Help Children Develop Peer Relationships
Source: Gary Hansen


Children benefit from sustained peer relationships.  Friendships provide support and camaraderie during stressful times, supply loyal allies and confidants, create understanding of other people’s actions, promote positive responses to conflicts, and are a source of exciting, enjoyable recreational activities. 

However, children’s aggressive behavior can hinder peer relationships throughout their lives.


Seeking peer relationships begins at an early age.  Toddlers show interest as early as 18 months.  By preschool age, they begin to initiate and maintain relationships with other children.

The importance of peer relationships increases as children grow older.


Increases in single-parent homes and those where both parents work mean children spend more time with peers whose rejection can have severe consequences.


Rejected children may be verbally and physically aggressive to their peers, are disruptive and generally do poorly in school.  These traits increase the likelihood that they will be peer rejected all their lives.


Parents and caregivers can provide support and encouragement to help children develop more positive behavior.  It is important to recognize, reinforce and reward children’s non-aggressive social behavior.  Constant, caring guidance and positive disciplinary techniques help reduce aggression and foster cooperative behavior that helps children establish friendships with others.


Studies reveal that young children refer to aggressive behavior as an important reason they dislike others.  Research also indicates that experiences in the home or school can either encourage or discourage aggressive behavior.


Adults can help young children express and understand their feelings and those of others, teach problem-solving approaches to conflicts, and help seek and obtain assistance during difficult times.


To support young children’s emerging interest in others, encourage play groups and regular social interactions.  Provide regular opportunities for productive, sustained friendships by giving children regular access to potential friends, inviting others to play at home, and helping children maintain good friendships. Be sure these associations have supportive supervision.  Avoid excessive competitive situations.


If children display aggressive behavior, encourage discussions about the anger and what is bothering them.  To help them learn how to control aggressive behavior, provide outlets for hostile emotions.  Age-appropriate physical activity is a good channel.


Some parents may need to re-evaluate their child-rearing practices.  Research links some parenting characteristics with a strong association to children’s anti-social behavior.  These include poor supervision, parental disharmony, child rejection, coercive interaction, inadequate involvement in a child’s activities, erratic and harsh discipline and failure to reward positive social behavior.

Inconsistent intervention in behavioral problems may reinforce aggressive behavior instead of eradicating it.  When caregivers forcefully intervene sometimes and give in to the child’s wishes at other times, the child learns that aggression pays off in achieving goals.  This lesson extends to settings outside the home.

For more information on parenting, contact the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.

Educational programs of the Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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