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The Importance of Friendship 

 
 Friends are vital to school-age children’s 
healthy development. Research has found that 
children who lack friends can suffer from 
emotional and mental difficulties later in life. 
Friendships provide 
children with more than just 
fun playmates. Friendships 
help children develop 
emotionally and morally. In 
interacting with friends, 
children learn a lot of social 
skills, such as how to 
communicate, cooperate, 
and solve problems. They pra
their emotions and responding
of others. They develop the ab
through and negotiate differen
arise in their relationships. Ha
affects children’s school perfo
tend to have better attitudes ab
learning when they have frien
children benefit greatly by ha

 
What Adults Can Do To Pro

Friendship
 

 The activities children par
of school, such as afterschool
scouts, and sport team, provid
opportunities for making frien
since they bring children toge
interests. Whether you work i

program, volunteer with 4-H or the scouts, or 
are involved in another youth program, you can 
play an important role in children’s social and 
emotional development by being mindful of the 
importance of friendship. You can promote 
friendships by helping children learn the social 
skills for making and keeping friends. You can 
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also create a safe, enriching environment in 
which friendships can flourish. 
 
 Fundamentally, adults lay the foundation for 
children to make friends by building positive, 
supportive relationships with them. Children 
begin to develop 
the basic trust 
and self-
confidence 
necessary to go 
out and meet 
others as infants, 
through a warm 
relationship with 
their parents. As children grow older, they 
continue to rely on their parents’ support, but 
they also benefit from the support of other 
trusted adults. Try to develop a positive 
relationship with each child you work with. 
Greet each child warmly and let him know you 
are glad to see him. Ask the child about his day 
or what is going on in his life. By developing a 
positive relationship with a child, you are 
sending him the message that he is a worthwhile 
person, someone others like to be around. 
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 Adults also help children make friends by 
being a good role model. Children learn a lot of 
social skills from how adults interact with them 
and other people. To help the children you work 
with learn how to be people others like to be 
around, show them with your own actions. Talk 
to the children kindly and respectfully. Tell 
good-natured stories and jokes. Include 
everyone in conversations and activities. Be a 
good sport whether you win or lose. 
 
 You can do a great deal to prepare a child to 
make friends by maintaining a warm 
relationship with her and being a good role 
model. Below are some additional ways you can 
promote friendship in your program, group, or 
club. 
 
Set clear rules for appropriate behavior. 
Children learn social skills in part through rules 
about how to treat others. For example, they 
learn how to share toys and settle arguments 
without hitting.  
 
 Involve the children in setting the group’s 
rules. As your group makes its rules, keep a 
couple of guidelines in mind. First, limit the 
number of rules. Have just enough to make it 
clear how people and property should be treated. 
To limit the number, do not make a rule for 
every action. Instead, make a general rule that 
covers several actions. For example, instead of 
making the separate rules “no name calling” and 
“no teasing,” make the rule “respect each 
other.” 
 
 Also, state rules positively. Rules need 
to tell the children more than what not to do—
they need to tell them what to do instead. For 
example, instead of “no hitting or kicking,” state 
the rule as “keep your hands to yourself.” 
 
 As your group makes its rules, discuss 
what each one means. Have the children give 
you examples of behaviors covered by each one. 

When the children are involved in making their 
rules, they will not only be more likely to follow 
them, but they will also better understand the 
reasons for the rules and the standards for 
appropriate behavior. 
 
 When you need to apply consequences for 
breaking a rule, remember that children will 
imitate your actions. How you treat a child 
when he breaks a rule will influence how he 
responds to others. Avoid being harsh and 
punitive. Instead, be firm, kind, and respectful 
when you express your expectations of him. 
 
Teach children how to solve conflicts. Many 
times children try to settle conflicts 
inappropriately because they do not have the 
necessary social skills. Being able to work out 
conflicts is an important skill in getting along 
with others. Depending on the circumstances in 
which you work with children, you might want 
to teach the whole group how to solve conflicts 
or coach children through it as the need arises. 
 
 When children talk to you about how they 
are feeling, listen. Show you are listening by 
reflecting what they say. For example, say, 
“Justin, it sounds like you’re mad at Jamie. 
Jamie, it sounds like you are mad, too.” Then, 
gently coach the children in solving their 
conflict. First, help the children identify the 
situation. For example, say, “Justin, it sounds 
like you’re upset because Jamie didn’t include 
you in the game. Jamie, it sounds like you didn’t 
want to interrupt the game right when Justin 
asked.” Then help them brainstorm solutions to 
the situation. Talk about the solutions they come 
up with. Which solutions works for both of 
them? If both agree on a safe solution, let them 
use it. 
 
 In general, try to avoid getting involved in 
children’s conflicts. If you overhear children 
having a conflict, let them work it out on their 
own. Only step in if it is really necessary, if, for 
example, an argument is getting physical.  
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Help children develop empathy. Around the age 
of six or seven, children are more able to 
understand others’ feelings and points of view. 
Help children develop this ability by talking 
about different 
situations. For 
example, when 
children talk to you 
about a situation at 
school or a situation 
they hear about on the 
news, ask how they 
think the people felt and 
did. When dealing with c
children you work with, 
the others’ feelings and p
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activities enable each child in the group to 
receive and show support at some time.  
 
Help children develop skills valued by their peer 
group. For example, being able to play sports 
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tends to be important for school-age children. 
They do not have to be a superstar, but it is 
easier to join in and have fun if they know the 
rules and have the basic skills. If you work in an 
afterschool program, you might know a child or 
two who would like to join in games but have a 
hard time because of a lack of skills. You could 
help these children develop their skills by 
offering to kick the ball around with them 
yourself or by enlisting a volunteer to help. Just 
make sure not to pressure a child into anything 
she does not want to do. 
The pressure will only 
make her feel inferior. 
Make sure not to let the 
practice become a drill or 
drudgery. Be 
encouraging and focus on 
the fun of learning or 
playing together. 
 

Conclusion 
 
 If you are concerned about a child in your 
program or group making enough friends, stop 
to consider whether the child just has a different 
social style. For example, the child may prefer 
one or two close friends rather than a wide 
circle of friends. One style is not better than 
another. What matters is that the child is 
comfortable and happy with his friends.  
If it seems that the child has no friends, consider 
sharing your concern with the child’s parents. 
Start out on a positive note by talking about 
some of the child’s good qualities. Then, share 
with the parents what you observe happening. 
Make sure you express genuine concern for the 
child’s overall well-being. You might suggest 
that the parents talk to the child’s teacher, 
school counselor, or family counselor for 
additional guidance and resources.  
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 Whether you work with children in an 
afterschool program, 4-H club, scouts, or other 
youth program, you play an important role in 
their social development. Your support and the 
safe, accepting environment you create make it 
possible for children to meet new people and 
make friends. Friendships are very important to 
school-age children. They help children develop 
the self-confidence and social skills they will 
need as adults. 
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