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Whether kids develop healthy
relationship skills -- like how to
compromise, how to resolve conflict
and how to get along with others -may ultimately affect their wellbeing as adults. "We know that
relationships are both the biggest
source of happiness and the
biggest source of unhappiness in
most adults' lives," says Dr. Brett
Laursen, a professor of psychology at Florida Atlantic University in Fort
Lauderdale.
Kids who are more socially skilled tend to be well liked by other children and
have better quality friendships during youth and adolescence. "Good social skills
can help kids to not be rejected by others and to not become aggressive or
disruptive -- things that have a really positive impact on their well-being," says
Dr. Judi Smetana, a professor of psychology at the University of Rochester in
Rochester, N.Y.
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While there's a number of sources that influence kids' social skills, parents play
a big role, says Smetana. Here's what you can do to teach your kids how to
have healthy relationships.
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Think about your own relationship with your child.
The stronger your relationship with your child, the more effective your parenting
will be. "Kids of all ages are more apt to trust, listen and open up to parents
with whom they have a trusting, affectionate relationship," says Smetana. "That
emotional bond between parents and kids is so important for the child's wellbeing. It's the root of all relationships." Things like being attentive to your child's
needs, acting respectful toward them and listening to them can help strengthen
that bond.
Start early.
Parents should start talking to kids about relationships as soon as the children
begin interacting with other people and kids, says Smetana. That may be in a
multichild care setting for some, playdates or parks for others, but children as
young as age 2 can, in simple ways, start to understand things like developing
respect for others and learning not to hurt people, she says.
If kids grow up talking to parents about relationships, they'll be more
comfortable doing so as they enter adolescence and become adults. "Just as
you ask your child how their day in school was on a regular basis, you should
also be asking how things are with their friends and who they're getting along
with," says Laursen.
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Allow them to play with others.
There are things kids learn from interacting with equals -- friends and peers -that they can't learn from the more hierarchal parent-child relationship or from
siblings. "Learning to work things out, resolve conflicts and negotiate are
particularly important in peer relationships and friendships because it's hard for
kids to learn that from their parents," says Smetana.
Setting up playdates for younger kids and allowing older children to have friends
over to the house encourages interaction. If kids are having trouble forming
friends, a few well-chosen playdates -- typically group activities for boys and
twosomes for girls -- can help, says Laursen, as can initiating a get-together
with a classmate your child already gets along with well at school.
Talk about their reactions and point out consequences.
As you monitor park or playtime, point out various positive and negative
socializing as it happens. If your child gets hit or has his toys taken away -- or
sees it happen to another child -- talk to him about how it made him feel or how
the other child reacted. "They'll have an intrinsic response -- it may hurt or
they'll think it's unfair -- or if they see the other child get hurt, they can reflect on
their own feelings and the other child's feelings and think about that in
relationship to why it might be wrong," says Smetana.
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It's important to explain why something isn't fair and why actions might have
harmful effects -- as opposed to just saying, 'Don't do it' -- and to ask kids to
think about how the other person would feel. "These help kids focus on the
consequences of their actions, which is important for long-term moral
development," says Smetana.
With older kids, parents may notice they have one friend today and a different
one the next. "There should be constant dialogue," says Laursen. "Why is that
and what happened and who did you have lunch with today, who did you play
with at recess today," he says. "Parents can talk about how they handled it and
how they might do it better in the future."
Listen.
Even though parents may know they're right about a certain behavior or
situation, it's essential they listen to their child's perspective. "Kids' outlooks can
be really different from parents -- what their motivations were, what they think
happened," says Smetana. "Acknowledge that you understand why your child
felt that way and then point out, 'Maybe you didn't think about this or that.'"
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Carefully suggest strategies.
When talking to your kids about how they handled a particular social situation,
it's essential to focus on specific behaviors that could be changed, not the child
and her personality. "Parents should convey love and support for the child, even
if they aren't happy about particular behaviors," says Smetana.
Children with good social skills tend to be cooperative, agreeable and
empathetic, says Laursen, so encouraging those behaviors may be helpful.
Ask the teacher.
Talking to your child's teacher may also help. "A lot of social skills training
happens in schools," says Smetana. "The teacher may have a handle on how
kids behave around other kids that parents may not have."
Adjust the tone as kids get older.
No surprise here: As kids get older, they're less interested in being instructed
by their parents on friends and relationships, and they have more control over
the information that's coming your way. Conversations have to take a more
subtle tone, says Laursen, and frequent short conversations are better than one
large discussion.
Talking about your own friendships and the things that came up when you were
that age or having discussions during meal times when your spouse or an older
sibling can also weigh in can take the focus off the child, which may encourage
him to talk about his own relationships. Just don't put kids on the spot and make
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them feel bad in front of others -- that should be done one on one.
The same goes for dating. Questions about other kids are more likely to segue
into them talking about their own experiences. But remember, while you can
encourage them to think about whether they have other options, they don't want
to hear you disapprove. "Once you're opening them up, you really have to curb
the urge to render judgment, or you're not going to hear anything more from
them," cautions Laursen.
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