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PRAISE FOR THE FRIENDSHIP MAZE


‘This is the sort of instructional parenting skills handbook I would have KILLED for when I first became a mum. In a world of huge stress and pressure for our kids, this guide to helping them better help themselves through the minefields of friendships in an era of social media is a MUST for any parent.’


Nadia Sawalha, broadcaster, author and mum-of-two


‘This excellent book guides parents through the ups and downs of friendships, giving information on when to step back to help develop independence and when to step in to help build up skills. Friendships are now played out 24/7 in the digital world. Understanding this world and its importance for boys as well as girls, primary as well as secondary school children, will empower parents to promote positive, healthy friendships. The social networks we live in are crucial for our well-being. Making and keeping friends is one of the most important skills we can ever develop, and yet very little is written about it. The Friendship Maze is a must-have guide to help parents and their children develop this essential tool.’


Dr Angharad Rudkin, child clinical psychologist


‘The Friendship Maze helps parents navigate the journey of their child’s social relationships and provides invaluable insights and advice to parents. Long overdue!’


Emma Citron, consultant clinical psychologist


‘Children can learn the skills to have happier and healthier friendships and this important book shows us how. Probably the most important thing our children could ever learn is to have solid, healthy friendships. In this ground-breaking book, Tanith shows parents how they can help their children through an often tricky maze of friendship and develop the skills they need to have relationships that thrive. Such an empowering and positive guide to support children’s emotional well-being and resilience – a treasure of a book and much-needed in this digital age that throws up a host of new friendship issues.’


Becky Goddard-Hill, award-winning blogger and co-author of Create Your Own Happy


‘The school playground has always been a jungle but for twenty-first century children there are new hazards – “let’s pretend” games based on reality TV “beefs”; primary school popularity contests on YouTube; the kangaroo court of social media… Tanith Carey guides parents around the contemporary friendship maze, combining up-to-date research with real-life illustrations and plenty of sound common sense advice.’


Sue Palmer, author of Toxic Childhood: How the Modern World is Damaging Our Children… And What We Can Do About It


‘Helping our children to navigate the complexities of friendship is a challenge for us all. This book offers invaluable information and practical advice. If only it had been available when my own children were younger.’


Julian Elliott, Professor of Educational Psychology, Durham University


‘Tanith Carey’s newest book, The Friendship Maze, is refreshingly positive and practical. She fearlessly tackles the minefields in children’s friendship-making, for example an over-reliance on social media, bullying, and the pressure to grow up too fast. No problem is considered too trivial to be ignored; none is seen as impossible to solve. In every section, she offers a list of specific, practical tips parents can adopt straight away. Best of all to my way of thinking, her suggestions show parents not how to step in and sort things out. Instead, she teaches parents how to empower their children to solve their own relationship problems and to find ways to weather the inevitable difficult patches as they grow up.’


Linda Blair, Clinical Psychologist, regular to contributor to The Daily Telegraph
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Tanith Carey writes on the most pressing challenges facing today’s parents. Her nine previous books have been translated into 15 languages, including German, French, Arabic, Chinese, Korean and Turkish, with editions published in the US. Tanith also writes on parenting for the world’s leading newspapers including The Daily Telegraph, The Guardian, the Daily Mail, The Sydney Morning Herald and the New York Post. Tanith is mother to two daughters, aged 16 and 13.









INTRODUCTION


Every morning, when we say goodbye to our children and send them off to school, we set them off on an extraordinary social journey. Mostly our well-meaning wishes for them to ‘Have a good day’ are only half heard. We won’t have even kissed them goodbye before their focus has turned towards the mini-society on the other side of the school gates.


Concern about homework, tests, and forgotten sports kits pale into insignificance compared to the anticipation of another day: Where are their friends? Who will be there? What will happen at break time? Who will they sit with at lunch? As usual, the school day is likely to bring touching acts of loyalty and kindness, but also devastating acts of rejection and betrayal.


Friendship brings our children both their greatest highs – and their lowest lows. Having a circle of pals who they can be themselves with is the single most important factor in making young people feel good about themselves and want to go to school, according to a wide range of research. Having confidants within their age group gives children the armour they need to withstand the various knocks of childhood, whether it’s tension with parents or academic rough spots. Close friendships not only boost a child’s self-worth and confidence but they also help them build all the skills they need for healthy adult relationships, ranging from empathy and compromise to how to make up after a row.


As young people start to edge away from their parents towards independence, friends help them define themselves. Friendships matter so much to children because friends find each other. Kids create and care for these relationships all by themselves. In a world where adults tell them what to do most of the time, friends are a choice they make on their own.


Yet despite being such a huge part of their lives, friendship is also the area of children’s lives that adults understand the least, and feel the most powerless to help with when things go wrong. When our child comes home upset and tells us they had no one to play with, or they have been left off a party guest list, we feel the lift-shaft plunge in our stomachs as if it were happening to us. Then all too often our protectiveness and confusion lead us to being flooded with conflicting feelings. Why would any child want to be mean to ours? Are they being bullied? Should we intervene and ring the other child’s parents? Are we worrying too much?


Yet while childhood friendships have always had their ups and downs, in recent years there have been changes in the way we interact which have made them even more difficult to navigate. Super-powerful phones, which are really mini-computers, have given our young people round-the-clock access to social networks, and dramatically increased the amount of time children spend connected, without being face to face.


On the plus side, this has given young people the chance to have a wider network of different types of ‘friends’ – many more than we knew when we were growing up.


But the price of extending that circle over social media can sometimes be high. While social networks give them a digital space to chat, and hang out, screens can put a barrier between youngsters which makes it hard for them to judge how they are being received at the other end. As well as the shared jokes and updates, and the photos, remarks can be misinterpreted, ‘banter’ can cross the line, oblique comments can be taken personally, a lack of likes for a special picture can create anxiety, and an arch remark can quickly escalate into resentment.


There are other pressures that come with social media. These days, to be considered popular, many young people feel they must have a social diary packed with parties and sleepovers, all broadcast in real time on social media.


Every adult remembers the sharp pang they had when they didn’t get an invite. As if that was not painful enough, today’s youngsters can see their exclusion for themselves, when tiny avatars of their friends show them congregating without them on Snapchat maps, the social media network they use most to talk to one another.


Popularity can now be quantified by numbers of likes, and numbers of friends. Once we never really knew how many friends other people had, or what they were doing after school. Now that information is public. This visibility means that many children feel the pressure to carefully style and edit almost every picture of themselves to win the instant approval of their peers. As one 12-year-old girl told me: ‘If you’re not getting a like a minute in the first hour when you post a picture on Instagram, you feel like a failure.’


There have been other shifts that have changed the landscape of children’s relationships. In our guilt at allowing bullying to become an occupational hazard in schools up until the eighties, we have perhaps now let the pendulum swing too far the other way, and become hyper-vigilant to it. According to many social researchers, the word ‘bullying’ has come to be misused over the last few years, and applied too casually to describe every hurt, slight and row that is an inevitable part of children’s interactions at some time or other.


By the definition of social scientists, however, real bullying is intentional, repetitive abuse by a powerful person towards a less powerful target, and is deliberately meant to hurt and harm. When we are too quick to label everything in this way, the situation becomes oversimplified. One child is immediately cast as the aggressor, the other the victim – when it’s not always so black and white.


At the same time, bullying is a word which instantly ratchets up the emotional temperature. It means schools often have to deal with demands from furious parents to punish the child they feel has done theirs wrong – even though trained professionals often find it very hard to unpick who has said what to whom, if the parties are evenly matched. Every child is likely to engage in some bullying behaviour at some point, but that doesn’t make them a bully. Tagging them as such means children get instantly demonised, blamed and punished, rather than getting the coaching they need to understand what they have done and how to conduct healthier relationships in the future.


There has been another unintended consequence of our hyper-sensitivity to bullying. Knowing how much trouble they will get in if they are caught, children increasingly adopt a veneer of niceness on the surface, and force their meanness under the radar, behaviour now identified as ‘relational aggression’. Name-calling, gossiping, backstabbing, exclusion, ignoring and ganging up are the weapons here. All are deliberately hard to spot. After all, a turned back or a dirty look could all be in the imagination, so children know they are less likely to be caught by adults. Cruel words are as painful to victims as physical blows – and can be more enduring, studies have found.


Many parents worry that meanness also seems to be starting younger. In my interviews for this book, many told me they were dismayed at nasty behaviour already showing up as early as nursery. By four, some children have been found to be using the relational aggression I have just described, to make themselves more socially powerful.


As they grow up, girls in particular are starting their social lives from a position of weakened self-esteem, and between the ages of seven and twenty-one, 69 per cent say they feel they ‘are not good enough’ according to a 2016 Girls’ Attitude study. But we also need to remember that these emotions are not just ‘a girl thing’. Feelings have no gender. Boys are also suffering a crisis of confidence. More than half of eight to eighteen-year-old boys would now consider changing their diet to improve their looks, and those who feel this way are more likely to feel depressed. Is it any surprise that some children attempt to shore up their fragile self-worth by making themselves feel better at others’ expense?


Yet at the same time as callous behaviour is on the rise, several shifts in our education system mean our children are not building the emotional resilience or training they need to stand up to it – and are being deprived of the interpersonal skills they need to resolve conflicts.


At one time playschool was exactly that – a place to play, run around, listen to stories, play dress-up – and also squabble and make up with friends. The amount of free play in our schools is gradually being eroded to make way for the increasing demands of the national curriculum and the SATs tests and to ensure a school’s position in the hotly contested league tables. Sadly, by putting them ‘on their marks’ early, children lose out on the time they need to learn the rules of engagement with others. With less role-play to experiment with their social selves, children get less opportunity to see and swap points of view. With less time to interact within games, they don’t get the practice they need to learn how to calibrate the rules so everyone’s happy and everyone in the game wants to keep on playing.


All this adds up to a perfect storm in which, according to the latest global data, our children’s friendships are suffering the most. Our young people have some of the most fraught social relationships in the world. A 2015 Children’s Society report found that, from within the 15 countries they surveyed, England’s youngsters are the most likely to say that they had been left out by others in their class at least once in the last month and the England figures are likely to be mirrored throughout the UK. If, as this research shows, these problems are not found to the same extent in every culture, is it time to ask what is going wrong in ours – and what we can do to help make it better for our kids?


The consequences go beyond hurt feelings and broken friendships. If everyday social cruelty is not dealt with, children can also become too distracted to learn and they can also refuse to go to school. Bullying is the fifth most common reason provided for school absence – with 18 per cent of parents giving it as the cause. It is also a common reason parents take children out of mainstream schools and choose home education. Over time, bullying can chip away at a child’s self-worth. If it is not addressed, it can contribute to a sense of hopelessness about their lives – and lead to self-harm and suicidal thoughts.


Yet there is hope on the horizon. Just as friendships have come under increasing pressure, the good news is that we have also started to understand these relationships at a deeper level. Until now, parents have believed there is little they could do, from the other side of the school gates, to help children when they get into difficulties. There is now a growing body of research, explained throughout this book, that will help you understand how children really interact. The findings identify patterns and classroom hierarchies in ways that are otherwise hard to put your finger on. As we shall see, by getting an overview, adults can start to crack the code of their children’s social lives so we can pass on these insights and help our children make sense of them too.


There is also more help now for the youngsters who find it hard to make and keep friends in the first place. It’s long been assumed that some children are just naturally good at forming these bonds, and others aren’t. The perception is that youngsters should instinctively know how to form friendships by themselves. However, that idea has been turned on its head by a more up-do-date approach, outlined here too, that shows that if a child finds socialising hard, they can actively be taught the skills to make it easier.


In the same way as children with dyslexia have problems making sense of the jumble of letters they see on the page, social scientists are finding that children who seem to struggle to make friends may have problems decoding and interpreting the social cues they see other people using. While it takes an average person milliseconds to work out those signals, some kids take longer, making them look awkward. In other words, they miss their moment. Considering that psychologists estimate that between 60 and 90 per cent of communication is down to facial expression, body language and tone of voice – rather than what we say – it can leave those children trailing behind. The outcome is that these are the children left on the side-lines, excluded and sometimes bullied. In children’s brutal and unforgiving social food chains, many get branded ‘losers’ or ‘weird’ – tags they find hard to shake off.


The break-through is that we now know these unwritten rules can be learned and practised. It is still more encouraging to know that research is finding that two of the other key components that draw others to us – a sense of humour and good sharing skills – can also be taught over time.


Overall, this means that if they don’t get it by intuition, children can be taught to think about how others see them and to use their eyes, ears and brains to learn what is expected from them.


Resist the temptation to wade in to try and fix all your child’s social problems. However, in the same way that you helped them learn how to read or how to behave, you can train them to handle relationships better for themselves. When parents give their children good social coaching they have healthier relationships, more empathy, understand others’ perspectives better and are more accepted by their peers.


 


* * *


To date, almost all of my parenting books have looked at the effect the current environment has on children’s mental health. Modern life – with all its conveniences plus all its complications – may be evolving at a breakneck speed. However, our children still need the same things to become emotionally healthy adults, such as close family relationships and good peer bonds. As a parenting journalist, able to talk to a wide range of educators, psychologists and teachers, I have tried to join the dots on the bigger picture. As a mother to two teenage girls myself, I am also in a position to see close-up the subtle shifts in children’s social relationships.


After all, the well-being of our children has never seemed like a more urgent issue. According to children’s charity Young Minds, one in ten children have a diagnosable mental health disorder – that’s roughly three children in every classroom. Half of all mental health problems manifest by the age of fourteen.


Having addressed, in my previous books, how the competitive education system is affecting our children in Taming the Tiger Parent, the effect of stress on parents in Mum Hacks, and the premature adultification of children in Girls Uninterrupted, I felt there was another piece of the puzzle missing – the mounting stress our children feel in their social relationships.


While we adults have more control over our lives, children have much less. Inside the classroom, they cannot pick and choose the people they spend the day with. Even when school is finished for the day, arguments and tension follow them home on social media.


As part of my research, I have not only looked at the body of social science (much of which has not yet been available to parents) to help understand this social world, I have also interviewed teachers, psychologists, school counsellors and, with their parents’ permission, children themselves, who were willing to open up about what their relationships are like.


Until now most advice on children’s friendships has been aimed at parents with secondary school children – or mostly at girls, but we know now that friendship issues can start as early as four years old, and that boys need help too.


This book is divided into four parts. In the first, I will look in more depth at what has changed in our children’s social lives – and what can be done to ease these pressures. In the second, I will summarise some of the latest research about how children’s social lives are structured. In part three, I will look at how children who struggle to make friends can be taught to do so and how children can form better friendships. Finally in part four, the book will use the latest research to address some of the most common friendship issues.


You will find that the book switches between talking about primary and secondary school children. That is because the development of friendships is a continuum – and we can’t understand our younger children without thinking about where their behaviour may be leading. Nor can we understand our older children if we don’t understand where some of the issues they are facing started.


As protective as we may feel, we are never going to be able to help our kids avoid cruel behaviour all the time. Even if we could, it would not be desirable. Whenever humans form groups, there is inevitably conflict. Learning to deal with these flare-ups is an important part of a child’s development. As fiercely as we vowed to protect our children when they were newborns in our arms, we cannot shield them from everything. They need to experience some social difficulties. As delightful and perfect as we believe our children to be, at some stage, they will come across other children who don’t like them. Inevitably, the time will also come when one of their friends wants to end their friendship – and your child can’t be expected to have the perspective to know that this is not the end of the world. That’s where we must step in to help give them the bigger picture.


The point of this book is not to shield children from every act of spite or nastiness. It is to help them get through difficult experiences, understand what happened and learn to set boundaries to forge better relationships. Yet at the same time, we must not accept escalating meanness as the norm. When friendship issues flare up for our daughters, we should not dismiss it as inevitable ‘girl drama’. When fights and hatred break out in our sons’ social relationships, neither should we sweep it under the carpet as ‘boys being boys’. Parents tend to think that their sons’ friendships are ‘easier’, but as we shall see they can be every bit as complex as those of girls. Boys, still conditioned to think showing emotion is a sign of weakness, are just better at keeping their feelings under the radar of adults. This may make their social lives look deceptively simple, but we owe it to our boys to be alert for signs they are struggling too, even if they don’t demand the same immediate attention.


Week after week, we read new statistics on children’s declining mental health – and tragically also stories about some taking their own lives. For our children’s well-being – and our own peace of mind – we need to understand our children’s social lives better, so we can bring balance and perspective.


First, it will help if we bring an unbiased approach. When our son or daughter’s heart gets broken by a friend, we often feel it just as keenly, because it still brings us flashbacks of our own childhood hurts. Reading this book may even unlock some of the reasons why you suffered marginalisation and bullying in your own childhood. Armed with this insight into your own experiences, I hope you can divorce your own from theirs, and help bring more clarity to your advice.


This book can’t cover every single scenario your child will encounter, and you can’t fix every single problem. There are no magic answers that work for everyone. Some suggestions will apply to your child and others won’t. Use this book not as a way to lecture your son or daughter – or to point out that you know better – but as a platform from which to get kids talking. Read out bits to them and see what they think. Use it as a starting point to help them understand the social whirl they are thrown into every day.


At times, making your way through the Friendship Maze – and seeing its twists and turns through the eyes of your child – will be scary. Sometimes, like your child, you will feel utterly dismayed by how complicated and confusing it is. However, with this map in your hands, I hope you will better understand why kids sometimes veer off on the paths they do, and you will develop a clearer idea of how to help them get back on track. However old your child is, set aside any worries that you have not guided them until now. Both parenting and growing up are about trial and error. Now that you have a set of directions, it’s never too late to set your child on the right way ahead.









PART ONE


WHAT’S CHANGED IN OUR CHILDREN’S FRIENDSHIPS?


Keely and Livvy have been best friends since Reception class. Every time the teacher asks the children to get into pairs, they don’t hesitate for a moment before linking arms. Now ten, they are not sure how their friendship started. They just clicked one day, when they made up a Harry Potter game and found they were both really good at dreaming up fun things for their characters to do together. Together they have travelled through many imaginative worlds. At seven, they would always have a bath together on play-dates so they could make potions out of soap and shampoo. Back then, they hoped this would turn them into mermaids, like it did on their favourite TV programme. The following year they spent every break time making bug shelters on the edge of the playground. From time to time, they had their disagreements – usually over who else to let into their games. Keely and Livvy miss each other too much for their rifts to last long though. The next day, they are back to normal, planning their next sleepover.


Rees is nine and football mad. He loves play-fighting with his two older brothers and his best mate Joe, who he has been friends with since nursery. They are easy and natural together – and nobody makes Rees smile like his best mate. Recently they’ve moved to the next level by calling each other by their surnames only, to sound as grown up as their big brothers and the footballers they worship. If there’s a fall-out in their soccer gang, over a foul or penalty, there might be a quick slanging match between them, but it’s forgotten as quickly as it happened.


 Whatever the future may bring, these children will always remember these first best friends and how important they were in their formative years. Even if we are no longer in touch with our childhood companions, most of us can still remember the love and loyalty we felt as we explored life together in these early bonds. These special friends were also the people who helped us feel brave as we grew up in the often scary world of school.


As parents, we all desperately want our sons and daughters to have this sort of secure companionship to see them through. At a deeper level, a child’s need for friends is about much more than just someone to have fun with. Indeed, a friend feels vital to a child’s very survival.


From the moment we arrive in the world, humans are driven to forge social connections. A newborn’s initial instincts to connect are so strong that as soon as he opens his eyes, his gaze fixes on his mother’s face. Any finger placed in the palm of his hand will be gripped as if for dear life. This innate urge is essential because a baby is completely reliant on the social ties he forms with his first caregivers for food, warmth and protection. Human babies stay with their parents well into their second decade of life, far longer than any animal. Only orangutans – where mothers care for infants for around seven years – come close. During those years, as happens amongst other pack animals, our children will be socialised and slotted into the hierarchies, which always form whenever primates – including humans – group together.


Yet even within the warmth and protection of the pack, alliances are never easy. Scientists have found that friendships are based on reciprocity. In other words, you do something for me and I will return the favour. However, they come with many uncertainties:






	You have to choose another person as a friend, and they have to like you back in the same way.


	As easily as we can enter a friendship, we can leave it – and unlike marriage, it is never made formal.


	There is no on–off switch – which means when you leave a friendship, there is often confusion and hurt feelings.








Our children’s need for these bonds may be innate. However, the way our world is changing means that these relationships are becoming more complicated.


Our schools have become bigger, more crowded and more impersonal. The pressure on teachers to produce results and raise league table positions means that there is less playtime for children to interact or practise conflict resolution during the school day. After school extracurricular activities, more screen time and concerns about letting children go and socialise freely with friends, without supervision, means children are given less time to get to know themselves and each other.


No wonder, when we kiss our children goodbye on their first day of school, parents have become more anxious than children. Probably because we know what lies ahead.


Competition – and how it can make childhood a lonely place to be


Molly and her best friends have sat on the top maths table since Reception. Naturally, no one says it’s the top maths table. It’s just called the blue table. But everyone in the class has got the message loud and clear – and Molly and her group want the rest of the class to know it too.


If Molly, a competitive eight-year-old who has been encouraged by her parents to believe she is the best, happens to catch sight of another child working on an easier page in their class workbook, she whispers and giggles to her friends next to her. When the teacher left the room the other day to speak to a colleague, Molly saw her chance – and craned her neck enough to be able to spot the fact that Sophie, on the orange table, was doing a four-times-table worksheet. Molly and her friends had been set work to practise their twelves. Spotting her opportunity, Molly announced: ‘I can’t believe you’re only on that’, in front of the rest of the class, causing the other pupils to look round. Sophie fled to the toilet in tears.


Further up the school in Year Six, Luke, Amy and Ethan are among the group also clearly favoured to do well in the upcoming SATs tests. Indeed, the teacher makes no secret of the fact that they are the select, gifted few. Moreover, she believes that setting the group up as an example will motivate the rest. In class, she tells the most gifted group to ‘knock [the other pupils’] socks off ’ with their correct answers. This has now created a tense atmosphere and a ‘them and us’ attitude, in what was once a happy and harmonious classroom. When another pupil asked Amy, the most superior of the group, for help during a team exercise, she replied: ‘I’m afraid you’ll just have to work that out for yourself, won’t you?’


And so it goes on in secondary school. In Year Eleven, when the teacher announces that there will be a review of equilateral equations, because some students are not secure with them, Alex, who always sits in the front row, comments loud enough for the rest of the class to hear: ‘I can’t believe some people still don’t get them.’


When children first start school, they are happily unaware of how they compare with their classmates. But, spurred on by a competitive school system, over-arching government pressure for better results and higher placings in the international PISA achievement league tables, it’s soon made only too obvious. Parents know more people are competing for fewer jobs – and in their worry, they are putting more pressure on their children to achieve more and to have the ‘right friends’ to increase their chances of success.


Yet despite our best intentions, when adults pit children in competition against each other, it does not fly over their heads. If we raise them from the start to see life as a contest over everything, from who walks first to who has the most advanced reading book, even small children soon catch on. If the first question we ask them when they come out of the school gates is not ‘What did you play at break?’ but ‘What did everyone else get in the spelling test?’, it’s no surprise that kids soon learn to measure their achievements not on their own merits, but in comparison to others.


Competition can seep into children’s relationships early. Friendships tend to be determined by status. The battle for who is the oldest, most attractive, most socially sophisticated, best dressed or wealthiest starts to organise our classrooms. Often close rivals stick together, not only because they are good matches, but because it pays to keep an eye on their closest opponent as they vie for the top spot. Children will end up pressing each other’s buttons, particularly if they are set against each other by their parents, in competition for the same prize. Their social relationships suffer because youngsters learn that it feels good when others fail. Even the video games they play, like Fortnite, are about beating others at any cost. By internalising their parents’ messages that they must always win, they look for flaws in others and wage an ongoing point-scoring system. The message they get is that they should step over one another to get to the top. To feel like they are pleasing adults, they criticise others to make themselves look better.


As children move up the school, competitive classrooms can become unhappy places, split into cliques. By secondary school, competition moves into different arenas like who is the best dressed, the most socially influential, and who gets the most likes and followers on social media.


Of course, when a parent encourages their child to do well, they are doing it from of a place of love, believing they are arming them with the skills they need to do well in the future. But training our children to treat every classmate as a potential adversary can make the world a lonely place to grow up in.


Australian social researcher Maggie Hamilton observes that teenage girls who feel they have to compete and conform in a competitive world can become hyper-vigilant to threat from any direction – whether it’s to their position in the social hierarchy or their spot on the classroom catwalk. Of course, not all children are competitive, but those who are, and who are encouraged to win at any cost, may sacrifice compassion in the process, creating more conflict in their relationships. If they are pushed to achieve too much too soon, they may believe they have to behave like adults before they have had the time to develop a full, emotional awareness of how their young peers think and feel.


It’s become a cliché, but we can’t afford to lose sight of the fact that it takes a village to raise a child. In other words, it takes an entire community of kind adults looking out for each other’s children to produce a kinder society. Studies have found that kids who are raised with a cooperative approach to their peers are likely to be more emotionally resilient, creative and open-minded – all qualities that will be needed more than ever in tomorrow’s world. If you support and encourage other people’s children, other adults will support and encourage yours. You will also raise children who are kinder to each other.


HOW TO HELP




■  Value every quality: At the end of the day, instead of asking what marks your child got at school, talk about games they played at break, what made them smile or how they supported or helped another child. Be just as thrilled that your child has been picked as a ‘playground pal’, or sat with someone at lunch who was on their own, as if they got top marks in their science test. Encourage them to see themselves as well-rounded characters who are more than the sum of their achievements on paper. In this way, they will be less likely to get caught up in competitive power plays with other children.


■  Tell them to compete for their personal best: There is only one person in life who is truly worth beating, and that’s themselves. Show your child how far they’ve personally come in their lives, either because their early scribbles have morphed into carefully crafted drawings, or their first tentative notes on a musical instrument have turned into polished pieces. If they see how far they have come by themselves, they will also see how far they can go – without the need to compare themselves to, or get ahead of, other people.


■  Let them just ‘be’ together: Children need time away from adult-directed activities in which they are constantly being evaluated and compared to others. Create opportunities for kids just to spend time with their friends, playing and having fun.


■  Set out to teach kindness: We live in a high-pressure age where we think it’s our job to teach children to get ahead. Reframe your thinking. No success is worth very much if it is not underpinned by emotional balance and well-being. A major finding of research by The Children’s Society is that unselfish people are happier than people who are preoccupied with their own position. Children can start early by sponsoring a child in need or an endangered animal. Let your child pledge their pocket money to a good cause, or give their old toys to the charity shop. It’s never too soon to teach a child how good helping others can feel.







THE BOTTOM LINE: While there’s nothing wrong with success, the question is whether it must always be at the expense of other people’s. Make it clear to your child that, in order to win, others don’t have to fail.





Why there’s no minimum age on meanness




‘My daughter has only been in nursery for a year but already she’s had comments from other children like: “You’re not my best friend any more,” and “So-andso won’t let me play with you.” Where do they learn that? How at the age of four are they talking about having set friendship groups?’


Natalie, 32, mother-of-one







‘ Last night at bedtime, my son James, who is six, told me that a few of the boys are mean to him. It’s like a little gang is coming together and they feel more on the same side if they are all mean to him.’


Danah, 35, mother-of-two





The first time Melissa suspected that times had moved on since she was a little girl was when her four-year-old daughter Imogen came home from a play-date. ‘Immy was so upset,’ Melissa told me. ‘Another girl told her that singing nursery rhymes was babyish. She told her she should be singing pop songs instead.’


Now her daughter is in Year One, and Melissa is more worried about what certain other children might say to her daughter at school than she is about her reading or writing skills. ‘There’s a dominant group of girls in the class and some of them can be nasty. They’ve told her that her work is messy. She says they whisper and laugh at her. If she’s reading a picture book in the reading area, they’ll come over and tell her that they’re already on chapter books.’


At this age, boys are just as sensitive to exclusion. Different primary catchment areas meant that Jacqui’s seven-year-old son, James, got split up from his best friend Sam. ‘To keep them close, his mum and I arranged for them to go to the same camp during the school holidays. Then another boy from Sam’s class turned up too and they preferred to play together. They told James to go away and that they didn’t want to play with him. Now he’s desperately trying to think of ways to win back Sam’s attention. Today, he told me he offered Sam the bag of crisps from his packed lunch. It’s heart-breaking.’


So why does meanness apparently seem to be starting younger? Is it that increased awareness of the effects of bullying mean we are more sensitive to it – or is there real evidence of a shift in how children are behaving?


Though it’s hard to compare with days gone by, when there was less analysis of children’s interactions, a study from America’s Brigham Young University has found aggression certainly starts sooner than we might have hoped. It found that girls as young as four are already able to use covert means – like excluding others from their games or making strict conditions for friendships – to assert dominance and get a better footing in the social hierarchy. Boys trail a little bit behind, but research also appears to show they use the same tactics younger (although we are more likely to have a blind spot for it, assuming it’s a ‘girl thing’).
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