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Worried about Your Child's Friends?
Whether you're a parent, educator, or other caregiver, you know how
important friends are tokids. Especially for adolescents, having friends and
learning to be a friend are critical to helping them develop self-esteem,
security, and a sense of self-worth. As a parent, it's natural at times, to be
worried or concerned about your child's "choice" of friends. And as a teacher
or other caregiver, you also may worry when you see a child becoming
friends with another studentor peer who you may think is a "bad" influence. If
so, it's tempting to want to intervene to help kids make the ''right" choices.
But beware! If you find yourself criticizing or saying something unfavorable
about a child's choice of friends, your well-intentioned desire to help may
very likely backfire. Tread lightly. When a child feels as if a friend is being
criticized, he or she is likely to overact, defending this friend to the bitter end
and becoming even more passionately committed to the friendship.
Having friends and learning to be a friend are critical to
helping develop self-esteem, security, and a sense of selfworth in your child

When it comes to your own child, especially if he or she is a teenager, it's
important to remember that you're not his or her boss. You do, however, have
the right and the responsibility to parent your child. So if you believe that a
friend is having a negative or harm-
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ful influence on your child, you need to do something about it. Despite your
child's protestations, you have the benefit of experience and a broader
perspective, which makes you a better judge of the situation. You know, too,
whether your child is vulnerable or susceptible to negative influences. You
can recognize the red flags that signal potential trouble or danger even though
your child's choice of a friend may seem exciting or "cool" to him or her.
You can't choose kids' friends for them. However, if a friend incites your child
to take part in self-destructive, harmful, hurtful, unhealthy or illegal activities,
it's up to you to intervene immediately. These guidelines will help you teach
kids how to choose good friends and companions and how to avoid those who
may spell "trouble."

Learn to Recognize Trouble
Your primary concern as a parent, teacher, or other caregiver is to protect the
health and safety of kids, which requires being aware of trouble signs. Here
are a few to watch for: If a child's friend is using alcohol or other drugs, being
habitually truant, exhibiting bullying behavior, using foul language, and is
influencing other kids to do likewise, that friend may be "trouble." As a
parent, you need to be very clear in telling your child that you disapprove of
this friend's behavior, not that you disapprove of him or her as a person. Stand
firm in conveying to your child that you will not tolerate this sort of behavior
from anyone. Emphasize that you will absolutely not allow your child to
associate with any friend who threatens his or her safety and well-being, or
that of others.
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Naturally, as a parent, not all of your child's friends will necessarily be
appealing to you. You may be put off by a particular friend's appearance,
language, attitude, or the kind of family he or she comes from. Even though
this is understandable, personal dislike is not a wise or just measure for
approving or disapproving of your child's friend. There's a difference between
disliking someone's outward appearanceor even superficial way of coming
across (a boy having a pierced ear, a girl dressing in suggestive clothing, or a
teenager speaking in street slang) versus destructive behavior that can actually
harm your child. Besides, labeling a certain friend of your child's as a "bad"
kid seldom, if ever, persuades him or her to drop the friendship. Plus you
might not know your child's friends well enough to make this judgment call,
which is why it's so important to become well acquainted with your kids'
friends.

Become Acquainted with Your Child's Friends.
How well do you know your child's friends? The best way to spot a possible
troublemaker is to be very aware of who your child is hanging out with. The
purpose of getting to know your child's friends isn't simply to be on the look
our for "trouble"; actually, it's a way of showing interest in your child's social
life and emotional development. Knowing your child's friends, not only who
they are, but ideally, being on a first name basis and having an amiable
relationship with them, gives you a real advantage. It puts you in a much
better position to know which friendships to promote and which to
discourage. This exercise helps you determine how well you know your
child's friends:
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Take a moment right now to list the names of your child's friends.
Is your list complete? Good.
Now, do you know the ages of these friends? Their parent's names, addresses
and phone numbers? If not, you'll want to get them and you'll want to learn
more about each one of your child's friends, too.
How do you get started? Begin by paying attention when your child talks
about his or her friends. Make a point of being aware of which friends
telephone your child, regularly visit, ride the same school bus, and/or are
involved in the same athletic or other extracurricular activities. Notice
whether your child has chosen these particular friends out of proximity
(simply because they're nearby) or whether they would appeal to your child
regardless of where they live. It's common, especially for younger kids, to
make friends with whoever lives in the neighborhood, rather than choosing
friends on the basis of shared interests, compatibility, and other characteristics
that contribute to mutual attraction. If your child expresses the desire to spend
time with a friend from school who doesn't live in the neighborhood, for
example, a classmate he or she really likes and admires, it's worthwhile to go
out of your way to facilitate a time for them to get together and get to know
each other better.
Simply talking about friends with your child gives you lots of information
about who your child is choosing to associate with. But equally important, it
sends your child the message that you care about who his or her friends are
and know how important these friendships are.
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Give Yourself the "Home Court" Advantage
Perhaps the best way to learn about your child's friends is by encouraging
them to visit your home. This has a number of benefits:
It allows you to observe in an up-close and personal way how your child and
his or her friends interact with one anotherand with you.
It encourages your child and his or her friends to see your home as a fun,
hospitable, and comfortable place to spend time together.
It allows you to become familiar with your child's friends' interests and
behaviors.
It enables you to oversee and subtly guide your child's behaviors and
activities.
Being visible becomes increasingly important as your child
enters adolescence.

Opening your home to your child's circle of friends not only helps you get to
know your child's friends; it also lets them know that you are a parent who is
interested in your child and in them. Being visible becomes increasingly
important as your child enters adolescence. You'll want to let his or her
friends know that they are welcome in your home and that you want them to
have fun but that you also expect them to behave appropriately, and you'll be
there to observe.

Get to Know and Foster Your Child's Interests, Preferences,
and Favorite Pastimes
When it comes to helping your child with his or her choice of friends, getting
to know your child's circle of friends is only one side of the coin. The other
side is
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knowing your own childbecoming familiar with his or her particular likes and
dislikes.
As you did earlier, take a moment now to make a list of the activities that
most appeal to your child. Consider hobbies, musical tastes, favorite sports,
and any other endeavors that your child is involved in. If you have trouble
making this list, look for opportunities to casually observeor even askwhere
your child's interests lie.
You can draw from this list to help influence your child's choice of friends.
Kids sometimes make poor decisions when it comes to friends simply because
they don't know what else to do. They may choose friends who seem "cool"
because they dress a certain way or belong to the "in" crowd, rather than
choosing friends with whom they share interests, tastes, and values. By being
conscious of a child's particular personality and interests, parents, educators,
and other caregivers can gently steer kids toward making good friends and
pursuing positive and productive activities.
Fostering your child's favorite activities can also help you keep your child
busy and less available to spend time with friends who may spell trouble.
Pets, hobbies, sports, boy scouts or girl scouts, or after-school activities, for
example, can help keep your child engaged in activities that are safe,
enjoyable, and help build confidence and self-esteem. Don't worry about
overstructuring your child's schedule. Remember: kids need structure. In fact,
they thrive on it. Structured activities keep children interested, combat
boredom, and involve them with friends who are like motivated.
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Recommend and Participate in Alternative Activities
Suppose you notice that your child and a friend are involved in activities that
may have hurtful or destructive consequences, such as spending time around a
construction project, playing near deep water, or hanging around a known
drug dealer's house. Your initial reaction may be to prohibit such activities or
to forbid your child to associate with that particular friend. Doing so may be
within your rightsand certainly falls under the auspices of protecting your
child from danger. But you also may risk alienating your child or even
unwittingly setting up a situation in which your child lies about his or her
friends and/or whereabouts.
Here's an alternative. Drawing from the list you made of your child's favorite
activities, try to get your child involved in another activityan activity you
already know he or she enjoys. For example, suppose you know that your
teenage daughter enjoys shopping at the mall. If she says she is planning to
hang out with a friend you believe exerts a negative influence, you might say,
"Oh, I was hoping we could go shopping together at the mall" (a preferable
activity, especially if you intend to buy her clothes!) If your child feels
manipulated by your alternative suggestion and confronts you about it, be
honest, for instance saying: "Yes, I do worry when you go to the mall with
'Jamie.' I feel safer when you're there with me or with one of your other
friends." If your child remains resistant, simply say: "I hope that you'll give
some thought to my concern," and continue to offer alternative activities and
friends.
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Suggest Alternative Friends
You can also use the list of your child's favored activities in combination with
the list of his or her friends. Again, offer an alternative activity that you
approve of, only this time suggest that your child share the activity with a
different friend. Be sure the friend you suggest is someone you know your
child really likes, preferably a friend who is interested in the same activity,
and who has a positive and healthy influence.
Recognize that keeping your child busy also means that you will be kept busy.
Especially when your child is still in grade school, your time and effort are
required to help facilitate friendships. It takes time and effort to get to know
your child's friends and favored activities. You may need to alter your
schedule to share an alternative activity with your child, such as taking him or
her to a ball game or concert. You may have to transport your child to visit a
friend who lives outside the neighborhood or to take part in new, more
favorable activities. Making the effort is part and parcel of good parenting. If
you think you're already too busy, think again. Nothing is more fulfilling to a
parent than sharing meaningful activities with one's child. And nurturing
healthy friendships is essential to helping your child learn to make wise
choices in friends now and in the years to come. It definitely takes going out
of your way. But it's well worth the effort.

Teach Your Child the Value of Friendship
Even if you already have a strong and involved rela-
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tionship with your child, it's important to discuss friendship with him or her.
All kids, even teenagers, although they may appear to ignore your opinion or
avoid interacting with you, are actually flattered by your interest in their
thoughts and ideas. The key is to initiate an open and equal exchange.
Sometimes parents tend to talk too much without giving kids equal time. In
discussing friendship, share your thoughts, but be sure to ask your child's
opinions. Pay attention to his or her thoughts and make it clear that you take
them seriously.
Another tip: When you discuss friends, try to make the setting and the
discussion very informal. (Some of the best conversations with kids occur
while driving in the car, clearing the dinner table, or while they're getting
ready for bed.) Avoid turning the conversation into a lecture or a time to
criticize or explain why you are uncomfortable with a specific friend. Simply
show your interest and curiosity and chat with your child. Stay positive. And
remain neutral. The underlying aim is to help your child become more
objective about his or her friends so that he or she can choose friends wisely
without rebelling against your stated preferences.
Begin by asking what qualities or attributes your child likes in a friend. If he
or she finds it difficult to answer, you might offer a few examples, such as
openness, loyalty, generosity, fun to be with, positive attitude, and honesty.
You can suggest other qualities, but it's best to frame this as a question. For
instance, you might ask, "What about humor? Or outgoingness? Does that
matter to you in a friend?" Try to restrain
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from imposing your values in favor of drawing out and respecting your
child's.
Next, go on to help your child evaluate his or her friends to see which ones
demonstrate the qualities that he or she admires. The objective is not to
encourage your child to make judgments, but rather, just to get him or her
thinking objectivelyperhaps for the first timeabout his or her choice of
friends. As you talk, guide your child to draw his or her own conclusions
about which friends possess what he or she feels are positive qualities and
which ones fall short of his or her standards. Whatever you do, resist the urge
to overly praise or put down certain friends. Being too enthusiastic can be as
much of a turn-off as being overly critical.
This may seem like a good opportunity to put in your two-cents worth, but the
less said the better. Just listen. If you listen openly and objectively, your child
is more likely to share his or her feelings and be receptive to your feedback.
This type of nonthreatening discussion can help your child be better prepared
to develop healthy, positive associations. It also can help your child make
good decisions about which friendships to cultivate, which to avoid, and
which to end.

Be Fair but Firm
If your child continues to associate with a friend who habitually involves him
or her in potentially destructive behavior, you may be forced to put your foot
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down and say NO. There are timeseven when your child is a teenagerwhen
allowing a certain relationship to continue is simply too dangerous. If you
have to prohibit your child from being friends with another, make sure your
child recognizes that you are concerned about his or her well being. Don't be
afraid to say straight out ''As your parent, it's my responsibility to keep you
safe." Discuss your concerns in a general way, rather than focusing too much
on the specific friend in question. For example, instead of saying "You may
not spend time with Larry because he has a foul mouth" or "I forbid you to
hang out with Janet because she has a history of shoplifting," say something
like "I don't want you to associate with anyone who is constantly swearing or
who gets in trouble with the law."
Remember: Don't give the impression that you simply dislike the friend.
Again, comment on the negative behavior, but don't condemn the person. Be
fair but firm. Your child may complain, threaten or even out-rightly rebel.
Don't be intimidated by statements such as "You hate all my friends" or "You
can't tell me who I can or can't be friends with." These may be your child's
initial response; however, if you consistently remind him or her that you
worry all the time when he or she is with that particular friend, your child
may start feeling that continuing the friendship just isn't worth it.
Ultimately, your best ammunition is to reinforce your child's choice of friends
who are "right" for him or her, friends who are fun to be with, and who have
something positive to offer.
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