
The minefield of friendships 
 

  Don’t step in! 

At the same time don’t say what’s the big 
deal?  

 Trouble with friends can be trouble at home! 

 

 Encourage multiple friendships 
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 Children gravitate towards friends with whom they 
can experience a feeling of equity  

 Children need to test things out to make sure they 
are not inferior 

 For girls, feelings of inferiority are usually 
expressed through rejection 

 Testing is most likely to come up around the issue 
of exclusivity among best friends 
 I cannot play with Jane today because she played 

with Emma 

How friendships begin  
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 Boys tend to test their equality around 
competency issues 
– Am I good enough? Do I fit into the group? 

 Disagreements take the form of put-downs 
 I’m a better soccer player than you 

 What you hear at home is something like: I 
hate Joe! I never want to play with him again. 
He’s mean.  

How friendships begin 
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 One-upmanship common between 6-12 
years and peaks around 8  

 This is each child’s way of assessing the 
situation 

 The closer the friendship the more it 
matters and the more intense the rivalry  

 Lots of kings and queens in the universe! 

A clash of egos   
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Stanley Greenspan: These are years when 
kids see themselves as part of a larger 
group and define themselves by how the 
group sees them.  

Rank themselves on everything, and 
nobody seems too upset!  

 Who’s the Best? 
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How a child copes with this ranking 
depends on their personality.  

A stubborn child will become more 
bossy and angry, alienate peers 

A sensitive child may see this as 
rejection and over-react 

An easygoing child may be happy to 
be best friends again tomorrow 

Who’s the best? 
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 The more threatened a child feels, the more likely he 
is to assign blame 

 Sam lies all the time I can’t play with him anymore 

 

 

Friendships 
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Avoid negative comments, opinions, 
criticisms 

Don’t try to fix the problem but don’t 
ignore it completely 

Help her thread her way through the 
issues so she feels competent at solving 
it 

 Navigate! 
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Don’t be judgmental - “that’s selfish” 

Instead of “Isn’t he a mean kid!”, better to 
say “tell me what happened” 

 Validate feelings, not behaviors “You 
must be feeling really sad”.  

 Navigate! 
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Help him focus – this is important for 
two reasons 

1. It helps you to understand what is 
upsetting your child 

2. It helps him – kids often fuse and 
confuse details, losing sight of what 
really happened.   

Navigate! 
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Ask what bothers him most and offer 
choices  

Are you upset because Kim laughed at 
your haircut or because you weren’t first in 
line? 

Make verbal or literal lists  

 Summarize the problem 

Navigate! 
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 Offer a resolution in fantasy 
 Ask her, “What do you wish could have 

happened?”  
 Often it’s realistic - That he says sorry 
 Sometimes unrealistic –“she should only 

play with me and no one else”.  
 Acknowledge the fantasy and move her on 
 Talk about what she can do now 

 
 

Navigate! 
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• When should you call the parent of 
another child? 

 

Options 
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