
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Part of being pre-adolescent is finding your place in social networks. Your peers become 

incredibly important and there is less focus on parents and significant adults. As a result, 

impressing and belonging become very important. Traditionally boys have achieved this 

pecking order with physical strength and humour. Girls use their communication and 

interpersonal skills.  In fact often the most destructive influence on an adolescent girl’s day to 

day life is the damage they do to one another in their friendship groups… Relational 

aggression. 

 

Chances are, you’ve experienced relational aggression. You know it when it happens to you. 

It’s an emotional slap in the face and you often feel a sense of shame and confusion. What 

distinguishes relational aggression from just being mean, is that it focuses on damaging a 

person’s sense of social place. I see it as using relationships as weapons. 

 

Relational aggression may include: 

 Exclusion 

 Gossip 

 The silent treatment 

 Belittling (Often hidden behind the expression ‘just joking’) 

 Conditional friendship 

 

The first four are self-explanatory, but ‘conditional friendship’ is more difficult. The child 

knows there are unspoken rules about behaviour and ‘going along’ with the group. It is 

why many lovely girls behave very poorly. Inclusion is incredibly important to their 

developing psyche and they will do anything to remain within the inner circle. 

 

Relational aggression is about power and exclusion and it can be very destructive. It has 

nothing to do with friendship, yet many people see it as a normal aspect of young girls’ 

relationships. It has become normalised and it shouldn’t be. The terminology around it is 

often softened. It is referred to in schools as ‘friendship issues’, and in society, we say things 

like, “That’s just girls”. 

 

This is not to say that girls don’t have genuine friendships, they do. Some kids are lucky 

enough and emotionally literate enough to enjoy relationships with genuine understanding, 

and empathy. They support one another and spend time sharing common interests. In my 

experience these kids are usually involved in a lot of sport, have varied interests and are 

exposed to a lot of different people of varying ages. The focus is on participating and being 

involved. However, even these kids come face to face with relational aggression from time to 

time. 

 

What can parents do? 
It isn’t all hopeless. This is learned behaviour and learned behaviour can often be unlearned. 

But there are commitments that need to be made by adults. We need to: 

 



Make friendship cool. Modelling by adults is the most powerful way of doing that. Talk 

about the great qualities of your friends to your kids. Too often we niggle at our friends’ 

weaknesses instead of verbally celebrating their greatness. 

 

Explicitly teach kindness, compassion and empathy. We know kids have the capacity for 

these qualities. They are often evident at home or with people of different ages, but they are 

not being engaged in their relationships with peers. We need to make sure they turn their 

empathy on. 

 

Explicitly teach emotional intelligence. Help kids recognise who is loyal and who is safe. 

Talk to them about relational aggression. They should be able to recognise it and name it. 

 

Teach kids to be: 

Upstanders – These are people who stand up for victims. It’s been proven that if you 

can stand up to a bully for 8 seconds, they are likely to back down. Some kids are 

stronger than others. We need to make it cool to be strong and able to defend others. 

Distracters – It is important that kids be able to recognise when a mean moment is 

coming and distract participants away from it. It’s a skill that adults eventually learn 

themselves, but if kids are given instruction on how to do this it can be learnt more 

quickly. 

Supporters – Kids can be encouraged to do something as small as making eye contact 

with a victim while aggression is happening. That shows the victim that the behaviour 

is seen and acknowledged. It makes the victim seen and acknowledged. They aren’t 

alone. 

 

Carefully manage online activity. A lot of relational aggression happens out of school 

hours, in cyberspace. Kids need a break from their friendship groups. 

 

Talk to kids explicitly about friendship. Teach them that friendships evolve, that there is a 

difference between having friends and being popular and help them to understand what it 

means to have boundaries.  

 

Create opportunities for children to meet lots of new people outside of school and get to 

know them well. I love sport for this reason and many more. Teammates are people you have 

to understand and communicate with. Assumptions about people get tested. 

 

Please…. Never say, “That’s just girls”, or “boys will be boys” for that matter. We can be 

better than that. Or at least we can try. 
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