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Introduction


In middle school our group got really close, but we had one friend who was really bad. She would pick one of us to be her BFF. Even in third grade it was a big deal. She needed someone to be with her all the time. She’d force the picked girl to have matching backpacks and shoes. We didn’t handle the situation well. We took out our anger and said mean things about her. She doesn’t go to school with us now because she left. I asked myself why she was my friend when she made me so miserable. The moments we had were so great but I knew it was so destructive.

—Holly, fourteen




I just went through my daughter’s texts and want to throw up. I couldn’t believe the language she was using about herself and the other kids in her class.

—Todd




My parents are ridiculously controlling. They investigate the background of every friend. I feel like I’m trapped, and when I talk to them they don’t listen. I’m fourteen but mature for my age. I’m really responsible and always get good grades. How can I talk to them? Everything feels like a power struggle. They’re dictator parents, combined with helicopter parents, and they’re super judgmental. HELP! I can’t talk about any of my problems with them.

—Faith, sixteen



Here we go again. It’s time for me to update this book for the second time. I always said I’d have to update Queen Bees & Wannabes every five years. What I didn’t realize is how fast that time would pass. The baby I rocked to sleep so I could write Queen Bees the first time is now six foot three, and his younger brother is taller than I am. But in spite of all of these changes in my life, one thing has been a constant—helping girls, parents, and any adults who care about girls navigate the messy terrain of “Girl World.”

If you’re parenting or working with girls today, chances are you know about this Queen Bee/Mean Girl stuff already. “Queen Bees” and “Mean Girls” are a part of our language. You can buy “Queen Bee” and “Mean Girl” T-shirts, backpacks, and pencil cases, as if being one is something girls should aspire to.

But “girl” issues, of course, have been around forever. You may have had a few of your own when you were young, or you could be dealing with them now as an adult. So why do I need to keep updating this book? Because even though it’s true that some things never change—best friends will grow apart, people will be jealous, and betrayals will happen—we need to put these evergreen feelings and experiences in the context of what girls are going through right now. And having said that, each girl is different. Some girls tell at least one parent everything, and some vow that they will never tell a parent or any other adult anything—and they don’t think they need to anyway because they have everything under control. Some girls are obsessed with horses, others with popularity and friendship drama, and others really don’t care. Some girls fit into the common idea we have of what girls look like, and some don’t. Some girls are boy crazy, some are attracted to girls, some question who they are attracted to, and some are questioning if they’re attracted to people at all.

Girls are awesome, brilliant, funny, and inspiring. They are also frustrating, stubborn, messy, and sometimes scary. They will, just like all of us, get into situations that are overwhelming and not know whom to turn to for help. They will get into conflicts with one another. They will experience people refusing to tell them why they’re mad, and they’ll do it, too. They will feel frustrated and confused when someone dismisses them with “Just kidding!” or “Why are you overreacting?!”

No matter how many parenting books you read or seminars you go to, you can’t protect girls from experiencing conflicts and problems with other people. But you can contribute to an environment and a culture for girls that empowers them to articulate their feelings in positive ways. You can educate her about how the culture we live in makes it hard to develop an authentic identity and critical thinking skills but very easy to be a mindless consumer of superficial ideas and desires. You can get a better handle on your own reactions so you can be a thoughtful adult and the source of guidance she needs. You can be a credible, trusted adult. Even if you feel discouraged or disconnected from the girl you are reading this for, or have come to this book as a last resort, always remember it’s never too late to help or repair your relationship with your daughter or any girl you care about.

The first time your daughter tells you that her best friend stopped talking to her and got all the other girls to stop talking to her, too, you may be somewhat upset. You may hate that girl. You may feel that you and your daughter just got recruited into a group that you want no part of but can’t leave. If you can relate to what I’ve just written, please know that so many parents have also had this experience. You aren’t alone, and neither is your daughter.

But you still need to know what to say and do—beyond wanting to yell at that horrible child. You also need to know what to do when you pick your daughter up the next day at school and she’s arm in arm with that evil girl like nothing ever happened. What do you do when your daughter begs you to let this kid come over, ignoring your “Are you kidding me? I hate this girl and you should, too!” expression, because the last thing you want to do is let this girl come over to your house so she can be mean to your daughter all over again.

Most people believe a girl’s task is to get through it, grow up, and put those experiences behind her. But your daughter’s relationships with other girls have deep and far-reaching implications beyond her teen years. Her experiences and the thought and behavior patterns she develops as a result fundamentally shape her self-identity and relationships. That’s why your daughter’s friendships are a double-edged sword. These friendships can be the key to surviving adolescence. Many girls develop into amazing women precisely because they have the support and care of a few good friends.

But I wouldn’t be writing this book and you wouldn’t be reading it if that’s all there was to girls’ friendships. Girls’ friendships are often intense, confusing, frustrating, and humiliating; the joy and security of “best friendships” can be shattered by devastating breakups and betrayals. Beyond the pain in the moment, girls can develop patterns of behavior and expectations for future relationships that stop them from becoming competent and confident women. They can learn to look and say “I’m fine” when they aren’t. They can swallow their feelings because they don’t want to be accused of being overly dramatic or needing attention. They can apologize when they haven’t done anything wrong to placate someone they perceive has more power. They can focus on maintaining impossible standards of beauty and appearance and hate themselves for not being able to keep up—or judge other women in this rigged competition that no one wins.

All of this doesn’t mean that girls’ friendships are destined to be terrible. It just means they’re complicated and need to be taken seriously. My job is to give you my best suggestions for what kind of guidance to give her and how that information should be presented to her. The goal is for her to develop critical thinking skills, manage her emotions, and integrate her feelings with her thoughts…and for you to strengthen your relationship with her through the process. I know, that’s a huge goal. It’s not going to be an overnight process, but it’s not an overnight process for anyone.

There’s no way I could write this edition of Queen Bees without addressing how technology and the media continue to expand their influence on your daughter’s social life for better and worse, and how these issues impact younger girls.

On the technology front, I’m not going to waste your time telling you things you already know. We all get that technology is integrated into every aspect of our lives. Learning about what to do about it is our goal. I’m also going to challenge some of the most common advice girls hear from adults, and help you to get girls to tell you how and why they use the kinds of technology they do. I’ll explain what you can learn from your daughter’s social media style. I’ll also tell you what I’ve learned about gaming and girls.

However, I’m not going to ask you to stalk your daughter online. I’m not going to tell you to get monitoring software, because I strongly believe that building a solid relationship with your daughter is more effective than any spying device in helping her behave responsibly online. As soon as a child interacts with technology in any way—including the games she plays when she’s a little girl—we must explicitly tie her use of this incredibly powerful tool to her development of ethics, an authentic self-identity, and a voice within a powerful public space.

There is a chapter dedicated to the topic of younger Mean Girls, and their issues are integrated throughout. There’s never been an age limit on being mean. You can be five or fifty-five or ninety-five. In addition, we have to consider how girls starting puberty earlier may affect their social development and their friendships. I don’t know about you, but I now regularly see girls in elementary school who have the bodies of young women.

But we can’t freak out about any of this. If we do, we’re going to seriously freak out our girls. We are going to educate ourselves, keep an open mind, and deal. I’ve also seriously revamped the communication chapters of the book. In writing my boys’ book Masterminds and Wingmen, I got great feedback from boys about why their parents’ attempts to talk to them so often backfire and what parents can do and say to communicate effectively. For this edition, I’ve worked with girls to find out what parents should say and do to open up the lines of communication. Sometimes it’s as simple as driving away from the school before asking how her day was.

—

Before I go any further, let me reassure you that I can help you even if you often feel helpless or as if you are at war with your daughter. This book will let you into her world. To start, it’s perfectly natural if she:


• Repeatedly makes the same mistakes with her relationships.

• Believes that there’s no possible way you could understand what she’s going through.

• Is absolutely certain that telling you her problems will only make her life worse.

• Convinces herself she’s totally in control of her life even when the facts say maybe not.

• Lies and sneaks around behind your back.

• Denies she lied and snuck behind your back—even in the face of undeniable evidence.



On the other hand, it’s natural that you:


• Worry that you won’t be able to provide the advice she needs when she’s been rejected or betrayed…or get her to listen to you and actually follow your advice.

• Feel rejected and angry when she rolls her eyes at everything you say.

• Wonder whose child this is anyway, as this person in front of you couldn’t possibly be your sweet, wonderful daughter.

• Feel confused and defeated when conversations end in fights.

• Feel misunderstood when she acts like you’re intruding and prying when you ask about what’s going on in her life.

• Are really worried about the influence of her friends and feel powerless to stop her hanging out with them.

• Worry about how she can grow up surrounded by toxic messages in the media that are constantly trying to mess with her mind and make her feel insecure.



There’s another issue that complicates everything. In the words of one mom who wrote me:


When I was a senior in high school, my best friend since third grade dumped me and had our entire clique turn their back on me. I was devastated. I found more friends, but the experience left me very insecure in my relationships—something that haunts me to this day (I’m thirty-six). The anger and betrayal I felt at the time has never fully left me, despite my fervent desire to leave it behind. In short, she is the person that I would run out of the grocery store to avoid. The most difficult aspect of all this is that I am trying very hard to “check” this baggage as I witness MY daughter’s blossoming best friendship…and my deeply wired desire to protect her.

—Ellen



If you’re a mom reading this, it’s important to remember that your experiences as a girl are both your greatest gift and biggest liability as your daughter navigates her own friendships. They’re a gift because they enable you to empathize. They’re a liability if your past makes you so anxious or reactionary that you can’t separate your experiences from hers.

DADS

This book isn’t only for moms. Whether you’re worried that you won’t be able to hang out with your daughter in the same way once she enters puberty, or if you’re the dad who emails me knowing all the seventh-grade girl drama in her class, you—like almost all dads—want to be emotionally engaged with your children and do best by your daughter.

If you read only one paragraph in this book, make it this: Never forget or dismiss that your perspective can help your daughter. Just because you were never a girl, don’t know what a menstrual cramp feels like, and have never liked talking for hours about other people’s lives doesn’t mean you’re clueless or useless. I know lots of dads feel rejected and pushed aside when their little girl suddenly dismisses them with “You just wouldn’t understand.” But in reality, this is an opportunity for you to become a genuinely cool dad. I don’t mean you let her get away with stuff, side with her against her other parent, or drive her wherever she wants. I’m talking about the dad who patiently waits around until she wants to talk—and then listens without being judgmental, who isn’t afraid to look foolish or show his emotions, who shares the “boy perspective,” who holds her accountable when necessary, and who’s able to communicate his concerns without coming across as controlling and dogmatic.

Even if you’re dying to warn your daughter off every boy who walks through your door, remember that if you come across as the crazy, control-freak, doesn’t-have-a-clue father, she’ll stop talking to you. Your job is to show her that relationships with men (of any degree) should be based on mutual respect and care.

BELIEVE IT OR NOT, YOUR DAUGHTER STILL WANTS YOU IN HER LIFE

Your daughter craves privacy, and your very presence feels like an intrusion. You feel you have so much to offer her. After all, you’ve been through the changes she’s experiencing, and you think your advice will help. Although this privacy war is natural, it creates a big problem. Girls often see you as intrusive and prying, which equals bad; her peers are involved and understanding, which equals good. When I ask girls privately what they need most from their parents, they tell me they want their parents to be proud of them. You may be really worried that she’s shutting herself up in her room all day or look at her in the middle of an argument when she’s screaming that she hates you and think there’s no way you can get through to her, but you can and will if you learn to see the world through her eyes.


Parents don’t realize that their children look up to them. When I know that deep in my mother and father’s hearts they really don’t agree with what I’m doing, that really hurts.

—Eve, twelve




I know I should listen to my parents, even if they’re wrong.

—Abby, sixteen



DEVELOPING YOUR GIRL BRAIN

One of the hardest truths for parents is that as their daughter gets older they have less control over which people she hangs out with. It’s terribly stressful knowing that they can’t always be there when their daughter faces the difficult decisions that could impact her health and safety. When your daughter was little and got hurt, she’d run to you and you’d kiss the pain away. Now you’re lucky if you have a clue what the problem is. Worse, if you sweep in to save the day instead of teaching your daughter how to handle it, she’ll either be angry with you for intruding or she won’t learn to take care of herself. How can you help her? Start by thinking the way she does.

In this book I will teach you to develop or restart your girl brain. It’s like looking at the world through a new pair of glasses. And even though she may be acting as if you aren’t an important influence in her life, you are—she just may not want to admit it because either it feels like she’s becoming too mature to need your help or she’s afraid of what you’ll take away from her if she tells you what’s really going on. If you can learn how to be her safe harbor when she’s in the midst of Girl World conflicts, your voice will be in her head along with your values and ethics.

The first step is to understand what your daughter’s world, Girl World, looks like. You need to know who inspires her, who intimidates her, where she feels safe, and where she doesn’t. If she has a problem, does she think going to an adult will make the problem better or worse? Who does she go to for advice? What kind of music does she listen to and why? Does she have a signature pose when she takes a selfie? What common things can ruin her day or make her feel on top of the world?

An even harder task is taking a closer look at her social interactions. What is she being teased about? What would make her lie or sneak behind your back? Why are other children mean to her? Or the worst to ask yourself, why would she be cruel to others or say nothing when someone around her is? Get inside her head and then you’ll understand where she’s coming from and how to help her.

REMEMBERING THE LUNCH TRAY MOMENTS

It helps to remember what it was like to be your daughter’s age. Think back to your experiences, the role models (both good and bad), and the lessons you learned from your family, your school, and your community. Suspend the worry, the common sense, and the wisdom you have accumulated over the last years. Think back to what you were like and what was important to you back then. If you’re really struggling to remember, like seventh grade is just a black hole in your mind, you may have to do some reconnaissance. That’s right, you know what I’m talking about. It’s time to take out the yearbooks and read what people wrote you—or, even scarier, open up your diaries. Elementary and middle school diaries are often filled with embarrassing entries and scribbles of crush’s names. Sure, it’s probably going to make you cringe, but a trip down memory lane will help you regain a perspective on what it is like to be in school and the drama that comes with it. Remember, just like when your daughter writes in her diary now, you probably wrote in your diary only when you felt extreme happiness or misery.

What’s also important to remember about being a child or teen is that parents, teachers, and other adults are telling you what to do—and especially what you can’t do. They’re also giving you advice that often seems hopelessly out of date or unrealistic—and perhaps it is. Maybe you have a close group of friends, but for some reason one of your best friends comes up to you between classes and tells you that one of your other friends is spreading rumors about you. Your face feels hot; you can feel everyone looking at you. Thoughts race through your head. What did you do? Why is she mad at you? Are your friends going to back you or side with her? What can you do to fix the problem? All of a sudden, a question drives an icy stake of fear through your heart as you stand there clutching your orange plastic lunch tray in the cafeteria line: Where are you going to sit at lunch?

Can you remember what it was like? It’s horrible and awkward—no matter how often we pretend it’s not and pull our phones out now to distract us from that feeling. As adults, we can laugh at how immense and insurmountable problems like those “lunch tray moments” can feel when you’re young. But in Girl World they’re vital issues, and to dismiss them as trivial is to disrespect your daughter’s reality. Within those moments are ethical choices and complex dynamics that are just as challenging as negotiating a peace treaty. Who says something when someone is being excluded and treated cruelly? Who believes that seeking revenge or teaching someone “her place” justifies humiliating someone? What issues are more important than that? If you want your daughter to be a morally courageous person who can make her own decisions, it starts in recognizing these moments. And, frankly, although the core issues remain the same, it’s probably harder for her than it was for you at her age. Did you have to deal with telling someone a secret and then having them forward it to everyone in the school? You didn’t. I didn’t. But your daughter does.

THE GIRL WORLD POLICE

Girls (like all of us) absorb the cultural messages of how they should appear and how they should conduct themselves, and then take that information and develop social hierarchies based on it. At no time in your daughter’s life will it probably feel more important to her to fit these elusive girl standards than during adolescence (but, having said that, I know a lot of adults who are just as obsessed about keeping up their image, and sometimes even more so). It’s also confusing because these standards or rules are often invisible or unwritten. Girls are just supposed to know what these rules are. But the reality is that girls learn these rules when they break them or see someone else break them and live with the fallout. And who is the prime enforcer of these rules? The movies? Magazines? Websites? Yes and no. What is often overlooked is that it is the girls themselves who are the enforcers of these cultural rules in their day-to-day lives. They police one another, conducting surveillance on who’s breaking the laws of appearance and clothing, boys, and personality. Your daughter gets daily lessons about what’s “in” from her friends. She isn’t watching television, movies, or videos, and surfing social media by herself. She processes this information with and through her friends.

I’m not saying “the media” aren’t partially responsible for putting powerful images in our daughters’ heads, but we aren’t blaming the girls if we admit that they contribute to one another’s insecurities. Instead, we’re being honest about the complexity of this problem so that we can create effective solutions. We also have to point to ourselves (that is, the adults) for not challenging a culture that so often portrays girls and women as hypersexual, unintelligent, and materialistic. For example, celebrities starve themselves, surgically alter their bodies, and relentlessly pursue fame and then are presented as good role models for girls—not just in movies, TV shows, and music videos but also on morning talk shows and in “respectable” magazines. Many journalists are parents, too, yet often they don’t ask substantive questions when interviewing people who create girl-degrading content or who play demeaning roles. And most of us buy magazines and watch shows that are obsessed with being mean. Who’s fat this week? Who wore that dress better? Who got pregnant and didn’t bounce back right away? Who has had the most or worst plastic surgery? Lots of adults rationalize reading these magazines as a guilty pleasure. But, honestly, if you do this, you aren’t being the adult that girls need you to be. You’re modeling that you are entertained by pitting one woman against another. Never mind the fact that it’s impossible to read one of those things and not suck in your stomach and think about those ten pounds you need to lose.

Last, we often don’t want to admit how little supervision we really exert over what our children watch. To be fair, it’s really hard to do. You can pick out appropriate shows, but then the ads airing during the commercial breaks are horrible. You can put filters on every device in your house and she can see whatever she wants on a friend’s phone. We need to sit down with our daughters (and, of course, our sons as well) and walk them through how to think about the relentless messages they’re getting. We must also educate ourselves without being afraid to be labeled as uptight. We must, as must our daughters. Girls will reach their full potential only if they’re taught to be the agents of their own social change. As we guide girls through adolescence, we have to acknowledge exploitation, name it, and empower our girls so they can go into that store with the “Queen Bee” backpacks and tell the manager to take them off the shelf.

SO WHY LISTEN TO ME?

During a fifth-grade assembly, a student asked me, “Are you wise at what you do?” I said, “It’s really up to you to decide if I am. Listen to what I say and then tell me.” I’m saying the same thing to you. Although I’m a mom and have worked with tens of thousands of children and teens over many years, I don’t know your individual child. I could be wrong. Girls often think about Girl World in very different ways from one another. The only thing I know for certain is that each person’s dignity is not negotiable. Everyone is worthy. Everyone has the right to have her voice heard. Every girl is entitled to her truth.

I’m frequently asked how I got into this line of work. Or, said another way, “Were you a victim of a Queen Bee?” or “Were you a Queen Bee?” Well, here’s the short version of why I do this work.

Until fifth grade I grew up in a close community in Washington, D.C., and attended a small public elementary school. I had many friends of different races, nationalities, and economic backgrounds. I was part of a clique, but I was friends with lots of students. The summer after I completed fifth grade, my family moved to Pittsburgh and I attended a well-respected private all-girls school. That’s where I had my first really miserable lunch tray moment when some girls wouldn’t let me sit at their tables. But there were also girls who saw that happening to me and invited me to sit with them instead (thank you, Madeline McGrady and Melissa McSwiggen).

I returned to Washington the next year and enrolled in another private but co-ed school where I ran into more Mean Girls—but this time they were charismatic and fun and became my friends. One of them in particular was any parent’s nightmare. She was stunningly beautiful, brazen, and funny, and had parents who were rarely home, an exciting older sister, and a cute older brother who was always bringing his even cuter friends over. From my eighth-grade perspective, there was nothing better than going over to her house and just waiting to see what exciting and dangerous things would happen. Her family also presented well—meaning my parents didn’t have a clue about what I was seeing and experiencing in that house, and I certainly wasn’t going to tell them.

That’s when it got confusing. Think of it this way: When girls are mean to you all the time, it’s easy to hate them; but it’s a world of difference when the Mean Girls can also be really nice, supportive, and exciting. In the grand scheme of things, it seemed like a good trade-off. So what if they would turn on me any second or make fun of me for the things I was the most self-conscious about? I was willing to pay the price, because speaking my mind meant losing their friendships and all the exciting things that went with it.

Then the first day of ninth grade arrived, and I fell in love. Like really, really fell for a guy and I ended up dating him all through high school. And just like that, my friends stopped teasing and humiliating me. It was like I had an insurance policy against how badly my friends could treat me. Why? Because I had the boyfriend “trifecta.” He was cute and charming.

Unfortunately, my relationship with him became incredibly serious and then abusive. How did I, someone with no violence in my family and parents who loved each other, get into an abusive relationship at such a young age and stay in that relationship for five years? On paper, I was no one’s idea of a likely target for abuse. I would have known exactly what to say on any self-esteem test. I was a competitive athlete. I had a supportive and loving family. I didn’t abuse alcohol or drugs. What was going on?

Like so many girls, I was amazingly good at fooling myself. I convinced myself that I was in a mature relationship and I was in control of the situation. But, more important, my boyfriend made me feel like I was the only one who understood him. I was the special one. It was like having the BFF I’d always wanted with all the benefits that go with having a boyfriend. I was in complete denial that I could get into situations that were over my head, even when I had clear evidence to the contrary.

Looking back, I realized I already knew how to be in an abusive relationship by the time I met him—because of what I had learned from my clique. I believed I didn’t have the right to complain when people who were supposed to care about me treated me badly. I had already learned that having the relationship was more important than how I was treated within it. When the relationship was at its worst and even I had to admit things were bad, I felt horribly ashamed and powerless to change my situation, and I didn’t think I could go to my friends for help.

When I was in college, I started studying karate and it gave me a new sense of purpose and personal strength. After my college graduation, I moved back to Washington, D.C., and began teaching self-defense to high school girls. That’s where I started hearing stories remarkably similar to my own. I began to wonder: Where did these girls learn to be silent? Where did they learn to deny the danger staring them in the face? Why didn’t girls trust other girls? Why were they so willing to throw away friendships if a better offer came along? And one of the more frustrating questions that’s confused girls and women forever: How in the world is a girl supposed to be sexy enough that she gets boys’ attention but not so sexy that other girls turn against her?

Clearly, girls are safer and happier when they look out for one another. But, paradoxically, during their period of greatest vulnerability, girls’ competition with and judgment of each other weakens their friendships and effectively isolates all of them. This is what the power of the clique is all about, and why it matters so much to your daughter’s safety and self-esteem.

As I taught self-defense, schools asked me to develop other classes that would teach girls self-esteem, confidence, and social competence. And that is exactly what I do today—in addition to working with boys, educators, and parents around the world. Although some things have changed since Queen Bees was first published, many challenges are still as true today as they were then. Parents often feel overwhelmed parenting a teen, whether they’re trying to deal with a cruel text message, helping their daughter survive the morning bus ride, or trying to get her out of an abusive relationship. Whether I’m teaching in the smallest private school or the largest public school, the girls all bring similar concerns and fears. No matter their income, religion, or ethnicity, they’re struggling with the same issues about the pleasures and perils of friendships and how they act as a portal to the larger world.

I love what I do. There’s nothing like the adrenaline rush of trying to engage my students. I have had plenty of young people disagree with me or tell me how they want me to think about things in different ways. But having the conversations and learning from them is my reward. As I talk with girls and boys, something is clear: Adults are struggling. Many of us feel overwhelmed by this relentless new culture. Some of us still dismiss girls’ experiences as teen drama; others overreact and get so overinvolved that the girls don’t learn how to handle these situations for themselves or stop going to any adults for help.

On the other side, some adults won’t get involved at all, because they think the “girls should learn to work it out themselves”—though they provide no guidance or ethical standards about how the girls might do that. Some of us also feel helpless or are stuck in the same patterns as the girls themselves. And, of course, parents often see their children’s behaviors as a reflection of the success or failure of their parenting, so it’s just that much harder to see their children for who they really are.

HOW THE BOOK WORKS

Many parents have told me that one of the things they appreciated the most about the earlier versions of Queen Bees is that they could read it in small bites—like when they’re waiting for practice to end or a carpool line. The book begins by giving you a topographical map of Girl World. That’s where we will look at technology, social media, appearance, cliques, and popularity. I won’t give you a lot of advice in these chapters, but occasionally I won’t be able to help myself. Then I’ll give you a passport to walk around and get to know how to talk to the natives without them running away or deporting you. Then I’ll give you specific step-by-step strategies to help you and the girl you are reading this for keep your sanity and your sense of humor.

There are also specific things to look out for. In the “Checking Your Baggage” sections, I’ll challenge you to answer a few questions about your experiences and how they impact these situations. With the help of my editors (the girls and boys who reviewed everything I wrote here), I’m going to give you my best analysis and suggestions for what’s going on in the lives of most girls. I’m going to ask you to engage with me, your daughter, and the important boys and girls in your life in the process—and then come to your own conclusions.

As usual, I wrote this edition with the help of parents, teachers, and, most important, children and teens. I’ve shown multiple drafts of every chapter to girls of different ages, races, cultures, communities, and socioeconomic levels. They’ve helped me fill in missing perspectives, pushed me to delve more deeply into certain issues, and offered their “political commentary,” which you’ll find throughout the book. They’ve anonymously shared personal stories, feelings, and opinions—all to help you learn how to reach out to your daughter in the best possible way. And last, I have included specific questions from girls and their parents with my solutions.

My editors have also taught me about the “Land Mines” you’ll find throughout the book: things parents and other adults do that are guaranteed eye rollers and that shut the door to effective communication. They usually seem insignificant (for example, you can’t roll your eyes when your daughter says something that irritates you), but they can be the difference between your daughter listening to you or tuning out completely. You may think that pointing out land mines is a lost cause, since anything you do, including breathing or looking in her direction, makes her roll her eyes. But there are different kinds of embarrassment. Some things, such as the way you laugh or sneeze, are just things you and your kid need to deal with. Other things, such as oversharing information about your child’s life with the neighbors, are behaviors you need to check.

You will also see a lot of suggested scripts. These are suggestions for what I think is the best thing to say in a specific situation. However, I’m not you, and I don’t know your daughter or the girls you know. What you say has to be authentic. It has to be in your own words. I don’t want you reading a script I wrote to your daughter word for word because that will be weird and awkward. Read over the scripts and then write down what you think conveys the meaning in the words in a way that makes sense for you and the situation. You don’t have to do it perfectly. Make it your own, and the girls in your life will see that.

The one thing you aren’t allowed to do while you read this book is beat yourself up for being a bad parent (or a bad teacher, coach, counselor, whatever). If I say don’t do “X” and it’s something you’ve done, don’t criticize yourself. It’s never too late to transform any relationship in your life. And, hey, I could be wrong.

Parenting is really difficult, and the reward is way down the road when she emerges as a cool adult. Allow me to quote my own mother, who said, “When my children were teens, if I liked them for five minutes a day, that was a good day.” Now I can say with absolute authority that if I have gotten through a week without screaming at one of my own children, this is a very good and very rare week.

JUST BETWEEN YOU AND ME

There may be parts in this book that are painful to read. If not painful, maybe uncomfortable. I want them to be uncomfortable, because it means something I’m writing about is connected to what’s going on in your life. Part of the goal is to challenge you to think about how you’re interacting with girls and what in your behavior might be making it harder for you to be a source of support. If I hit a nerve, or you start hating me or want to hide your daughter in a closet, I have one request. Take a moment to reflect. Life is messy. Parenting is really messy. Working with girls is messy. Ask yourself why what you read bothered you so much. Did it call up memories of your own experience as a victim, bystander, or perpetrator? Did it give you a sinking feeling that your daughter is a target or evildoer? Is it hard to face the fact that your daughter is thinking and acting in ways you aren’t happy about? Acknowledge the pain you feel, but don’t let it stop you from learning all you can about your daughter’s world. Everything in these pages comes from what people have told me over the years, from my teaching experiences, and from girls’ comments as they have read drafts of this book. I’m not accusing girls of being bad people, judging parents as incapable, or predicting which daughters will be Queen Bees when they’re adults. I’m reaching out to you, as parents, educators, and role models, to show you what I think girls are up against as they struggle to become healthy young women who will make our communities better.





1

Cliques and Popularity


Hi, I’m Lauren and I’m a thirteen-year-old girl in seventh grade. I read your book Queen Bees & Wannabes and I must admit most everything was true. I mapped out my clique (popular). I found out that I am the Banker/Champion. Even though I feel as though the girls and boys I hang out with are my friends, my self-esteem is lower when I’m with them. And within the clique is an even more exclusive girls’ clique which I am very proud to be a member of. That’s where I want to belong. BUT, I’m part of EVERY clique. My best friend is in a less popular clique that I am also friends with. Those are the people I feel most comfortable around. They understand I’m part of another clique but they choose to tell me every little piece of gossip they know, which I tell to everyone in my other clique. But anyway after reading Queen Bees & Wannabes I learned which clique I wanna stay with and that being the Banker isn’t a good thing. Because I don’t like my friends living in fear of me. So thanks.

Truly Yours,
Lauren



Are you horrified at Lauren’s unapologetic social climbing and manipulation? Mystified at her simultaneous self-awareness and off-center moral compass? Or are you counting your blessings that you aren’t in seventh grade anymore or, better yet, wondering why these seventh-grade personalities persist in the adults you know in your family, neighborhood, and workplace?

Welcome to Girl World. If you want to understand girls, you have to examine how and what your daughter understands about the nature and dynamics of friendship, cliques, and popularity. On a daily basis, she learns what kind of girl she is “required” to be in order to be accepted by a group, or the consequence of standing her ground. This chapter will help you analyze and understand the nature of friendship groups so you can better understand what your daughter is going through, identify her position in the clique, help her develop healthy boundaries with friends, and, if necessary, guide her toward taking responsibility for cruel behavior.

The common definition of a clique is an exclusive group of girls who are close friends. I see it a little differently. I see them as a platoon of soldiers who have banded together because they think this is the best way to survive Girl World. There’s a chain of command, and they operate as one to the outside world, even if there may be dissatisfaction within the ranks. Group cohesion is based on unquestioned loyalty to the leaders and an “It’s us against the world” mentality.


Some members may not even like other members within cliques. There are those you hang out with just because certain people seem to come in a set, like markers, but then there are those you actually trust and respect.

—Amelia, fifteen



That feeling—that she has to stay in the cliques no matter the cost—reinforces your daughter’s bond with her friends. It can also break apart or weaken the bond between you and her because the clique can convince her that telling anyone outside the group about a problem she’s experiencing is disloyal. But the worst thing some girls learn from cliques is that it’s more important to maintain a relationship at all costs, instead of realizing that how they are treated within that relationship should be the basis for whether or not they stay in it.


It’s also true that girls learn it’s more [about] high-status relationships instead of pursuing and/or keeping healthy, positive friendships.

—Amelia, fifteen



Many parents believe there’s one particular time in a girl’s life that you can predict when cliques will be the worst. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work like that. You can’t watch your daughter’s eighth-grade graduation and breathe a sigh of relief that all the girl drama is now over. I’ve seen shocking examples of cliques in kindergarten. More important than trying to figure out a precise time when these issues will start and stop is keeping in mind that children and teens often operate in groups, and this can produce intense power struggles. However, there are times when you can reliably predict when these dynamics will intensify. For example, problems are likely to increase when your daughter is new to a school, when her grade is receiving a large number of new students, or when she’s in the youngest grade of a school, because the social hierarchy is challenged and people want to know how any changes to that hierarchy will shake out.

Before I go any further, I want to make clear that I don’t think there’s anything wrong per se with cliques or groups. Girls tend to have a group of girlfriends with whom they are close, and often these friendships are great. They can be themselves, share secrets, hang out, act silly, and have confidence that they will be supported no matter what. Having said that, the way girls group together can sow the seeds for cruel competition for popularity and social status, and for undermining a positive sense of self-worth.

Why is that? Because girls, like all of us, are vulnerable to being controlled by the power of the group, need validation from their peers, and can be obsessed with comparing themselves to one another. This is why what I speak and write about isn’t simply addressing the issue of girls being nice or being friends with one another. I don’t care if girls are nice. What I’m talking about is how we develop and maintain our ethics and moral compass when we are in a group, and how group dynamics make it difficult to do so. It’s the same whether you’re in third grade, sixth grade, the principal of a school, or the president of a country. How does the group respond when an individual within it believes members within the group are acting unethically? What will the price of speaking out be? What will the price of silence be? Will the person speaking out be seen as disloyal and get kicked out? It is through understanding their relationship to the group and their right to speak out within it that girls develop their ethics, moral courage, ability to think critically, and belief that their actions can affect change. Here’s an excellent example of a girl who understands the process.


I went to a public school until fourth grade, and I was very sure of who I was. When the girls weren’t allowed by the boys to play soccer at recess I, quite literally, petitioned for change. Eventually the boys let us play just to shut me up. I had plenty of “lunch tray moments” until it was discovered midyear that I could sing, something that I guess is an attractive trait in a friend. Same old story, I ended up compromising who I was, working my way up the social ladder, tailoring personalities trying to find one that fit. I’d toss off new friends for newer friends until I reached the heights of Middle School Hierarchy. I wasn’t that confident fourth grader or that awkward fifth grader; I was way worse, I was nothing. I was anything my friends wanted me to be and because of that, I was nothing without their guidance. I was called weird by my friends for my infatuation with musical theater, pressured to give up extracurriculars, told I was only liked because I was pretty, mocked for being feminist and anti-drinking. I lost myself; I was the sidekick of the same girl who had made me miserable in grade school. She made me miserable in middle school too, but this time I victimized myself. End of eighth grade I ran against her for class president—that was my idea of taking a stand. The cattiness was ridiculous. I refused to succumb, not so much because I was above it, mostly because I knew that acting like the bigger person could buy votes. It’s terrible and I don’t want you to think I’m heartless, I hate who I was. I won the election but realized it wasn’t worth the fight. I quit. I quit drama and popularity and competition. I’ve been clean for two years now.

—Allison, sixteen



POPULARITY

For some girls, popularity is magical. Popularity conveys an unmatched sense of power. Some girls think that if they can achieve it, all their problems will disappear. Some become obsessed and measure the popularity barometer daily on their favorite social networking platform, then issue constant weather reports. Others dismiss it, thinking the whole thing is ridiculous. Some are angry and deny they care, although they often actually do. Some feel so out of it they give up.

Imagine you’re invisible, and walk with me into a classroom (feel free to imagine any grade from third grade up) where I’m going to discuss cliques and popularity. This is what you’ll see: thirty girls grouped together in clumps of usually four or five. They’re sitting on chairs, or on each other’s laps, doing one another’s hair, texting, reading, or sitting by themselves. Some are even studying. I start the class by asking the girls to close their eyes and answer by a show of hands how many of them have had a friend gossip about them, talk behind their back, force them to stop being friends with someone, or be exclusive. All hands immediately shoot up. I ask the girls to keep their hands up and open their eyes. They laugh. Then I have them close their eyes again and ask them to answer by a show of hands how many of them have gossiped, backstabbed, or been exclusive about a friend. Much more slowly, some bending from the elbow instead of extending their hand, all the hands go up. I tell them to keep their hands up and open their eyes. They look around. They laugh again, but nervously.

After five minutes or so, almost without exception, the following occurs: A girl, usually generically pretty and surrounded by four or five girls, will raise her hand defiantly and say, “Ms. Wiseman, maybe this happens at other schools you work at, but at this school we don’t have exclusive cliques like that. It’s not like we’re all best friends, but we all have our groups and people are fine with it. People just can’t be best friends with everyone.” As she’s speaking, the other girls react in various ways: Some stare at the floor, others have disbelief all over their faces, and some roll their eyes. It can be difficult for me not to outright challenge this girl. But no one speaks up to dispute her declaration. Almost always, three things will be true about this girl: First, she’ll always be one of the meanest, most exclusive girls in the room; second, she honestly believes what she’s saying; and third, her parents will be in total denial about how mean she is and completely back her up. It’s enough to make your head spin. So how do we get the girls to tell the truth? There’s only one way: anonymity.

I tell the girls to take out a piece of paper, sit wherever they want around the room except next to their friends, and anonymously tell me if the girl who spoke is correct. As you watch them find a place to write, the power of the social hierarchy is clear. The girls can’t wait to write, but most want to hide as they scribble away. Especially if the girls are younger, they sit in closets, under their desks, under the teacher’s desk, and even in lockers (if they’re small enough).

When they’re done, they get to fold the paper in any way they want—and how they do it also tells me a lot about what they think. Some girls condense the paper into a small ball or the smallest square. Others hand me the paper unfolded and defiantly tell me they don’t care who knows what they wrote. I put all the answers in a box and take it with me to the front of the room.

Everyone sits in a circle and the air is tense with expectation. Before I begin, I remind the girls to “own up” to their own behavior and not focus on figuring out who wrote what. I tell them to stare at the ground so they can resist trying to telepathically communicate who they think wrote what. I read aloud most of the responses (girls can write “for your eyes only” if they don’t want their answer to be read out loud).

Not surprisingly, the girl who initially raised her hand and declared that there are no cliques holds the minority opinion. Here are the responses from a typical sixth-grade class.

From the bottom of the social ladder:


I’m uncool. Let’s face it. There are many cliques among the “cool.”

—Emily, eleven




In this grade there are cliques and I hate it. Popular people put other people down all the time. I know I’m part of a clique, but my clique was formed of the girls that were excluded and shunned. We like each other for who we are, and not by our hair, looks, clothes, or popularity. These girls are my real friends.

—Michelle, twelve



From the middle:


I guess, for want of a friend, girls are willing to hurt anyone and don’t care what stands in their way.

—Kiana, twelve




There are cliques and even exclusive clubs. There are about three or four cliques and some are nice. The rest are exclusive and mean. Sometimes I feel like I have to conform and be boy crazy.

—Kim, twelve



And from the top:


There are cliques in this class and everybody is popular in their own group. The cliques are intertwined. I think the popular people are really nice. There is gossip but no backstabbing.

—Paige, thirteen




I think there are cliques, but we aren’t mean to each other mostly. But there are occasional breakouts of trouble.

—Carrie, twelve



Can you picture what Carrie means by “occasional breakouts of trouble”? This is a classic popular-girl understatement, which usually refers to one girl completely humiliating another. Why were the girls so reluctant to admit the gossiping and exclusivity out loud? What was silencing the girls from telling the truth? The power of the group silences them, because those in positions of power are often blind to their behavior or justify it so they won’t have to take responsibility for their actions. Those not in positions of power fear the consequences of speaking out in public. When girls do talk about it, they talk only with their friends and in private places such as school bathrooms, their bedrooms, or in supposedly private places online. Most of the time, the girls who aren’t afraid to speak out in public are those who are so out of the social pecking order that they have nothing to lose by saying what they really think.

Popular girls like this are acting like any other group of privileged people. They don’t recognize their privilege because they are blind to it. It’s all they know, and they haven’t had to go through the experience of understanding what it feels like to be on the outside. They know little to nothing about people outside of their group and are reluctant to admit what they do to put other girls down. In contrast, the girls on the outside usually know a lot about what’s going on with the popular girls. But what’s critically important about this exercise is that it enables the adult to teach a fundamental value: Each person’s truth is of equal value. No one gets to speak for anyone else or dismiss an opinion just because it’s not shared by the people who have the most power. Once the silence is broken, the truth comes out. Girls want to talk about what’s really going on between them. They just have to be in an environment where they can speak their truth.


Land Mine!

Some girls can’t stand the word “clique” and will be immediately defensive if you use this word to describe their group of friends. They assume you’re accusing them of being exclusive. If you want to ask a girl about her group of friends, just say the word “group” and she’ll be less reactive.



GOOD POPULARITY VERSUS MEAN POPULARITY

I’m not saying it’s inherently bad to be popular, but girls had to help me realize that I sometimes make it sound as if it is. When I first started teaching, an adorable sixth-grade girl in pigtails politely raised her hand and asked me, “Ms. Wiseman, why do you think all popular people are bad?” She totally caught me off guard. Of course she was right—there are popular girls whom people really like. From then on I defined “the popular girls” in two ways: The good kind is a girl who is genuinely liked. The mean kind is when other girls are grateful if she’s nice to them and terrified when she’s angry. Both types of popular girls face a lot of social pressure. If the “good” girl takes a stand about something, such as telling another girl she’s angry, she can face backlash from the other girls. If the “mean” girl doesn’t live up to her reputation, she may lose power and status.

My students usually want to talk about good popularity for about thirty seconds. They are much more interested in knowing why the definition of good popularity doesn’t usually describe the popular girls they know. Very quickly, the questions start to fly: Why are popular girls so mean? Why is everyone so afraid of them? No one likes the most popular girl, so why does she have the most friends? They’re describing the bad kind of popularity. In the girls’ words:


She’s the meanest to everyone.

She has all the power and she’ll crush you.

She’ll influence you to be her friend, and then backstab you, ruining your life.



Who personifies mean popularity? I bet you have a picture in your mind right now.

THE QUEEN BEE AND HER COURT

We need to give girls credit for the sophistication of their social structures. Our best politicians and diplomats can’t match a girl who understands the social intrigue and political landscape that lead to power. Cliques are sophisticated, complex, and multilayered, and every girl has a role within them. However, positions in cliques aren’t static. A girl can lose her position to another girl, and she can move up and down the social hierarchy. The reality is that few girls are stuck in one role, and they can often have moments of being something else or a combination. Here are the different roles that your daughter and her friends might play:

Queen Bee

Sidekick

Banker

Messenger

Pleaser/Wannabe

Torn Bystander

Target

Champion

Because girls’ social hierarchies are complicated, I’m going to take you through a general breakdown of the different positions in the clique. But putting labels on girls’ behavior can be tricky—and counterproductive. No one, girls included, likes other people to label them. I came up with these characterizations as a way for girls and the people who care about them to identify why a girl acts a specific way when she’s in a group, and help them understand the possible consequences. Ideally, a label should be something a person decides to pick and associate with herself—even if there are negative things connected to that label. Likewise, a person should be able to take off a label when it no longer feels right to them.

Girls aren’t unique. Every one of us has interacted in various kinds of groups since we were children, so we have all learned ways to operate within them. We may not be thinking about it, but we all learn to constantly assess our social power and influence throughout our lives. For girls, think of it this way: Everyone, even the girl with the highest social status, has moments in her life of trying to please someone with more power. But what’s important to notice is that the roles emerge in full force when there’s conflict in the group, or when someone in the group is abusing their power. Instantaneously, each person’s role emerges. The behavior behind these roles is in the girls’ programming.

But girls can change their roles or play different roles in different environments. A girl may act like a Queen Bee at school but be a Pleaser on her soccer or basketball team. A Queen Bee can have a Champion moment. A Champion can get into such a tough situation that she acts more like a Torn Bystander. Also, your daughter doesn’t have to be in the “popular” group to play a role within her group of friends. So if and when you talk to your daughter, or any girl, about cliques, encourage her to come up with her own names and create roles she thinks I’ve missed. If you can answer yes to the majority of items for each role, you’ve identified a pattern of behavior that could connect to the girl you’re reading this for. Now let’s break down what those these roles are.

THE QUEEN BEE

Through a combination of charisma, force, money, looks, will, and social intelligence, this girl reigns supreme over the other girls and weakens their friendships with others, thereby strengthening her own power and influence. Never underestimate her power over other girls (and boys as well). She can and will silence her peers with a look and then turn around and be incredibly nice. But the bottom line is you’re on her side or else—you are with her or against her.


She will do anything to have control. She will humiliate you in front of your whole grade, just if you are getting a little attention from boys, even if the boys are just your friends.

—Kelly, fourteen



Your Daughter Is a Queen Bee If…


• Her friends do what she wants them to do.

• She isn’t intimidated by other girls in her class.

• She complains about other people copying her, never leaving her alone, or being too sensitive.

• When she’s hanging out in a group, she’s in the center. When she moves, they follow.

• She can argue or charm anyone down, including friends, peers, teachers, and parents.

• She can make another girl feel “anointed” by declaring her a special friend.

• She’s strategically affectionate. For example, she sees two girls in her group, one she’s pleased with and one she isn’t. When she greets them, she’ll throw her arms around one and insist that they sit together and barely say anything to the other.

• She won’t (or is reluctant to) take responsibility when she hurts someone’s feelings.

• If she thinks she’s been wronged, she feels she has the right to seek revenge and will do so.




She thinks she’s better than everyone else. She’s in control, intimidating, smart, caring, and has the power to make others feel good or bad. She’ll make stuff up about people and everyone will believe her.

—Anne, fifteen



If you have a sinking feeling in your stomach because you’re recognizing your daughter in what I’ve written above, that’s a good thing—it just doesn’t feel like it. If you are thinking, “How can my daughter already be a Queen Bee at the age of seven?” it’s absolutely possible. Seeing it now means you have a better chance of addressing it.

What Does She Gain by Being a Queen Bee?

She feels power and control over her environment. She’s the center of attention, and people pay homage to her.

What Does She Lose by Being a Queen Bee?

Her friendships are defined by power, not mutual support, trust, or care. She can be cynical about her friendships with both boys and girls. She may easily feel that she can’t admit to anyone when she’s in over her head because her reputation dictates that she always has everything and everyone under control.

I want to share with you an experience I had in a middle school. It resonates with me because it’s not often that I come across Queen Bees who admit their fall from power. I’d just finished an assembly with the sixth grade when the counselor asked me if I could talk to a couple of girls. I looked over in the corner to see two beautiful girls with stick-straight brown hair, button-down shirts, plaid skirts, and Ugg boots throwing furtive glances in my direction.

“Hi, girls, what’s up?” I said.

Both girls scanned the room anxiously. The smaller one pushed her long bangs out of her face. “OK, we were in this clique with four other girls, but they kicked both of us out. They now talk bad about us and have code words for my name. It’s really





THE SIDEKICK















What Does She Gain by Being a Sidekick?


What Does She Lose by Being a Sidekick?


THE BANKER






















What Does She Gain by Being a Banker?


What Does She Lose by Being a Banker?







THE MESSENGER











What Does She Gain by Being a Messenger?


What Does She Lose by Being a Messenger?


THE PLEASER/WANNABE













What Does She Gain by Being a Pleaser/Wannabe?


What Does She Lose by Being a Pleaser/Wannabe?







THE TORN BYSTANDER
















What Does She Gain by Being a Torn Bystander?


What Does She Lose by Being a Torn Bystander?


THE TARGET

















What Does She Gain by Being a Target?


What Does She Lose by Being a Target?







THE CHAMPION
















What Does She Gain by Being a Champion?


What Does She Lose by Being a Champion?








TREACHEROUS WATERS
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HOW SCHOOL LOOKS TO YOUR DAUGHTER


CHECKING YOUR BAGGAGE








HER CLIQUES AND YOU





SO YOU WANT TO TALK TO HER ABOUT ALL OF THIS…











Position of Power (Queen Bee, Sidekick, Banker)


Caught in the Middle (Torn Bystander, Pleaser/Wannabe, Messenger)



Target


WHAT IF YOUR DAUGHTER DESPERATELY WANTS TO BE ONE OF THE COOL KIDS?


WHAT IF YOU HATE HER FRIENDS?




















































HERE’S THE GOAL…
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