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Socialising is important throughout all stages of a person’s life and a good friend I believe is a gift from God.  As in any relationship, friendships need to be worked on. When a friendship is going well, things are great, but a break up between friends can be devastating. In this day and age, you don’t only get physical friends but online friends as well, and these friendships can be equally as rewarding and emotional as a physical friendship. Let’s have a closer look at socialising, friendships and what they are all about. 
A subject often debated is when it is necessary to introduce your baby or young child to other children. Some per force are introduced to other children when parents return to work early and leave the baby with a day mother or crèche. I do believe though in very young babies, the important thing is that someone is talking to them. The tiny baby will not learn to talk if he does not hear other people talking, both to him and around him.  A little boy I know did not learn to talk until he went to crèche – he had been left at home with a domestic worker while his mother went to work and while the domestic worker did interact with him, she did not speak to him but made clucking and cooing sounds – and therefore that was all he learned from her. 
The toddler will not learn that other people’s needs and wants are also important if he is not exposed to other people. Experts suggest that by the time a child is eighteen months old (although the age is widely open to debate) he should at least be mixing with other children two or three times a week. It’s at this age that children learn to share, to play together, to recognise that other people also have feelings. A crèche or playschool environment will also reinforce in a child the concept of authority. 
The school going child will not learn to cooperate with others in a group, respect others’ feelings, handle authority and learn to deal with tasks given to him if he does not meet other children regularly.  Play dates and sleepovers, if handled correctly; teach children how to interact, communicate, trust, use their own judgement and to deal with others with respect and in a mannerly way. They also expose children to the fact that other families may handle things differently to the way their family handles them. They teach children loyalties and values. A friendship at this age can be as rewarding or upsetting if there is a break up as it can be during adulthood. These are all important life lessons and help children make sense of a confusing world. Some friendships formed in childhood can last a lifetime – I remember all too well the cliques of girls who would not let me join their group, but I also know that I made friends with a boy in Std 2 and we are still friends to this day. He is even the godfather to my children. . 
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Socialising is important for teenagers because it’s important for them to know that others are going through similar things to them and it’s important for them to learn how to handle life situations and form lasting friendships. From about the age of 12, the scales in a child’s life begin to shift a little from being dependent on the parents to wanting independence, and friends play a very important role in this. This is also a challenging time to be a parent - we have to balance the demands of society with the needs of our child. There are many questions, and the answers may be unclear. At what age do we let our children go out at nights, how late may they stay out, which places may they go to, how should we handle it if they want to go out with somebody we don’t like? All these and more are questions which must be handled with dexterity and confidence on the part of a parent if we wish to bring up responsible, well balanced children. 
And throughout all stages of adulthood it’s important too. So many situations are made easier by having a friend, a sympathetic person to listen to you or for you to listen to, someone who is going through or has been through the same things as you, someone who can call a spade a spade and put you back on the right track. 

A brief look at online friendships

This comment assumes that all internet security issues have been taken into account and it has been established that your online friend is actually who he or she say they are. The internet is the new social gathering place.  People meet on forums and in different groups and friendships can quickly develop – they are all the more likely to since the people share a common interest.  The obvious difference is that the person is not there in the room with you, and you may never meet, yet I believe that bonds form very fast with these friendships as there are no social barriers holding you back. Also there are no physical restraints as there would be with other friendships – your online friends are with you day in and day out, and in some cases, go everywhere with you.  A break up or loss of one of these friendships can be as hurtful as any other.  These are things to be taken into account when allowing your children onto forums or entering into one yourself.  As this is a new aspect to friendship, I’m interested in hearing your views and experiences – gpaynter@telkomsa.net 
At all stages in our lives, a friend is somebody to be valued and treasured. Don’t ignore them. This makes them feel worthless. Contact them just to see how they are. Go out with them, talk to them and thank them for being there. Don’t desert them when times get hard, if you want them around when times are hard for you.  Nurture and treasure your friendships. You will both be enriched.
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