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Helping Children With
Friendships and Confidence
Supporting your child when friendships feel difficult

Friendships can be one of the best parts of growing up.

They can also be one of the hardest.

Children and young people are learning how to communicate, manage disagreements, understand
other people's feelings and work out where they fit socially.

Friendships change. Children fall out and make up. Groups change. Someone who was a close friend
one month may not be the next.

These experiences are a normal part of growing up.

But sometimes friendship difficulties become more persistent.

Your child may feel left out, struggle to make friends, worry about what other people think, become
increasingly withdrawn or lose confidence in themselves.

Sometimes they may stop wanting to go to school or avoid situations where they have to be around
other children.

It can be difficult to know when to step in and when to give your child space to work things out.
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What Might Friendship Difficulties Look Like?
Your child may:

• find it difficult to make or keep friendships
• seem unsure how to join in with other children
• feel left out of friendship groups
• regularly fall out with friends
• become very upset about disagreements
• worry about what other children think of them
• avoid parties, clubs or social activities
• prefer to spend most of their time alone
• become reluctant to go to school
• talk about having no friends
• seem to think that nobody likes them
• become increasingly self-critical
• lose confidence in trying new things
• become angry, withdrawn or distressed after social situations
• find group situations particularly difficult
Some children will tell you directly that they are struggling.

Others may simply start behaving differently.

Friendships Are Not Always Easy
It can be tempting to think that a child either has friends or doesn't.

In reality, friendships can be complicated.

Children are learning how to:

• take turns
• listen to other people
• manage disagreements
• understand different points of view
• recognise when someone is upset
• communicate what they want
• cope when somebody says no
• repair a friendship after an argument
• recognise when a relationship is becoming unhealthy
A disagreement does not necessarily mean a friendship is unhealthy.

Likewise, having lots of friends does not necessarily mean that a child feels socially confident.

Some children are happiest with one or two close friendships rather than being part of a large
group. What matters is whether your child has relationships that feel safe, respectful and
manageable for them.
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When Should I Be More Concerned?
It is normal for children to have friendship problems from time to time.

It may be worth looking more closely when difficulties:

• keep happening
• are becoming more intense
• are affecting your child's confidence
• are causing significant distress
• are affecting school attendance
• are stopping your child taking part in activities
• are affecting sleep or family life
• are leading your child to withdraw from other people
• seem to be connected with bullying
• are making your child feel that there is something wrong with them
If social difficulties are having a significant impact on your child's everyday life, it may be useful to
seek additional support. Persistent difficulties with confidence or social situations can also overlap
with anxiety and other emotional difficulties.

Listen Before Trying to Fix It
When your child comes home upset about a friend, it can be very difficult not to immediately try to
solve the problem.

You might want to phone the other parent.

You might want to contact the school.

Sometimes that is exactly what is needed.

But before deciding what to do, try to understand what has happened from your child's point of
view.

You might ask:

“What happened?”

“How did that make you feel?”

“What do you think happened from their point of view?”

“What would you like to happen now?”

You don't have to agree with every interpretation your child has.

Listening first gives you more information before deciding what support they need.
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Give Your Child Space to Work Things Out
It can be difficult to watch your child struggle with a friendship.

Your instinct may be to step in immediately.

Sometimes you need to.

But for ordinary disagreements and falling-outs, it can also be valuable to help your child think
through what happened and consider what they could do next.

You might ask:

“What do you think you could say to them?”

“Do you want to try to sort it out?”

“Would you rather have some space for a while?”

“What would make you feel more comfortable?”

This helps your child develop their own ability to navigate relationships rather than relying on an
adult to solve every problem.

Help Your Child Think About What Makes a
Good Friend
Rather than focusing only on whether your child is being included, talk about what a healthy
friendship feels like.

A good friend does not have to agree with you all the time.

Friendships can involve disagreements.

But a healthy friendship should generally include things such as:

• kindness
• respect
• listening
• taking turns
• being able to be yourself
• feeling that the relationship is reasonably balanced
• being able to disagree without feeling frightened or humiliated
It can also be useful to help your child recognise when a relationship is making them consistently
unhappy.

They don't have to stay in every friendship.
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Building Confidence Without Putting Pressure
on Your Child
When a child lacks confidence, it can be tempting to tell them:

“Just go and talk to them.”

“Be confident.”

“Don't worry what people think.”

The difficulty is that confidence doesn't usually appear because somebody tells you to have it.

It often grows through experiences of successfully doing things that initially felt difficult.

Look for manageable opportunities.

Your child might:

• join an activity based around an interest they already enjoy
• spend time with one child rather than a large group
• practise starting a conversation with someone they know
• invite a friend to do something familiar
• try something new with a trusted person nearby
The aim isn't to force your child into situations that overwhelm them.

It is to help them experience themselves as capable.

Notice Strengths That Have Nothing to Do With
Popularity
It is easy for children to start measuring their worth by how many friends they have.

Try to notice qualities that are much broader than popularity.

Perhaps your child is:

• kind
• funny
• creative
• thoughtful
• determined
• curious
• good at building things
• good at noticing how other people feel
• passionate about a particular interest
• someone others can rely on
Confidence doesn't have to come from being the most outgoing child in the room.

A child can be quiet, prefer one-to-one friendships or enjoy spending time alone and still have
healthy relationships.
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What If My Child Finds Groups Difficult?
Some children find large groups much harder than one-to-one interaction.

They may become overwhelmed by noise, struggle to know when to join a conversation or find the
unwritten rules of group interaction confusing.

This can be particularly relevant for some children with ADHD, autism or other neurodivergent
needs, although every child is different.

It may help to think about the situations your child finds easiest.

Perhaps they manage well:

• with one friend
• when doing an activity together
• in a familiar environment
• when they know what to expect
• when there is a shared interest
These situations can provide useful opportunities for connection without expecting your child to
suddenly become comfortable in a large group.

What If My Child Is Being Bullied?
Bullying is different from an ordinary disagreement or friendship falling-out.

If your child tells you they are being bullied, take what they are saying seriously.

Try to stay calm and listen.

Let them know that what is happening is not their fault and that they do not have to deal with it
alone.

If bullying is affecting your child's wellbeing or ability to attend school, involve the school and work
with them to address what is happening.

If your child is frightened, being threatened, physically harmed or experiencing serious abuse, seek
appropriate professional or safeguarding support rather than expecting them to manage it
themselves.



7

What If My Child Says Nobody Likes Them?
Hearing your child say:

“Nobody likes me.”

can be heartbreaking.

It can be tempting to immediately disagree:

“Of course people like you.”

But first, try to understand what has led them to feel this way.

You might say:

“It sounds like you're feeling really left out at the moment.”

Then explore what has happened.

Sometimes the statement reflects a specific friendship problem.

Sometimes it reflects a broader loss of confidence.

And sometimes it is connected to anxiety, low mood, bullying or another difficulty.

The feeling is real even if the conclusion your child has reached isn't necessarily accurate.

Talk to School When You Need To
School is an important part of your child's social world.

If your child is repeatedly struggling with friendships, it may be helpful to talk to their teacher,
pastoral team or SENCO.

School may be able to provide information that you don't have access to at home.

They may notice patterns in the playground, classroom or friendship groups that help explain what
is happening.

Working together can also make it easier to support your child consistently.
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What Can I Try at Home?
Make time to talk
You don't need a formal conversation.

Talk while walking, driving, cooking or doing something together.

Sometimes children communicate more easily when they don't feel they are being watched or
questioned.

Avoid comparing them with other children
Comments such as:

“Why can't you be more like your brother?”

or:

“Look how easily they make friends.”

are unlikely to build confidence.

Your child's social development is their own.

Notice effort rather than performance
Instead of only praising an outcome, notice what your child has done.

“You were nervous about going, but you still gave it a try.”

“You told them how you felt instead of walking away.”

These experiences can help your child recognise their own abilities.

Create opportunities around interests
Shared interests can make friendship easier.

A club, activity or hobby can provide children with something to talk about and a natural reason to
spend time together.

Give them somewhere to belong
Not every child needs a large friendship group.

One safe relationship can make a significant difference.
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What If My Teenager Doesn't Want to Talk?
Teenagers often become more private as they get older.

That doesn't necessarily mean they don't want support.

Try to avoid turning every interaction into a conversation about their problems.

Let them know you are available.

You might say:

“I've noticed you've seemed a bit different lately. I'm here if you want to talk.”

Then give them some space.

Sometimes a teenager will talk when they are walking somewhere with you, travelling in the car or
doing something side by side rather than sitting down for a formal conversation.

When Might Professional Support Be Helpful?
It may be worth seeking additional support if your child's friendship or confidence difficulties:

• have continued for some time
• are becoming more intense
• are significantly affecting school
• are causing frequent distress
• are leading to increasing isolation
• are affecting sleep or family life
• are stopping them doing things they normally enjoy
• are contributing to anxiety or low mood
• are connected with bullying or another difficult experience
• are becoming difficult for you and your child to manage
You don't need to have a diagnosis before asking for help.

You can speak to your GP, your child's school or an appropriately qualified therapist. If you have
serious concerns about your child's mental health or wellbeing, seeking professional advice sooner
rather than waiting for things to become more severe can be helpful.
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How Can Therapy Help?
Therapy gives children and young people a space to explore how they experience themselves and
their relationships.

Some children are comfortable talking.

Others may communicate more naturally through art, drawing, making, play, sandtray or other
creative approaches.

Therapy can provide an opportunity to explore things such as:

• confidence and self-esteem
• friendship difficulties
• social situations that feel overwhelming
• worries about what other people think
• experiences of rejection or bullying
• difficult emotions following friendship problems
• patterns that may be making relationships harder
The work can be adapted around the individual child and what helps them communicate and
engage.

What If My Child Doesn't Want Therapy?
It is not unusual for a child or young person to feel unsure about therapy.

They may worry that they will be asked lots of questions or expected to talk about things they don't
want to discuss.

The first step does not have to involve talking about difficult experiences.

It can simply be about meeting, becoming familiar with the space and developing a relationship.

If you are considering therapy, an initial conversation can help you think about whether it may be
appropriate for your child and how best to approach it.

What If I'm Still Unsure?
You don't have to decide that your child definitely needs therapy before speaking to someone.

You may simply know that their confidence has changed or that friendships have become difficult
and want another perspective.

An initial conversation can give you an opportunity to explain what you have noticed, ask questions
and consider what support may be appropriate.

Sometimes therapy may be helpful.

Sometimes another form of support may be more suitable.

Asking for advice does not commit you to therapy.
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A Final Thought for Parents
Friendships are not about being the most popular child in the room.

Children don't all need the same number of friends, the same type of friendships or the same level
of social confidence.

What matters is that your child has opportunities to develop relationships in ways that feel
manageable for them, knows that they are valued and has adults around them who will listen when
things become difficult.

You don't need to have all the answers before asking for help.
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Start With a Conversation
If you're concerned about your child's friendships, confidence or self-esteem, the first step is a free
initial telephone consultation.

You can tell me what you've noticed, what you've already tried and what you are finding difficult.

We can talk about whether therapy or another form of support may be appropriate.

You do not need to know exactly what your child needs before getting in touch.

There is no obligation to continue.

Book a Free Initial Consultation
Anthony White

Child Integrative Arts Therapist

Creative and Art Therapy Services

If You Need Urgent Help
If you are worried that your child or young person is in immediate danger, cannot be kept safe,
has seriously harmed themselves or has taken an overdose, seek urgent help rather than
waiting for a therapy appointment.

You can call 111 and select the mental health option for urgent mental health advice.

If someone's life is at risk or you cannot keep yourself or someone else safe, call 999 or go to
A&E.



