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How to Use This Book

Recent research conducted by the British Psychological Society suggests that childhood friendships have a marked effect on lifelong mental and emotional health. They’re also one of the main places we learn to build connections with others – skills that inform how we later form adult relationships.

If you’re a parent or carer concerned about the quantity or quality of your child’s friendships, you’re not alone. The importance of our young people’s social development is gaining more and more recognition among psychologists, teachers and in the media.

Taking a broad view of childhood friendships from ages 5–16, this book gathers advice and techniques from professionals and boils them down into practical, easy-to-apply tips.

You know your child best, so pick and choose the advice that resonates with you.


 

 

INTRODUCTION

For children, social interactions and expectations can be confusing! Things like rejection, big life changes, sensitivity and shyness can impact children’s ability to make or keep friends. Without guidance, children might feel helpless and baffled by the ups and downs of friendships. 

While every child (and every friendship) is different, if your child is struggling you may notice some of these common signs:


	They tell you they don’t have any friends.

	Reluctance to go to school.

	Tumultuous or short-lived friendships.

	Social anxiety.

	Withdrawing from or turning down social invitations.



If these sound familiar, don’t panic. There is a lot you can do to help your child build a healthy, fulfilling social life. Read on for a wealth of ideas and advice.


 

 

CHAPTER 1 Grow Your Child’s Confidence and Self-Esteem

 

 

 

The foundations of good friendships come from a positive relationship with ourselves. When self-esteem is high, a child is resilient, confident and makes good choices about whom they spend their time with. When a child believes they are unlikeable, it forms a barrier to making friends, even if potential friends are right in front of them. In this chapter we’ll look at activities, conversations and ideas you can try with your child to help grow their self-esteem and be a good friend to themselves first.

 

 

 

TIP 1

You don’t have to be perfect to deserve good friends

If your child suffers with low self-esteem, it may be difficult for them to understand why someone might want to be friends with them. They might be hard on themselves if they make a mistake, or act awkward or shy around others.

Let them know that even when they make a mistake, even when they say the wrong thing or mess up, even on their worst days they still deserve good, supportive friends, and that they are still loveable and likeable.

 

 

 

TIP 2

Be a good friend to yourself first

In order to overcome difficulties making friends, it’s useful to explain the idea of being your own best friend to your child. This idea can be applied in the way we think and speak about ourselves as well as the choices we make.

A good time to talk about this is when they’ve made a mistake, like tripping over in public. It’s possible that your child could be mentally beating themselves up about it – notice the words they might use about themselves in these moments and counter them with a kinder perspective.

Each time your child hears a friendlier, more generous view of themselves, they will learn more about how to be a friend as well as what kind of treatment to expect from a friend.

 

 

 

TIP 3

How does your child think about themselves?

Thinking negatively about ourselves often comes hand in hand with low self-esteem. Notice the words your child uses and the things they assume to be true about themselves.

Gently challenge your child when they talk themselves down. Rather than telling them they’re wrong, it is often more useful to suggest an alternative view. This way, your child’s mind becomes open to the possibility of choosing a new perspective, rather than accepting that one perspective is absolutely true.

 

 

 

TIP 4

Taking care of ourselves

Aside from being essential to good health, treating our bodies with respect has a knock-on effect. When we look after our bodies well, we learn to treat our emotions and the people in our lives with the same care.

The level of independence you expect from your child will depend on their age. However, erring on the side of independence is always a positive choice. Taking time to teach your child why we clean our teeth or change our underwear, as well as how to do it, will encourage independence.

 

 

 

TIP 15

Building strong values

When we have integrity, our actions match up with our beliefs. When we know what’s important to us, we feel comfortable being ourselves, inside and out. Having integrity means we are strong-minded and trustworthy – two attributes of a good friend.

Try this activity with your child. First think of some characteristics you both agree are important – for example, honesty. On a piece of paper, draw a circle, then write what the characteristic feels like inside the circle. Then, outside the circle write what this characteristic looks like as behaviour or actions.




	Sticking up for others
	Honesty

Difficult

Brave
	Telling the truth





 

 

 

TIP 6

ENCOURAGING OPEN-MINDEDNESS

Being open-minded about others helps a child to be themselves, because they understand the endless possibilities for their own lives. By encouraging them to take an interest in all the diverse kinds of people, families and relationships they see around themselves, you’ll help them feel comfortable being their true, authentic self.

One way to help is to look at the role models your child has. It’s worth looking to diverse books, games, TV and film to broaden your child’s horizons.

When a child understands and respects the many differences and similarities we have with one another, they are able to form friendships with kids from all walks of life.

 

 

 

TIP 7

What you can and can’t control

Worrying can get in the way of forming new friendships. Your child might worry about their own personality or appearance, as well as how potential friends might react to them.

One thing that can help calm anxiety is reminding your child what they can and cannot control.

Brainstorm with your child the things that they can control, and those they have little to no control over.

Some ideas to get you started: other people’s thoughts, our own bravery, other people’s actions, our own actions, other people’s words… add your own.

When we understand that something is outside of our control, it can be easier to let it go and focus our energy on what we can control – our own thoughts and actions.

 

 

 

TIP 8

A growth mindset

A “growth mindset” is based on the idea that we can learn from mistakes and that skills can be improved with practice and perseverance.

A quick way of instilling a growth mindset in your child is to use the word “yet”. When faced with a challenge or a negative thought, adding the word “yet” can often change a challenge into an opportunity and negativity into hopefulness.

For example, “I haven’t made any friends” becomes “I haven’t made any friends yet”. While the difference is subtle, the word “yet” shows that change is possible and that your child has the power to change the things in their life they’re unhappy about.

 

 

 

TIP 9

“Do they like me?”

When we meet a potential new friend, it’s easy to become preoccupied over whether they like us. If your child is making new friends and worrying about being liked, try challenging them with the following question: do you like them? The answer is likely to be, “I’m not sure yet!”

Friendships are formed with mutual effort, rather than by a snap decision about the other’s likeability based on first impressions. Compatibility is important too, but that emerges through spending time together. So, if your child truly wants to form a friendship with someone, it’s up to them to take steps toward building it. Encourage them to initiate conversations, give compliments or invite them for a play date (see chapters 2 and 3 on social skills) to grow a friendship.

 

 

 

TIP 10

“No one likes me!”

It’s a common complaint among children, but if your child repeatedly claims that “nobody likes me!” it’s time to challenge this all-or-nothing thinking and shrink the problem back to its true size. Look for examples of people who genuinely like them (and remember, being liked and having friendships are two different things).

It’s possible that your child is well-liked and has plenty of potential friends at their fingertips. Building friendships takes time and effort, and some social skills need to be learned. Being liked is the easy part!

 

 

 

TIP 11

The preferences game

Getting to know the kind of person they are will help grow your child’s confidence and self-esteem. Try playing this simple game together. Which of each pair do you prefer? Which does your child pick? See what you share, where you differ and what conversations it sparks.


	Cats or dogs?

	Quiet field or busy beach?

	Birthday presents or birthday party?

	Spring or autumn?

	Sweet or savoury?

	Climbing trees or building dens?

	Swimming or running?

	Saturday or Sunday?

	Breakfast or lunch?

	Reading or drawing?



 

 

 

TIP 12

WRITE A LETTER

Write a letter to your child including some of the things you admire about them. Try starting with a short note recounting the day’s events.

You dealt really well with…

You showed such kindness when…

You were brave when…

Make a habit of writing to your child every time you notice something admirable about them. It can be difficult for





When I feel most like myself







Find an inspirational quote






Gratitude







LET YOUR CHILD TEACH YOU SOMETHING
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