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Abstract

The objective of this study was to design and validate a standardized
educational package aimed at improving children’s friendship-building skills
based on the principles of dialectical behavior therapy. A qualitative design
using conventional content analysis was employed. Texts related to children’s
friendship development and dialectical behavior therapy were purposefully
selected and analyzed line-by-line. Extracted concepts, subthemes, and major
dimensions were organized using a six-stage training-package development
model. The resulting package consisted of eight 90-minute sessions, each
including defined goals, content components, and homework assignments.
Content validity was assessed through expert review by child psychologists
and DBT practitioners. Analysis revealed two major dimensions of DBT
relevant to children: psychopathology components including emotional
vulnerability, invalidating environments, and emotion dysregulation; and
intervention components including individual strategies and group-based
skills training. Additionally, friendship-related determinants were grouped
into family, individual, and social factors. Integrating these domains provided
the framework for the package. Expert evaluations indicated strong content
validity and structural coherence of the training program. The study
demonstrates that synthesizing DBT principles with developmental factors
influencing children’s friendships can yield an effective training package to
support social competence. This package offers a structured tool for
practitioners and parents to enhance children’s friendship skills and reduce
experiences of rejection and isolation.

Keywords: Friendship skills, dialectical behavior therapy, training package,
emotional regulation, children, interpersonal effectiveness
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Friendship is a central component of children’s social development and serves as a foundation for emotional
adjustment, interpersonal competence, and long-term psychosocial wellbeing. Decades of developmental
research highlight that early peer relationships significantly shape children’s socio-emotional growth, school
adjustment, and mental health trajectories (Hartup, 2017; Rose et al., 2022). Strong, stable friendships are
associated with higher empathy, improved communication skills, and greater emotional security (Giiroglu,
2022). Conversely, difficulties in forming and maintaining friendships increase the risk of loneliness,
depressive symptoms, and withdrawal during both childhood and adolescence (Schwartz-Mette et al., 2020;
Yang et al., 2023). These patterns underscore that friendship is far more than a voluntary interpersonal choice;
it is a developmental necessity.

The ability to build and sustain friendships depends on a combination of cognitive, emotional, and social
capacities. Early in life, children begin to construct internal representations of friendship that inform how they
interpret social cues and interact with peers (Afshordi & Liberman, 2021). School settings, meanwhile, create
natural spaces for these interactions to evolve, and evidence suggests that stable early friendships shape later
academic engagement and behavioral adjustment (Wang et al., 2019). Moreover, humor, perspective-taking,
joint play, and emotional reciprocity contribute to the quality and longevity of friendships across development
(Jones et al., 2021; Miller et al., 2018). From an ecological perspective, families also play a central role:
parental warmth, communication style, and modeling of social behavior strongly predict children’s peer
competence (Allport et al., 2018; Padilla-Walker et al., 2016). Schools likewise play a protective role in
preventing bullying, exclusion, and unsafe environments, all of which undermine children’s social wellbeing
(Katsiyannis et al., 2018; Mori et al., 2021).

Yet despite the developmental significance of friendship, many children continue to struggle with social
integration. Research shows that some children experience chronic peer rejection, social anxiety, and
difficulties initiating or sustaining positive interactions (Dryburgh et al., 2022). For these children, targeted
interventions are necessary to strengthen their emotional regulation, communication skills, and social
confidence. Prior work on school-based friend-making interventions demonstrates beneficial effects on
reducing loneliness and depressive symptoms (Zare Zadeh, 2021). However, there remains a lack of
structured, theory-driven training programs specifically designed to enhance friendship skills within a
therapeutic framework. This gap is particularly notable in relation to interventions that simultaneously address
emotional vulnerabilities and interpersonal functioning.

Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT), originally developed by Marsha Linehan for chronic emotion
dysregulation, offers a comprehensive framework that targets the very mechanisms underlying social
difficulties—emotion regulation, distress tolerance, mindfulness, and interpersonal effectiveness (Linehan &
Wilks, 2015; Robins & Rosenthal, 2011). DBT conceptualizes emotional vulnerability and invalidating
environments as key contributors to maladaptive behavioral patterns, including the kinds of interpersonal
challenges many children face in peer contexts. The approach has demonstrated effectiveness across a wide
range of populations, including adolescents with mood dysregulation (Ahmadian et al., 2024), youth with
anxiety (Mardani Garm Dareh et al., 2020), teenagers with separation anxiety (Pezhman & Sohrabi
Shegefti, 2024), and students experiencing depression and suicidality (Madahi & Madah, 2014). Recent
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research further highlights the adaptability of DBT for diverse groups such as autistic adolescents and patients
coping with chronic emotional dysregulation (Keenan et al., 2024; McCall et al., 2025). Its structured
modules—mindfulness, emotion regulation, distress tolerance, and interpersonal skills—align directly with
competencies required for successful peer interaction (May et al., 2016; Rizvi et al., 2013).

Despite the robust evidence supporting DBT in clinical and educational contexts, no existing studies have
synthesized DBT principles to design a friendship-skills training package for children. Integrating DBT with
the developmental literature on peer relationships offers an opportunity to address both emotional and
interpersonal factors underlying friend-making difficulties. For example, children who struggle to manage
frustration, anxiety, or impulsive responses may find it harder to build stable friendships (Dryburgh et al.,
2022). Similarly, invalidating home or school environments may impair children’s ability to express emotions
or interpret social cues accurately (Stanley et al., 2021). Combining DBT with developmental theories of
friendship ensures that interventions target these multidimensional challenges.

In this context, the present study sought to design a structured and developmentally sensitive friendship-
training package derived from DBT concepts. Through qualitative content analysis of scientific literature on
friendship development and DBT, the study identified core concepts, aligned therapeutic strategies with
friendship-related challenges, and constructed an eight-session training model aimed at parents and children.
The study also examined the content validity of the training package through expert review. This extended
abstract presents the study’s methodology, major findings, and theoretical implications within the broader
landscape of developmental psychopathology and therapeutic intervention research.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a qualitative design using conventional content analysis. Texts related to children’s
friendship formation, social development, and dialectical behavior therapy were purposefully selected based
on predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Sources included peer-reviewed articles, scholarly books, and
theses published between 2015 and 2025. Each text was read line-by-line, and conceptual units were extracted,
coded, and categorized based on semantic similarity. Two major bodies of literature were analyzed
separately—friendship development and DBT—after which codes were integrated.

The DBT literature yielded concepts relevant to emotional vulnerability, invalidating environments, emotion
dysregulation, and therapeutic strategies (individual interventions and group-based skills training). Friendship
literature yielded categories of family-related factors, individual characteristics, and social-environmental
contributors. These conceptual frameworks were synthesized using a six-stage model for developing
psychological training packages. The emerging training package contained eight 90-minute sessions, each
including objectives, behavioral definitions, content components, and home-practice tasks. Finally, seven
experts in child psychology and DBT evaluated the package for content validity using structured rating forms.
Findings

The qualitative content analysis revealed that DBT-related texts consistently emphasized three core dimensions
of emotional difficulties that impede interpersonal functioning: (1) emotional vulnerability, including
heightened reactivity and slow return to emotional baseline; (2) invalidating environments, suchas dismissive
parenting or inconsistent emotional responses; and (3) emotion dysregulation, including problems with
labeling emotions, impulse control, and behavioral regulation. Interventions in DBT were categorized into two
overarching types: individual therapeutic strategies and group-based skills training modules.

Analysis of friendship-related literature revealed three major categories offactors influencing children’s ability
to form friendships:

(a) Family factors—authoritative parenting, emotional support, modeling of social behaviors, and scaffolding
of peer interactions;
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(b) Individual factors—temperament, creativity, social initiation skills, empathy, emotional adjustment, and
acquired social skills;

(c) Social factors—school climate, peer norms, anti-bullying policies, supportive teachers, and structured
opportunities for cooperation.

The integration of these findings resulted in the development of an eight-session training package designed to
strengthen parents’ and children’s friendship-related competencies. Sessions included topics such as
understanding peer rejection, validating children’s emotions, teaching emotion regulation strategies,
introducing mindfulness practices, enhancing social confidence, strengthening self-esteem, and managing
communication difficulties such as dependency, bullying, and anxiety.

Expert evaluation of the training package showed a very high content validity ratio, indicating strong
agreement among reviewers regarding the relevance, clarity, and appropriateness of the session structure,
objectives, and techniques.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study demonstrated that synthesizing the friendship-development literature with the core principles of
DBT provides a theoretically rich and clinically meaningful basis for designing interventions aimed at
improving children’s peer relationships. The results highlight that emotional vulnerability, invalidating
experiences, and dysregulated responses are central obstacles to successful friendship formation. The training
package addressed these obstacles by providing parents and children with practical skills in emotional
validation, mindfulness, distress tolerance, and interpersonal effectiveness.

The friendship literature further revealed that family and school contexts are powerful determinants of
children’s social success. By targeting parental behaviors and offering emotion-focused methods for guiding
children, the training package helps establish validating and supportive environments that promote the
development of healthy friendships. Through structured session goals and behavioral tasks, the package
integrates cognitive-emotional regulation with social-behavioral training, ensuring that children gain both
internal emotional stability and external communication skKills.

This intervention model holds significant promise as an early preventive strategy. By equipping children with
emotional and interpersonal competencies, it may reduce experiences of peer rejection, social withdrawal, and
loneliness. The high content validity achieved through expert review suggests that the package is theoretically
sound, developmentally appropriate, and suitable for clinical or educational implementation.

In conclusion, the study contributes a novel and comprehensive model for enhancing friendship skills in
children through the application of DBT-informed strategies. It provides a solid foundation for future empirical
testing and offers practitioners a structured approach to addressing children’s social challenges.
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