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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of the “Worthy Me” educational
program and self-esteem training in improving decision-making and friendship
among childrenaged 10-12 years. This quasi-experimental study employeda pretest—
posttest design with a two-month follow-up and a control group. The statistical
population consisted of 10- to 12-year-old upper-primary-school students in Isfahan
during the 2024-2025 academic year. Sixty eligible students were purposively
selected and randomly assigned to three groups of 20: the Worthy Me training group,
the self-esteem training group, and the control group. The two experimental groups
received their respective interventions over eight weekly sessions, whereas the
control group received no intervention. Data were collected using the Akhbarizadeh
Decision-Making Quality Questionnaire and Hudson’s Index of Peer Relations.
Repeated-measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post hoc tests were
conducted using SPSS wersion 27. Significant effects of time, time x group
interaction, and group were found for decision-making (F=1158.912, n?p=0.953;
F=300.483,1?p=0.913; and F=14.998, n?p=0.345, respectively; all p<0.001). Both
interventions significantly improved decision-making compared with the control
group; however, self-esteem training was significantly more effective than the
Worthy Me program (p=0.016). For friendship, the effects of time, time x group
interaction, and group were also significant (F=562.286, n?p=0.908; F=134.845,
N?p=0.826;and F=10.345,1?p=0.266, respectively; all p<0.001). Both interventions
significantly improved friendship compared with the control group, while no
significant difference emerged between the two intervention groups (p=1.000).
Improvements in decision-making were maintained at follow-up, whereas friendship
scores declined significantly from posttest to follow-up (p=0.015) but remained
improved relative to baseline. Both the Worthy Me program and self-esteem training
appear effective as school-based interventions for enhancing children’s decision-
making and friendship. The greater effectiveness of self-esteem training for decision-
making suggests that strengthening self-worth, self-acceptance, and independence
from external evaluation may be particularly important for improving children’s
decision-making competence, whereas both approaches appear comparably effective
in improving friendship.

Keywords: Worthy Me, Self-Esteem, Decision-Making, Friendship, Children,
Educational Intervention
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Middle childhood and the later years of primary education constitute an important developmental period during
which children gradually acquire greater psychological independence, assume increased responsibility for their
choices, and expand their social interactions beyond the family environment. At this stage, school functions
not only as a setting for academic learning but also as a major developmental context in which children practice
self-regulation, problem-solving, cooperation, interpersonal communication, and independent decision-
making. Evidence-based educational practices in primary schools emphasize that active engagement,
supportive interactions, and opportunities for autonomous participation can contribute substantially to
children’s cognitive, emotional, and social development (Carter et al., 2024). Similarly, socio-emotional
competencies acquired during earlier developmental periods may have enduring implications for subsequent
educational engagement and psychological adjustment (Madamiirk et al., 2025). Within this developmental
context, decision-making and friendship represent two important competencies that reflect children’s growing
capacity to manage personal choices and interpersonal relationships.

Decision-making is a complex cognitive and behavioral processthrough which individuals identify available
alternatives, evaluate relevant information, anticipate possible consequences, select an appropriate course of
action, and subsequently monitor the outcomes of their choices. The quality of decision-making can therefore
be understood in terms of accuracy, timeliness, ease, security, efficiency, overall quality, and follow-up of
decisions (Akhbarizadeh, 2015). During late childhood, opportunities for independent decision-making
increase considerably. Children must increasingly make choices concerning school activities, friendships,
responses to peer pressure, management of interpersonal conflict, leisure activities, and personal
responsibilities. Educational interventions that emphasize choice and responsibility have been shown to
improve students’ decision-making skills (Saberi, 2023), while effective decision-making has also been
associated with desirable outcomes in educational settings (Yambo, 2022). Developing this competence
during primary school may therefore provide an important foundation for greater autonomy during
adolescence.

Decision-making, however, does not depend exclusively on cognitive competence. Children’s perceptions of
themselves, confidence in their abilities, emotional responses to possible failure, and concerns regarding social
evaluation may affect how they approach choices. Students who perceive mistakes as threats to their personal
worth may avoid decisions, rely excessively on others, or experience considerable uncertainty. In contrast,
positive self-evaluation may facilitate independent choice by reducing fear of failure and increasing confidence
in personal judgment. Previous findings have demonstrated that self-esteem, frustration tolerance, and
perceived stress are associated with planning and decision-making in young people (Valiente-Barroso et al.,
2021). Executive functioning and self-esteem have likewise been linked to adaptive academic functioning,
suggesting that positive self-evaluation may operate alongside higher-order cognitive processes to support
purposeful behavior (Quilez-Robres et al., 2021).

Self-esteem is generally conceptualized as an individual’s overall evaluation of personal worth and acceptance.
During childhood, it develops through interactions with parents, teachers, and peers, experiences of success
and failure, social comparison, and perceptions of personal competence. Research has demonstrated
associations among self-worth, self-esteem, self-efficacy, and emotional responses to academic demands
(Zamani Fakhr et al., 2022). Meta-analytic findings have also highlighted meaningful relationships among
students’ mindset, self-efficacy, and self-esteem (Gal & Kerekes, 2025). Moreover, self-esteem has been
implicated in developmental pathways linking adverse childhood experiences to later psychological and
interpersonal outcomes (Diaz-Faes & Widom, 2024; Gathier et al., 2024). Recent evidence among school
students also suggests that self-esteem is relevant to behavioral adjustment and maladaptive coping processes
(Singh et al., 2026). These findings indicate that strengthening self-esteem may influence not only how
children perceive themselves but also how they manage challenges, choices, and interpersonal situations.
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Perceived competence represents a related but conceptually distinguishable psychological resource. Whereas
self-esteem primarily concerns a person’s overall sense of worth, perceived competence reflects the belief that
one can successfully manage particular challenges or activities. Children who recognize their abilities, view
effort as a pathway to improvement, and interpret mistakes as opportunities for learning may demonstrate
greater persistence and agency. Perceived competence has been identified as an important mechanism
connecting motivating educational experiences with mastery-oriented goals and academic resilience (Mirzaei
et al., 2019). Furthermore, children’s sense ofself-worth may contribute to social adaptation, particularly when
supported by positive educational relationships (Zhang et al., 2025). Practical approaches to building genuine
confidence likewise emphasize helping children recognize strengths, tolerate setbacks, develop resilience, and
acquire interpersonal competence rather than relying solely on generalized positive self-statements (Kennedy-
Moore, 2023). Structured self-esteem interventions for elementary-school students have also demonstrated
the feasibility of directly targeting self-acceptance, positive self-evaluation, and recognition of personal
strengths (Heydarizad & Janbozorgi, 2022).

Friendship constitutes another central developmental domain during middle childhood. Peer relationships
provide children with opportunities to practice empathy, cooperation, communication, self-disclosure, conflict
resolution, perspective-taking, and reciprocal support. Difficulties in peer relationships may be associated with
rejection, loneliness, emotional distress, and poorer adjustment, whereas positive friendships can provide
belonging and emotional security (Cresswell et al., 2019). Friend support has also been associated with
learning motivation, emotional adjustment, and educational functioning (Shanti et al., 2021). Importantly,
children’s peer relationships are influenced by both individual characteristics and broader relational
environments; for example, the quality of parent—child interactions has been associated with the quality of peer
relationships (Moradifard et al., 2020). School and family interpersonal relationships are similarly linked to
children’s psychological adjustment, with self-esteem functioning as an important psychological resource
within these processes (Liao et al., 2024).

Self-esteem may be particularly relevant to friendship because interpersonal relationships repeatedly activate
concerns about acceptance, rejection, social comparison, and evaluation. Evidence suggests that self-esteem
contributes to the relationship between peer attachment and self-disclosure within friendship (Kim & Lee,
2025), while friendship power dynamics are also associated with self-esteem and internalizing symptoms
(Schacter et al., 2023). At the same time, interventions targeting socio-emotional competencies can strengthen
empathy, communication, cooperation, and constructive participation in social contexts (Nevado-Luna et al.,
2025). Emotional skills training has similarly demonstrated beneficial effects on maladaptive interpersonal
behavior among young people (Soltanifar et al., 2011). Consequently, both self-esteem-oriented interventions
and interventions focusing on competence, emotional awareness, resilience, and social skills may potentially
improve children’s friendship quality, albeit through partially different mechanisms.

Despite these findings, relatively limited research has directly compared a competence-oriented educational
program with a structured self-esteem intervention in relation to both decision-making and friendship among
primary-school children. Such a comparison may clarify whether strengthening perceived capability and
agency produces effects comparable to those achieved by directly enhancing global self-worth and self-
acceptance. Therefore, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of the “Worthy Me” educational
program and self-esteem training on decision-making and friendship among students aged 10-12 years.
Methods and Materials

The study was applied in purposeand employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a two-month
follow-up and a control group. The statistical population consisted of all students aged 10—12 years attending
upper-primary schools in Isfahan during the 2024—2025 academic year. Sixty eligible students were selected
through purposive sampling and subsequently assigned by simple random allocation to three groups of 20
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participants: the Worthy Me educational group, the self-esteem training group, and the control group. Inclusion
criteria were being between 10 and 12 years of age, willingness of the child to participate, parental informed
consent, absence of simultaneous participation in comparable psychological or educational programs, and the
ability to attend sessions regularly. Absence from more than two intervention sessions or withdrawal from
participation constituted exclusion criteria. The study included both qualitative and quantitative stages. During
the qualitative stage, the Worthy Me program was developed using deductive, literature-based thematic
analysis. Scientific literature published between 2016 and 2025 concerning perceived competence, self-worth,
self-awareness, social skills, and personal development was reviewed. Seven overarching themes were
identified: emotional self-awareness, evaluation of self-judgment criteria, intrinsic self-worth, recognition of
strengths and reduction of social comparison, social skills and empathy, perseverance and resilience, and self-
leadership and goal setting. Six specialists in child and adolescent psychology and educational psychology
evaluated the initial protocol. Overall expert agreement regarding structure, sequencing, content, and timing
was 95.83%, and the overall validity coefficient was 0.94.

Decision-making was assessed using the 23-item Decision-Making Quality Questionnaire, which measures
seven dimensions: decision accuracy, timeliness, economy, ease, security, decision quality, and decision
follow-up. Friendship was assessed using Hudson’s 25-item Index of Peer Relations, which evaluates the
perceived quality of peer relationships, satisfaction with friendships, and interpersonal difficulties. The Worthy
Me intervention consisted of eight weekly sessions. The first and eighth sessions lasted 90 minutes, while
sessions two through seven lasted 60 minutes. The program addressed emotional awareness, unconditional
self-acceptance, intrinsic worth, recognition of personal strengths, reduced social comparison, assertiveness,
empathy, active listening, resilience, adaptive responses to mistakes and failure, positive self-talk, self-
leadership, and goal setting. The self-esteem intervention consisted of eight weekly 90-minute sessions and
focused on the meaning of self-esteem, recognition of personal strengths, stable self-worth, independence from
external approval, modification of maladaptive self-evaluation criteria, acceptance of weaknesses and
mistakes, reduction of self-blame, management of negative thoughts, emotion regulation, and supportive self-
talk. The control group received no intervention during the study. Assessments were conducted at pretest,
immediately after the interventions, and two months later. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics,
repeated-measures analysis of variance, and Bonferroni post hoc comparisons in SPSS version 27. Statistical
assumptions, including normality, homogeneity of variance, sphericity, and covariance matrix equality, were
examined before the main analyses.

Findings

The repeated-measures analysis showed significant changes in decision-making across time, with a significant
main effect of time (F=1158.912, p<0.001, 1n*p=0.953), a significant time X group interaction (F=300.483,
p<0.001, n?p=0.913), and a significant between-group effect (F=14.998, p<0.001, n?p=0.345). Bonferroni
comparisons indicated that both intervention groups significantly outperformed the control group in decision-
making. The Worthy Me group differed significantly from the control group (mean difference=6.417,
p=0.039), while the self-esteem group showed an even larger difference from the control group (mean
difference=13.683, p<0.001). A significant difference was also observed between the two intervention groups
(mean difference=-7.267, p=0.016), indicating greater effectiveness of self-esteem training. Decision-making
improved significantly from pretest to posttest and from pretest to follow-up (both p<0.001), whereas the
difference between posttest and follow-up was not significant (p=1.000), demonstrating maintenance of
treatment gains.

For friendship, the main effect of time was significant (F=562.286, p<0.001, n?>p=0.908), as were the time x
group interaction (F=134.845, p<0.001, n*p=0.826) and the between-group effect (F=10.345, p<0.001,
n?p=0.266). Both interventions significantly improved friendship relative to the control condition. The Worthy
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Me group differed significantly from the control group (mean difference=25.433, p<0.001), and the self-
esteem group also differed significantly from the control group (mean difference=20.833, p=0.003). However,
no significant difference was found between the Worthy Me and self-esteem groups (mean difference=4.600,
p=1.000). Friendship scores differed significantly between pretest and posttestand between pretest and follow -
up (both p<0.001). A significant decline was observed from posttest to follow-up (p=0.015), although follow-
up scores remained higher than baseline levels.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that both the Worthy Me educational program and self-esteem training can improve
children’s decision-making and friendship, although their comparative effects vary according to the outcome
considered. Self-esteem training produced a greater improvement in decision-making than the Worthy Me
program. This superiority may be explained by the direct emphasis of self-esteem training on self-acceptance,
stable personal worth, reduced dependence on others’ approval, and modification of harsh self-evaluative
standards. Decision-making involves not only evaluating alternatives but also tolerating uncertainty and
accepting the possibility of error. Children who do not interpret an incorrect decision as evidence of personal
inadequacy may be more willing to evaluate alternatives independently, assume responsibility for their choices,
and act without excessive concern about external judgment.

The Worthy Me program nevertheless produced a meaningful improvement in decision-making. Its focus on
recognizing personal strengths, emotional awareness, resilience, positive self-talk, self-leadership, and goal
setting may have increased children’s sense of agency and their confidence in managing challenging situations.
Teaching children to regard mistakes as opportunities for learning rather than as evidence of inability may
reduce avoidance and facilitate active engagement with decisions. Thus, both interventions appear to influence
decision-making through positive self-related processes, but self-esteem training may exert a more direct
influence on the psychological security required for making independent choices.

The maintenance of decision-making gains at the two-month follow-up is also important. Decision-making is
repeatedly practiced in everyday school, family, and peer contexts. Once children acquire strategies for
evaluating themselves more constructively, managing negative self-talk, accepting mistakes, and setting goals,
everyday experiences may provide continued opportunities to reinforce these competencies. This repeated
natural practice may explain why improvements remained stable after the formal intervention ended.

Both interventions also significantly improved friendship, but neither was superior to the other. This finding
suggests that friendship can be enhanced through multiple psychological pathways. Self-esteem training may
facilitate healthier peer interaction by reducing excessive approval-seeking, social insecurity, and sensitivity
to negative evaluation. Children who possess a more stable sense of self-worth may be more comfortable
expressing opinions, initiating interactions, responding to disagreements, and maintaining appropriate
interpersonal boundaries. The Worthy Me program may improve friendship through somewhat different
mechanisms, particularly by directly teaching empathy, active listening, cooperation, assertiveness,
recognition of differences, and adaptive responses to interpersonal difficulties.

The absence of a significant difference between the two interventions may reflect substantial functional
overlap. Both programs ultimately encouraged more adaptive self-perceptions, reduced negative self-
evaluation, and increased confidence in social situations. Friendship is also inherently reciprocal and depends
not only on the participating child but on peers, classroom dynamics, family experiences, and changing
interpersonal circumstances. Therefore, interventions that strengthen different but complementary internal
resources may produce comparable improvements in friendship.

The significant reduction in friendship scores between posttest and follow-up, despite scores remaining
superior to baseline, suggests that social outcomes may require more continuous reinforcement than individual
decision-making skills. Friendship is dynamically influenced by daily interaction, conflict, peer acceptance,
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group composition, and other environmental factors. Skills learned during a structured intervention may
therefore weaken somewhat when direct practice and therapist-guided reinforcement cease. Booster sessions,
continued classroom practice, and involvement of teachers or parents may help maintain gains over longer
periods.

Overall, the findings indicate that both the Worthy Me program and self-esteem training are potentially useful
school-based interventions for enhancing personal and interpersonal competencies among children aged 10—
12 years. Self-esteem training appears particularly advantageous when the primary objective is to strengthen
decision-making, whereas both interventions are similarly effective for improving friendship. Integrating
elements of both approaches may offer additional practical value by simultaneously strengthening stable self-
worth, perceived competence, emotional awareness, resilience, self-leadership, empathy, and interpersonal
skills. Such integrated programs may provide children with both the internal psychological security and the
practical competencies necessary for making responsible decisions and developing constructive peer
relationships.
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