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Introduction



This book is written for parents who want to know more about how children make and keep friends, and what to do if they are experiencing problems. It combines research evidence and our experiences as educational psychologists and parents to provide a guide that is both informative and practical.


Friends are important at all stages of life, and particularly when children are young and beginning to learn about the world. Friends are a source of fun and enjoyment, they help children to learn that there are other ways of thinking about things and to empathise, to differentiate right from wrong, to negotiate and resolve conflicts. However, these complex, sophisticated skills do not just emerge without the support of the adults in the child’s life.


In this book we provide information about the ways that parents and teachers can help children to develop and maintain friendships across different settings. We also provide information and advice about strategies that can be applied when friendships run into difficulties and when children experience bullying. When this happens, it can be very distressing for children and parents alike, so careful management is most important at these critical times.


Throughout the book we draw on case studies about real children to illustrate particular points and provide examples of what the theory looks like in practice. The book is organised into three broad sections. Part I is about understanding friendships, Part II covers how to deal with friendship difficulties and Part III addresses understanding and dealing with bullying.


Following this introduction, Chapter 1 provides a general overview of our current understanding about children’s friendships within the field of child development. Chapter 2 reviews broad strategies and approaches that you can adopt to support your child to develop and sustain friendships, and to deal with difficulties that arise. In particular, as they grow older, children’s worlds extend from home and the local community to incorporate life in school. It is here that children do much of their socialisation, and it’s where friends become increasingly important and relationship difficulties, when they arise, can feel particularly acute.


In Part II, Chapter 3 outlines general approaches to supporting your child’s friendship difficulties. What is the best way to find out about what is happening in their relationships and how can children be encouraged and supported to talk about problems? We review how to ask questions, listen to your child’s response and explore the perspectives of others with them. Negotiation and compromise are important aspects of getting on with others and resolving conflict. We also consider ways of helping sensitive children.


Chapter 4 reflects on how children’s relationships are affected by the wider group, including why some children are accepted while others are socially neglected, isolated or lonely. We review ways that you can support your child to build their social skills and cope better with relationships in school. For children who are feeling lonely, we discuss a range of approaches that may help them.


In Chapter 5 the focus shifts to ways of supporting children who are socially excluded or rejected. This can be distressing, but parents have a central role in helping children to recognise their thoughts and feelings, and there are a wide range of methods you can use. Talking to your child’s teacher and liaising with school staff about appropriate school-based strategies that can be linked with home support is important.


Chapter 6 offers insights into how to work with schools to ensure a joined-up approach to helping children with friendship difficulties. It highlights the different people that work in schools and what their roles and responsibilities are. School-based strategies are discussed, whether they be devised for delivery to classes, to groups or to individual children.


Chapter 7 considers ways that parents of children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) can support them to develop friendships in a range of situations. Today children with SEND are more likely to be educated in mainstream schools, although some will still attend special schools, and they are also likely to have access to community-based activities and support. We provide specific guidance in relation to three of the most frequently occurring needs: autism spectrum disorders (ASD), speech language and communication needs (SLCN) and attention deficit hyperactivity disorders (ADHD) across a range of settings.


Part III addresses bullying, drawing on linked case studies to highlight the complexities of identifying and intervening when bullying occurs. Chapter 8 introduces definitions of bullying in research and the law. We explore the reasons that bullying can happen and who is involved. Both bullies and victims are part of social groups and this chapter addresses the roles that other children can have when bullying situations arise. Chapter 9 reviews the responsibilities of schools in dealing with bullying, considering in detail both preventative and reactive approaches. However, for parents there are important questions about how to support your child when they have been involved in bullying situations, which are discussed in Chapter 10. The most effective approaches involve schools and parents working together to prevent bullying and to intervene when it happens.


This book provides lots of tips and advice and will help you to support your child with their friendships. There is advice on having discussions with children when difficulties arise, bringing you closer together at a time that the support of parents is of paramount importance. We hope that this book helps that process.





PART I
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Understanding Friendships






1



Supporting your child in making friends


Friends are important. Not only do they provide children with a source of enjoyment and companionship, they also help the development of self-awareness and understanding of how others think. It is through friendships that children learn how to get on with others, through building joint imaginative worlds, arguing and making up, and understanding the rules and the boundaries of different relationships. However, children are not born knowing how to make friends – this develops as they grow older. At two years of age children play alongside each other, and by the time they are three they are likely to begin to co-operate and share when they play. By the age of four, turn-taking is usually established and levels of conflict occur less frequently during pretend play.


There are many definitions of friendship, but all share similar features, emphasising that children choose to have friends, that friendships are two-way and should be enjoyable and supportive. Children show that they understand ideas about friendship from a young age. Before they start school, if asked the question ‘what is a friend?’ children will identify concrete, observable features of early friendships. For example, at four or five years of age, children tend to describe a friend as someone who participates in activities (‘they play with you’), who exhibits pro-social behaviour (‘they share their sweets with you’), rather than anti-social behaviour (‘they don’t shout at you’) and provide a source of enjoyment and social stimulation (‘they’re fun to play families with’). Children are more likely to be friendly towards those that are friendly towards them. Although it may appear that friendships in the preschool period are fickle and that friends are discarded on a whim (‘I don’t like you anymore’), there is evidence that these rash behavioural statements are normal for this age group and do not necessarily mean that the friendship has ended. Indeed, early relationships can endure for many years.


Friendships therefore represent the start of children’s understanding about the social world, as they begin to grow away from their parents and experiment with making decisions on their own.


Children’s ideas about friendship develop and become more sophisticated as they get older. Younger children are more focused on themselves, and will say things that put themselves at the centre of their relationships (‘my friend comes to nursery with me’). However, as they get older, children become more socially oriented and concerned about the thoughts and feelings of others. Between the ages of seven and eleven years, they extend their understanding of friendships to include the following features:




• Providing support and help


• Sharing intimacies


• Having similar interests


• Being affectionate.





Children will discuss the traits of their friends (‘shy’, ‘bossy’, ‘kind’) as they begin to understand different ways of responding to others, but also begin to learn that these traits can vary, depending on circumstances. They begin to learn about and expect reciprocity in relationships (the idea of give and take). Conversations between friends will often be about social situations, and this enables children to develop ideas about relationships and the thoughts and feelings that underpin them. They gain an insight on the world outside of the family and the many different ways of perceiving and interpreting events.


The nature of children’s friendships continues to change and evolve as they get older. During secondary school, young people start to identify a greater number of friendship dimensions (e.g. trust, loyalty) highlighting a growing appreciation of the complexities of socialising as they become more mature. As adolescence approaches and self-disclosure increases (sharing confidential beliefs, thoughts and feelings), young people will highlight intimacy as an important feature of relationships with friends. In tandem with this, there are increasing expectations of loyalty and commitment (‘friends back you up’, ‘you can trust friends with your secrets’, ‘they don’t talk about you behind your back’), to guard against the risks of disclosing personal information. Empathy is much more evident as children approach adolescence, although they differ in the capacity to empathise.


There are certain conditions that help children form friendships with others. Initially, they will respond to those that show an interest in them. However, there are factors such as access to others (usually through physical proximity) that predict friendship formation. That means that children who come into regular contact with each other are more likely to become friends. Friendships are facilitated through social networks, so that there is an increased chance of befriending ‘friends of friends’.


Children tend to select friends with traits and characteristics that they recognise in some way (e.g. shyness, sociability, sense of humour). Some children with rebellious behaviour may be attracted to others who are similarly unruly or disobedient and will then gain mutual pleasure from participating in anti-social activities together (e.g. swearing, rule breaking). Children are also attracted to others with similar life experiences (e.g. parental divorce). Friends go on to develop common interests, opinions and dress sense, and these become more similar over time. They influence each other in both positive and negative ways, and patterns of interaction are reinforced and connections strengthened over time. Picking a similar friend can validate an individual’s sense of social identity and sense of self, and increase feelings of approval.


However, for all the similarities that develop between friends, each pairing is unique. No two friendships are the same and a child who has several friends will find that they are all distinct and appeal to different aspects of their character, or stimulate different interests. This fact highlights that friendships vary greatly with regard to the degree of support, conflict, humour and how exclusive the relationship is. Some friends want to be ‘best friends’ and exclude others. However, not everyone has a ‘best friend’ and an individual child can have several friendships. Within friendship pairs one child may be dominant, and this might be welcomed by their more submissive partner or it might be resented. The way that friends feel about the power balance between them will depend on their expectations and experiences, which are rooted in the world that they are growing up in. About half of children experience balanced friendships with no one person being dominant all of the time.


Friends can be a great source of fun and enjoyment, but can also lead to upset and the experience of more negative emotions such as jealousy, resentment, insecurity, rejection and loss. As children grow older and become more intimate with their friends, they become more vulnerable to experiences of loss and sadness if the friendship ends. Learning to deal with the end of relationships is important and will act as the basis for future experiences of loss. Part II provides information about how parents and carers can help when children experience friendship difficulties.



Gender differences


Girls are more likely than boys to have close, intimate friendships that they value, at all ages. Gender differences in friendship patterns are evident from the preschool period and are observable in children’s play. Boys tend to choose to engage in physical play with rough and tumble and boisterous activity, which may include make-believe fighting. Objects may be adapted to become imaginary weapons (e.g. a carrot used as a gun). Girls tend to prefer role play within familiar scenarios, involving two-way interactions between key players such as a teacher and a pupil. From around the age of three years, these gender preferences increasingly lead to girls and boys playing separately. The more time spent playing with a same-sex group, the greater the likelihood of children playing in ways that fit with the gender stereotypes described above.


Over time, boys learn to operate in more competitive, power-based play situations that involve danger, protection and fighting back, and are less likely to respond to gentle persuasion and negotiation. Similarly, over time, girls exposed to same-sex play become more connected, calmer and less aggressive in their interactions than those who have had experiences of playing with boys and girls. Because children seek out compatible playmates, it is difficult to stop voluntary segregation by gender, although nurseries and schools today actively encourage mixed-sex activities.


There is evidence that, for the majority, there are overlaps between girls and boys in terms of their play. However, about one fifth of children have very strong sex-stereotyped play preferences and these individuals tend to influence the ways that their friendship groups play. Play preferences therefore influence availability of potential friends. At school, disapproval of the peer group to the opposite sex leads to social pressure to conform and not be seen to befriend someone of a different gender. Although some cross-gender relationships are established and maintained, these are usually at the instigation of the female who shares similar play preferences to her male counterparts, such as playing football.
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Why are friends important for children’s development?


1. Learning about how others see the world


Through play, children operate in a shared imaginary world, where they learn to negotiate with and understand others. It is through their friends’ interpretation of situations and events that children develop social understanding – the capacity to anticipate the thoughts and feelings of others, see a situation from an alternative perspective, then adjust their response in the light of this.


Co-operation between two children can be observed in pretend play in the form of imitation and turn-taking, and this forms the basis of the earliest friendships during the preschool period. Even at the age of two years, children will show that they can plan and merge ideas with those of others and therefore begin to engage in shared problem-solving (e.g. doing puzzles and sorting activities together). Children who play well and share exciting, imaginary worlds are more likely to have good communication and experience harmonious relationships with each other. Children will often be strongly motivated to find out what their friends think about people that they both know and situations that they have both experienced.


There is a link between learning to anticipate how others might be thinking (or ‘mind reading’) at a young age and the quality of children’s friendships several years down the line. Children who are better at this are more adept at negotiating solutions, resolving conflict and compromising. Also, children who grow up in families that openly discuss the mental states, motivations and explanations of the actions of others are more likely to be better at anticipating and understanding their social world. For example, a child whose parent spends time talking to them in an open, non-judgemental way about how others might feel in a particular social situation and consider how this influences responses, will be more likely to develop sensitivity to others and be able to anticipate the reasons that conflict has arisen and find ways to resolve it through negotiation and conciliation. In addition to that, being a friend influences children’s ideas about friendship, and this will exert an effect on the nature of their future friendships. However, children with well-developed social understanding may also be sensitive to perceived criticism and take it very personally.


Young children see friendship in concrete terms, and develop ideas about the rules that govern how they interact. For example, they may have very clear ideas about rules relating to sharing toys and other objects, and their conversation will often highlight what those are (‘you’ve got to share the pencils – you’re not allowed to keep them all to yourself’). Similarly, the rules of play often evolve as children interact during shared activities. It is fascinating to observe children engaged in imaginative play, as very often their dialogue will highlight the rules of social interaction as they understand them. Their ideas about familiar roles (e.g. mother, teacher, friend) can be revealing! Some children may be observed adopting strict, punitive stances when playing schools, exposing their perspectives about how people with authority and power can operate. Others may be caring, nurturing and submissive when playing in the home corner, indicating experiences of family roles and dynamics.


Young children tend to adopt simplistic views of the rules of friendship – for example, that being positive will maintain the relationship and conflict or negative interactions will threaten it. Co-operation between children means that play evolves and becomes more sophisticated over time. Through the process of taking turns, imitating each other and merging ideas in play situations, children become better and better at joint problem-solving with a friend.


From about two years of age, children start to learn to regulate (or control) their emotions, becoming less impulsive and more self-controlled over time. This means that with increasing age children’s relationships become more stable and the likelihood of conflict reduces. Their interactions and the focus of imaginative play get increasingly verbal. A range of emotions will be played out (anger, fear, happiness) and different identities are adopted and labelled through role play. Once children can share an exciting, imaginary world with others, the quality of their friendships develops. Concepts about friendship get more sophisticated as children move towards adolescence – understanding and respecting each other is seen as increasingly important in keeping friendships going. There will be reference to shared identity and individuals make statements that highlight mutual perspectives (‘we think . . .’, ‘our friends . . .’).




Amina and Ruby


Amina and Ruby are six years old and in the same class at school. They have known each other since they were at playgroup together. Their mothers have also established a strong friendship, so there are opportunities for them to play together out of school. The two girls frequently go to each other’s homes after school and will spend long periods of time absorbed in a range of co-operative, imaginative play activities. They develop common interests and play scenarios, linking and building on each other’s ideas and welcoming new imaginative contributions. They show mutual affection, but at times they disagree about things. Here is a conversation that occurred while they were playing in the home corner together at school, with Amina in the role of the mother and Ruby acting as her daughter.


Amina: It’s time to go to bed.


Ruby: I don’t want to go! Why should I go?


Amina: Sleep is very important – it helps your brain and body to grow big and strong.


Ruby: I don’t care. I don’t want to be big and strong.


Amina: Well if you don’t go to bed now, you’ll be grumpy in the morning. If you’re grumpy, you won’t get on with others . . . and we need to try and get on with each other, don’t we?


Ruby: Yeah . . . oh, all right then. (goes to the corner and pretends to go to sleep)





This illustrates that children’s role play provides good opportunities to experiment with social behaviour and the dynamics that they have seen modelled in their lives. Amina’s presentation of logical argument in a persuasive effort shifted from an appeal to logic (sleep is important for growth) followed by an emotional argument (lack of sleep contributes to a bad temper), with a final request for co-operation (a construct that both friends clearly recognise the importance of).


The sharing of ideas, emotions and social understanding within play is important in the growth of intimacy, trust and learning about the world.


2. Learning about moral behaviour


Having friends also helps a child to distinguish between right and wrong, and good and bad behaviour – this is known as moral development. Friendship is based on mutual affection and this forms the basis for children to develop views about the needs and rights of their friends, as they care about their well-being.


Children with friends are better at seeing the world as others do and this will influence the development of morality and their ability to differentiate right from wrong. To some extent, this occurs as part of the developmental progression in children’s thinking more generally. Children become increasingly interested in rules as they progress through their early years. This is evident in their play, where discussions about cheating and rule breaking can often be observed. Sometimes children know and understand a rule (e.g. they are not allowed to steal from the sweet jar) but have not yet developed sufficient self-control to stop themselves from doing it. This means that they may steal the sweet, even though they know it is wrong.


Up to the age of about ten years, children see rules as externally set (by adults) and consider them to be rigid and unalterable. Rule breaking automatically leads to punishment and the scale of wrongdoing tends to be evaluated in terms of the outcomes (e.g. degree of damage) rather than the child’s intention or the violation of moral principles such as honesty.


As children develop, they are better able to appreciate alternative perspectives and therefore understand how interpretation of events and experiences can vary. In parallel, children begin to realise that rules can be negotiated and changed and that other factors are also important when making judgements about right and wrong. So a child who accidentally breaks a friend’s toy car and then lies to cover it up would be viewed as breaking a moral code in relation to integrity and telling the truth. As they mature, they will come to understand that lying about it is likely to be considered more immoral than the unintended damage that had occurred.


Discussing the rights and wrongs of the actions of others becomes part of normal conversation between friends. Similarly, recognition of feelings such as guilt, shame, sympathy and pity in relation to moral judgements becomes an element of these discussions as children get older. As children’s emotional understanding improves, they become better at grasping the dilemmas that can exist when making decisions about whether actions are right or wrong. Engagement with the moral issue is particularly heightened when the needs and rights of their friend are the focus, and children will form strong opinions about issues relevant to their lives, distinguishing moral rules (e.g. not telling lies) and social conventions (e.g. saying thank you).




Amina and Ruby


On Amina’s seventh birthday, she is feeling very excited at school and cannot wait for the end of the day as the class tradition is that all the children sing a song before she receives a special birthday badge that the teacher has made. The badge is kept on the teacher’s desk. At lunchtime, Amina and Ruby are asked to take a message to their teacher, Ms Byrne. They go to the classroom expecting to see her, but the room is empty. Amina whispers to Ruby that she is going to go to the teacher’s desk to sneak a look at the badge that she will be given at the end of the day. Ruby warns her friend not to do this, saying ‘you’re not allowed’. Amina ignores her and approaches the teacher’s desk, moving some books to see if she can find the badge. Suddenly there is a loud crash and Amina sees with horror that the teacher’s special mug has unbalanced, smashing into pieces.
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The reactions of the two friends provide an insight into their level of moral understanding:


Ruby: Amina, you shouldn’t touch things on the teacher’s desk – it’s not allowed. Miss will be cross and tell you off.


Amina: (starting to shake and cry) Oh no . . . I didn’t mean to knock it off . . . It’s not my fault. Oh no. (starts to pick up the pieces)


Ruby: Don’t do that, you’ll cut yourself. Miss will know that you did it.


Amina: (crying) What am I going to do?


Ruby: Don’t worry – let’s run away. No one will know that it’s you.


Amina: But Miss will ask who has been touching things on her desk and we’re not allowed. It would be lying if I said that I didn’t do it and that’s wrong.


Ruby: But it’s wrong to touch things on the teacher’s desk. Miss will be cross ’cos her mug’s got broke.





This highlights how, together, the two girls begin to explore the moral dilemma of the situation, considering whether the greater misdemeanour is touching objects on the teacher’s desk without permission or being dishonest and covering it up. Ruby tries to comfort her friend by telling her not to worry, but the solution that she provides (running away) is challenged by Amina, who anticipates that she will be put into a situation where, if she does not admit responsibility for the breakage, she will have an even greater moral dilemma as she will have been untruthful. It is through these sorts of interactions that children develop moral awareness and understanding. Friends can be both supportive and helpful in negotiating this complex territory and reaching decisions about action.


As children get older, they begin to develop shared understandings of expectations and responsibilities, and their views align in order to build and support trust. Trust is important in relation to keeping secrets, adhering to rules and social conventions, showing loyalty to friends and making amends for wrong or injury caused.


3. Disputes and conflict between friends


Learning how to share, negotiate and manage conflict are all important aspects of friendship. Children are often upset by the disputes that occur and show a strong drive to understand and respond to their friends’ views when they are distraught. The ability to anticipate the thoughts, feelings and intentions of others is particularly important when learning about how to resolve conflict and negotiate an outcome that is acceptable to all.


In disputes with friends, children are more likely to take account of their friends’ perspectives and preferences in finding a resolution than in disagreements with their brothers and sisters. This may be because children place more importance on maintaining relationship stability with friends than family members due to the fact that disputes with friends threaten the future of the relationship to a greater extent than they do with siblings.


Even though children may have the capacity to understand how others think, many do this selectively, based on how highly they value the continuing stability of the friendship. There are differences between girls and boys in terms of how they resolve conflict. Girls tend to be more submissive and compromise, distract or moderate disputes. Boys tend to find conflict resolution more difficult than girls but are less likely to find their friendship in jeopardy as a result of a dispute – they move on more easily.


Tensions can occur between friends for many reasons. When conflicts are handled well, children learn in a constructive way how they can conduct themselves to reduce tension and resolve problems. If it is not handled well, conflict can be damaging and destructive. For this reason, skills of conflict resolution such as compromise and negotiation are important in sustaining friendships in the longer term.


Friends at school


Starting school at the age of four or five is a major transition for children. There are many issues that can arise at this time and friendships are important in easing children into this new, much more formalised world, with its many codes and rules. Although starting school can bring anticipation and excitement and a widening selection of individuals to play and work with, it can also be a source of stress.


There are many issues that can cause children to worry about starting school – for example, who will sit with whom? There is evidence that children will manage this transition more successfully if they have a friend who moves into their new class at the same time. For more vulnerable children (e.g. those who are anxious), the importance of sharing the experience with a friend is even more significant. A friend can provide social support, help anxious children to feel protected and show them how to relate to unfamiliar people and become part of a new social group.


However, in the early months at school children will discuss these issues among themselves, and begin to express strong social preferences about who they like and do not like. That can be positive, but also perceived as threatening (‘no one will like me’). Also, gossip begins to emerge at a young age as a feature of social interactions, with children making statements about others that may be insensitive (‘her mum hates her dad’) or judgemental (‘my brother says he’s stupid’). By adolescence, gossip is an established feature of social interactions.


At school, children share their thoughts, feelings and memories with friends:




Ruby and Amina


Ruby and Amina are colouring in a picture together.


Ruby: I can’t wait for Mirelle’s party.


Amina: (no response)


Ruby: Are you coming?


Amina: No.


Ruby: My mum said that you are coming.


Amina: I don’t want to come . . . I feel scared.


Ruby: Why?


Amina: I hate parties.


Ruby: Why?


Amina: ’Cos I don’t know all the people. I feel shy . . . I don’t know what to say or do and just wanna go home all the time.


Ruby: Haha – I felt a bit like that when we went to my dad’s friend’s party. I didn’t want to talk to anyone and my mum kept telling me to go and play with the children but I wouldn’t and stayed with her the whole time. Can I have the blue? (pointing to the blue felt tip pen)





This conversation shows that, within their established friendship, Amina is able to disclose an intimate fear of a social event. Her growth of understanding and ability to reflect on her inner state is demonstrated through her reference to feelings (shyness) and thoughts (‘I don’t know what to say’). Ruby shows that she understands Amina’s experience by sharing information about a time that she experienced something similar. Although she does not refer to her own inner state, the description that she provides of her actions indicates a desire to provide support and comfort to her friend. She follows this with distraction, through refocusing on the colouring task.


Use of distraction is commonly used by younger children in the face of a friend’s distress. This may involve thinking and talking about something else or engaging in an alternative activity. By adolescence, friends are more likely to offer social support to a friend experiencing a stressful life event by considering responsibilities, blaming others and making excuses (‘it’s not your fault – she should have helped you with your work and then you wouldn’t have shouted at her’) or by minimising the consequences (‘it’s not that bad, I don’t know what she is making a fuss about’).


Both distraction and making excuses have the effect of distancing the individual from the problem in the short term. Friendships can therefore provide social support and act as a protective factor in times of stress. Individuals with good friends are generally less troubled. So choice of friends matters, and emotionally stable individuals are better able to support their friends experiencing stressful life events than those with poorer social understanding.


How do family relationships influence children’s friendships?


Children’s earliest relationships are with primary carers (usually their parents), and it is with them that they first learn about how to interact with others. It has been argued that relationships between parents and children form the basis of all future social interactions – that children who have warm, loving, sensitive and responsive early family relationships are more likely to become socially accepted and popular in the future, finding it easier to play co-operatively with others, in friendships with low levels of conflict. Also, parents or carers who talk to their children about the reasons for their decisions about discipline, organise play experiences which they supervise in an unobtrusive manner and have good mental health, have children who go on to have better friendships.


However, although there is strong evidence that the quality of attachment between a child and their first, main carer (usually their mother) is important, it is not the only factor that influences the quality of future relationships. Other influential factors include the child’s character. Some children are shy, reserved, irritable; others sociable, responsive and relaxed. The disposition of children within the same family can be very different. A child’s temperament can also influence how their relationship with their parents develops, and due to the two-way nature of the interaction, parents are not wholly responsible for the quality of the relationship. Most research has focused on the primary carer but it is not yet clear how wider family members (such as fathers and grandparents) influence the child’s ability to relate to others.


Eighty per cent of children have brothers and sisters, and these are also relationships that influence future models of friendship. However, children may apply different moral standards in interactions with siblings and friends – for example, they may argue more with siblings, but are more likely to share with friends. Early play experiences with siblings that are positive can contribute towards the development of social understanding and the ability to anticipate the inner states of others. Yet older brothers and sisters are usually linguistically more competent, physically stronger and more powerful, and therefore have the capacity to cause upset through minor dismissive acts. Children’s emotional responses to their siblings can be mixed, and positive and negative feelings can waver to a much greater degree than in friendships. It is not uncommon for siblings to report that they feel proud and competitive, affectionate and jealous of each other.


Relationships with siblings will be maintained within the family and are not contingent on both wanting to keep the relationship going in the way that friendships are. The implication is that there is less of a need to behave well towards siblings as there is a reduced chance of rejection. So sibling relationships can act as a forum for learning about how to understand and get on with others, but are only one of a range of factors that influence a child’s capacity to make and keep friends.


If early relationship difficulties are experienced in families, these will not necessarily last forever and children will not inevitably go on to have difficult relationships with others. Relationships can change and parents can contribute to that process.


It is not helpful for parents to blame themselves and feel responsible if their child has friendship problems. Life can be difficult, and although it may be assumed that a child’s parents have full control over their life at home, that is not so, especially in a world where families experience all sorts of stresses – economic, physical and emotional. Divorce and separation are widespread, and many parents may also have to deal with unemployment, disability, mental health problems and substandard housing. An affluent life does not guarantee happy relationships. However, there are some important things that parents can do to support their children to make and keep friends, which we will now discuss.



How you can help your child to make and keep friends


1. Making time for friends


Modern life can feel very busy and brings many demands. Families are more likely to live away from grandparents and other extended family members and this means that social support is more limited. Parents are more likely to be in employment and to make use of child care. Children tend to have lots of social contact with other children from within their own age group, whereas in the past there would have been more social contact with brothers and sisters or cousins.


There are many structured opportunities for today’s children to engage in activities: for example, music lessons, dance classes, sporting activities, Scouts and Guides, or extra tuition. Although these activities bring children into contact with each other, the lack of unstructured time for social interaction means that opportunities to develop friendships can become restricted. As a parent, an important first step in helping your child to make friends is to create occasions for your child to get together with another child and to spend relaxed time doing things that they enjoy together. For parents in employment, this may need to be arranged at the weekends. See point 4 for more about play dates.



2. Cultivating interests and activities that can be shared with friends



Some children are very busy, participating in many activities outside of school. If their schedule does not facilitate more informal, less structured engagement with other children, we suggest that you review their activities and consider which could be dropped. Those that take up a lot of time and are sedentary (e.g. console games), are poorly supervised (e.g. after-school clubs) or do not encourage social contact within your local community (e.g. fishing) should be the first to go.


Recreational activities such as watching television and playing on computer games can be very addictive, but restrict friendships and communication with others. You can negotiate the amount of time that is acceptable for involvement in the activity and find ways to monitor this.


It is important to support your child to develop interests that can act as the basis for friendship. Certain activities are interactive and can act as a source of shared focus, and friendships are based on mutual interests. Depending on your child’s age and developmental level, you may need to spend some time identifying interactive activities to cultivate. Ask your child for advice about popular interests within their age group. You could ask them about the current collectable fad (e.g. cards, toys, marbles) and then help them to build their own collection. This can act as the basis for shared communication with others.


Children whose parents play with them regularly are more likely to play harmoniously with other children, so time spent playing and interacting with your child will not be wasted. We have seen how children develop morally and begin to appreciate the importance of rules from a young age. Make sure that you are clear about the rules of the game before you start, and negotiate with your child if necessary. Praise them for sticking to the rules and playing fairly.


Older children will benefit from engagement in activities that bring them into contact with other children and open up possibilities for developing friendships. These can provide great support if school-based friendships run into difficulties. Here are two examples where parents provided enhanced opportunities for their children to make friends:




Out-of-school activities


Baheela has always enjoyed dancing, so her mum arranged for her to attend a tap dancing class once a week. There she met two other girls, Joanne and Kate. After a term, the dance teacher suggested that the three girls attended a dance competition. The girls’ mothers decided to arrange a lift share and arranged for them to eat together afterwards. After this, the three girls started to ask to meet up outside of tap dancing lessons to socialise.


In-school activities


Sean hated playtimes because the other boys played football and he felt excluded as he was not very good at it. His mum talked to his teacher who suggested that Sean could start to play chess at lunchtimes, one or two days a week. Through chess, Sean met Charlie, who shared his interest and suggested that the two met after school so they could practise chess and have tea together.





3. Finding friends at school and in the community


If your child tells you that they have no friends at school, let them know that you would like to talk to their teacher about this. Teachers have a very useful perspective on how your child gets on with their classmates, and may be able to suggest children who would make good playmates. Ideally, these will be children who demonstrate pro-social behaviour, have common interests with your child, work well with them in class and have parents who are likely to be receptive to organising out-of-school contact.


Organised activities are a good starting point, as they provide opportunities for regular social contact with other children and have the potential to provide the basis of conversation about shared interests. Sporting activities also promote good health and opportunities to learn about team functioning, and highlight the importance of rules and competitive behaviour (e.g. how to win and lose in a dignified way).
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