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Friendships are one of life’s greatest pleasures, yet in our highly competitive world, we tend to 

emphasize children’s academic success at the expense of their social development.  Indeed, the 

frantic pace of life today has taken its toll on adult friendships as well.  Yet the need for human 

connections is universal.  From early childhood to old age, friends enrich our lives and enhance 

our emotional wellbeing. 

 

Everybody needs friends.  Friends give children a way to explore, measure and understand 

themselves as they develop a personal identity.  Friends help teenagers through the task of 

separation and individuation.  Friends share secrets, fears, jokes, plans and problems.  Friends 

are important because, unlike family, they choose us. 

 

Children’s understanding of friendship develops in stages, along with their thinking skills.  For 

example, very young children tend to see friendships as one-sided in terms of what friends can 

do for them.  As they interact more and more with others, they gradually learn that “give and 

take” is required to make and keep friends.  Parents can guide children through this process and 

help them develop the qualities and skills that promote successful friend- 

ships. 

 

 Self-esteem:  Children who are comfortable with themselves have the confidence  to 

seek out playmates and the courage to survive the inevitable bumps and bruises of 

childhood interactions. 

 Empathy:  The ability to understand and assume the role of another person is the 

foundation of successful relationships.  By 3 years of age children show that they 

empathize.  Parents need to reinforce this ability so that it will be retained and fully 

developed into an understanding of the “golden rule”. 

 The language of friendship:  Children who make friends easily have the ability to 

communicate in a clear and connected way with others.  They use inclusive language (“Can 

I play too?...Let’s do it together”).  They know that friendships mean “we”, not just “I”. 

 Handling conflicts:  Children with lots of friends do not try to resolve disagreements 

with power alone.  They might explain why they think their way is the best or why they 

think it is their turn.  They often negotiate or act as mediators when others disagree.  

They seem to understand principles of interdependence and mutuality. 

 Playfulness and imagination:  Children who make friends easily are fun to be with.  They 

have active imaginations and can readily come up with ideas for play.  They are interested 

in what others think and are ready to try new things. 

 

 

 

 



A parent’s role:  Parents can help children make friends by: 

 

 Arranging opportunities for interacting with others, such as playground visits, play groups 

or just hanging out with other families. 

 Providing toys (such as blocks) that invite cooperative play. 

 Preparing their child ahead of time for social experiences (talking about taking turns, 

sharing, etc.) 

 Creating an environment that encourages friendships (welcoming people into your home, 

being able to chaperone or chauffeur, and being accepting of all kinds of people). 

 Talking with their children and socializing with others so that children learn the art of 

conversation. 

 Helping children figure out the mysteries of friendship.  (“You really want Callie to be 

your friend.  What is it you like so much about her?”). 

 Helping children maintain a long-distance friendship when one child moves away. 

 

When friendships go wrong:  Although many childhood friends go on to last a long, long time, 

others are transitory.  Kids can be accepted one day and resisted the next.  A certain amount 

of rejection is part of growing up.  A caring, available parent can help a child survive and even 

learn from it. 

 

 Transitions:  Friendships develop over time, so transitions to a new neighborhood or new 

school can be tough.  Often a child needs help making new friends or suggestions on how 

to enter the play of an existing group. 

 Losing a friend:  Friendships may end because of differing rates of maturity or because 

others seem to “steal” a friend. Often, playmates simply grow apart as they grow up.  

Whatever the reason, it is painful to lose a friend.  Parents can listen non-judgmentally 

and sympathize, allowing the child a period of mourning.  They can also help children have 

realistic expectations of friends (“nobody’s perfect”) and can give them perspective (even 

long-term friendships wax and wane). 

 The child with few friends:  It isn’t important that a child be wildly popular or have 

dozens of friendships – one or two really good friends is enough.  There’s nothing wrong 

with a child who is shy, who doesn’t enjoy loud parties, who likes to be alone much of the 

time or prefers a quiet time with just one other child, as long as the child is content.  But 

if your child seems sad and lonely most of the time, has no friends at all, is widely 

rejected or actively disliked, seek professional help. 

 

 

With friendships, as with all parenting topics, a parent’s most valuable tool is modeling.  Children 

who see their parents being friendly, loyal, empathetic, helpful, forgiving, generous, and 

affectionate with others learn first-hand what friendship is all about. 

 

 

 


