al., 2022; McGraw
et al., 2008) and higher positive affect (Schmidt et al., 2019,
2020). Therefore, LINA was developed to provide gami-
fied social interactions that increase positive experiences
with classmates. Such positive experiences with classmates
might be particularly relevant during school transition.

The transition period from primary to secondary school
is marked by substantial changes and challenges in the peer
network of early adolescents (Symonds & Galton, 2014).
Former classmates often move to different schools and
there is a need to form new peer relationships and friend-
ships within the new classroom, which makes school transi-
tion a stressful social experience (Ng-Knight et al., 2019,
Weller, 2007). During school transition, the fear of victim-
ization and feeling alone in the new class are major social
stressors for early adolescents (Stiehl et al., 2023). Indeed,
victimization experiences are common during school transi-
tion (Marchante et al., 2022; Monachino et al., 2021). Yet,
high classmate support and more friends within the class-
room can act as protective factors against victimization
experiences (Kogir et al., 2020). At the same time, finding a
sense of belonging among classmates during school transi-
tion is of major importance for early adolescents, marking
their high willingness to develop positive relationships with
classmates (Curson et al., 2019; Weller, 2007).

Research highlights several strategies that can reduce
prejudice and promote a sense of belonging among children
and adolescents. Meta-analytic studies in children and ado-
lescents show that contact with discredited and excluded
individuals, when incorporating specific positive elements
in line with Contact Theory (Allport, 1954), significantly
reduces negative attitudes and behavioral intentions towards
those ‘outsiders’ (e.g., individuals with different ethnic ori-
gins, mental illnesses or behavioral problems) (Ammstrong
et al.,, 2017; Beelmann & Heinemann, 2014; Chae et al.,
2018; Corrigan et al., 2012; Waqas et al., 2020). Similarly,
cooperative learning at school, which includes carefully
structured group-based experiences in the classroom, can
improve classmate relations and reduce victimization (Van
Ryzin & Roseth, 2018). Overall, anti-stigma research in
children emphasizes that positive cooperative experiences
involving interdependence between group members can
enhance likability and challenge negative prejudice related
to ability, gender, weight, or ethnicity (Skinner & Meltzoff,
2019). In addition, storytelling has emerged as a valuable
tool for fostering a sense of belonging among children and
adolescents in school settings (Lindsay et al., 2013; Lucas
& Soares, 2013), with evidence of its potential to reduce
prejudice (Cameron & Rutland, 2006, Cameron et al., 2007)
and promote perspective-taking and empathy (Skinner &
Meltzoff, 2019).

AR intheschool context is an ideal technology to increase
sense of belonging among classmates as it has the potential
to facilitate social interactions and collaboration between
players (Brij & Belhadaoui, 2021), especially when includ-
ing game elements (Redep & Hajdin, 2021). Using AR tech-
nology compared to traditional material in an educational
context can improve not only motivation and enjoyment,
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but also the socio-emotional relationship between players
(Redondo et al., 2020). However, to date the focus of AR use
in school has been restricted to supplementing traditional
academic disciplines (e.g., math, physics, aits, culture)
(Maas & Hughes, 2020, Zhang et al., 2022). AR applica-
tions have been used to promote social skills, but these have
been primarily designed for autistic populations and single
players (Mittmann et al., 2023a). Given that early adoles-
cents use their smartphones on a daily basis to communicate
or play games with peers and clagsmates, which also helps
with initiating and developing new friendships (Krammer et
al., 2023; Mittmann et al., 2022b), a digital social game that
uses AR to enhance sense of belonging among classmates
seems promising to engage the target group. Yet, programs
or games that enhance sense of belonging through improv-
ing peer relationships during childhood and adolescence
rarely use digital technology (Pollak et al., 2023) despite
their mentioned advantages.

LINA Lina Is not Alone’: Theory-Led LINA Design

To our knowledge, LINA is the first multi-player mobile
game that uses a mystery-style interactive narrative with
AR elements to immerse players. LINA is designed for
school classes, developed for and in cooperation with early
adolescents in iterative cycles (Mittmann et al., 2022a).
Overall, the game elements and game design of LINA were
developed with a theory-informed and early adolescents-
informed integrative approach. The overarching objective
of LINA is to increase a sense of belonging among play-
ers (i.e., classmates). An early evaluation study of LINA
shows high acceptability (quantitative results) and quali-
tative indications of potential effectiveness (qualitative
results) (Mittmann et al., 2022a). The current study uses
a further developed version of LINA (i.e., the final single-
session proof-of-concept) to evaluate player experience and
provide an early-stage, uncontrolled indication of potential
effectiveness. Furthermore, the study examined players’
perception of LINA design, with a focus on whether its key
features were successfully translated into user experience.

The design of LINA was primarily informed by Contact
Theory (Allport, 1954), which argues that carefully struc-
tured contact involving (1) equal status, (2) cooperation, (3)
a common goal and (4) authority support, enhances sense
of belonging and minimizes division among mdividuals
and groups. The design of LINA reflects these principles:
(1) all players (i.e., classmates) begin with equal access to
information; (2) progression requires coop erative gameplay
and real-life communication; (3) the narrative encourages
collective problem-solving to uncover the story; and (4) the
experience provides structured guidance, including hints, to
ensure players feel supported.
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The theory-led LINA design was also informed by two
qualitative studies, aiming to understand early adoles-
cents” perspectives on school transition from primary to
secondary school and their experiences with classmates
in this period (Krammer et al., 2023; Stiehl et al., 2023).
For example, early adolescents mentioned certain rules of
communication (e.g., mutual listening, introducing one-
self when encountering) and small acts of kindness that
establish mutual trust and support (e.g., mutual sharing of
information, encouragement for mutual success) as relevant
factors for successful interactions with classmates. Thus,
structured communication at the beginning of collaborative
tasks in LINA were designed to ensure that players listen
to and support each other, which aims to establish a feeling
of safety during gameplay. Moreover, experienced fun with
classmates was highlighted repeatedly for positive relation-
ship development among classmates (Krammer et al., 2023,
Stiehl et al., 2023). Thus, the design of LINA encompasses
two additional contact elements, that is, a feeling of safety
and experienced fum. In sum, the theory-led LINA design
encompasses six key features, summarized in Fig. 1.

The Current Study

The current study is an uncontrolled pre-post evaluation
study that evaluates the player experience, translation of the
theory-led LINA design into user experience and potential
effectiveness of LINA, an AR social game for school classes
played on smartphones. The study is characterized as a fea-
sibility study (Skivington et al., 2021), focusing on usability
and providing an initial indication of potential effectiveness
of LINA.

First, player experience was evaluated using a validated
game user experience questionnaire. High satisfaction and
acceptability ratings were expected without gender differ-
ences, based on results from a previous study using a less
developed version of LINA (Mittmnann et al., 2022a). Sec-
ond, we evaluated player’s perception of LINA design, with
a focus on whether its six key features (1) equal status, (2)
cooperation, (3) common goal, (4) authority support, (5) a
feeling of safety, and (6) experienced fun were successfully
translated into user experiences. High approval ratings were
anticipated to demonstrate the successful translation of the
theory-led LINA design into user experience. Third, in our
main analysis we examined the potential effectiveness of
LINA, hypothesizing that sense of belonging among class-
mates increases after engagement with LINA on participant
level. Potential variation across classes was examined to
account for nested data structure. To further inform robust-
ness of the main analysis, we explored whether the change
in sense of belonging differed for participants with low or
high levels of peer victimization.
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Six key features of the theory-led LINA design to enhance a sense of belonging among classmates
Method practitioners (encompassing a playwright and creative
director, psychologists, computer scientists, and graphic
LINA designers) and co-developed with early adolescents in itera-

LINA is a mobile AR social game for school classes, involv-
ing all students plus one teacher. All players play at the same
time and are provided with one smartphone each. Players
progress through the experience at first individually, then
in pairs, then in small groups and finally as an entire class,
discovering AR objects their fictional classmate Lina left
behind after her mysterious disappearance. Players leam
about Lina’s life at school, at home, and her feelings. The
game combines real-world experiences with digital ones.
For example, the players have to collaborate in a face-to-
face setting at school to solve a digital puzzle provided on
their smartphone. Through successful collaboration, play-
ers can unlock a new AR object together that provides fresh
information about Lina. The game was designed by an
interdisciplinary European research group and professional

tive processes [blinded for review].

The storyline of LINA focusses on solving a mystery
around the sudden disappearance of a girl who feels like she
does not belong. She has difficulties trusting others, making
friends and — it transpires — a difficult life at home, living
with and caring for a mother who has a mental illness.

Game Characteristics

LINA was designed to attract boys and girls equally and
support the identification with their character, thus, it
incorporates a fictional class where players take the role
of characters of the same sex as they are (Felnhofer et al.,
2022; Kinzie & Joseph, 2008). LINA encompasses imagi-
native role-play (including enacted scenes where players
receive instructions or dialogue via the phones), exploration
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(exploring the classroom through the lens of the smart-
phone, exploring 2D and 3D objects), problem-solving
(solving puzzles together), social interaction (in pairs or
groups, to better understand the mystery about Lina), and
an active play element (a sequence where players must find
hidden AR objects within a set time), covering various game
activity preferences of early adolescents (Kinzie & Joseph,
2008).

Recruitment

Two secondary schools in Austria were recruited via exist-
ing networks of the research group, thus resulting in a con-
venience sample. In Austria, pupils can attend two different
school types for secondary education: (a) middle school
(in Austria called Mittel Schule [MS]) and (b) grammar
school (in Austria called Allgemembildende Héhere Schule
[AHS]). While MS has four years of education and is typi-
cally attended by 10- to 14-year-olds, AHS includes eight
vears of education, ends with a qualification for university
entrance and is typically attended by 10- to 18-year-olds.
The research group contacted school directors of one AHS
and one MS via e-mail with initial information on the proj-
ect and then over the phone to provide time for additional
information and open questions. We invited all first-year
students and their main teachers to participate. Both schools
agreed to participate. The main teachers then received
detailed information on the study via e-mail and a prelimi-
nary meeting was scheduled to explain the purpose of the
study and necessary preparations (e.g., sending and collect-
ing informed consent to and from parents and students). In
total three classes from the school type AHS and two from
the school type MS were invited to participate (N=106
pupils). All students and their parents gave written informed
consent before the study started. This study was approved
by the Ethics Committee of the Karl Landsteiner University
of Health Sciences (EK Nr: 1025/2020).

Participants

In total 106 participants and their parents gave informed
consent; however, not all participants could be included
in the study. Two participants were not present at the days
of study conduct. Another four participants were excluded
because they were not present when LINA was played in
class. Additionally, one participant was excluded for fur-
ther analyses due to answer patterns indicative of invalid
responses (i.e., always the lowest score despite reversely
coded items) in two questionnaires (i.e., GUESS-GA-18,
FunQ). Thus, the final sample for data analysis comprised
99 participants.
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Procedure

This study employed an uncontrolled pre-post design; there-
fore, all participants were assigned to one condition, that is,
playing LINA. The study was conducted in May 2022 in the
school setting during regular school hours.

Quantitative data were collected via online question-
naires on iPads at or smartphones at in the school setting.
Assessment took place at two time points (i.e., T1 and T2).
T1-assessments were administered by participating teachers
on a preassigned date, one to two days before playing LINA.
Participating teachers received precise information in a pre-
liminary meeting conducted by one of two researchers over
the phone, using a conversation guide to ensure all relevant
information was discussed. Afterwards, teachers received
a QR-Code via e-mail so that students could easily access
the online questionnaires (i.e., scanming the QR-Code with
their iPad, provided by their school). T2-assessment was
conducted immediately after the participants played LINA,
accessed viaa QR-Code, provided by the research team that
set up LINA in class. An overview of the data collection
procedure and order of administered questionnaires is pre-
sented in Fig. 1.

Measures
Descriptive Data

Demographic data included information on sex, age,
nationality and school type, assessed at T1. Additionally,
we assessed smartphone possession (vesino) and gaming
behavior (i.e., how often they play games on their smart-
phone or computer ranging fiom 1 (never) to 5 (very aften))
at T2.

Player Experience

Player experience was assessed with the German version
of the Game User Experience Satisfaction Scale (GUESS-
GA-18) for adolescents (Mittmann, Zehetner, Krammer
et al., 2023b), a validated instrument measuring satisfac-
tion and acceptability of digital games. The questionnaire
consists of 18 items across nine subscales (Usability/Play -
ability, Narratives, Play Engrossment, Enjoyment, Creative
Freedom, Audio Aesthetics, Personal Gratification, Social
Connectivity, and Visual Aesthetics). Answers are rated on
a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (don t agree at all) to
5 (totally agree), also including reversely coded items. A
previous study shows good internal consistency, concurrent
validity and a good model fit of the GUESS-GA-18 (Mit-
tmann, Zehetner, Krammer et al., 2023b). The Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient for this study was «=0.88.
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Translation of Theory-led LINA Design into User Experience

The six key features of the theory-led LINA design were
assessed with newly developed items and the FunQ (Tisza
& Markopoulos, 2021a). The FunQ is a validated multidi-
mensional instrument to assess experienced fun of an activ-
ity. It consists of 18 items across six dimensions (autonomy,
challenge, delight, immersion, loss of social barriers, and
stress), which are rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (never) to 5 (all the time), again with reversely coded
items. The instrument shows good internal consistency for
this study (Cronbach’s o=0.88). Since the FunQ is only
available in English language, the questionnaire has been
translated into German language and adopted for early ado-
lescents in iterative co-development workshops with early
adolescents. The level of collaboration between peers (in-
game assessiment) was assessed with one newly developed
question (i.e., “How well did you work together?) immedi-
ately after each of two collaborative tasks involved in play-
ing LINA. Collaborative task 1 was done in pairs, while task
2 was done in small groups of between three and four partic-
ipants. The question fit gently into the gameplay experience.
On a S-point smiley face scale ranging from 1 (sadface) to 5
(happy face), participants indicated how they felt about their
collaboration. Figure 1 provides an overview of the six key
features of the theory-led LINA design and related assess-
ment methods, which were assessed at T2.

Potential Effectiveness of LINA

Sense of belonging was assessed with the subscale social
inclusion of the Genman version of the Perceptions of Inclu-
sion Questionnaire (PIQ; Venetz et al., 2014). The subscale
consists of 4 items (e.g., “T get along very well with my
classmates™). Answers were provided on a sliding scale
(1=not at all true to 101 =certainly true). The original
4-point response scale (0=not at all true, 1 =rather not true,
2=somewhat true, and 3=certainly tfrue) was adapted to
allow for a sensitivity analysis that required continuous data
for each item. For the mam analyses, continuous data was
converted back to ordinal data (i.e., 1 thru 25=1; 26 thru
50=2; 51 thru 75=3; 76 thru 101=4). The questionnaire
was completed at both time points, leading to T1-Sense of
Belonging (SoB) and T2-SoB sum scores. In the validation
research, the subscale had an internal consistency of Cron-
bach 0=0.84 (Venetz et al, 2014). Cronbach’s alpha coef-
ficients for this study were «=0.69 and a=0.67 for T1 and
T2, respectively.

The factor Social Isolation From Peers from the Chronic
Stress in Childhood Questionnaire (CSiK; Richartz et al.,
2009) was used to determine the students’ level of chronic
victimization within their class, assessed at T1. This variable

on peer victimization was used for exploratory analyses'.
On a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (rever) to 4 (very
often), participants answered how often they experienced
two statements (i.e., “Children in my class talk bad about
me”, “Children in my class don’t let me join in™) within
the last weeks. Mean scores were calculated. The higher the
mean score, the higher the level of chronic stress.

Data Analysis

Statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS Statis-
tics 27. We used p values< 0.05 to identify statistical signifi-
cance for all analyses. To determine the player experience
and the translation of the theory-led LINA design into user
experience, we performed descriptive statistics to explore
psychometric properties of the questionnaires GUESS-
GA-18, FunQ, and items assessing the six key features
of the theory-led LINA design, reporting means, SD, and
range.

To investigate potential effectiveness of LINA, we
conducted a paired t-test in the outcome variable sense of
belonging over time. We expected that sense of belonging
would increase from T1 to T2 and conducted a one-tailed
test. According to the histogram, the differences between
T1- and T2-SoB were normally distributed (Field, 2013).
We looked at sex differences between T1- and T2-SoB, con-
ducting a t-test for either time points.

Exploratory Analyses

To assess changes over time and potential class-related dif-
ferences in the outcome variable, a 2 (time: pre vs. post) x
4 (class) mixed ANOVA was conducted. Time was treated
as a within-subjects factor, and class as a between-subjects
factor. The analysis tested for a main effect of time (i.e.,
overall change in the outcome variable), a main effect of
class (i.e., class differences in outcome levels), and a time x
class interaction (i.e., differences in change patterns across
classes). The assumption of homogeneity of covariances
was tested using Box’s test. Estimated margmal means were
used to visualize the interaction effect with 95% confidence
intervals. Partial eta-squared was used to report effect sizes.

In an additional sensitivity analysis, we investigated
whether the average change in T2-SoB differs between par-
ticipants with low vs. high levels of peer victinization. A
median split was applied to the variable peer victimization.
The median in the full sample was A4=1.5, and participants
were categorized accordingly (0=low peer victimization,
1=high peer victimization). A difference score was cal-
culated for each participant by subtracting T2-SoB from

! Vanable warants cautious interpretation due to low item
intercorrelation.
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T1-SoB. An independent samples t-test was conducted to
compare the mean difference scores between the high- and
low-peer victimization groups. Effect sizes were reported
using Cohen’s d with 95% confidence intervals.

Missing Data

Unfortunately, one class had several instances of missing
data at T2 for variables assessing sense of belonging and
translation of the theory-led LINA design into user experi-
ence. This occurred because workshop providers mistakenly
used a QR code linked to an incomplete version of the ques-
tionnaire. As a result, the class only completed part of the
final questionnaire designed for the study. Therefore, this
one class could only be included in the analysis of player
experience.

Aside from the above, we had only a small number of
missing items (n=15) across eight participants. Three
participants did not answer questions on the FunQ, gam-
ing behavior, and smartphone possession because of time
insufficiency. The small number of missing values led to the
decision to exclude participants for analyses with missing
data in the target variable, which explains the varying num-
bers of participants between analyses.

Results
Participants

In total, data from 99 participants (M,,, = 10.94; age
range=10-12; 51 girls, 48 boys) were included in this
study. Ninety-two participants were bom in Austria and
seven in other countries (e.g., Germany). Forty-two partici-
pants attended MS and 57 AHS.

Overall, the vast majority (99%%) possessed their own
smartphone. While almost half of the girls (49%) played
smartphone games often or very often, they rarely played

Table 1 Psychometric properties of the GUESS-GA-18
n M SD Range
Potential  Actual

GUESS-GA-18score 96 35.73 5.54 945 1444
Usability 96 383 095 1-5 1-5
Narratives 96 453 0.70 1-5 1-5
Play Engrossment 96 345 1.051 1-5 1-5
Enjoyment 96 451  0.74 1-5 2-5
Creative Freedom 96 336 1.06 1-5 1-5
Audio Aesthetics 96 390 112 1-5 1-5
Personal Gratification 96 369 098 1-5 1-5
Social Comectivity 96 434 0.76 1-5 1-5

Visual Aesthetics 96 4.02 096 1-5 1-5
Note. iy, = 49; my,; = 47; values range from 1 (don’t agree at all) to
5 (totally agree); data assessed at T2
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computer games (16% played often or very often). In con-
trast, 80% boys played smartphone games often or very
often and 64% also played computer games often or very
often. In sum, boys played digital games more regularly
than girls, but both showed a preference for playing games
on smartphones over computersj.

Since we had to exclude one class (2=19) due to missing
data for all analyses, except determining player experience,
we compared demographic data for this subsample with the
overall sample. We did not detect any significant deviations
regarding sex, age, or nationality. Hence, the subsample is
not described further.

Player Experience

Table 1 presents psychometric properties of the question-
naire GUESS-GA-18, used to assess player experience.
The overall satisfaction score was 35.73. The highest mean
scores were reached in the subscales narratives (mean
score=4.53), enjoyment (mean score=4.51), and social
connectivity (mean score=4.34). No sex differences were
found in the overall GUESS-GA-18 score, therefore, no fur-
ther analyses regarding sex differences were conducted.

Translation of Theory-led LINA Design into User
Experience

Table 2 reports the psychometric properties of the six key
features of the theory-led LINA design. Players perceived
that they met on equal terms, had to cooperate to solve a
common goal, received appropriate support, felt safe dur-
ing social interactions, and experienced fun throughout the
activity. For both collaborative tasks, participants reported
extremely good collaboration with their peers. 95% stated
that they were happy or extremely happy with their collabo-
ration in task 1 and task 2, respectively. Results point to a
successful translation of the key features of the theory-led
LINA design into user experience.

? single item of the FunQ (Tisza & Markopoulos, 2021a).

Potential Effectiveness of LINA

Table 3 shows a statistically significant increase in sense of
belonging from T1 to T2 with a small effect Cohen’s d=0.21
(Cohen, 1992). No significant sex differences were found
on either time points (¢, (77)=1.760, p>.05; 1,(77)=1.645,
p>.05).

2 Percentages are calculated for =78 due to missing data.
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Table 2 Psychometric properties of the six key features of the Theory-

led LINA design

Topic n M sD Range
Potential

Actual

Cooperation

During gameplay, I 79 79.80 20.11 1-101 1-101
experienced that my class

needs to cooperate to

proceed in the game

How well did you work

together?

Taskl — collaborationin 99 4.56 0.70 1-5 1-5
pairs

Task2 — collaborationin 99 4.74 0.55 1-5 3-5
small groups

Equal Status

During gameplay, I expe- 80 83.06 27.77 1-101 1-101
rienced that everyone is

equal

Common goal

During gameplay, I expe- 80 93.06 16.76 1-101 1-101
rienced that my class is

solving the puzzle around

Lina together

Authority support

During gameplay, I 70 79.68 2062 1-101 1-101
received all necessary

suppott to proceed in the

game

During gameplay, Lknow 93 3.87 1.09 1-5 1-5
what to do®

A feeling of safety

During gameplay, I expe-

rienced that...

(1) we trust each other. 80 84.21 2540 1-101 1-101
(2) listen to each other. 70 82.51 26.64 1-101 1-101
(3) help cach other. 80 86.66 24.52 1-101 1-101
Experienced fun

FunQ Score 93 73.19 1145 18-90 33-90
Note. The variation in sample size is due to the vaniation in the num-
ber of excluded cases because of missing data. Data was assessed at
T2. Higher mean scores indicate higher approval

Exploratory Analyses

The mixed ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of
time, F(1, 75)=6.693, p=.012, partial n*>= 0.082, indicating
that the outcome variable sense of belonging significantly
increased from T1 to T2 across all classes. The interaction
effect between time and classroom was not statistically sig-
nificant, F(3, 75)=2.100, p=.107, partial ¢ = 0.077. This

Table3 TI to T2 mean differences m sense of belongmg

suggests that the degree of change over time did not differ
substantially between classes (further information in sup-
plementary material).

In an additional sensitivity analysis, we examined
whether the average change in sense of belonging differed
between participants with low (#=51) versus high levels of
peer victimization (n=28). Descriptively, those with higher
peer victimization showed a slightly greater improvement
in the outcome (M=0.71, SD=2.48) than those with lower
levels (M=0.43, SD=1.32). However, this difference was
small with a small effect (Cohen’s d=0.18) and did not
reach statistical significance (p=.557). Greater variability in
the high-victimization group suggests more heterogeneous
individual responses.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to evaluate player experience,
the transition of the theory-led LINA design into user expe-
rience, and potential effectiveness of LINA. Overall, early
adolescents had a great player experience with high satis-
faction and acceptability ratings. In addition, high approval
ratings on all six key features of theory-led LINA design
demonstrate a successful translation of theory led features
into user experience. Moreover, early adolescents not
only enjoyed playing LINA, their sense of belonging also
increased significantly following engagement with LINA
(an effect that was robust across all classes). Results also
seem to be robust for participants with high and low levels
of peer victimization, as both subgroups benefitted equally
from LINA.

Player Experience

The high overall satisfaction scores in the GUESS-GA-18
support an excellent player experience of LINA. Compared
to an earlier evaluation of a less polished version of LINA
at the end of the co-development phase in June 2021, the
overall player experience further increased (Mittimann et al.,
2022a). Comparing the satisfaction score to another serious
game about well-being for adolescents that used the same
evaluation instrument, LINA reached an even higher score
(Schorer & Protopsaltis, 2021).

The highest scores in the subscale narratives, enjoyment
and social connectivity, highlight the special emphasis that

Time 1 Time 2 Cohen’s d
M SE Range M SE Range t(78) P
(SD) (SD)
Sense of belonging 13.59 (2.56) 0.29 5-16 14.13 (2.78) 031 4-16 2.62 0.005* 0.21
Note. N=79
@ Springer

95



226

School Mental Health (2026) 18:218-230

was put on these aspects during game development. For
example, the naratives have gently been co-developed with
early adolescents in iterative stages, involving early adoles-
cents in storytelling and as experts of their own experiences
at school. Additionally, the narratives were enriched by real
world experiences from interviews with adult children of
parents with a mental illness to tell a realistic story (Mit-
tmann et al., 2022a). These iterative feedback loops were
also used to optimize enjoyment of LINA among players.
The high score in the subscale social connectivity demon-
strates that LINA also gently supports social interactions
between players, suggesting it is a highly positive multi-
player experience.

Translation of Theory-led LINA Design into User
Experience

In accordance with our theory-led LINA design (see Fig. 1),
the six key features received high approval rates meeting at
least 79.86%, with one exception (i.e., “During gameplay, I
know what to do”) meeting 77.40%. These findings support
that players experienced equal status, cooperation to solve
a comumon goal, received appropriate support, felt safe dur-
ing social interactions, and experienced fun throughout the
activity. In particular, players experienced a high feeling of
safety, reporting that they can trust, listen to, and help each
other during gameplay. We also assessed experienced fun
of LINA, which was exceptionally high compared to other
educational games or activities using the same instrument
(Tisza & Markopoulos, 2021b; Tisza et al., 2021).

Potential Effectiveness of LINA

For the first time, LINA was tested for increases in sense
of belonging before and after gameplay. The significant
increase over time suggests that LINA has great potential to
enhance sense of belonging among classmates.

This study makes an important contribution to classroom-
based programs during early adolescence with a focus on
enhancing a sense of belonging among classmates. While
early childhood is well-studied, the age group typically
confronted with school transition (8-14 age range) remains
underrepresented in intervention research (Milton et al.,
2021). In particular, the focus on fostering relationships
between classmates in its own rights received little atten-
tion (Pollak et al., 2023). LINA provides unique classroom-
focused components and social interactions with multiple
classmates in both, digital and face-to-face ways. We argue
that LINA holds potential to add to the small list of univer-
sal, classroom-based programs that facilitate relationships
among classmates (Pollak et al., 2023).
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Although increases in sense of belonging were observed
across all four classrooms in our study, our exploratory
analyses showed some variation across these classes (see
also supplementary material). Our findings suggest that
these classes are aftfected by pedagogically relevant group
differences (e.g., general class climate, teachers). Indeed,
relationships between classmates, but also teacher-student
relationships and individual student factors (e.g., gender,
migration background) can affect classroom processes and
students’ well-being (Saxer et al., 2024). Therefore, includ-
ing other pedagogically relevant aspects on class level in
future LINA development might add important knowledge
to our results.

Finally, sense of belonging did not differ between partici-
pants with low or high levels of peer victimization, which
suggests that all pupils can benefit regardless of their peer
victimization level. This result is promising since victim-
ized peers have difficulties establishing good relationships
at school, which might be particularly true after a transition
(Ehrhardt et al., 2022). There is evidence that face-to-face
collaborative games can reduce the level of self-reported
peer rejection (Mikami et al., 2005), a potential effect that
might apply to LINA as well. If LINA with merged digital
and face-to-face collaboration can also minimize feelings of
peer rejection, needs further investigation.

Practical Implications and Future Directions

To our knowledge LINA is the first mobile AR social game
that focuses specifically on relationships between class-
mates, instead of peers in general or friends only. Yet,
teacher-student relationships play an additional role in the
development of positive relationships with classmates and
their well-being (Saxer et al., 2024). For example, when
teachers create a warm and supportive classroom envi-
ronment, it strengthens relationships between classmates,
especially through fostering closeness rather than merely
reducing conflict. In future, LINA should add playful ele-
ments that also addresses teacher-student relationships
within the game. For example, by instructing the teacher to
make positive intentional comments about students, which
may further enhance student inclusion in the classroom
(Saxer et al., 2024). In line with these considerations, future
studies should assess not only changes in student-student
but also teacher-student relationships.

While LINA could achieve a feeling of safety through
structured contact situations, it is unclear how much con-
tact is needed to achieve even better results and how qual-
ity and quantity of contact interact (Skinner & Meltzoff,
2019). Another digital game supporting peer relationships
with focus on social skills training showed effective results
after nine online episodes (Sanchez et al., 2017). In general,
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programs supporting peer relationships in children and ado-
lescents last an average of 18 weeks (Pollak et al., 2023).
Thus, extending playtime of LINA including several epi-
sodes might be a promising avenue to explore. Moreover,
successful programs that exclusively focus on rejected or
victimized peers and the promotion of their peer relation-
ships typically include social skills training (e.g., DeR-
osier, 2004; Healy & Sanders, 2014). Thus, LINA might be
improved by proving optional support material after each
episode, opening up further opportunities for discussions in
class or traditional active practice in social skills training to
best support at-risk children (Pollak et al., 2023).

To our knowledge LINA is the first mobile AR social
game that creates an immersive social game for multiple
players to promote sense of belonging. The high scores
on satisfaction, collaboration, experienced fun and feeling
of safety during social interactions suggest that the school
environment might only be one of many possible applica-
tion areas. For example, also at university the establishment
of good peer relationships is essential for mental health
(Maunder, 2017; Swenson et al., 2008), suggesting that
LINA could be adjusted for university courses to foster rela-
tionships and well-being when transitioning to university.

LINA is developed with theoretical considerations pri-
marily based on Contact Theory, which typically investigate
the reduction of prejudice, attitude or behavioral changes
towards particularly disliked individuals or members of
social groups (e.g., Armstrong et al., 2017, Beelmann &
Heinemann, 2014). These aspects have not been investi-
gated so far. Moreover, since the narrative addresses a story
about children of parents with a mental illness (COPMI),
attitude changes towards COPMI, and mental health literacy
in general, could also be addressed in future LINA episodes
and research.

Strengths and Limitations

Although the development of LINA has only reached proof-
of-concept status, a statistically significant increase in sense
of belonging could be demonstrated over the course of only
one episode. This result, combined with the high ratings of
player experience and excellent ratings on experienced fun
and collaboration, make LINA a highly promising social
experience with many potential application areas, which
should be further investigated. Yet, the current study uses
a convenience sample without a control group, which does
not allow for conclusions regarding true intervention effects.
There is a possibility that students would have improved
their sense of belonging naturally over time without LINA
or that students overestimated how their sense of belong-
ing changed over time because of their investment in the
study. Another limitation of this study is the small cluster

size (i.e., data were drawn from only four classrooms in
two schools), which falls below the recommended 10-15
clusters for reliable multilevel analyses (McNeish & Staple-
ton, 2016). Future research should test LINA with a larger
sample and more robust study design (e.g., a randomized
controlled trial) to enable robust multilevel modeling. Nev-
ertheless, this study provides promising results on potential
effectiveness with a reasonable sample size that can be used
to determine statistical power for future studies, an impor-
tant foundation for future trials. We showed that a sense of
belonging among classmates can change in the assessed
time period and with the measure we applied. Yet, the mea-
sure assessing the variable sense of belonging produced
ceiling effects, as 33% of participants indicated the highest
score at T1, leaving no room for further improvement. To
reduce these effects, other operationalization methods could
be considered.

Conclusion

LINA is anovel AR social game to increase sense of belong-
ing among classmates by promoting their relationships in
the classrooms. Early adolescents were highly satisfied with
the player experience. The high approval ratings on the six
key features of the theory-led LINA design demonstrate
successful application of the theory-led design into user
experiences. LINA provided opportunities for good col-
laboration where players meet on equal grounds and safe
social interactions are possible. Further development of
LINA should add to the complexity of classroom processes
by taking aspects such as teacher-student relationships and
individual factors into account.
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B Summary

English Abstract

Supportive peer relationships play a crucial role during early adolescence, particularly during the
transition from primary to secondary school, a sensitive period for the development of belonging
among classmates. Despite this, limited research has addressed early adolescents’ specific needs
during this transition or how to effectively foster belonging, especially through digital and
participatory approaches. The aim of this thesis was to develop and evaluate a theory- and early
adolescents-informed digital social game (LINA) designed to enhance classmates’ sense of belonging.
To achieve this, a participatory approach was adopted, integrating early adolescents’ perspectives into
both theoretical understanding and game design processes. Across two studies comprising three
articles, this approach enabled the exploration of early adolescents’ needs, the development of LINA,

and its evaluation.

Findings indicate that early adolescents experience multiple fears during school transition, with social
concerns (e.g., peer victimisation and the need to belong) being more prominent than academic fears.
Friendships and the ability to form new peer relationships emerged as central, alongside coping
strategies such as support seeking and communication. Friendship development was found to be
facilitated by shared activities, positive emotional experiences, and safe interaction environments,
particularly when repeated over time. Digital interactions were also identified as important
components of peer relationships. Building on these insights, a comprehensive LINA design was
developed to inform game design processes. The evaluation of LINA showed increased levels of
classmates’ sense of belonging and high player satisfaction, suggesting that the intended design

principles were successfully implemented.

These findings highlight the importance of participatory design approaches for developing tailored
interventions. This thesis lays a comprehensive foundation for the continued development of LINA
while underscoring the need for more rigorous research. In general, understanding early adolescents’
social needs and factors for supportive contact can inform educators and school psychologists in

supporting peer relationships during this critical developmental period.
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German Abstract

Unterstiitzende Peer-Beziehungen spielen in der frithen Adoleszenz eine zentrale Rolle, insbesondere
wihrend des Ubergangs von der Primar- in die Sekundarstufe, einer sensiblen Phase fiir die
Entwicklung von Zugehdrigkeit innerhalb der Klasse. Bislang hat sich die Forschung nur begrenzt mit
den spezifischen Bediirfnissen von Kindern in dieser Ubergangsphase sowie mit der Frage beschiftigt,
wie Zugehorigkeit effektiv gefordert werden kann, insbesondere digitale und partizipative Ansitze
fehlen. Ziel dieser Dissertation war es, ein theorie- und zielgruppenorientiertes digitales soziales Spiel
(LINA) zu entwickeln und zu evaluieren, das darauf abzielt, das Zugehorigkeitsgefiihl unter
Mitschiiler:innen zu stiarken. Zu diesem Zweck wurde ein partizipativer Ansatz verfolgt, der die
Perspektiven von Kindern sowohl in das theoretische Versténdnis als auch in die Spielentwicklung
integrierte. Bediirfnisse von Kindern wéihrend des Schulwechsels, die Entwicklung von LINA sowie

dessen Evaluation wurde iiber zwei Studien hinweg untersucht.

Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass Kinder wihrend des Schuliibergangs verschiedene Angste erleben, wobei
soziale Sorgen (z. B. Viktimisierung durch Gleichaltrige und das Bediirfnis nach Zugehorigkeit)
stirker im Vordergrund stehen als leistungsbezogene Schulidngste. Freundschaften und die Fahigkeit,
neue Peer-Beziehungen aufzubauen, erwiesen sich als zentral, ebenso wie Bewiltigungsstrategien wie
das Suchen von Unterstiitzung und Kommunikation. Die Entwicklung von Freundschaften wurde
durch gemeinsame Aktivititen, positive emotionale Erfahrungen sowie sichere
Interaktionsumgebungen begiinstigt, insbesondere wenn diese wiederholt stattfinden. Digitale
Interaktionen wurden als weitere wichtige Bestandteile von Peer-Beziehungen identifiziert. Aufbauend
auf diesen Erkenntnissen wurde ein ganzheitliches LINA Design entwickelt und fiir die
Spielentwicklung herangezogen. Die Evaluation von LINA zeigte erhdhte Zugehorigkeitswerte unter
Mitschiiler:innen sowie eine hohe Nutzerzufriedenheit, was auf ein erfolgreiche Umsetzung der

intendierten Designprinzipien hindeutet.

Diese Ergebnisse unterstreichen die Bedeutung partizipativer Designansétze fiir die Entwicklung
zielgruppenspezifischer Interventionen. Diese Dissertation bietet eine umfassende Grundlage fiir die
Weiterentwicklung von LINA, wobei weitere rigorose Forschung notwendig erscheint. Insgesamt
kann das Verstindnis der sozialen Bediirfnisse von Kindern und das Wissen zu relevanten
Kontaktmechanismen in Peer-Beziehungen, Lehrpersonen und Schulpsycholog:innen bei der

Forderung dieser Beziehungen unterstiitzen.
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