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F O R E W O R D

ARE YOU A PARENT OF A CHILD on the autism spectrum, or do you have a kid 
with ADHD, anxiety, or depression? Does your child struggle to make 
and keep friends? You’ve come to the right place. This book—The Science of 
Making Friends—describes one of the fi rst evidence-based systems for help-
ing teens and young adults achieve that all-important goal.

The words evidence based are very important. They mean that the 
creators of the therapy have tested it against other therapies and verifi ed 
that it is effective and delivers lasting benefi ts. In the world of therapy, 
evidence-based practices are the gold standard. An evidence-based therapy 
for making friends is the mental health equivalent of a drug that’s shown 
to be effective. It’s the best therapy we know how to deliver.

As a person who grew up with undiagnosed autism, I know how 
important social skills are for people who are neurologically different. I 
know fi rsthand the pain of loneliness and the sense of failure unwanted 
social isolation brings. The sting of childhood rejection followed me long 
into adulthood, and I’d do anything to save today’s kids some of what I 
went through.

As a parent of a young adult with autism, I also know how powerful 
the effect of parental coaching can be. Like me, my son is on the autism 
spectrum but with recognition of his challenges and social skills coaching 
he grew up to be far less isolated and more socially successful than I did.

When I raised my son—as I describe in my memoir Raising Cubby—I 
fl ew by the seat of my pants. I watched him struggle and fail, pondered his 
actions, and gave the best advice I could based on my limited life experi-
ence. That’s all most people could hope to do, until now.
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XII F O R E W O R D

Dr. Liz Laugeson has devoted her career to studying the behaviors 
that lead to social failure and fi nding ways to teach alternate ways of act-
ing. Most important, she has kept records of her work, and she’s learned 
what works and what doesn’t.

She leads a team of researchers and therapists at UCLA’s Semel 
Institute, where they have developed and proven the benefi t of an inter-
vention known as PEERS, which stands for Program for the Education 
and Enrichment of Relational Skills. It’s one of the fi rst programs of its 
kind and the fi rst to be backed by solid evidence of its effectiveness.

The PEERS program was originally designed to be delivered by two 
therapists. One would meet with the kids, the other with the parents. 
Right now, Dr. Laugeson and her staff are training teams to do PEERS all 
over the world, but there are still many families in need who are not near a 
trained PEERS team, hence, this book.

In it, you will fi nd all the core concepts of PEERS with advice on how 
to work through the elements with your teen or young adult. If you’re like 
me, you may even fi nd the lessons of PEERS relevant in your own life or 
those of your partner.

If you follow the guidelines, I guarantee you will see greater social 
success. And that is one of the best predictors of happiness and good life 
outcome. I can’t stress strongly enough what it’s meant to me.

John Elder Robison
Author, Look Me in the Eye: My Life with Asperger’s,

Be Different, and Raising Cubby
Member, Interagency Autism Coordinating Committee,

US Department of Health and Human Services
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P R E F A C E

THIS BOOK IS THE CULMINATION of years of research in social skills training for 
teens and young adults with social challenges conducted at the UCLA 
PEERS Clinic. Many of our clients come to our clinic with a diagnosis 
of autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Others have been diagnosed with 
attention-defi cit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), depression, anxiety, or 
any other number of disorders that cause social diffi culties. Some have no 
diagnosis at all but struggle with knowing how to make and keep friends. 
All fi nd themselves at sea socially and need a little help navigating their 
way. The strategies presented in the following chapters are based on a 
decade of research in the skills necessary to make and keep friends. The 
UCLA PEERS Clinic has helped hundreds of teens fi nd and keep friends 
and become socially adept at doing so. The PEERS model is unique from 
other programs in that it involves parents in the curriculum and is the 
only existing research-based model of its kind for teaching friendship 
skills to teens and young adults.

Through rigorous scientifi c investigation, we have identifi ed the 
essential elements needed for developing and maintaining meaningful 
relationships and have organized these essential social behaviors into 
easy-to-understand concrete rules and steps. We have broken down com-
plex social behaviors to make them simple for any teen or young adult 
to follow. Yet we have also taken into consideration the special needs of 
some of the young people we work with. Those with ASD and ADHD, for 
example, sometimes have required that steps be smaller, more digestible, 
and methodical. We also know, for example, that some individuals on the 

3GFPREF.indd   xiii3GFPREF.indd   xiii 11/07/13   12:12 PM11/07/13   12:12 PM



XIV P R E F A C E

autism spectrum have a tendency to think in concrete and literal ways. 
The use of fi gurative language such as metaphors and analogies is often 
lost on them. Likewise, abstract thinking about social behaviors may be 
equally confusing. Rather than trying to remedy this defi cit by attempt-
ing to teach teens and young adults with ASD how to think like typically 
developing people, we embrace their unique thinking style and use it to 
create a program that can help a vast array of people with social skills 
challenges. We are particularly indebted to the teens and young adults 
with ASD whom we’ve encountered; thinking about their needs and 
unique perspectives provided the program with an elegant solution to 
teaching social skills challenges—breaking down complex social behaviors 
into rules and steps. The result is a researched-based model for teaching 
social skills to teens and young adults.

In the following pages you will see how we take what appear to be 
abstract social behaviors, such as starting or entering conversations, and 
break those behaviors down into their smaller, individual parts. By reduc-
ing complex social behavior into smaller, more manageable segments, 
we’re able to decode the social world for individuals who have social chal-
lenges, making it more likely that they will be able to successfully navigate 
this world and thereby develop more meaningful relationships.

DOWNLOAD THE APP!  
The FriendMaker app (available for iPhone and iPad) helps 
teens and young adults navigate social situations, practicing 
the skills taught in this book in real time. To download the app, 
open iTunes on your computer or the App Store on your device 
and search for FriendMaker. You can download from there.
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1

Getting Ready

1PART

Why Teach Social Skills to Teens 
and Young Adults?

HAVE YOU EVER HEARD OF SOCIAL SKILLS described as an art form? Some would 
say there’s an art to being social and making friends—an innate quality that 
you’re either born with or you’re not. Take conversational skills for exam-
ple. Sometimes referred to as the gift of gab, many believe you’re either good 
at making small talk or you’re not. Although it may be true that some have 
a natural knack for the conversational arts, it’s not necessarily true that all 
social skills are hardwired or fi xed. What if conversational skills, and more 
broadly social skills, were not an art but a science?

Our research in social skills training for teens and young adults with 
social diffi culties is based on this premise. We believe that social skills can 
be taught, much in the way we might teach math or science. By breaking 
down complex, seemingly sophisticated social skills into concrete rules 
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2 T H E S C I E N C E O F M A K I N G F R I E N D S 

and steps of social behavior, we can demystify and to some extent decode 
the “art form” that is social skills.

Purpose of This Book

This book will give parents a step-by-step guide for helping teens and 
young adults struggling with social skills learn how to make and keep 
friends. The strategies outlined were developed at the University of 
California, Los Angeles (UCLA) PEERS (Program for the Education and 
Enrichment of Relational Skills) Clinic, our hospital-based program 
that provides parent-assisted social skills training for young people with 
autism spectrum disorder (ASD), attention-defi cit/hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD), depression, anxiety, and other social impairments. Although the 
skills we’ve developed were largely created through our work with teens 
and young adults with ASD, the tips and strategies can be used by anyone. 

Through the use of concrete rules 
and steps of social behavior, you 
will become knowledgeable in the 
skills necessary to help your child 
develop and maintain friendships, 
expand social opportunities, and 
handle peer confl ict and rejection.

Rules and Steps of Social Behavior

Many of the teens and young adults whom we work with at the UCLA 
PEERS Clinic, particularly those diagnosed with ASD, are fond of rules. 
In fact, what often happens when you break a rule in front of your 
child? If your child is like others in our program, he or she probably 
notices rule violations and may even feel compelled to point them out. 
We call this social error policing. Although we don’t advocate the ten-
dency to point out rule violations or police others, we do recognize that 
teens and young adults with social challenges often have a penchant for 
rules and may be likely to follow them. Consequently, we’ve developed 
a program that teaches social skills using concrete rules and steps of 
social behavior. The vast majority of the teens and young adults we’ve 
worked with appreciate our use of rules and steps of social behavior 

This book will give parents a step-
by-step guide for helping teens and 
young adults struggling with social 
skills learn how to make and keep 
friends.
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Why Teach Social Skills to Teens and Young Adults?  3

because it clears away the gray fog of the social world, making social 
behavior more black and white and easier to see. You might consider 
how your own child responds to rules and think about how he or she 
will react to this approach.

To better understand the importance of rules and steps in teaching 
social skills, consider for a moment why people with social challenges, 
such as those who have ASD and other syndromes, are fond of rules. One 
reason is that rules are predictable. For example, we’ve noted that a lot of 
the socially challenged clients we see at the UCLA PEERS Clinic have 
strong inclination toward math, science, engineering, or computer tech-
nology, particularly those who come to us diagnosed with ASD. Perhaps 
these preferences relate to predictability. Numbers, algorithms, and for-
mulas are predictable; you know what to expect. But in the social world, 
where human emotion, response, and humor exist, behaviors are not so 
predictable; you don’t always know what to expect. Decoding social behav-
iors into concrete rules and steps will help to demystify the social world 
for those with social diffi culties, 
neurological issues, and sensitivi-
ties that often accompany ASD 
or other conditions or emotional 
patterns. This is what makes the 
PEERS approach and this book 
unique.

Ecologically Valid Social Skills

Another aspect of the PEERS approach that is unique compared to 
other models is our use of ecologically valid social skills. Although the 
term ecologically valid sounds quite technical and scientifi c, what it essen-
tially means is that we’re teaching social behaviors that are naturally 
used by teens and young adults who are socially successful. In other 
words, we’re not teaching what we think young people should do in 
social situations but what actually works in reality. Although well inten-
tioned, parents and professionals sometimes make the mistake of trying 
to teach social skills to teens and young adults by offering advice about 
what we think young people should do in certain social situations but, 
as you will soon discover, the problem with this approach is that the 

Decoding social behaviors into concrete 
rules and steps will help to demystify 
the social world.
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4 T H E S C I E N C E O F M A K I N G F R I E N D S 

advice given is often wrong. The goal of this book is to help you avoid 
those common pitfalls of giving misinformed advice and equip you with 
ecologically valid rules and steps of social behavior that will allow you 
to help your child make and keep friends through the use of acceptable 
real-world social skills discovered through science.

Evidence-Based Approach

What also makes this book different from typical how-to guides about 
social skills is that the skills offered here refl ect behaviors that research 
has shown to be effective. This is why we call the book The Science of 
Making Friends. Through rigorous scientifi c study, we have uncovered 
the tools needed to teach critical friendship skills to teens and young 
adults with social challenges. Not only are the strategies contained 
in this book based on ecologically valid social skills but the method 
described here has also been shown to be effective through scientifi c 
investigation. Our research through the UCLA PEERS Clinic, in con-
junction with other PEERS research programs throughout the world, 
has demonstrated improvement in friendships and overall social skills 
for teens and young adults with social challenges through multiple 
clinical trials, making the PEERS method the only evidence-based social 
skills program of its kind.

Scientifi c Evidence for the UCLA PEERS Model

Our research with PEERS, conducted at the UCLA Semel Institute for 
Neuroscience and Human Behavior, has primarily focused on teens and 
young adults with ASD, although the benefi t of the program has also 
been examined for teens with ADHD, fetal alcohol spectrum disorders 
(FASD), as well as teens and adults with intellectual disabilities. Because 
social problems are a hallmark feature of ASD, we base many of our 
rules of social behavior on the common social errors exhibited by those 
with ASD, in combination with the appropriate social behaviors used by 
socially successful teens and adults.

Findings from our research conducted in the community and 
school settings primarily come from parents, teachers, and youth, using 
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Why Teach Social Skills to Teens and Young Adults?  5

standardized measures of social functioning. Improvements in social 
functioning following PEERS typically include the following:

• Improved overall social skills in

• Cooperation

• Assertion

• Responsibility

• Decreased problematic social behaviors in

• Self-control

• Externalizing behavior

• Improved social responsiveness in

• Social communication

• Social awareness

• Social motivation

• Social cognition

• Decreased autistic symptoms

• Decreased social anxiety

• Increased frequency of peer interactions and get-togethers

• Decreased loneliness

• Improved empathy

• Improved friendship quality

• Improved knowledge of adolescent or young adult social skills

Unlike most social skills interventions cited in the research literature, 
our research team has conducted extensive follow-up research and inves-
tigated the sustainability of these improvements over time to make sure 
that what we’re teaching is continuing to work for those going through 
our program. A long-term, follow-up study conducted with families one 
to fi ve years after receiving the PEERS treatment revealed that improve-
ments in social skills, social 
responsiveness, frequency of peer 
interactions, and social skills 
knowledge were maintained over 
time and in some cases improved 
even further. These fi ndings are 
very encouraging when you con-
sider that the social trajectory for 
many young people with social 

A long-term follow-up study con-
ducted with families one to fi ve years 
after receiving the PEERS treatment 
revealed that improvements were 
maintained over time and in some 
cases improved even further.
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6 T H E S C I E N C E O F M A K I N G F R I E N D S 

challenges such as those diagnosed with ASD sadly tends to worsen with 
age and entering adulthood.

It’s probably worthy of note that the previously mentioned studies not 
only comprise the largest number of participants reported in the social 
skills treatment literature for older adolescents and young adults with ASD, 
but the improvements are also far greater than what is typically reported 
in the autism research literature. Most social skills treatment studies for 
young people with ASD tend to show minimal or modest improvements, 
often with a very small group of people, and with improvements rarely sus-
tained or reported over time. Conversely, our research using the PEERS 
model has shown much greater improvements in social skills among larger 
groups of people, with improvements generally maintained over time and 
improved even further in some cases.

Although the exact cause of these improvements cannot be pin-
pointed with a perfect degree of certainty, we believe that the true power 
of the PEERS model can be attributed to the high degree of involvement 
of parents and teachers in the treatment. Our belief is that by teach-
ing parents and teachers to be social coaches to teens and young adults 
with social diffi culties, we’re far more likely to generalize good social 
skills to multiple settings including home, school, and the community. 
Furthermore, these improvements are more likely to be maintained over 
time, as our research suggests, because involving parents and teachers as 
social coaches ensures that treatment never ends.

Reason to Use the PEERS Method

Teens and adults with social diffi culties, such as those with ASD, ADHD, 
or other challenges, frequently struggle with friendships. They’re often 
isolated and withdrawn, perhaps choosing not to socialize with others, or 
if they do wish to socialize, they may be rejected by their peers. To make 
matters worse, isolation and rejection may lead to other mental health 
problems such as depression or anxiety. Not surprisingly, parents are 
often desperate to help their children improve their social skills, yet may 
struggle with knowing what advice and support to give.

Although many programs exist to assist younger children in improv-
ing their social skills, very few programs target older adolescents and 
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young adults with social challenges. Among the few programs that do 
exist, the vast majority do not have scientifi c evidence to support their 
claims of improving social skills, nor do they provide parent assistance. 
To date, the only known research-supported social skills program avail-
able for teens and young adults with ASD and other social challenges 
is PEERS.

PEERS is the research platform on which the rules and steps of social 
behavior will be described and taught in this book. Typically facilitated by 
mental health professionals and educators, PEERS is widely available as a 
treatment manual, with PEERS treatment groups offered in community 
mental health agencies, clinics, hospitals, and schools throughout the world. 
The training is typically provided in 
a group or classroom setting, where 
parents and teens or young adults 
attend separate co-occurring group 
sessions with the goal of teach-
ing friendship skills using parent-
supported social coaching.

Although PEERS has been widely disseminated through published 
treatment manuals, professional training seminars, and the development 
of countless programs in the international community, the reality is that 
access to this scientifi cally supported treatment is not available to all 
families, nor was the manual written specifi cally for families. That’s the 
reason for this book: to provide information about the skills taught in 
PEERS for families.

Tips for Parents: How to Use This Book

This book is organized into three main parts. Part 1 includes the current 
introduction you are reading, which is intended to give you an overview of 
our approach and the scientifi c rationale on which this book is based. Part 
2 includes strategies for developing and maintaining relationships. This 
part includes information about how to fi nd good friends; how to have 
good conversations; how to start, enter, and exit conversations; how to use 
electronic communication appropriately; how to be a good sport; and how 
to have successful get-togethers with friends. Part 3 includes strategies for 

PEERS is the research platform on 
which the rules and steps of social 
behavior will be described and taught 
in this book.
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handling peer confl ict and rejection. This part includes information about 
how to handle arguments, verbal teasing, cyber bullying, rumors and gos-
sip, physical bullying, and how to change a bad reputation. An epilogue 
also includes general conclusions and thoughts about moving forward.

Within parts 2 and 3, each chapter outlines a different ecologically 
valid social skill, presented using concrete rules and steps of social behav-
ior. Chapters are broken down into separate sections as described in the 
following.

Narrative Lessons for Parents

The fi rst section of each chapter contains a narrative lesson for parents. 
This section outlines critical skills needed for your teen or young adult 
to make and keep friends. You will notice that the parent narrative sec-
tions are longer or more detailed than other sections because we expect 
parents to act as social coaches to teens and young adults as part of this 
approach. In our clinical experience, being a social coach requires a great 
deal of information on your part so these sections will naturally be longer. 
Each relevant chapter will also offer advice on how to provide social 
coaching to your teen or young adult using the material outlined in this 
book. Although the narrative lessons were written for parents, interested 
teens and young adults are also welcome to read this section, too.

Success Stories

At the end of each parent section, you will fi nd a brief success story relat-
ing to the skills taught in that chapter. These inspirational stories high-
light the experiences of families who’ve gone through PEERS, often in 
their own words. Although these stories and the people they chronicle 
are real, we have changed the names and identifying information of these 
families to protect their anonymity—although all have given their permis-
sion for us to tell their unique stories.

Chapter Summaries for Teens and Young Adults

The next section, which can be easily located by its shaded box, includes 
a chapter summary for teens and young adults. This section is intended 
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to be read by your teen or young adult, although you should also have 
a look. Chapter summaries are meant to help you convey the informa-
tion contained in this book without having to lecture to your child. 
Some teens and young adults will fi nd it off-putting to have their par-
ents explain the material directly to them. In that case, he or she should 
feel free to read the chapter summaries independently from you, leaving 
room for discussion later. Although the chapter summaries provide an 
overview of the narrative lessons, using more kid-friendly language, this 
section also includes social vignettes and transcripts from DVD demon-
strations that you will need to be familiar with when discussing the skills 
with your teen or young adult. So don’t skip over this section without 
giving it a look.

DVD Demonstrations and Social Vignettes

As a companion to this book, you have a DVD of role-play demonstra-
tions of appropriate and inappropriate social behavior. If your child is at 
all like our teens and young adults who attend the UCLA PEERS Clinic, 
he or she may benefi t greatly from seeing video models of behaviors that 
work or don’t work with their peers. Similarly he or she may be unwit-
tingly turning off other people merely because of a few quirky habits or 
gestures. Through our research with PEERS, we have learned that show-
ing teen and young adult models of some of the more common appropri-
ate and inappropriate social behaviors has helped many to become more 
socially polished, accelerating their progress in learning to be more effec-
tive listeners and friends. Video demonstrations are intended to be shared 
with interested members of your family, most importantly with your teen 
or young adult. Transcripts of these DVD demonstrations can be found 
in the chapter summaries for teens and young adults in the social vignette 
section. When DVD demonstrations are unavailable, alternative social 
stories are provided in the social vignette section.

Perspective-Taking Questions

DVD demonstrations and social vignettes are intended to be viewed or 
read in conjunction with corresponding perspective-taking questions, 
located immediately after each social vignette section in the chapter 
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summaries for teens and young adults. Perspective-taking questions are 
also presented on the DVD following each video demonstration. These 
questions will help you facilitate a discussion with your teen or young 
adult about appropriate and inappropriate social behavior and also 
assist your child with reading social cues and putting him- or herself in 
someone else’s shoes.

Chapter Exercises for Teens and Young Adults

Each chapter includes chapter exercises for teens and young adults to pro-
mote use of these skills in more natural settings. Like all teen and young 
adult content, this section can be easily located by its shaded box. Chapter 
exercises are intended to be completed by you and your teen or young 
adult with the relevant amount of coaching provided by you. You will 
want to carefully read this section in order to help encourage the practice 
of these skills in the real world. In our clinical experience, if your teen or 
young adult doesn’t practice these skills, the program and your efforts will 
be less effective.

Mobile Application for Smartphones

In addition to the material presented in this book and companion DVD, you 
and your teen or young adult may also want to access the mobile applica-
tion for smartphones developed to accompany this book. The FriendMaker 
mobile app is intended to act as a virtual coach in the absence of live social 
coaching. The mobile app includes a summary of strategies from relevant 
social skills highlighted in this book, along with embedded video demon-
strations of appropriate and inappropriate social behavior and perspective-
taking discussions. We have found that many teens and young adults prefer 
this method of virtual social coaching in real-life social settings because it’s 
less conspicuous and more natural than live social coaching. Suggestions for 
incorporating the use of the FriendMaker mobile app in everyday practice of 
the skills provided in this book are offered in the chapter exercises for teens 
and young adults when relevant.

Social Coaching Tip: Although you will have many tools at your dis-
posal as part of this model, reading this book alone will not be the magic 
ingredient to helping your child. Assuming your teen or young adult is 
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motivated to learn the skills we have to offer, in order to receive the full 
benefi t of this book, your role will be to do the following with your child:

• Share the rules and steps summarized in the chapter summaries 
for teens and young adults located in the shaded boxes of this 
book.

• Read the social vignettes and watch the DVD demonstrations of 
appropriate and inappropriate social behavior with your teen or 
young adult.

• Discuss the social vignettes and DVD demonstrations with your 
teen or young adult using the perspective-taking questions.

• Encourage your teen or young adult to practice these skills through 
the completion of chapter exercises located in the shaded boxes of 
this book.

• Provide social coaching about the rules and steps of social behavior 
during chapter exercises and teachable moments.

• Assist your teen or young adult in fi nding a source of friends as 
described in chapter 2.

Social Coaching Tip: Although you may be excited to get started, 
it’s possible that you may fi nd your teen or young adult is unwilling to 
learn more about these skills or practice what we’re offering. Although it 
may be tempting to try to force this information on your child, knowing 
that these skills may be just what he or she needs, the sad truth is that 
if your teen or young adult doesn’t want to learn or practice these skills, 
they aren’t likely to work. Although it’s naturally frustrating and even 
heartbreaking to want to help your child but be met with resistance, you 
may still want to familiarize yourself with the skills provided in this book, 
saving the tools for a rainy day when they might be of use. The reality is 
that most parents provide social coaching to their kids, often on a daily 
basis, whether their child wants 
it or not. So even if your teen or 
young adult claims to be disinter-
ested, familiarizing yourself with 
rules and steps of social behavior 
identifi ed in this book may still 
provide you with a powerful tool 
to help your child. 

Even if your teen or young adult 
claims to be disinterested, familiar-
izing yourself with rules and steps of 
social behavior identifi ed in this book 
may still provide you with a powerful 
tool to help your child when he or she 
least expects it.
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Importance of Social Motivation

Before we begin to explore how to help your teen or young adult develop 
the critical skills needed for making and keeping friends, we need to con-
sider the level of social motivation of your child. It’s important that we be 
honest and acknowledge that there are some people who actually choose 
to be left alone. Perhaps your child is one of them. Although some who 
choose to isolate actually do want to learn to make and keep friends, others 
may be satisfi ed with their lives and don’t really see the benefi ts of friend-
ship. These teens and adults may be very self-directed and self-oriented and 
appear to be happy on their own. Yet parents of these teens and adults are 
often at their wits’ end worrying that their child will never marry, never 
fi nd a suitable job in the workforce, and never enjoy all of the breadth that 
a healthy social life offers. They long for their child to branch out and get 
involved with their peers, but their kids insist they don’t want to.

At the UCLA PEERS Clinic, where we run our social skills groups, 
we see many families facing this challenge: parents who want their child 
to be more socially adept and engaged and teens and young adults who 
are perfectly content with their current social situation. As clinicians, it’s 
our job to determine who will benefi t from treatment in our program 
and also who will not. One of the deciding factors determining who is 
included in our social skills groups is based on social motivation. If a 
teen or young adult says that he or she is content being socially isolated, 
having no friends or social contact outside of family, yet expresses an 
interest in learning and practicing the skills we offer in PEERS, then we 
have room to work. However, if the teen or young adult isn’t interested 
in learning or practicing the skills we offer, then our efforts will be use-
less. When considering whether your child will benefi t from the skills in 
this book, you’ll need to think about whether he or she actually wants to 
have friends. By familiarizing yourself with the skills suggested here and 
providing good social coaching 
to your child during teachable 
moments, even if your child seems 
uninterested in these skills, there 
is still hope for helping your son 
or daughter, perhaps when he or 
she least expects it.

When considering whether your 
child will benefi t from the skills in 
this book, you’ll need to think about 
whether he or she actually wants to 
have friends.
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For many young people struggling with social challenges, it’s not 
so much an issue of not wanting to have friends but not knowing how to 
have friends. This book is focused on the how-to of making and keep-
ing friends. For socially motivated teens and young adults, the skills 
described here will help many to begin to venture forth into the world of 
friendship, even the die-hard loners.

Introducing This Book to Teens and Young Adults

Read the following shaded section with your child to provide him or her 
with an overview of this book. If after reading this section, your teen or 
young adult wishes to read more, have him or her proceed to the other 
shaded sections of this book, including chapter summaries and chapter exer-
cises, and make yourself available for discussion. For those parents of teens 
and young adults uninterested in reading more, feel free to read on yourself. 
Remember that you’re likely the most important social coach in your child’s 
life and any additional knowledge you gain will only benefi t the social life of 
your son or daughter.

PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK
Chapter Summary for Teens and Young Adults

Through our work at the UCLA PEERS Clinic, we help teens 
and young adults make and enjoy lasting friendships. Doing 
this work is more rewarding than we could ever have imagined 
because we understand how important it is to have friends. 
We, too, make friends and work hard to maintain healthy 
relationships, so we’re hoping that you’ll let us join you on a 
journey to having more fun and lasting friendships. If your goal 
is to make and maintain meaningful relationships or you simply 

(continued ) 

The following information is intended to be read by teens and young 
adults with their parents in order to understand the purpose of this book.
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have an interest in learning more about how friendships develop, 
then you’re in the right place.

So how does this work? We call this book The Science of 
Making Friends. We chose the word science for a reason. What 
makes this book unique from other books about friendships is 
that the tips and strategies we offer come directly from scientifi c 
research about what works and what doesn’t work in social 
situations. We call the strategies we teach ecologically valid, which 
is a fancy way of saying that they work in the real world. They 
work because they’re actually used by socially successful teens 
and young adults in real-life situations. What might surprise you 
is that the strategies you’ll be learning may be different from 
what you’ve been told to do before. That’s because we’re not 
going to be suggesting what some people think teens and young 
adults should do in social situations but what actually works. You 
won’t be surprised to hear that adults sometimes recommend 
doing things to make friends that completely fail, maybe leaving 
you feeling frustrated or confused. The truth is that adults 
sometimes give advice with good intentions but may not actually 
know the right thing to do. We’re going to fi x this problem by 
giving you and your parent the right tools you’ll need for making 
and keeping friends, relying on science to make sure we get it 
right.

To help you practice these new strategies, your parent 
will be reading additional information on how to be a good 
social coach to you during real-life practice and to answer any 
questions you may have about what you’re learning. To make it 
easier to understand what these strategies are supposed to look 
like, we’ll break everything down into concrete rules and steps of 
what works socially, taking the mystery out of the social world, 
which we all know can be confusing and frustrating. We’ve also 
provided you with a DVD of video demonstrations highlighting 
many of these rules and steps of what works socially, along with 
perspective-taking questions that will help you get why these 
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rules apply. Although these video demonstrations are meant to 
highlight the rules and steps for making and keeping friends, 
they’re also often humorous and fun to watch, like watching a 
YouTube video or a funny commercial. That was intentional, so 
enjoy.

In addition to this book and the DVD, you’ll also have access 
to a mobile application for smartphones, outlining the rules 
and steps of what to do and what not to do in social situations. 
The FriendMaker mobile app includes quick summaries of 
the strategies you’ll be reading about and embedded video 
demonstrations from your companion DVD. The mobile app is 
meant to be used as a virtual coach for you to use in real-world 
situations when you’re looking for a little social coaching or a 
refresher about the rules and steps of what works socially for 
teens and young adults.

The strategies that we’ll talk about in the DVD and the app 
include things such as how to fi nd good friends; how to have 
good conversations and meet new people; how to organize 
successful get-togethers with friends; and how to handle things 
like bullying, teasing, and other social problems. We won’t 
make believe that making and keeping friends is easy but we 
will provide you with exact rules and steps that you can follow 
to make this process easier. We won’t sugarcoat the realities of 
things like bullying or teasing, and we won’t pretend that these 
harsh realities don’t exist. Instead, we’ll give you the tools you 
need to handle these situations more effectively, allowing you to 
achieve the social success you deserve.

One last point, although this book and the research it’s 
based on focus on individuals with social differences, you don’t 
need to have signifi cant social challenges to benefi t from these 
tools. Fortunately, as you will soon discover, the skills you’re 
about to learn will apply to anyone interested in making and 
keeping friends!
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2

The Science of Developing and 

Maintaining Friendships

2PART

Finding and Choosing Good Friends

SOCIAL FUNCTIONING IS AN AREA of tremendous gratifi cation and often frustra-
tion for nearly everyone; it represents an area of constant trial and error. 
We are all learning to be better friends, better partners, and better peo-
ple, no matter what our age, challenges, and gifts. Entering the world 
of others is of course classic fodder for adolescent anguish, even for the 
most adept social players. In fact, navigating the social world can be so 
fraught with challenges that studies show nearly one-third of all adoles-

cents struggle with friendships. 
Although not all of these teens 
have any particular documented 
challenges, approximately 30 per-
cent of teens fi nd it diffi cult to 
develop and maintain meaningful 

Approximately 30 percent of teens 
fi nd it diffi cult to develop and main-
tain meaningful friendships often 
because of two social phenomena: 
peer rejection or social neglect.
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friendships often because of two social phenomena: peer rejection or 
social neglect.

Although the majority of teens in middle school or high school are 
able to develop and maintain meaningful friendships and experience a 
healthy amount of peer acceptance, research suggests that about a third 
of teens are not so fortunate. Within that unfortunate third lay a large 
number of teens struggling with social challenges, shyness, anxiety, behav-
ioral problems, and neurodevelopmental issues, all of which can stand in 
the way of a robust social life. That means if your teen or young adult is 
struggling socially, he or she is not alone, sharing social diffi culties with 
the rest of the third of the population. This also means that there is room 
for improvement—which is what PEERS was designed to address.

Peer Rejection and Social Neglect

Let’s look more closely at what kinds of situations your teen or young 
adult is encountering. It might be useful to consider what your child’s 
true challenges are. If we consider the different categories of peer accept-
ance during adolescence, as shown in fi gure 2.1, we see that there are 
generally four types. The majority of teens, approximately 55 percent, 
experience what we might call average acceptance, meaning that an average 
number of peers know them and like them. Then there are those teens 
who are well known and often well liked, also referred to as the popular 
kids, making up about 15 percent of adolescents in middle school and 
high school. Although not all popular kids are well liked, they are gener-
ally accepted by their peers. Finally, there are two major groups of ado-
lescents who struggle with their social lives. Research suggests that 
approximately 15 percent of teens are peer rejected, meaning that they’re 
excluded and possibly even disliked by the larger peer group. The other 
major group of adolescents struggling with their social world includes 
those who are socially neglected, making up the fi nal 15 percent of the pie. 
These teens are also set apart from the larger peer group, not because 
they’re intentionally excluded by others but because they rarely even 
attempt to engage their peers. If you’re concerned about your child’s 
ability to make and keep friends, with nearly one-third of young people 
struggling socially, chances are that your teen or young adult is likely 
struggling with peer rejection or social neglect.
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Peer Rejection

Research suggests that roughly 15 percent of teens fall into the peer-
rejected category of peer acceptance. When peer rejection is the culprit, 
the social barrier comes in the form of intentional exclusion from the 
peer group, which not only occurs in adolescence but may also continue 
into adulthood. Peer-rejected teens and young adults are those who 
are actively seeking out their peers and trying to make friends but are 
actively rejected. Rejection may occur for multiple reasons. Perhaps they 
appear socially awkward or “weird” as judged by their peers or are con-
sidered social outcasts because of their obvious differences. They may 
be seen as intrusive and interfering during social interactions, possibly 
barging into conversations or talking about their own interests with 
little regard for their conversational partner. They may have behavior 
and emotion regulation problems, their actions appearing impulsive 
and uninhibited, as if they didn’t think before acting. Or they may be 
hyperverbose, talking incessantly with little notice of the interests of 
others. Peer-rejected teens and adults also include those who see them-
selves as class clowns: constantly trying to make jokes, only no one else 
is laughing. Or if others are laughing, heartbreakingly, they’re laugh-
ing at them, rather than with them. Teens and young adults exhibiting 
these behaviors are often branded with a bad reputation. Yet, although 
reputations can be branding, they need not be permanent. PEERS has 

Average (55%)

Popular (15%)

Peer rejected (15%)

Socially neglected (15%)

Figure 2.1. Categories of Peer Acceptance
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helped teens and young adults 
struggling with peer rejection 
learn to tone it down, pay atten-
tion to social cues, and blend in 
and make room for their peers. 
The exercises at the end of each 

chapter in this book were designed to teach your child strategies for 
minimizing such behaviors.

Social Neglect

The approximately 15 percent of remaining teens struggling socially are 
called socially neglected. For these teens, social impairment comes in the 
form of withdrawal and social isolation and may persist beyond adoles-
cence and into adulthood. Socially neglected teens and adults are those 
who tend to fall between the cracks, often unnoticed by their peers and 
even their teachers or supervisors. Seen as shy or withdrawn, they rarely 
approach others or speak up during conversations. Often described as 
timid or introverted, they sometimes even experience depression or anxi-
ety. Because they rarely engage others, unlike those who are peer rejected, 
those who are socially neglected don’t necessarily struggle with a bad rep-

utation. In fact, they may not have 
a reputation at all. They’re the 
forgotten ones, the ones who keep 
to themselves, don’t bother oth-
ers, and typically go unnoticed. 
Yet, just like peer-rejected teens 
and young adults, they struggle to 
make and keep friends, only the 
social drama for them happens 
internally rather than externally.

As a parent and ultimately your child’s social coach, it will be helpful 
to consider where your teen or young adult falls on the social continuum 
of peer acceptance. Concrete clues for unraveling this mystery will be pro-
vided later but be aware that identifying how your teen or young adult is 
perceived and treated by others will be a critical element to helping him or 
her fi nd a source of good friends.

Peer-rejected teens and young adults 
are those who are actively seeking out 
their peers and trying to make friends 
but are actively rejected.

Socially neglected teens and adults 
are those who tend to fall between 
the cracks, often unnoticed by their 
peers and even their teachers or 
supervisors. Seen as shy or with-
drawn, they rarely approach others or 
speak up during conversations.
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Finding a Source of Good Friends

We often mistakenly think that all a person needs to be socially success-
ful are good social skills but another important component of a healthy 
social life is having a source of good friends. It’s not only essential that 
we have the skills to know how to behave socially, but we must also have 
access to people with shared 
mutual interests if we are to be 
socially successful. If the recipe 
for social success is measured by 
the development and mainte-
nance of close and meaningful 
relationships, then we will need 
to combine these two critical 
ingredients.

Many social skills groups in the community attempt to help kids 
with social challenges by bringing these kids together in the hopes that 
friendships will develop in the group. We call these programs friendship-
matching groups. These programs are essentially like dating services 
for friends, where kids turn up and parents hope there will be a match 
or a good fi t. The problem with these types of programs is that they’re 
not only failing to teach the critical skills needed for making and keep-
ing friends but they also fail to teach kids how and where to fi nd their 
own source of friends. This failure will quickly become apparent when 
the friendship matching group ends and the teen or adult no longer has 
access to this source of friends.

The fi rst step in PEERS is not fi nding a friend or matching friends; 
rather, it has to do with stepping back a bit and observing the social 
milieu. We do this by becoming aware of the social surroundings in which 
we exist and seeing what’s out there socially. Then we look for an appro-
priate pool of companions for our teens and young adults.

The Social Landscape of Adolescence and Adulthood

Within every social milieu, at all developmental levels, there are mul-
tiple levels of peer affi liations. At the smallest level of peer affi liation is 

It’s not only essential that we have 
the skills to know how to behave 
socially, but we must also have access 
to people with shared mutual inter-
ests if we are to be socially successful.

WEBC02.indd   21WEBC02.indd   21 23/07/13   11:38 AM23/07/13   11:38 AM



22 T H E S C I E N C E O F M A K I N G F R I E N D S 

the clique. This typically includes a few close friends, often identifi ed as 
best friends. At the middle level of peer affi liation is the social group. This 
may include dozens of peers, all sharing some common interest. These 
social groups are often identifi ed with a name or label, which defi nes their 
common interest. For example, one familiar social group in adolescence 
and young adulthood includes the jocks, who of course share a common 
interest in sports. Equally abundant are the gamers, who share a com-
mon interest in video games. Research shows that many socially accepted 
teens and young adults belong to more than one social group, fl oating 
naturally between different friendship networks and often fi nding their 
best friends from among these social groups. At the largest level of peer 
affi liation is the larger peer group. This group typically includes teens or 
young adults around the same age, made up of individuals from differ-
ent cliques or social groups but who do not necessarily share common 
interests or socialize with one another. For adolescents, the larger peer 
group may include the entire student body of a school. For young adults, 
this may include all the students in their college setting or all the employees 
at their place of work.

The Importance of  Social Groups

Although several levels of peer affi liation are present throughout adoles-
cence and even to some extent in later adulthood, the social group—the 
middle level that includes dozens of peers with common interests—is 
never more important than in middle school through early adulthood. It’s 
this middle level of peer affi liation that typically defi nes the social world 
of young people, often determining their reputation and defi ning whom 
they will become friends with. Yet for adolescents and young adults with 
social challenges, affi liation with 
a social group is not necessarily 
something they’ve given much 
thought about. The problem with 
this oversight is that not identify-
ing with a particular social group 
makes it diffi cult to fi nd a source 
of friends, which leads to diffi -

Best friendships and cliques often 
develop out of social groups, per-
haps because friendships are based 
on common interests and common 
interests are at the very core of social 
groups.
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culty developing close and meaningful relationships. Best friendships and 
cliques often develop out of social groups, perhaps because friendships 
are based on common interests and common interests are at the very core 
of social groups.

Consider your past and current friends for a moment. It’s likely that 
you share common interests with these people, which probably determine 
what you talk about and what you do together as friends. These common 
interests become integral to close friendships because without them, you 
would have little to say and little to do. Through our work with families 
through the UCLA PEERS Clinic, we’ve seen time and again that success-
fully identifying a social group is the fi rst step toward building friend-
ships. Yet many teens and adults with social diffi culties don’t intuitively 
know to seek out appropriate social groups. Although they often know 
these groups exist, and they are even able to identify and list dozens of 
social groups existing in their surroundings, they don’t generally know 
the function of these groups.

So why is affi liation with a social group critical to social success? 
Social groups are not only essential to helping fi nd a source of friends 
with similar interests and hobbies but they also provide protection from 
individual bullying and victimization. Who do bullies like to pick on: peo-
ple who are by themselves or with a group? You’ve probably noticed that 
people who are by themselves, who appear unprotected and without sup-
port, are the ones often targeted by bullies. This is because when you’re 
alone, you look like an easy target, 
with no one there to stick up for 
you or have your back so to speak. 
Consequently, teens and young 
adults with social challenges 
become easy targets for bully-
ing and peer victimization, partly 
because they’re often isolated and 
outside of these social groups.

It’s important to understand that between-group rivalry is not 
uncommon among social groups. Consider the jocks and the nerds, 
for example, who have shared an age-old history of rivalry and dislike. 
Countless fi lms and TV shows have characterized this confl ict. Although 
it’s not particularly pleasant to talk about between-group rivalry, its 

Social groups are not only essential 
to helping fi nd a source of friends 
with similar interests and hobbies 
but they also provide protection from 
individual bullying and victimization.
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existence is part of the natural social landscape. This is not so different 
from rivalries between sports teams, for instance, perhaps even promot-
ing bonding and in-group solidarity between members of the same social 
group. Yet, even when rivalries exist, we’ve often observed that when teens 
and young adults fi nd their natural place in an accepting social group, 
they often enjoy the secondary benefi ts of not being so easily bullied or 
victimized. The bottom line is that social groups provide protection in 
numbers and a source of good friends.

Identifying the Right Social Group

Although many teens and young adults with social challenges fail to nat-
urally fi nd a social group for themselves, this doesn’t mean they can’t fi nd 
an accepting social group if they were to try. But in order to do so, they 
have to take the fi rst step. This involves identifying the right social group. 
Interestingly, in our work with teens and young adults with social skills 
challenges, we are constantly impressed with their ability to correctly cat-
egorize and name the dozens of social groups existing within their social 
milieu. They are easily able to identify the popular kids, jocks, cheerlead-
ers, geeks, nerds, gamers, skaters, and so on. Table 2.1 in the chapter sum-
mary for teens and young adults includes a list of common social groups 
generated by teens and young adults at the UCLA PEERS Clinic. Whereas 
all of these groups aren’t necessarily appropriate choices, such as the ston-
ers and gang bangers, these are social groups sometimes found in the 
social world of teens and young adults. Just as this list isn’t an endorse-
ment of any particular social group, it’s also not exhaustive but simply 
includes the most commonly referenced social groups identifi ed by teens 
and young adults in our program.

Although teens and young adults with social diffi culties are commonly 
able to generate long lists of social groups existing in their social world, 
they’re rarely able to answer one very basic question: “What’s the purpose of 
these groups?” The reality is that social groups are essential toward fi nding 
a potential source of friends, a way of feeling connected to something larger 
than yourself, which is an important part of adolescence and adulthood. But 
not just any social group will do. Choosing the right social group will depend 
on your child or young adult’s interests, likes, and hobbies because members 
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of social groups always share some 
common interest. For example, 
gamers have video games in com-
mon, enjoying and playing them 
often. Computer geeks and techies 
have computers and technology 
in common, sharing enjoyment 
and knowledge of computers and 
technology.

In our clinical experience, once a solid understanding about the link 
between common interests and social groups has been established and 
the importance of these social groups in providing a source of friends 
has been embraced, many socially motivated teens and adults with social 
challenges, especially those diagnosed with ASD, will naturally gravitate 
toward gamers, computer geeks, techies, science geeks, comic book geeks, 
and anime geeks, given their inclination toward video games, computers, 
technology, science, comic books, and anime, respectively.

Although fi nding the right social group is a personal choice and will 
vary according to interests and hobbies, it’s important to understand 
the cultural meaning and evolving characteristics of social groups. For 
instance, not long ago the term geek was considered a derogatory term, 
synonymous with the term nerd. Yet, the label of geek has evolved greatly 
since the new millennium. At present, geek refers to someone who has 
great interest and exceptional skill in a certain area. For example, video 
game geeks, more commonly referred to as gamers, enjoy video games, are 
very good at playing video games, and are proud to call themselves gamers. 
Computer geeks are very interested in computers, are very good with com-
puters, and are proud to call themselves computer geeks or techies. Science 
geeks enjoy science, have a great knowledge of science, and are proud to 
call themselves science geeks. Likewise, comic book geeks and anime geeks 
are really interested in comics and anime, have exceptional knowledge 
of comics and anime, and are proud to call themselves comic book geeks or 
anime geeks.

Since about 2000, the term geek (and to some extent the term nerd) 
has been embraced and empowered by those who identify with it. In fact, 
it’s become cool to be a geek in recent years because it means that you’re 
really interested in something and you’re really good at it. Pop culture 

Social groups are essential toward 
fi nding a potential source of friends, 
a way of feeling connected to some-
thing larger than yourself, which is 
an important part of adolescence and 
adulthood.

WEBC02.indd   25WEBC02.indd   25 23/07/13   11:38 AM23/07/13   11:38 AM



26 T H E S C I E N C E O F M A K I N G F R I E N D S 

references such as geek chic or the geek squad are complimentary in nature, 
whereas the slang term geeking out is often used to describe an interesting 
and lively conversation between people with similar interests. Although 
most teens and young adults know that the term geek is no longer con-
sidered derogatory, in our clinical work with PEERS, we occasionally 
need to destigmatize and normalize the term geek because many of the 
teens and young adults we’ve worked with have found a source of friends 
among these social groups. As your child’s social coach, you may need to 
do the same.

Understanding and Determining 
Your Child’s Reputation

Whether the right social group for your child includes geeks or not, it’s 
important to understand that your teen or young adult’s social group will 
be determined by his or her interests and reputation. We’ve discussed the 
importance of common interests, but what about your child’s reputation? 
By defi nition, a reputation is the general estimation in which a person is 
held by others and often involves certain characteristic traits attributed 
to that person, whether good or bad. Many young people experiencing 
peer rejection have bad reputations among their peers. These reputations 
often precede them, with people sometimes knowing details about them 
before ever meeting them. The painful truth about having a bad reputa-
tion is that it’s less likely others will want to be friends with you if they 
know or care about your reputation. This is because you get your repu-
tation based on whom you hang out with, so if someone has a bad rep-
utation, chances are that fewer people will want to be friends with that 
person. Even the most subordinate social group on the social hierarchy 
will shy away from someone with a bad reputation. This creates quite a 
conundrum for teens and young adults with social challenges who are 
struggling with a bad reputation. Where are these kids going to fi nd a 

social group or any source of 
friends if they have a bad reputa-
tion? Fortunately, there is hope in 
overcoming a bad reputation, and 
in our experience working with 

Your teen or young adult’s social 
group will be determined by his or 
her interests and reputation.
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families through the UCLA PEERS Clinic, those teens and young adults 
who are motivated to change have had success in making friends and 
forging past their bad reputations.

For teens with social challenges attempting to combat and overcome 
a bad reputation, two things need to happen: they need to follow the 
steps toward changing their bad reputation in their current social envi-
ronment (see chapter 14) and they need to fi nd another source of friends 
outside of their current social environment where no one knows or cares 
about their reputation. This might involve joining an extracurricular 
activity or social hobby in the community, away from peers familiar with 
the teen or young adult’s reputation. For example, a teen who loves video 
games but has a bad reputation at school should avoid trying to make 
friends with the gamers at school until his reputation dies down (see 
chapter 14); in the meantime, he might join a gaming club in the commu-
nity where no one knows or cares about his reputation.

One of the most valuable roles you play in assisting your teen or 
young adult in making and keeping friends is helping him or her fi nd 
a source of friends. Identifying your child’s interests is often the easy 
part but knowing what your child’s reputation is may be more diffi cult 
if you’re not part of the social milieu. Chances are if you’re reading this 
book, your child isn’t fending off text messages on a minute-by-minute 
basis (and as we know, many teens and young adults are not). Still, if 
you’re struggling to uncover the status of your child’s current reputa-
tion, the following questions may provide you with a focus for uncover-
ing the signs. Although it’s naturally painful to realize that your child may 
have a bad reputation, remember that he or she can always fi nd a differ-
ent group of friends and still succeed socially. If you’ve ever gone to a high 
school reunion, for example, you may recall reuniting with people from 
adolescence whom you never dreamed would grow up to be sophisticated, 
charming, successful people. In any case, here are some questions to help 
you determine your child’s current social standing among his or her peers:

• Do peers share their contact information, such as screen names, 
e-mail addresses, and phone numbers with him or her?

• Do peers ask for his or her contact information?

• Do peers text message, instant message, e-mail, or call him or her 
just to talk?
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• When he or she text messages, instant messages, e-mails, or calls 
peers, do they respond?

• Is he or she invited to get-togethers and parties by peers?

• When he or she invites peers to get-togethers and parties, are these 
invitations accepted?

• Does he or she sit alone at lunch or during break times?

• Does he or she belong to any extracurricular activities or social hob-
bies and does he or she spend time with peers from these groups 
outside of the organized activity?

• Do others send him or her friend requests on social networking sites 
such as Facebook?

• When he or she tries to friend request others on social networking 
sites, are these requests accepted?

These are just a few questions 
you can ask to gather information 
about your child’s reputation. A 
negative response to one of these 
questions is not a guarantee that 
your teen or young adult has a 
bad reputation. Even several nega-

tive responses to these questions don’t guarantee a bad reputation. Some 
socially neglected teens or young adults may not even be making attempts 
to engage their peers; others may be committing some type of social error 
in these situations that’s leading to individual rejection but not wholly a 
bad reputation. Whatever the case may be, it will be helpful to get a bet-
ter sense of the reputation of your child in his or her current social envi-
ronment before attempting to encourage your teen or young adult to 
engage a particular social group. Impressions from teachers and other 
school members may also be helpful for parents of teens. For parents of 
young adults, it may be more diffi cult to fi nd a third party privy to impor-
tant and telling impressions. Nevertheless, identifying the status of your 
child’s reputation will be an important element to determining where he 
or she will fi nd a potential source of friends.

If you suspect that your teen or young adult has a bad reputa-
tion in his or her current social environment, it will be critical to fi nd 
an alternative source of friends. This will likely involve identifying 

One of the most valuable roles you 
play in assisting your teen or young 
adult in making and keeping friends 
is helping him or her fi nd a source of 
friends.
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extracurricular activities, social activities, clubs, or sports in the commu-
nity away from the rejecting peer group while their reputation dies down 
in the unaccepting environment. 
Of utmost importance, these 
activities should always be based 
on shared common interests with 
individuals around the same age 
and developmental level.

Finding Friends through Social Groups

Assuming that your child doesn’t have a bad reputation with his or her 
peers, once you’ve worked with your child to identify an appropriate 
social group, it will be important to help your teen or young adult iden-
tify members of that social group and fi nd ways in which to interact with 
them. So how do you know which social group a person belongs to? The 
answer is rather simple. You need to pay attention to the following:

• Their interests

• Their appearance

• Whom they hang out with

• Where they hang out

• Which extracurricular and social activities they belong to

Fortunately, the clues for identifying which social group someone 
belongs to are very much on the surface and easy to identify if you know 
what you’re looking for. Take the jocks, for example, because they’re 
easy to spot. You can easily tell if someone is a jock because of his or her 
interests: jocks tend to talk about sports and play sports. You can tell by 
their appearance: jocks often wear athletic gear like jerseys, sweats, tennis 
shoes, letterman jackets; they may carry around their sports equipment; 
and they’re usually in good physical shape and often have an athletic 
build. You can tell by whom they spend time with: jocks typically hang 
out with other jocks or cheerleaders, often during lunch and free times 
like most social groups. You can tell by where they hang out: jocks are 
often near locker rooms, gyms, and other athletic areas. You can tell 
by which extracurricular and social activities they belong to: jocks are 

If you suspect that your teen or young 
adult has a bad reputation in his or 
her current social environment, it 
will be critical to fi nd an alternative 
source of friends.
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members of various sports teams; they don’t simply organize or assist 
at the sporting events but actually play the sport; and although being a 
manager or an assistant on a sports team is an important role, these roles 
don’t make you a jock—you actually have to play the sport on a given 
team to make that distinction. Teens and young adults who make this 
mistake often fall into the category of sports fan. Fortunately, there are lots 
of sports fans, and they’re also easy to spot, usually wearing their sports 
gear from their favorite teams and attending sporting events.

So that’s one example of how to identify a fairly familiar social group 
by using concrete, observable information. Now let’s consider some 
other social groups, perhaps more likely to be appropriate for your child. 
Although there are dozens of social groups from which your teen or 
young adult may identify, we will limit our discussion to the social groups 
most commonly identifi ed through the UCLA PEERS Clinic.

Let’s imagine your child has a strong interest in video games. We 
know that friendships are based on common interests, so a good source 
of friends for your teen or young adult will be other people around the 
same age who also like video games. We call this particular social group 
the gamers but how will your child fi nd them? Just like the jocks, gamers 
are also easy to spot but we need to know what to look for. Their interest 
in video games means that gamers are often talking about video games, 
wearing T-shirts with gaming logos, carrying around their portable gam-
ing devices, and playing video games before and after classes and during 
free times such as lunch. When they’re not at each other’s homes playing 
video games, they hang out at gaming stores and arcades with friends and 
enroll in gaming clubs at school and in the community.

Now imagine your child has a strong interest in computers and tech-
nology. If your child were on the lookout for computer geeks or techies, how 
would he or she fi nd them? Computer geeks and techies love to talk about 
computers and technology, so you will often fi nd them talking about these 
topics with one another. They’re often found carrying around technologi-
cal devices, computers, and laptop bags, and will often wear T-shirts with 
computer- or technology-related logos. They hang out with other computer 
geeks and techies, often in computer labs or places where they have access 
to technology. They’re enrolled in computer clubs and computer classes, 
are involved in technology-based activities, and often study computer 
science in college.
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If your child were on the hunt for science geeks, how would he or she 
fi nd them? Science geeks like talking about science, so of course you will 
often fi nd them talking with other students, teachers, or professors about 
science-related topics. They’re often fond of science fi ction and may spend 
a great deal of time talking about science fi ction movies, TV shows, and 
books. They may be found carrying around science books, texts, or maga-
zines; and they’ll sometimes be found wearing T-shirts with science fi ction 
themes or science-related logos, often from science museums or expos. 
They hang out with other science geeks, sometimes near the science lab at 
school; they go to science fi ction movies with their friends, enroll in science 
clubs, participate in science fairs, attend science camp, join other science-
related activities such as robotics clubs; and not surprisingly, they tend to 
study some form of science in college. Some science geeks with a particular 
bent for science fi ction might also engage in live action role-playing (LARP) 
games, also known as larping, in which the participants physically act out 
scenes with characters from fi ctitious settings. Only a small subgroup of 
science geeks may consider themselves larpers, but the majority of larpers 
would probably consider themselves science fi ction geeks.

Finally, if your child were seeking comic book geeks or anime (a form of 
Japanese animation) geeks, where would he or she fi nd them? Comic book 
and anime geeks love to read comic books and anime magazines. They 
talk about comic books or anime with their friends. They wear T-shirts 
with comic book or anime characters, carry around magazines, and some-
times even draw the characters, often littering notebooks and other per-
sonal items with these fi gures. They hang out with other comic book 
geeks or anime geeks, talk about the characters, and sometimes engage in 
heated debates about anime, manga, and otaku (a Japanese term for peo-
ple with obsessive interests in anime, manga, or certain video games). They 
read comic books or anime magazines in their free time, watch comic 
book or anime television series, and go to fi lms about comic book heroes 
or anime characters. They often enroll in comic book clubs or anime 
clubs, take art classes to learn how to draw the characters, attend comic 
book conventions such as Comic-Con, and sometimes they even repeat 
dialogue or act out scenarios from their comics, also referred to as cos-
play, or costume play. Cosplay is a type of performance art in which play-
ers wear costumes of favorite characters (usually from anime and manga) 
and try to act out the mannerisms of their characters. Just as with science 
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geeks and larpers, not all comic book or anime geeks are cosplayers but 
the majority of cosplayers are probably anime or comic book geeks.

Finding Friends through Extracurricular 
Activities and Social Hobbies

It’s important for you to help your teen or young adult obtain regular 
access to members of these social groups. One simple way of doing this 
is by helping your teen or young adult enroll in extracurricular activities 
or social hobbies based on his or her interests. Enrollment and participa-
tion in extracurricular activities is the most common method for develop-
ing new friendships with people from related social groups. For example, 
jocks play on sports teams and often meet other jocks through member-

ship on these teams. Computer 
geeks and techies often belong to 
computer clubs or take computer 
classes and often meet other com-
puter geeks and techies through 
these activities.

When teens and young adults with social challenges are left to their 
own devices, very few choose to enroll in social activities, usually because 
they don’t think to join or don’t know how to join. The result is that 
many end up isolated and rarely engaged in organized sports, clubs, or 
extracurricular activities. Instead, they may choose to stay in their room, 
playing on their computer or playing video games—isolative behavior 
that makes it very diffi cult to develop friendships. Some teens and young 
adults we’ve worked with through the UCLA PEERS Clinic have also 
been drawn into an online life in which they replace real-life friends with 
online friends through guilds and clans, which are organized groups of 
players who regularly play together in multiplayer computer or video 
games called massively multiplayer online games (MMOs). In some cases, 
these teens and young adults have even created a second life using an 
avatar, which is a graphic representation of a user, much like an alter ego 
or a character. Using their avatar, they interact in a virtual world, social-
izing with other avatars using voice and text chat and perhaps partici-
pating in individual or group activities. Having a virtual second life may 

Enrollment and participation in extra-
curricular activities is the most common 
method for developing new friendships 
with people from related social groups.
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be intoxicating to many youth with social skills diffi culties because it 
affords an opportunity to act out social scenarios without the pressure 
of unpredictable real-world social challenges. Yet, the reality is that these 
avatars are not in fact real, and online friends are not a true replacement 
for real-life friends.

Although the existence of a second life or an avatar can be discon-
certing and even frustrating for some parents, it’s important to consider 
the positive social motivation driving a second life. In our experience, 
teens and young adults with social diffi culties who choose to engage in 
these online activities often do so because they desperately want to have 
friends. The good news is that with that positive level of social motiva-
tion, in combination with learning appropriate social skills and good 
social coaching from parents, teens and young adults who once may have 
been obsessed with their second life are able to fi nd a source of real-world 
friends. One important way to make sure this objective is accomplished is 
through enrollment in extracurricular activities and group social hobbies 
focused on your teen or young adult’s interests.

Many teens and young adults who come to our program are already 
enrolled in extracurricular activities. However, they tend to be enrolled in 
individual activities such as music lessons or tutoring. Although there is 
nothing inherently wrong with these activities, they’re not always a good 
source of friends. For example, individual music lessons are very nice if 
you have an interest in playing a musical instrument but they are gener-
ally not a good source of friends because they’re usually conducted one-
on-one with a music teacher. This isn’t to say that this activity should 
be given up. Instead, helping your child fi nd additional activities where 
he or she might fi nd a source of friends with similar interests should be 
the goal. In the case of music, perhaps joining the school band or school 
orchestra, joining a musical ensemble group in the community, or attend-
ing band camp might be good options.

Tutoring, although extracurricular in that it involves an activity out-
side of the classroom, isn’t generally a good source of friends. Similar to 
individual music lessons, tutoring is often conducted one-on-one with an 
adult tutor and doesn’t usually afford access to potential friends. Tutoring 
groups are also rarely a good source of friends, even when they include same-
aged peers, because the young people attending tutoring groups are there 
to learn and not socialize, and needing help with academics isn’t a common 
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interest. Remember, when your 
child’s goal is to fi nd a source of 
potential friends, extracurricular 
and social activities should be based 
on the interest of your teen or 
young adult because friendships are 
based on common interests.

In our experience working with families of youth with social diffi cul-
ties, parents will sometimes think they know what the best activity is for 
their child; however, this decision must always involve the teen or young 
adult if it’s going to be benefi cial. Most important, the activity must be 
based on the interest of the teen or young adult. This is because the goal 
of these activities is to provide access to potential friends with common 
interests. If friendships are based on common interests, then it will be 
essential to fi nd an activity focused on the interests of your child, where he 

or she will fi nd others with these 
same interests. Finally, if the goal 
is to make and keep friends, then 
it should never be a question of do 
they want to join a social activity; 
it will be a question of which social 
activity they want to join.

It’s ultimately your responsibility as a parent and social coach to 
assist your child with fi nding these sources of friends. If you’re unsure 
whether clubs or activities exist at your child’s school, you might look 
on the school website or call the school and request a list of clubs. For 
those not enrolled in school or teens and young adults struggling with 
a bad reputation at school, you can help your child pursue activities and 
hobbies in the community. Web searches can be helpful in identifying 
community-based groups, and asking other parents, clinicians, and teachers 
is also a good resource.

Finally, when considering which extracurricular activity or group 
social hobby to help your child join, it’s best if the social activity cho-
sen meets at least once a week to give your teen or young adult frequent 
access to these potential friends. Anything that meets less than twice a 
month will make it diffi cult to form close friendships. You will also want 
to help your child fi nd a social activity that includes same-aged peers, who 

Extracurricular and social activities 
should be based on the interest of your 
teen or young adult because friend-
ships are based on common interests.

It should never be a question of do 
they want to join a social activity; 
it will be a question of which social 
activity they want to join.
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are around the same developmental and intellectual level and are likely to 
be accepting. If you suspect others enrolled in the activity will be rejecting, 
it may be best to fi nd another source of friends.

Assessing Peer Acceptance

Once your teen or young adult has identifi ed an appropriate social group 
and has enrolled in extracurricular or social activities related to his or 
her interests, it will be important to help assess whether he or she feels 
accepted by the peers in the group. In other words, you’ll need to consider 
whether this is a good source of potential friends for your child. Group 
acceptance can take a couple of weeks or even months to establish, so you 
may need to be patient. Although social acceptance and rejection may 
seem subtle, involving social cues that are often diffi cult for teens and 
young adults with social challenges to interpret, the reality is that accept-
ance and rejection can actually be examined by looking at very concrete 
behaviors. So how can you tell when your teen or young adult is accepted 
by others? The answer is actually rather simple, although for parents 
beginning this journey, the process can be very painful to analyze. When 
making the following assessment, it’s important to remember that this 
information is a critical step toward growth. Through the UCLA PEERS 
Clinic, we have worked with many teens and young adults experiencing 
tremendous peer rejection. Though perhaps not initially accepted by their 
peers, the majority of these teens and young adults eventually fi nd an 
accepting social group. It takes patience and persistence. So, take a deep 
breath and ask yourself to make an honest assessment of the following 
behavioral signs that your child is being accepted.

When teens or young adults are accepted, an individual or a group of 
people

• Seek them out to do things individually or in the group

• Talk to them and respond to their attempts to talk

• Give them their contact information

• Ask for their contact information

• Text message, instant message, e-mail, or call them just to talk

• Respond to their text messages, instant messages, e-mails, or phone 
calls
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• Invite them to do things

• Accept their invitations to do things

• Add them to their social networking pages

• Say nice things to them and give them compliments

If these are the signs of acceptance, how can you tell when your child 
is not accepted by a group? Chances are that you know. Again, the answer 
is actually simple and relies on behavioral signs. When teens and young 
adults are not accepted, an individual or a group of people

• Don’t seek them out to do things in the group

• Ignore them and don’t respond to their attempts to talk

• Don’t give them their contact information

• Don’t ask them for their contact information

• Don’t text message, instant message, e-mail, or call them

• Don’t accept or return their calls and messages

• Don’t invite them to do things

• Don’t accept their invitations to do things

• Put off their invitations to do things by saying things like, “Yeah, 
let’s do that sometime” but never follow through

• Ignore their friend requests on social networking sites

• Laugh at or make fun of them

If through your assessment of your teen or young adult’s friendships 
(or attempts at friendships) you suspect your child is not accepted by his 
or her peers, you’re not alone. Although it can be very painful and upset-
ting to recognize that your child is being rejected by his or her peers, there 
is hope. We have worked with countless families facing similar circum-
stances through the UCLA PEERS Clinic, the majority of whom made 
great strides in making and keeping friends. So try not to worry too 
much, have faith, and focus on the skills outlined in this book.

Friendship Is a Choice

One important fi rst step in managing peer rejection is to help your 
teen or young adult avoid forcing unwanted friendships. Many teens 
and young adults seeking help through the UCLA PEERS Clinic have a 
long history of trying to force friendships with people who aren’t inter-
ested. If your child has that tendency, too, one way of handling this is to 
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explain that friendship is a choice. We 
don’t need to be friends with eve-
ryone, and everyone doesn’t need 
to be friends with us. Just because 
we want to be friends with some-
one doesn’t mean we get to and 
just because someone wants to be 
friends with us doesn’t mean we 
have to.

Social Coaching Tip: This important buzz phrase, friendship is a choice, 
is one you’ll want to keep in your back pocket to use when things get tough. 
What do you say if someone rejects your child’s invitations to do things? 
Friendship is a choice. What do you say if a get-together goes badly? Friendship 
is a choice. What do you say if your child’s “friend” constantly says mean and 
hurtful things? Friendship is a choice. There are good choices and bad choices 
in friendships. Understanding the characteristics of a good friendship will 
be another important step for developing and maintaining healthy rela-
tionships, so use the shaded box that begins on page 38 to begin a dialogue 
with your teen or young adult about the idea that friendship is a choice.

Success Story: Fred Finds a Source of Friends

In our experience working with families through the UCLA PEERS Clinic, 
some parents feel skeptical about whether their teen or young adult will 
be able to fi nd the right social group. Many have a long history of peer 
rejection and some parents have begun to lose hope.

Consider the story of Fred, a seventeen-year-old high school student 
with a previous diagnosis of ASD with social anxiety and depression. Fred’s 
parents contacted the UCLA PEERS Clinic seeking help for Fred, who at 
the time had only two friends, both of whom he’d known since childhood 
and attended different schools. Fred was quiet and shy, rarely speaking 
unless spoken to, and often slow to respond. He often held his head down, 
letting his long hair cover his eyes like a mask, and rarely engaged in con-
versation unless forced. Fred had a great love of drawing and was a talented 
artist, spending countless hours drawing comic book characters from his 
anime magazines. His parents reported that the only thing that seemed to 
light Fred up was talking about anime and his drawings.

Friendship is a choice. We don’t need 
to be friends with everyone, and every- 
one doesn’t need to be friends with 
us. Just because we want to be friends 
with someone doesn’t mean we get to 
and just because someone wants to 
be friends with us doesn’t mean we 
have to.
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Similar to other parents in PEERS, Fred’s parents expressed some 
concern that they might be setting him up for failure by placing him 
in our program. Expecting him to do what he hadn’t been able to in 
his seventeen years seemed like too much to ask. They knew he wanted 
to make friends, but they just couldn’t see him pushing past his anxi-
ety and reserve. After weeks of assurances and gentle nudges from our 
team, Fred’s parents helped him enroll in two extracurricular activities. 
The fi rst was an anime club at his school. The second was an art class for 
teens in the community. The anime club was active and lively and a bit 
off-putting for quiet Fred, although he was able to make one friend in his 
three short weeks in the club. The art class in the community was another 
story. There Fred met a number of boys his age who also shared his love of 
drawing. Even better, the class was an introduction to comic book draw-
ing, and even though Fred was advanced for the class, he found others 
who shared his enthusiasm for anime. According to Fred, “Going to that 
class helped me fi nd friends. It didn’t feel so hard because we had stuff to 
talk about, . . . usually I don’t know what to say . . . but this was easy. We 
just talked about manga and Vagabond. It was cool. I liked it.”

If you’re feeling like Fred’s parents, worrying that you may be expect-
ing too much of your teen or young adult, try to put your concerns aside. 
If it helps, focus on the research. Remember that in multiple research 
studies, the PEERS method has been shown to be effective in helping 
teens and young adults learn to make and keep friends. And remember 
Fred’s story—a young man now, who fi ve years after completing our pro-
gram has graduated from college, has a number of close friends, and even 
is in his fi rst romantic relationship.

CHARACTERISTICS OF GOOD 
FRIENDSHIPS

for Teens, Young Adults, and Parents

The following information is intended to be read by teens and young 
adults with their parents in order to understand the qualities associated 
with good friendships.
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Now that you’ve decided that you’re interested in learning to 
make and keep friends, it’s important to think about what makes 
a good friend. At the UCLA PEERS Clinic we often explain to teens 
and young adults that friendship is a choice. It’s one of our guiding 
principles. It means that you don’t have to be friends with everyone, 
and everyone doesn’t have to be friends with you. So if friendship 
is a choice, then there are obviously going to be good choices and 
bad choices. One way you can consider whether you’re making good 
choices or bad choices is to become familiar with the characteristics 
of good friendships. But what makes a good friend? The answer will 
be different depending on who you ask, but the nine characteristics 
described in the following have been identifi ed as important to teens 
and young adults seeking friends. Feel free to use them as guiding 
sign posts as you navigate your way through your friendships.

Sharing of Common Interests
Most friendships are based on common interests. In order to 
develop a friendship, it’s important to have similar interests, likes, 
and hobbies. These interests are the lifeblood of your friendship, 
providing you with things to talk about and things to do with your 
friends.

Caring
Any decent friendship involves some degree of caring. Good 
friendships are based on fondness, warmth, affection, and mutual 
caring, as well as feeling and showing compassion, concern, and 
empathy through diffi cult times. Without the shared experience of 
caring, there would be little point to the friendship.

Support
Another important characteristic of a good friendship is support 
for one another. This may involve providing help and assistance 
when needed, giving encouragement and reassurance when times 

(continued ) 
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are hard, or simply offering an empathic ear when it’s needed. 
Support is often the demonstration of caring in a friendship.

Mutual Understanding
Good friendships also include some form of mutual 
understanding. This is the sense that your friend gets you. This 
may simply mean that your friend understands your likes and 
dislikes, or it could mean that he or she understands (or may 
even anticipate) your thoughts and feelings, sometimes with 
very little effort. The degree to which a friend is capable of this 
type of understanding will vary like all of these characteristics. 
Some people may struggle more with understanding their friends, 
fi nding it diffi cult to take on the perspectives of others. Yet, most 
good friendships include some degree of mutual understanding.

Commitment and Loyalty
Close and enduring friendships are usually based on commitment 
and loyalty. Commitment is almost like a silent promise or pledge 
to your friend that you’ll be there for each other, even in tough 
times. Loyalty is the execution of that commitment, the actions 
that signify your support and allegiance to your friendship.

Honesty and Trust
Good friendships must also include some level of honesty and 
trust. Truthfulness and sincerity are aspects of honesty required in 
a true friendship. Honesty is how we gain trust. Without honesty, 
there’s little trust or security in the friendship. Trust is necessary to 
sustain the friendship and gives you the assurance that your friend 
will support you and have your back if needed.

Equality
Shared friendships are equal and reciprocal in nature. In the case 
of an equal friendship, no one person dominates the other; the 
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needs of both friends are equally important and the enjoyment 
is reciprocal and shared. Friendships low in equality are volatile 
and subject to ruptures when one person’s needs are not being 
fulfi lled.

Ability to Self-disclose
Another characteristic important to close friendships is the ability 
to feel comfortable sharing your private thoughts, feelings, and 
history. The degree to which you feel comfortable self-disclosing 
or sharing secrets will be different from person to person, and 
the extent to which it’s appropriate to share will depend on the 
closeness of the friendship. Whatever the degree of disclosure, 
even casual friends are generally able to share at least some of 
their thoughts and feelings with one another.

Confl ict Resolution
Perhaps one measure of the strength of a friendship is the ability 
to resolve arguments and confl icts without hurting the friendship. 
The reality is that even close friends may argue or disagree from 
time to time. The ability to resolve confl ict in friendships is often 
determined by other characteristics such as caring, commitment, 
and trust. You must care for the person whose friendship you are 
trying to save; you must also be committed to this friendship to 
even want to save it; and you must trust your friend enough to 
be willing to try to resolve the confl ict and allow yourself to be 
vulnerable.

Identifying the characteristics of a good friendship is important 
to the process of making and keeping friends. When you 
remind yourself that friendship is a choice, you unburden 
yourself from unhealthy relationships. Although not all 
friendships will include all nine of these characteristics, the 
closer and healthier the friendship is, the more characteristics it 
will likely have.

(continued ) 
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Keeping in mind that our list represents the gold standard 
for friendship, you must expect that your relationships will have 
different degrees of these qualities. For example, acquaintances 
(those whom you only know slightly) are likely to have fewer of 
these characteristics. Casual friendships (those that may involve 
socializing but not closeness) may have only a few of these 
characteristics. Regular friendships (those that involve regular 
socializing and a slight degree of closeness) will have many of 
these characteristics whereas close friendships or best friendships 
(those that involve frequent socializing and a high degree of 
closeness) will have most if not all of these characteristics. If 
throughout reading this book you or your parent feel like you’re 
not sure if you’re making good choices in friends, you may want 
to review this section again.

FINDING AND CHOOSING 
GOOD FRIENDS

Chapter Summary for Teens and Young Adults

Each chapter of this book highlights important social skills 
needed for making and keeping friends. Parents are encouraged 
to read the whole book, and although teens and young adults 
should feel free to do the same, chapter summaries (like this 
one) and chapter exercises have been developed to give you 
a snapshot of the rules and steps of what works socially and 
provide you with concrete ways to practice the skills with your 
parents and others.

This chapter is focused on fi nding and choosing good 
friends. Ironically, the fi rst step toward fi nding lasting friends is 

The following information is intended to be read by teens and young 
adults and contains a brief summary of the chapter.
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getting to know yourself. So what are you interested in? When 
you begin to consider what you’re interested in, you’ll be well on 
your way to identifying a potential group of friends. The reason 
that identifying your interests is so important is that friendships 
are based on common interests. It’s your common interests that 
give you things to talk about and things to do with your friends. 
If you don’t have things in common with your friends, it may be 
harder to socialize and get close.

So where do you fi nd other people you share things in 
common with? This is where the importance of social groups 
comes into play. In every social setting there are groups of 
people who socialize in different ways and for different reasons. 
There are cliques, which may include a few close friends or best 
friends. There are social groups, which may include dozens of 
peers, all sharing some common interest, such as the jocks, for 
example, who share an interest in playing sports, or the computer 
geeks, who share an interest in computers. Then there is the 
larger peer group, which may include the entire student body of 
a school or all the employees in a workplace. If your goal is to 
make and keep friends, social groups are particularly important 
in helping fi nd a potential source of friends.

When you’re trying to make friends it’s helpful to think 
about which social group you might fi t in with. This will be 
determined by what you’re interested in and even what you’re 
good at. For example, if you’re really interested in video games 
and are pretty good at playing them, then trying to become 
friends with the gamers would be a good option. If you’re 
really interested in computers or technology and are relatively 
knowledgeable in this area, then trying to hang out with the 
computer geeks or techies would be a good choice. If you’re 
really interested in science and know a lot about it, then trying 
to make friends with the science geeks would be a good plan. Or 
if you love comic books, then hanging out with the comic book 
geeks would be a good idea. The key here is that when choosing 

(continued ) 
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a social group to hang out with, it may not be enough to just 
be interested in the same topic—you may actually need to have 
some knowledge or skill in this area. For example, some people 
are really interested in sports and even know infi nite amounts of 
sports trivia, but if they don’t actually play an organized sport 
or aren’t on a sports team, they don’t get to be jocks. Instead, 
it’s more likely they’re sports fans and would do well to try to fi nd 
other sports fans who also enjoy talking about sports rather 
than playing them.

Table 2.1 provides a list of different social groups found in 
many schools and communities. This list was generated by teens 

Table 2.1. Different Social Groups Identifi ed by Teens and Young 
Adults

Jocks Nerds Stoners, burners, 
druggies

Cheerleaders Computer geeks, 
techies 

Rockers 

Popular kids Gamers, video game 
geeks

Hip hop group

Student council Science geeks Gang bangers, 
taggers

Drama club Comic book geeks, 
anime geeks

Artists

Choir, chorus, glee 
club

Math geeks, 
mathletes

Musicians (rock 
bands)

Greeks (college only) Band geeks Skaters

Groups by major 
(college only)

Chess club Surfers

Partiers Goths, emos Hippies, granolas

Preppies Scene kids ROTC, military 
groups

Brains, smart kids Hipsters Ethnic, cultural, 
religious groups
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and young adults attending the UCLA PEERS Clinic, where we 
conduct our research on teaching young people how to make 
and keep friends. Although all of these social groups are not 
necessarily good choices, such as stoners and gang bangers, 
these are social groups sometimes found in the social world of 
teens and young adults like you. Again, we’re not going to make 
believe that bad choices don’t exist; instead, we’re going to help 
you to fi nd good choices for social groups based on your likes 
and interests.

Now that we’ve identifi ed some different social groups, 
it’s helpful to consider why these groups are so important. For 
starters, social groups give you a source of friends whom you 
share things in common with. Another reason social groups are 
so important is that they protect you from individual bullying. 
Think about it. Who do bullies like to pick on: people who are by 
themselves or in a group? You’ve probably noticed that people 
who are by themselves are usually the ones who get targeted by 
bullies. This is because when you’re alone, you look like an easy 
target, with no one there to stick up for you or have your back. 
This can be scary and intimidating, but fortunately we have 
strategies for fi nding your appropriate social group, so you don’t 
have to be alone and unprotected.

Although having a social group is helpful in fi nding a source 
of friends with similar interests and likes, and may even protect 
you from individual teasing and bullying, it’s important to 
understand that between-group rivalry is common among social 
groups. For example, in some schools the jocks and the nerds 
are known to dislike one another. Although it’s not particularly 
pleasant to know that rivalries exist between groups, this confl ict 
is part of reality. What makes these rivalries less concerning is 
that they often promote bonding between members of the same 
social group. This isn’t so different from sports fans who while 
rooting for their team might bond over disliking a rival team. The 

(continued ) 
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bottom line is that this rivalry isn’t a big deal and the benefi ts of 
having a social group outweigh everything else.

Now that you’re familiar with the importance of social groups 
and how to identify which group may be best for you based on 
your interests, we need to consider how you can tell which social 
group someone belongs to and where you might fi nd members 
of these groups. Ways to identify which social group someone 
belongs to include considering their interests, their appearance, 
whom they hang out with, where they hang out, and which 
extracurricular and social activities they belong to. For example, 
let’s imagine you have a strong interest in video games and are 
really good at playing them. In this case, the gamers might be a 
good social group for you to try to join and make friends with. 
Fortunately, gamers are really easy to spot if you know what 
you’re looking for—you just need to be aware of the signs. So 
what are the signs that someone is a gamer? Their interest in 
video games means that they’re often talking about video games, 
wearing T-shirts with gaming logos, carrying portable gaming 
devices, and playing video games before and after classes and 
during free time at school or work. They often hang out at gaming 
stores and arcades and enroll in gaming clubs at school and in 
the community. So if you were interested in becoming friends with 
the gamers or simply meeting people who like video games, you 
might try identifying some of these individuals at your school or 
work by paying attention to the signs. Then identify extracurricular 
activities and social clubs focused on video games, such as 
gaming clubs, and enroll in and attend these activities.

The next step in fi nding and choosing good friends is to 
consider whether you’re accepted by the people you’re trying to 
be friends with. Sometimes it can be diffi cult to know if you’re 
accepted by others. Fortunately, there are concrete signs that 
you can look for that will give you clues about whether you’re 
accepted or not accepted by the social group you’ve identifi ed. 
Table 2.2 shows some signs that highlight some of these clues.
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Now that you’ve seen a snapshot of some of the key 
elements to fi nding and choosing good friends, it will be 
important for you and your parents to complete the chapter 
exercises together in order to put this information into practice. 
Without completing these exercises, it will be diffi cult to meet 
your goal of making and keeping friends. Remember that the 
skills being offered in this book come directly from a program 
known as PEERS. This program has been shown through many 

Table 2.2. Signs of Acceptance and Lack of Acceptance from Social 
Groups

Signs You Are Accepted Signs You Are Not Accepted

They seek you out to do things 
individually or in the group.

They do not seek you out to do 
things. 

They talk to you and respond to 
your attempts to talk.

They ignore you and do not 
respond to your attempts to talk.

They give you their contact 
information.

They do not give you their 
contact information.

They ask for your contact 
information.

They do not ask for your contact 
information.

They text message, instant mes-
sage, e-mail, or call you just to 
talk. 

They do not text message, instant 
message, e-mail, or call you. 

They respond to your text mes-
sages, instant messages, e-mails, 
or phone calls.

They do not accept or return your 
calls or messages.

They invite you to do things. They do not invite you to do 
things.

They accept your invitations to 
do things.

They do not accept your 
invitations or put off your 
invitations to do things.

They add you to their social net-
working pages.

They ignore your friend requests 
on social networking sites. 

They say nice things to you and 
give you compliments.

They laugh at or make fun of you.

(continued ) 
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research studies to be effective in helping teens and young 
adults like you learn to make and keep friends. The skills you are 
learning from this book and the corresponding chapter exercises 
come directly from this scientifi cally supported program. If you 
follow along with these guidelines and practice the rules and 
steps of social behavior as advised in the chapter exercises, you 
will have a better shot of benefi tting from this program, like so 
many others before you.

CHAPTER EXERCISES
for Teens, Young Adults, and Parents

In each chapter of this book, you’ll fi nd suggestions for exercises 
to bring to life the information you are gaining. Completing 
these exercises is critical to benefi tting from this book. Without 
using and practicing the skills within these pages, there is only 
knowledge but no action. If your goal is to make and keep 
friends, then completing these exercises is an essential ingredient 
to the recipe.

It’s recommended that you and your parent complete the 
fi rst fi ve chapters of this book before you begin to attempt 
to make new friends with people from new social groups or 
extracurricular activities. You may want to rely on existing 
friends or old friends as you practice the strategies related 
to conversational skills described in chapters 3 to 5. If you 
don’t have any good options among existing friends, proceed 
slowly with any new potential friends until you and your parent 
have read and completed the chapter exercises in the fi rst fi ve 
chapters.
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Teens and young adults should complete the following 
exercises with parents:

• Brainstorm the different social groups that exist in your social 
surroundings (see table 2.1 for examples of common social 
groups).

• Identify what your interests and talents are (for example, 
computers, technology, video games, and so on).

• Make a list of the different social groups that share similar inter-
ests with you (for example, computer geeks, techies, gamers, 
and so on), and then consider how you might identify members 
of these social groups based on the following:

• Their interests

• Their appearance

• Whom they hang out with

• Where they hang out

• Which extracurricular and social activities they belong to

• Make a list of extracurricular activities and social clubs where 
you might fi nd people around your age who have the same 
interests as you (for example, computer clubs, gaming clubs, 
and so on).

• Work with your parent to fi nd these extracurricular activities and 
social clubs in your school or community and begin the process 
of enrolling. Try to fi nd activities that accomplish the following:

• Are based on your interests

• Include same-aged peers who are likely to be accepting

• Are located in a place where you don’t have a bad 
reputation

• Meet regularly (preferably at least once a week)

• Think about whether you have ever tried to make friends with 
people from these social groups or extracurricular activities 
and identify how you can tell if you’ve been accepted or not 
accepted by them (see table 2.2 for signs of acceptance and 
lack of acceptance from social groups).

(continued ) 
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• If it feels like you’re not being accepted by others, 
remember that you’re not alone. Many teens and young 
adults who have gone through PEERS started in similar 
circumstances but were eventually successful at making and 
keeping friends.

• While you work on learning these skills and becoming more 
aware of things like social acceptance, be careful not to 
force friendships. Remember that friendship is a choice. 
We don’t get to be friends with everyone, and everyone 
doesn’t get to be friends with us. If we’re not accepted by 
one group, we can always fi nd another group. So hang in 
there and remember that your parents are here to help and 
we’re just getting started!
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Good Conversations
The Basics

HAVING GOOD CONVERSATIONAL SKILLS IS ONE OF the essential ingredients to 
developing and maintaining meaningful relationships in adolescence 
and adulthood. However, diffi culty having good conversations as a teen 
or adult can create a signifi cant social barrier. So why are conversational 
skills so important once we reach adolescence? One reason relates to 
the social demands placed on each of us during this period of transi-
tion. Consider the usual social interactions of younger children. How 
do young children interact and socialize with one another? Generally, 
interaction is initiated and sustained through play. Consequently, play 
skills, good sportsmanship, and knowing how to enter play appropri-
ately are essential social skills needed to succeed in early childhood. 
However, when children grow into adolescence, the need for play skills 
becomes less relevant and is replaced with another critical social skill. 
Typically, interaction is initiated and sustained through conversations. 
Friendships and romantic relationships are formed and maintained 
around meaningful communi-
cation with others. Thus, hav-
ing good conversational skills 
becomes critical to social suc-
cess on reaching adolescence and 
remains so throughout life.

Having good conversational skills 
becomes critical to social success on 
reaching adolescence and remains so 
throughout life.
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In our clinical experience working with families through the UCLA 
PEERS Clinic, many teens and young adults with social challenges strug-
gle with social communication, committing social faux pas such as 
hogging conversations or perseverating on topics of personal interest—
creating a social barrier for making and keeping friends. However, this 
barrier isn’t necessarily immovable or permanent. Understanding the 
common social errors committed during conversations and replacing 
those errors with appropriate rules of conversation may eliminate some or 
most of these obstacles. So if your child also struggles with conversations, 
like so many others, don’t despair. As long as your teen or young adult is 
motivated to learn and practice the rules of good conversations described 
in this chapter, much can be achieved.

Perspective Taking in Conversations

Some teens and young adults with social challenges have a tendency to 
focus on topics of personal interest in conversations, often with what 
appears to be very little notice of their conversational partner. For those 
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), this might include perseverating 
on topics of special interest, sometimes called obsessions or restricted inter-
ests, with little notice or regard for their partner’s interest in the subject. 
Contrary to how this interaction may make the other person feel, this ten-
dency to dominate the conversation or even to monologue or lecture is 
not necessarily done out of complete indifference or apathy toward the 
other person. More likely the person committing this social error is una-
ware of how his or her actions are making the other person feel.

Does your teen or young adult have a tendency to make this social 
error? Have you ever wondered why he or she does this? Lack of awareness 
of how your child’s behaviors affect others may be due to an impairment 
in social cognition, which is the ability to attribute the mental states of 
others—to understand or intuit their thoughts, feelings, wishes, desires, 
or intentions. Social cognition is essentially the ability to take on another 
person’s perspective, to put yourself in someone else’s shoes, and imagine 
how he or she might think, feel, or react in a given social situation. Is this 
something your teen or young adult struggles with? If so, you’re not alone. 
Diffi culty with this type of perspective taking is a common characteristic 
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of those with social challenges, and although social cognition is not nec-
essarily innate or hardwired for some, there is some research evidence to 
suggest that perspective taking can be taught to a certain extent. In our 
work through the UCLA PEERS Clinic, we’ve developed a method of help-
ing teens and young adults with social diffi culties learn to take on the per-
spectives of others. This approach has been modifi ed for this book so that 
you and your child might also benefi t from these strategies.

Throughout the next several chapters, you and your child will be pre-
sented with various social vignettes, representing appropriate and inappro-
priate social behavior. In some cases there will be video demonstrations of 
these skills and social errors provided on the accompanying DVD. It’s impor-
tant for you and your child to read the social vignettes and watch the DVD 
demonstrations while considering 
what these interactions might be 
like using the perspective-taking 
questions offered at the end of each 
example. These social vignettes and 
video demonstrations will help 
you and your teen or young adult 
consider the experiences of others: 
a critical step toward friendship 
development and maintenance.

Perspective-taking questions will often follow a very specifi c pattern in 
order to help you and your child internalize and habitualize the thought 
processes associated with understanding the perspective of others. The 
three most commonly used perspective-taking questions are as follows:

• What was that interaction like for the other person?

• What did they think of me?

• Are they going to want to talk to me again?

The perspective-taking questions provided in this book will always 
relate to some specifi c rule or step of social behavior associated with mak-
ing and keeping friends. In this chapter, this involves the rules for good 
conversations, which are based not only on what we want to do but also 
what we want to avoid doing. The former refers to ecologically valid social 
skills, or what people who are socially accepted naturally do in conversa-
tions. The latter refers to the common social errors committed by some 

It’s important for you and your child 
to read the social vignettes and watch 
the DVD demonstrations while con-
sidering what these interactions might 
be like using the perspective-taking 
questions offered at the end of each 
example.
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individuals with social communication problems. Both are based on what 
science tells us works and doesn’t work.

The rules for good conversations are presented in the following and 
in many cases include examples using social vignettes, DVD demonstra-
tions, and perspective-taking questions, which can be found in the chap-
ter summary for teens and young adults at the end of this chapter. Be sure 
to review these examples with your child and have a discussion about each 
using the perspective-taking questions.

Rules of Good Conversations

Trade Information 

Video

The fundamental practice of having a good conversation involves infor-
mational exchange. We call this social behavior trading information. Trading 
information involves at least two partners exchanging information back 
and forth about one another. I tell you something about me. You tell me 
something about you. I ask something about you. You ask something 
about me, and so on. We can liken this conversational exchange to a game 
of tennis or ping pong, where the ball goes back and forth over the net, 
just as a conversation should go back and forth between partners. If the 
ball stays on one side of the court too long, we’re no longer playing the 
game; just as if the conversation stays on one partner too long, we’re no 
longer having a conversation.

Social coaching tip: The chapter summary for teens and young 
adults includes an appropriate example of trading information. Read the 
social vignette and view the DVD demonstration of trading information 
with your child, then follow up with a discussion using the perspective-
taking questions. Presenting the rules of conversations in this way will 
help you convey the signifi cance of this rule to your teen or young adult.

Find Common Interests

The goal of any good conversation is to trade information and fi nd common 
interests. Common interests are important in social communication because 
they provide common ground on which to keep a conversation interesting 
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and stimulating. Common interests are also important because they’re typi-
cally the foundation of friendships. Think about who you are (or have been) 
friends with. You probably share common interests, the things you probably 
talk about and do together. We seek common ground because it gives us a 
foundation on which to build a conversation and even a friendship.

Social coaching tip: Because the most fundamental rule of good 
conversations is to trade information and fi nd common interests, it will 
be essential for you to stress this point with your teen or young adult. 
Any deviation from this goal (or committing of social errors such as those 
described in the following) should be addressed by you with the simple 
question, “What is our goal in a conversation?” Of course, the answer is 
to trade information and fi nd common interests. When deviations from 
this goal are committed by your teen or young adult, you will want to 
follow up with social coaching questions related to whatever social error 
was committed, followed by perspective-taking questions such as the 
ones outlined in this book. Helpful perspective-taking questions include, 
“What was that conversation like for the other person?” and “What do 
you think that person thought of you?” and “Do you think that person 
will want to talk to you again?” 
This social coaching should of 
course be conducted in private, 
when your child’s peers are not 
present.

Social coaching tip: Once common interests are found, a key 
follow-up social coaching question for you to ask is, “What could you 
do with that information if you were ever to hang out?” As the social 
coach, it’s your job to help connect the dots for your child along the 
way, and in this case, have your teen or young adult begin to generate 
ideas for how he or she might use common interests to develop ideas 
of things to do with friends. In order for your child to have successful 
conversations, ultimately leading 
to friendships, decoding these 
important social communication 
goals and identifying the link-
ages will be the key to helping 
your child unlock the mystery of 
conversational skills.

The most fundamental rule of good 
conversations is to trade information 
and fi nd common interests.

Once common interests are found, a 
key follow-up social coaching question 
for you to ask is, “What could you do 
with that information if you were ever 
to hang out?”
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Here are some examples:

• If your teen or young adult discovers a common interest in video 
games with a friend, they might play video games, talk about video 
games, go to a gaming store or arcade, or surf the Internet for video 
games they’d like to play.

• If they discover a common interest in computers, they might play 
with their computers, talk about computers, go to a computer store 
or a computer expo, or surf the Internet for computers they’d like to 
purchase.

• If their common interest is science, they might go to a science 
museum or science expo, talk about science, go to a science fi ction 
movie, look at science-related YouTube videos online, or watch the 
Science Channel or Discovery Channel.

• If their common interest is comic books and anime, they could share 
their comic books and anime with one another, talk about comic 
books and anime, watch a TV show or movie related to comic books or 
anime, go to a comic book store, or attend a comic book convention.

Ask the Person about Him- or Herself

So now that you know the goal of a conversation, how do you actually 
trade information and fi nd common interests? Trading information 
typically involves a process of asking the person you’re talking to about 
him- or herself and sharing related information about you. Teens and 
young adults have a long list of conversational topics often covered but 
general questions such as “What have you been up to lately?” or “What 
did you do over the weekend?” or “What are you doing this weekend?” 
can provide useful information about a person’s likes, interests, and 
hobbies.

Common conversational topics among teens and young adults often 
relate to school or work gossip; problems with friends, family, school, 
or work; weekend activities including dating, parties, and get-togethers; 
professional and school sports; movies and TV shows; video games and 
computer games; comic books and anime; music and concerts; fashion, 
clothes, hair, and makeup; and so on. Although some teens and young 
adults with social challenges will have a natural inclination toward talking 
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about their own interests, the fact is most are generally capable of talk-
ing about topics apart from their most specialized interests. It’s just that 
many don’t think to do this and subsequently make the mistake of persev-
erating or talking incessantly about what primarily interests them. Yet, if 
their goal is to make and keep friends, correcting this social error by trad-
ing information and fi nding common interests will be more motivating 
than what they’re accustomed to doing.

Social coaching tip: If your teen or young adult has restricted or spe-
cial interests, it’s your responsibility as your child’s social coach to assist 
him or her in practicing talking about topics outside of these special inter-
ests. Sharing the list of conversational topics in table 3.1 with your teen 
or young adult and practicing trading information about some of these 
topics will be a good start. You will quickly fi nd that he or she does in fact 
have other interests aside from 
those perseverated on. For exam-
ple, movies and TV shows are very 
common topics of interest for 
most young people, even for those 
with specialized interests.

It’s your responsibility as your child’s 
social coach to assist him or her in 
practicing talking about topics outside 
of special interests.

Table 3.1. Common Conversational Topics among Teens and Young Adults

School and work gossip Video games and 
 computer games

Classes

Problems with friends Computers and 
technology

Exams

Problems with family Comic books and anime Teachers and professors

Problems with school 
and work

Movies School major and minor

Dating TV shows Sports

Parties and get-togethers YouTube and viral videos Cars, motorcycles, and 
bikes

Weekend activities Internet websites Celebrities

Extracurricular activities Music and concerts Fashion and clothes

Social clubs and activities Books Shopping

Hobbies and interests News and media Makeup and hairstyling
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Answer Your Own Questions

Once you’ve determined the interests and likes of your conversational 
partner, it’s important to share something related about yourself. 
Although some conversational partners will ask similar questions to learn 
more about your interests, you shouldn’t wait for the person to ask. If 
they don’t ask, you could end up having a one-sided conversation, only 
focusing on the other person. Instead, you can answer your own questions 
while trading information. For example, if your teen or young adult asked 
a friend what she’d been up to lately, and she responded that she’s been 
going to a lot of movies recently, your child might answer his or her own 
question by mentioning seeing one of the movies talked about. This tech-
nique keeps the conversation going back and forth so your teen or young 
adult is trading information and fi nding common interests. In this exam-

ple, your child’s common inter-
est with his or her friend was that 
they’d seen the same movie, which 
would likely lead to further dis-
cussion and perhaps even a get-
together to the movies as their 
friendship develops.

Social coaching tip: The chapter summary for teens and young 
adults provides an example of trading information and answering your 
own question. Read the social vignette with your child, then follow up 
with a discussion using the perspective-taking questions.

Share Relevant Information

Another important rule of having good conversations is to share relevant 
information. So what makes information relevant in a conversation? If 
your child has a special interest in ancient Chinese symbols, for example, 
this information is relevant to him or her. However, if your child’s con-
versational partner is not interested in Chinese symbols, then the infor-
mation becomes less relevant. You will need to help your teen or young 
adult understand that if his or her ultimate goal is to develop and main-
tain meaningful relationships, then the goal in a conversation must be 
to trade information and fi nd common interests. In this conversational 

Once you’ve determined the interests 
and likes of your conversational part-
ner, it’s important to share something 
related about yourself.
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example, that does not include Chinese symbols. Yet, through trading 
information back and forth with his or her conversational partner, your 
child may eventually discover a mutual interest in video games. This 
information is now relevant because it’s a common interest that your teen 
or young adult shares with his or her partner.

Ask Follow-up Questions

Some teens and young adults with social challenges have a tendency to 
switch topics frequently in conversations. They’ll sometimes jump from 
one topic to the next, with little or no connection from one topic to the 
next. This form of abrupt topic switching can be rather jarring and con-
fusing to their conversational partners. Perhaps your teen or young adult 
has a tendency to topic switch, too. If so, as your child leaps from one 
topic to the next, where does he or she often leap to? If your child has 
restricted interests, like so many others, he or she probably tends to leap 
back to these special interests. Although it’s diffi cult to know for certain 
the thought process associated with topic switching and topic leaping, if 
your teen or young adult has a tendency to leap back to his or her special 
interests in conversations, it’s possible he or she is doing this because it’s a 
topic of comfort and ease. Perhaps when your child becomes lost in a con-
versation and is unsure where to 
go, he or she chooses to leap back 
to what is known best. Whatever 
the case may be, topic switching 
is a common social error com-
mitted by teens and young adults 
with social diffi culties that should 
be avoided. A helpful replacement 
behavior for this mistake is the 
use of follow-up questions.

Follow-up questions are the questions we use to naturally keep the 
conversation going on a given topic while we’re trading information. For 
example, if your child were to ask a friend what she did over the weekend, 
the friend might mention that she caught up on some TV watching. Your 
child might then ask some follow-up questions about the shows watched, 
perhaps leading to the discovery of a common interest.

Topic switching is a common social 
error committed by teens and young 
adults with social diffi culties that 
should be avoided. A helpful replace-
ment behavior for this mistake is the 
use of follow-up questions.
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Social coaching tip: Because asking follow-up questions can be dif-
fi cult for some teens and young adults with social diffi culties, a useful 
coaching tip is to have your child pick various topics and practice asking 
follow-up questions on a regular basis until his or her skills improve. It’s 
helpful to frequently switch the topics during these practice exercises to 
refi ne the skills. You might begin with a topic of common interest but 
then switch to topics your child is less familiar with because we still need 
to know how to trade information politely even about topics we know or 
care little about. Start with the list of common conversation topics for 
teens and young adults in table 3.1. You might introduce this exercise by 
saying, “I want you to ask me about movies I like and then ask me fi ve fol-
low-up questions.” Although this method may seem somewhat artifi cial 
at fi rst, it will be a good foundation on which to build and improve your 
child’s ability to ask follow-up questions in normal conversations.

Social coaching tip: The chapter summary for teens and young 
adults provides a social vignette with an example of asking follow-up 
questions while trading information. Read the social vignette with your 
child, then follow up with a discussion using the perspective-taking 
questions.

Ask Open-Ended Questions

Another common social error committed by teens and young adults with 
social challenges is the failure to elicit extended responses from conversa-
tional partners. One possible reason for this conversational shortcoming 
may be the tendency to ask repeated closed-ended questions. Closed-ended 
questions are those that limit the possible responses of the person talking 
(usually in the form of yes or no responses or multiple choice answers), 
making it less likely to draw out more detailed responses. For example, 
“What’s your favorite video game” or “Which Star Wars movies have you 
seen?” would be examples of closed-ended questions. Although closed-
ended questions are not inherently bad in and of themselves, when repeat-
edly used in a conversation, they tend to sound like an interview. However, 
open-ended questions are not constrained by defi ned response limits. 
They allow for spontaneous and unrestricted replies that may lead to more 
extended responses and further conversation. For example, “What kind 
of video games do you like?” or “What kind of movies do you like?” or 
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“What do you like to do on the weekends?” would be examples of more 
open-ended questions. Questions beginning with, “What kind of . . .”
are generally open-ended and 
lead to further discussion. More 
general questions such as, “What 
have you been up to lately?” or 
“What are you doing this week-
end?” are also good examples of 
open-ended questions that may 
lead to further conversation.

Given the fact that teens and young adults with certain social chal-
lenges may have a tendency to become overly rigid with these social rules, 
we would not want to confuse them by suggesting that they should never 
ask closed-ended questions. Instead, you’ll want to convey to your child 
that closed-ended questions are fi ne when used in combination with 
open-ended questions.

Social coaching tip: A good coaching tip to help your child use more 
open-ended questions is to present examples of closed-ended questions 
and have your teen or young adult generate several alternative open-ended 
questions. For example, you might say, “If the closed-ended question 
were, ‘What is your favorite video game?’ what would some open-ended 
questions be?” Your child might then generate some examples of related 
open-ended questions, such as, “What kind of video games do you play?” 
or “What kind of multiplayer games do you like?” or “What kind of RPGs 
(role-playing games) do you like?”

Check Your Humor

Although humor is often seen as an allurement for friendship, when 
used inappropriately, humor is one of the fastest ways to push people 
away. It’s a harsh reality for parents to face, but it’s important to con-
sider that although you may fi nd your child’s humor charming and 
delightful, sadly, others may not. Therefore, your child may need to be 
cautious with his or her use of humor and check his or her humor at all 
times. Checking your humor essentially means that your teen or young 
adult needs to pay attention to the feedback he or she gets after telling 
a joke or attempting to say something funny. For example, when your 

Open-ended questions are not con-
strained by defi ned response limits. 
They allow for spontaneous and 
unrestricted replies that may lead to 
more extended responses and further 
conversation.
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child tells a joke, are the listeners 
laughing? And if they are laugh-
ing, are they laughing at your 
child, laughing with your child, 
or simply giving your child a 
courtesy laugh?

Certain subsets of teens and young adults with social challenges 
have a tendency to use humor inappropriately, and therefore as a social 
coach, helping your child to check his or her humor will be imperative. 
Teens and young adults who struggle with appropriate use of humor 
often fancy themselves comedians or class clowns, engaging in silly, odd, 
or immature joke telling that no one else seems to understand. They 
may repeat dialogue from movies or TV shows out of context, confusing 
the listener who doesn’t understand the meaning of the joke. They may 
repeat the same jokes over and over, not realizing that jokes don’t tend to 
be funny once you’ve already heard them. These are the teens and young 
adults who seem to be constantly seeking a laugh, but when they get one, 
may not realize that people are actually laughing at them, not with them. 
For these teens and young adults, learning to use humor appropriately 
will be of paramount importance.

Unbeknownst to many teens and young adults with social diffi cul-
ties, their inappropriate use of humor may be creating a social barrier 
between them and their peers, making it diffi cult to make and keep 
friends. Their failure to recognize this rejection may cause them to be 
further rejected and may even result in a bad reputation among their 
peers. Because teens and young adults that regularly engage in inap-
propriate use of humor are often seen as “strange” or “weird” by their 
peers, checking humor will be a critical component to making and 
keeping friends.

As a parent, it’s naturally painful to imagine other teens or adults 
laughing at your child, but the sad reality is that for some young peo-
ple struggling to make and keep friends, this experience is very real and 
may even happen quite frequently. Perhaps this is true for your teen or 
young adult. If so, the realization can be heartbreaking. Although it’s 
understandable that you may be reluctant to draw attention to a form of 
rejection that your child may be completely unaware of, as has been the 

Although humor is often seen as an 
allurement for friendship, when used 
inappropriately, humor is one of the 
fastest ways to push people away.
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case for many families we’ve worked with, you will be doing your child a 
disservice if you don’t help check his or her humor.

So what are the behavioral signs for checking humor? When people 
are laughing with you, they often smile, shake their head up and down, or 
perhaps make comments such as, “That was funny” or “Good one,” with-
out a sarcastic tone. When people are giving you a courtesy laugh, they 
may give a polite laugh and a smile, but this doesn’t mean they think your 
joke was funny. When people are laughing at you, they may roll their eyes, 
make a face, point at you, look at someone else and laugh, or make sar-
castic comments such as, “Yeah, you’re really funny” or “Yeah, that was 
hilarious.” Remember that with your help, your teen or young adult has a 
shot at moving past these negative interactions and fi nding more success-
ful ways of connecting with others.

You will have to judge whether your teen or young adult is using 
humor in a way that’s creating a social barrier toward making and keep-
ing friends. When uncertain, a good rule of thumb for your child is to be 
a little more serious when fi rst getting to know someone. Remember that 
when used inappropriately, humor can be one of the fastest ways to push 
people away. So suggest to your teen or young adult that he or she give new 
friends and acquaintances time to get used to his or her sense of humor.

Social coaching tip: As your teen or young adult’s social coach, it’s 
critical that you help check his or her humor if relevant. If you notice that 
in response to joke telling, people are either not laughing, giving a courtesy 
laugh, or laughing at him or her, you may want to help your child recon-
sider his or her use of humor. Although this can sometimes be a painful 
reality check for your child, you’re actually doing him or her a favor by 
pointing out potential pitfalls that may be preventing friendships. Helping 
your teen or young adult check humor involves having regular discus-
sions about his or her use of humor and may also include privately point-
ing out inappropriate uses of humor during teachable moments. In our 
work with families facing the challenge of giving subtle feedback during 
these moments, many parents have found it helpful to use short verbal 
cues, such as quietly saying, “humor check” when others wouldn’t overhear 
or even giving discreet hand gestures that might alert their child to their 
social faux pas. Whatever is decided, you’ll need to negotiate this feedback 
with your teen or young adult to avoid embarrassment and hurt feelings.
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Social coaching tip: Because many teens and young adults use 
humor as a way to try to connect with others, you’ll need to help your 
child fi gure out another way to connect if humor isn’t working. Remind 
your child that trading information and fi nding common interests is one 
of the best ways to form connections with others and is a far less risky 
behavior. Assure your child that he or she isn’t going to lose the ability to 
connect with others. Instead, by using the tools for having good conver-
sations, making connections will be something your child will do more 
naturally and successfully.

Listen

Some teens and young adults with social challenges struggle with lis-
tening skills. The problem with this is that when people don’t listen 
it makes it seem like they’re uninterested and indifferent to the per-
son they’re talking to. However, when people listen and demonstrate 
this by asking follow-up questions or sharing related information, it 
shows that they are interested and care about the information shared. 
Sometimes in conversations, people will appear to be listening when 
they’re actually just waiting for the other person to stop talking so they 
can say something else. Although simply pausing long enough to let the 
other person talk is an important aspect of having good conversations, 
people still need to show their partner that they’re listening through 
verbal and nonverbal forms of communication. So how can your teen or 
young adult show that he or she is listening? On the verbal side, trad-
ing information, fi nding common interests, and asking follow-up ques-
tions are good methods for demonstrating the act of listening. On the 
nonverbal side, smiling or laughing when appropriate, having good eye 
contact, and shaking his or her head up and down (showing agreement) 
or side to side (showing mutual disapproval) are good methods for 

showing interest and listening. 
Commenting on what the other 
person says and remembering 
details of conversations at a later 
time are also good ways for your 
teen or young adult to show that 
he or she has been listening.

When people listen and demonstrate 
this by asking follow-up questions or 
sharing related information, it shows 
that they are interested and care 
about the information shared.
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Use Good Eye Contact 

Video

On how many occasions have parents uttered the words, “Look at me” 
or “Look at them” or “Look me in the eye”? For parents of teens and 
young adults diagnosed with ASD, these requests may be too numerous 
to count. Perhaps you too have spoken these commands countless times. 
You likely do this because you know that your child’s failure to make good 
eye contact means that he or she may appear disinterested in others, as if 
in another world. As your child’s 
social coach, you’ll need to be 
ready to coach your teen or young 
adult on good use of eye contact 
during teachable moments, being 
sensitive not to provide embar-
rassing feedback in front of others.

Although using good eye contact obviously includes not looking away 
from your conversational partner for long periods of time, it also excludes 
staring at your partner without ever looking away. Interestingly, some 
teens and young adults we’ve worked with through the UCLA PEERS 
Clinic have overlearned the act of eye contact by the time they reach us. 
For years they’ve been hounded by family members, therapists, and teach-
ers to “look me in the eyes.” Although these coaching efforts obviously 
come with good intentions, occasionally the end result may be a teen or 
young adult who overuses eye contact. Can you imagine what this might 
look like? Picture a young teen who stares you in the face, rarely blinks, 
and never looks away. How might it feel to be watched so intensely—your 
conversational partner never looking away, never blinking, and never tak-
ing his or her eyes off of you? Many describe the act of being watched 
so intensely as creepy or weird, perhaps even intrusive or predatory. The 
experience of being stared at tends to conjure up feelings of discomfort, 
uneasiness, and even anxiety or fear.

To help remedy this problem in your child, you’ll need to coach 
him or her on good use of eye contact during teachable moments 
when others won’t overhear. So what does good eye contact look like? 
Generally when people converse naturally, they make eye contact with 
their partner for several seconds and then periodically look away. The 

Your child’s failure to make good eye 
contact means that he or she may 
appear disinterested in others, as if in 
another world.
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period of time someone looks away is brief, perhaps only a second or 
two, but it’s the looking away that tells our conversational partner that 
we’re safe, that we’re not a predator.

Social coaching tip: When sharing this information with your child, 
a good coaching tip is to present the rule that we need to use good eye 
contact when conversing, which includes making eye contact with our 
conversational partner, but not staring too much. To help convey this 
point, it is also helpful for you and your teen or young adult to read the 
social vignette in the chapter summary for teens and young adults and 
view the DVD demonstrations of the two corresponding social errors 
(too little eye contact and too much eye contact), followed by a discussion 
using the perspective-taking questions.

Use Good Body Boundaries 

Video

Another common social error sometimes committed by teens and young 
adults with social challenges relates to bad body boundaries. The act 
of standing too close or too far away can quickly create an awkward 
social dynamic. Consider what it feels like to have someone stand too 
close during a conversation. At best, you may think the person is weird 
or odd. At worst, you may think the person is creepy or predatory. The 
experience of having someone invade your personal space can be incred-
ibly uncomfortable and disconcerting—often generating the feeling of 
wanting to fl ee. Perhaps your child has the tendency to stand too close 
during conversations, unaware of the discomfort it may cause others. 
Although likely an unintentional social faux pas, if your child’s goal 
is to make and keep friends, then disobeying the rules of body bound-
aries and invading someone’s personal space is not a good start. Don’t 
feel discouraged though. In our experience through the UCLA PEERS 
Clinic, adjusting body boundaries is one of the simpler coaching jobs 
our parents have. You’ll just have to be sure to stay on your toes and 
jump in during teachable moments.

Also related to poor body boundaries are those who overindulge the 
use of personal space and stand too far away from their partner when 
attempting to converse. Imagine the person who is trying to have a con-
versation with you from across the room. What does that experience 
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feel like? Many say that it’s awkward and strange to have a conversation 
involving more than a couple of exchanges from a distance. Even worse, 
when others are present and might overhear the conversation, the experi-
ence can be rather embarrassing. Placed in this situation, imagine what 
you might think of people committing this odd social error. You might 
think they’re strange or weird or you might fi nd them embarrassing. 
Whatever the case, it’s unlikely that the act of talking to someone from 
across a room or engaging others in conversation from a large distance 
will win any social points. Perhaps your child makes this social error. If 
that’s true, then it will be important for you to coach your child on the 
use of good body boundaries when conversing with others.

So what constitutes good body boundaries? A good rule of thumb 
in conversations is to stand about an arm’s length away from the person 
you’re talking to. The distance of about three feet (approximately one 
meter) is generally considered to be a comfortable distance when talking 
with others. Although it’s important for you to present this concrete rule 
to your child, take this advice learned from personal experience: be sure to 
clarify with your child that although an arm’s length away is the accept-
able distance, that doesn’t mean he or she should go up and measure the 
distance with an arm before talking to someone! Although a funny men-
tal image, a more appropriate tactic would be to calculate the distance 
with friends and family during 
practice conversations (like those 
described in the chapter exercises). 
All other conversations should 
only include ballpark estimates of 
the measurement.

Social coaching tip: To help convey the social rule about body bound-
aries, you should read the social vignette in the chapter summary for teens 
and young adults with your child and then view the DVD demonstrations 
of these two social errors (standing too close and standing too far away), 
followed by a discussion using the perspective-taking questions. You 
should also be prepared to step in during teachable moments and offer 
social coaching when your teen or young adult violates rules about body 
boundaries. Like coaching on any of these skills, be sure to provide feed-
back in a subtle way that doesn’t cause embarrassment or hurt feelings and 
has been negotiated beforehand.

A good rule of thumb in conversations 
is to stand about an arm’s length away 
from the person you’re talking to.
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Use Good Volume Control 

Video

Have you ever had a conversation with someone who spoke too loudly? 
Recollect how the interaction made you feel. Perhaps you were startled at 
fi rst, then maybe a little embarrassed by the thought that others might be 
listening. What did you think of the speaker who did this? Perhaps you 
thought he or she was odd or weird or maybe you even wondered if he 
or she had hearing diffi culties. Whatever the case, you probably didn’t 
fi nd the experience terribly pleasant, which may account for your mem-
ory of the event. Now consider the reverse. Have you ever had a conversa-
tion with someone who spoke too quietly? Again, think of the encounter 
and recall how the interaction made you feel. You might have felt con-
fused, struggling to understand what the person said. You might have 
been frustrated, working hard to decode the conversation. What did you 
think of the speaker? You might have thought he or she was shy or timid 
or perhaps you thought he or she seemed sad or depressed. Whatever you 
thought, the conversation probably felt like a lot of work and wasn’t par-
ticularly enjoyable. Simple social behaviors such as volume control have 
the capacity to greatly affect our interactions with others, even getting in 
the way of our ability to make and keep friends.

The tendency to speak either too loudly or too quietly is not uncom-
mon among teens and young adults with social challenges. Anecdotally, 
in our work with teens and young adults through the UCLA PEERS 
Clinic, those who commit the social error of speaking too loudly are more 
likely to fall into the peer-rejected category described in chapter 2—often 
seen as obnoxious or annoying by their peers. Those youth who make the 
mistake of speaking too quietly may be more likely to fall into the socially 

neglected category—often seen as 
shy and withdrawn by their peers. 
Another important rule for you 
to share with your teen or young 
adult is to use good volume con-
trol when talking to others.

Social coaching tip: Although sharing this important rule with 
your teen or young adult is a fi rst step, you’ll likely have to provide addi-
tional coaching during teachable moments to help highlight the point. 
It’s diffi cult to provide an exact measurement of what constitutes good 

The tendency to speak either too 
loudly or too quietly is not uncommon 
among teens and young adults with 
social challenges.
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volume control because of changes in context, so direct coaching dur-
ing teachable moments will probably be needed to get this point across. 
Additionally, reading the social vignette in the chapter summary for teens 
and young adults and viewing the DVD demonstrations of these two 
social errors (talking too loudly and talking too quietly), followed by a 
discussion using the perspective-taking questions, may also help to con-
vey this social rule to your child.

Don’t Be a Conversation Hog 

Video

One of the more common social errors committed by those with social 
challenges is the tendency to monopolize and dominate conversa-
tions. These tend to be the teens and young adults who focus on their 
own personal interests when conversing, often with little regard for the 
other person’s interest in the topic. For example, they may go on and on 
espousing their views on RPGs (role-playing games), MMOs, (massively 
multiplayer online games), or FPSs (fi rst-person shooter games), but the 
listener doesn’t know the fi rst thing about video games. Or perhaps they 
may give a lecture on their theory of robotics, including a lengthy discus-
sion about the importance of homogeneous transformations, kinemat-
ics, and trajectory generation, covering all sorts of terms and concepts 
their listener may have never heard before.

We call this social error being a conversation hog. Aside from the fact 
that this experience is uninteresting and boring for the listener, the act 
of conversation hogging is the equivalent of a one-way conversation. 
Remember that your fundamental goal in having a conversation is to 
trade information and fi nd common interests. In a two-person exchange, 
this involves having a two-way conversation. Yet, if your child is being a 
conversation hog, the end result is a one-way conversation. In this case, 
the conversation will be all about your teen or young adult, and he or she 
will probably fail to fi nd common interests with the other person.

The act of conversation hogging is akin to the act of ball hogging, 
a term likely to be familiar to anyone who has ever played on a school-
yard playground. Imagine the child at recess who when playing with his 
peers refuses to share or pass the ball. He selfi shly hogs the ball to him-
self for his own amusement, oblivious to the reactions of his teammates. 
Consider how the teammates feel about this interaction. They’re likely to 
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feel annoyed and frustrated, perhaps even angry at not having the chance 
to play. How will they feel about the boy hogging the ball? They’re likely 
to fi nd him annoying, rude, selfi sh, and aggravating. Worse still, they’re 
not likely to want to play with him again.

Just like the kid who hogged the ball in the schoolyard game, not 
allowing others to have their turn at play, conversation hogs monopo-
lize the talking in conversations, not allowing others to have their turn 
at speaking. Similar to schoolyard playmates, the partners of conversa-
tion hogs are likely to feel annoyed, frustrated, bored, and possibly even 
angry at not having a chance to speak. They’re also likely to think the 
person hogging the conversation is selfi sh, rude, annoying, and aggra-
vating. Even worse, they’re unlikely to want to become friends with that 
person or even talk to him or her again. Other peers may also begin to 
notice this tendency to hog conversations, possibly resulting in peer rejec-
tion and even a bad reputation for the person committing the social 
error. Although it may seem diffi cult to alter this bad social habit, in our 
experience through the UCLA PEERS Clinic, socially motivated teens 
and young adults who are interested in making and keeping friends will 
quickly learn the importance of trading information and fi nding com-
mon interests as a replacement for conversation hogging. For many 
of these young people, it’s not that they’re unable to talk about things 
apart from what interests them; they just don’t always think to talk about 
other things. By giving your teen or young adult the goal to fi nd common 
interests, you will ultimately help change the direction of your child’s 
conversational patterns.

Social coaching tip: Given the propensity of teens and young adults 
with social challenges to engage in conversation hogging, it will be criti-
cal to underscore the importance of avoiding this common social error. 
If your child has a tendency to conversation hog, you might unobtru-

sively point out this social error 
as it occurs during teachable 
moments, being sensitive not to 
embarrass your child in front 
of his or her peers. Reading the 
social vignette in the chapter 
summary for teens and young 
adults and viewing the DVD 

Given the propensity of teens and 
young adults with social challenges 
to engage in conversation hogging, 
it will be critical to underscore the 
importance of avoiding this common 
social error.
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demonstration of being a conversation hog with your child, followed by 
a discussion using the perspective-taking questions, will also be essential 
to conveying this vital social rule.

Don’t Be an Interviewer 

Video

Another common social error often committed by teens and young adults 
with social diffi culties is the tendency to repeatedly ask questions without 
providing reciprocal responses. For example, asking someone what kind 
of video games he or she likes and asking follow-up questions related to 
this topic is fi ne, but if you fail to answer your own questions and share 
relevant information about yourself (in this case, information related to 
video games), then you fail to trade information and fi nd common inter-
ests. Remember that your child’s goal in a conversation is to trade infor-
mation and fi nd common interests. Yet, it’s impossible to fi nd common 
interests if your child doesn’t share information about him- or herself. 
Simply asking the other person questions without providing reciprocal 
information is another type of one-way conversation. Unlike conversa-
tion hogging, which was all about your child, when your child is being an 
interviewer, it’s all about the other 
person. The problem with this 
type of one-way conversation is 
that you fail to fi nd the common 
links that form the foundation 
of a friendship, the things that 
make it fun for you to talk to one 
another and give you things to do 
together.

Social coaching tip: Just as with conversation hogging, if your 
child has a tendency to be an interviewer, you will need to discreetly 
point out instances of interviewing as they occur naturally during 
teachable moments, being sensitive not to embarrass your child in front 
of others. Reading the social vignette in the chapter summary for teens 
and young adults and viewing the DVD demonstration of being an 
interviewer with your child, followed by a discussion using the perspec-
tive-taking questions, will also be important to conveying this point.

Another common social error often 
committed by teens and young adults 
with social diffi culties is the tendency 
to repeatedly ask questions without 
providing reciprocal responses.
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Don’t Be Repetitive

As previously mentioned, a common social error committed by people 
with social challenges is becoming hyperfocused on topics of personal 
interest, also referred to as restricted interests or obsessions. Teens and 
young adults diagnosed with ASD have a particular tendency to focus on 
these narrow interests in conversations, often having diffi culty shifting 
to other topics regardless of the interests of the person he or she is talk-
ing to. The technical term for this behavior is called perseveration but in 
PEERS we call this social error being repetitive in conversations.

The problem with being repetitive in conversations is that the topic 
eventually gets old for the people you’re talking to, even if you share a 
common interest in the subject. For example, through the course of trad-
ing information, your child may discover that the person he or she is talk-
ing to shares a mutual interest in the game World of Warcraft, a massively 
multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG). Whereas your child 
and his or her friend may initially enjoy talking about World of Warcraft, if 
every time your child saw this friend all he or she wanted to talk about is 
this particular game, eventually the friend would get bored. Although this 
repetitiveness may be fun for your child, it’s less likely to be fun for his or 

her partner, who might prefer to 
talk about a variety of topics—as is 
usual for teens and young adults. 
So just because your child’s goal 
in conversations is to fi nd com-
mon interests doesn’t mean that 
once found, that’s all your child 
should talk about.

If you’re a parent of a teen or young adult with restricted interests (some-
times described as obsessions), rest assured that when tempered with fl exibil-
ity of conversational topics, these passionate interests may actually lead to 
friendships and even ultimately to successful careers. Consider the computer 
geek who grew up to be a successful computer programmer, the math geek 
who grew up to be a prosperous engineer, or the gamer who grew up to be a 
fl ourishing video game designer. With every great passion, there is the poten-
tial for great success. Yet, if these special interests become too obsessive, they 
may create a barrier to developing and maintaining friendships, so your child 
may need your help in establishing some ground rules.

The problem with being repetitive 
in conversations is that the topic 
eventually gets old for the people 
you’re talking to, even if you share 
a common interest in the subject.
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Social coaching tip: In order to make way for these future suc-
cesses and avoid potential social barriers, it will be important for you to 
provide feedback when topics become perseverative, or repetitive. Your 
child’s tendency to be repetitive will require a good deal of perspective 
taking and a fair amount of coaching by you during teachable moments. 
Once your teen or young adult is familiar with the social rule to not be 
repetitive, violations of this rule might be gently pointed out by you in 
the moment in the absence of peers. For example, you might simply say, 
“Let’s not be repetitive” or “Are we being repetitive?” or “What could be 
the problem with being repetitive?” As your teen or young adult becomes 
more familiar with this social error, you might simply say, “What’s your 
goal in a conversation?” or “Are you trading information?” or “What 
social error could you be making?” Like coaching on any of these skills, 
these teachable moments might also include a brief discussion using 
your three perspective-taking questions:

• What was that interaction like for the other person?

• What did they think of you?

• Are they going to want to talk to you again?

Social coaching tip: Another social coaching tip that’s been useful for 
parents in PEERS has been to establish time limits with teens and young 
adults about how much time can be spent talking about or engaging in 
a particular restricted interest while socializing with friends, at least until 
they become more comfortable with different topics of conversation. For 
example, a parent of a teen obsessed with video games, concerned that his 
son might perseverate on this topic at an upcoming get-together, might 
enforce the rule that only 50 percent of the time can be spent playing or 
talking about video games. The teen might even break the news to his 
guests, blaming his parent for the rule, and thereby reducing any potential 
confl ict or boredom arising from a hyperfocus on special interests.

Don’t Police 

Video

Some teens and young adults with social challenges have a tendency to 
think in concrete and literal terms—often strictly adhering to rules and 
regulations. The social world, which is often thought of as unpredictable 
and confusing, is a mystery to them. Sticking closely to rules and sets of 
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law is a safe way to survive in this unpredictable and ever-changing world. 
If your child is like others and has a tendency to be rule-driven, he or 
she might also feel compelled to point out the rule violations of others, 
regardless of how embarrassing or impolite his or her comments might be 
perceived. In PEERS we call this social error policing. We use the term polic-
ing because the act of pointing out rule violations has the appearance of 
someone designated to uphold the law.

Very often teens and young adults with social diffi culties who choose 
to point out rule violations do so because it seems correct and factual 
to note these violations, much like a police offi cer would give a citation 
for breaking a law. The problem with policing when you’re not in fact a 
police offi cer is that the person on the receiving end often experiences the 
observation as a criticism or reproach. So if your goal is to make and keep 
friends, then policing is not an effective strategy.

Social coaching tip: Just as with the other rules of social behavior, 
once your child is familiar with the social rule that he or she is not to 
police others, it will be important to gently point out violations of this 
rule in the moment but away from peers. If your child is socially moti-
vated and has expressed an interest in making and keeping friends, then 
he or she will want to follow this rule. Coincidentally, the social coach-
ing you’ll provide during teachable moments is actually a form of polic-
ing (which your child may be quick to point out). However, as long as you 
have an agreement with your teen or young adult that he or she wants to 
learn how to make and keep friends, and is willing for you to help with 
this process, then you’re safe from breaking your own rule! Finally, read-
ing the social vignette in the chapter summary for teens and young adults 
and viewing the DVD demonstration of policing with your child, followed 
by a discussion using the perspective-taking questions, will also be helpful 
in passing along this important social rule.

Don’t Tease 

Video

Teasing is a common social behavior often seen between socially successful 
teens and young adults. Teens and young adults with social challenges will 
sometimes observe socially accepted peers engaging in this behavior with 
their friends and think this is a way to make friends and be cool. Boys and 
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men in particular are known to engage in bantering (a form of teasing) with 
good friends. Banter involves the exchange of playful and friendly teas-
ing comments between friends. Although banter isn’t typically conveyed 
or received with malicious intent, it’s still risky behavior nonetheless. The 
problem with friendly banter is that it has a tendency to escalate and lead 
to hurt feelings. One relatively innocent jab may lead to a counter jab, with 
the responder feeling the need to outdo the original teaser. This may result 
in a back-and-forth game of high-stakes teasing, each player attempting to 
up the ante. The result may be that one or both of the players becomes 
offended or upset, leading to confl ict. Knowing when to fold or back down 
from this game of banter before confl ict arises requires that the players 
know how to read their opponent. Picking up on such subtle social cues 
isn’t typically the forte of teens and young adults with social diffi culties.

Social coaching tip: When advising your teen or young adult about 
how to navigate the world of friendly banter, it’s best to present this impor-
tant point: if your goal is to make and keep friends, then teasing or banter-
ing with others is risky. When your child teases or even banters with others, 
he or she risks offending them, hurting their feelings or making them angry. 
As your child’s social coach, it’s important for you to normalize this social 
behavior by acknowledging that many people do in fact tease and banter 
with their friends, but add that if your child’s ultimate goal is to make and 
keep friends, then the risk outweighs the benefi ts. In our experience, most 
socially motivated teens and young adults will appreciate this guideline 
and follow the rule. Reading the social vignette in the chapter summary for 
teens and young adults and viewing 
the DVD demonstration of teas-
ing with your child, followed by a 
discussion using the perspective-
taking questions, will also be help-
ful in conveying this rule.

Don’t Get Too Personal at First 

Video

A fi nal social error related to conversational skills involves the tendency 
to get too personal too quickly or share too much information (some-
times referred to as TMI). When we’re fi rst getting to know someone, it’s 

If your goal is to make and keep 
friends, then teasing or bantering 
with others is risky.
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important not to get too personal too quickly. Asking personal ques-
tions or sharing too much personal information before you know some-
one well can risk scaring that person off. Occasionally, teens and young 
adults who have a history of peer rejection will make this mistake. They 
may get so excited that they’re connecting with someone and potentially 
developing a friendship that they metaphorically go “all in” and put all 
their cards on the table—revealing personal details about themselves or 
asking personal questions of the other person. This social error is some-
thing akin to a young child making a new friend on the playground and 

immediately asking to be best 
friends. Although innocent and 
well intentioned, this overzeal-
ous behavior in adolescence and 
adulthood can frighten off poten-
tial friends.

A more common reason for this mistake among teens and young 
adults with social challenges may involve trouble judging what’s too per-
sonal versus not too personal in conversations. Gauging what types of 
conversational topics are appropriate from one situation to the next takes 
some social savvy. Interpreting the subtle social cues that tell you if you’ve 
gone too far also takes some social skills. Because it’s diffi cult to provide 
concrete rules or measurements of what’s too personal from one situa-
tion to the next, particularly because these judgments are often based on 
context and degree of acquaintance, it will be essential for you to provide 
social coaching around this particular rule.

Social coaching tip: Once your teen or young adult has been 
exposed to the rule to not get too personal at fi rst, any violations of this 
rule should be pointed out and discussed privately during teachable 
moments. You might ask simple questions like, “Is that too much infor-
mation?” or eventually shortening this question to the popular acro-
nym, “TMI?” These discussions should also include a review of the three 
routine perspective-taking questions. Reading the social vignette in the 
chapter summary for teens and young adults and viewing the DVD dem-
onstration of getting too personal at fi rst, followed by a discussion using 
the perspective-taking questions, will also be helpful in demonstrating 
this social rule.

When we’re fi rst getting to know 
someone, it’s important not to get too 
personal too quickly.
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Success Story: Lance Learns to Trade Information

Although conversational skills are often thought of as an art form—some 
type of hardwired skill that you’re either born with or you’re not—using 
ecologically valid social skills in conjunction with rules about common 
social errors, the PEERS method seeks to turn this art into a science. The 
good news is that if your teen or young adult is motivated to use the rules 
for good conversations and you’re willing and able to provide good social 
coaching, much can be accomplished.

Consider the case of Lance, a sixteen-year-old boy diagnosed with 
ASD and ADHD who came to PEERS with his mother because he 
wanted to make friends. Lance was a self-reported class clown, who loved 
to tell jokes and was desperate for attention. Lance had no friends but 
everyone in his high school knew him. His reputation preceded him. In 
addition to his attempts at being a class clown, Lance also had a ten-
dency to perseverate about politics, getting into heated and passionate 
debates with his peers—whether they were interested in debating or not. 
Most of his jokes revolved around politics, with the meaning often lost 
on his peers. When on a political rant, Lance could go on and on for 
several minutes without ever letting another person speak. When fi rst 
arriving at the UCLA PEERS Clinic, Lance’s mother was skeptical that 
he would be able to change his behavior. She thought these tendencies 
were beyond his control. Yet, when the rules of good conversations were 
presented to Lance, reinforced through social coaching and perspective-
taking discussions with his mom, Lance slowly began to change his 
habits. In describing how the change came about, Lance commented, “I 
never knew I was supposed to trade information. I didn’t know that if I 
wanted a friend I had to fi nd common interests. I thought if I was funny 
people would like me ’cuz that’s what guys do. . . . I was pretty bummed 
out when you told me I couldn’t tell jokes. That was my thing, . . . but 
then I met these guys on the debate team and they’re pretty cool, . . . we 
have fun.”

Lance’s story is not so different from what many PEERS families 
experience after going through the program. So if you’re feeling skeptical 
or you fi nd yourself feeling discouraged, remember Lance’s story and keep 
moving forward.
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RULES OF GOOD CONVERSATIONS
Chapter Summary for Teens and Young Adults

This chapter focuses on the rules of good conversations. One of 
the most important skills you need to make and keep friends is 
being able to carry on a good conversation with others. If this is 
something you’ve found hard to do in the past, don’t worry: you’re 
not alone and help is on the way. Because we know that having 
good conversations can be diffi cult, we’ve come up with very simple 
rules for how to do it. These rules are listed in the following and 
include what to do and what not to do. To help you understand 
what this should or shouldn’t look like, we’ve put together some 
pretty funny video demonstrations on the accompanying DVD. 
Take a moment to go over these rules of conversations with your 
parent and watch the related videos. If you can’t watch the videos, 
a transcript of each video demonstration is provided in this section. 
Your parent will go over a few questions after each example to help 
you understand what these conversations might be like for other 
people. It only takes a few moments to watch these videos and talk 
about what you’ve seen, so sit back and enjoy this glimpse into the 
rules of good conversations.

Trade Information 
Video

• Good conversations go back and forth equally between 
partners. Your friend shares something about him- or herself, 
then you share something related, and so on.

Social Vignette: Trading Information

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of trading 
information.

The following information is intended to be read by teens and young 
adults and contains a brief summary of the chapter.
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Alex and Ben: (facing each other, making eye contact, standing 
about an arm’s length away)

Alex: “Hey, Ben, how’s it going?”
Ben: “Good, how are you?”
Alex: “I’m good. Did you catch the game last night?”
Ben: “Yeah, that game was awesome.”
Alex: “Unbelievable, right?”
Ben: “Yeah, the buzzer beater.”
Alex: “Ugh, it was crazy. I was actually there.”
Ben: “No way? You went to the game?”
Alex: “Uh huh . . .”
Ben: “Do you have season tickets?”
Alex: “Uh, no, but a friend took me.”
Ben: “Ah, that’s awesome.”
Alex: “Yeah, so do you watch any other sports?”
Ben: “Well, I watch baseball.”
Alex: “Ah, cool. Do you play also?”
Ben: “I used to play. I used to play in high school.”
Alex: “Ah. Yeah, I played, too, but I don’t really . . . I’d like to 

play more.”
Ben: “Oh, well, a couple of buddies of mine, we get together on 

Saturdays and we play. Maybe you should come?”
Alex: “Where do you play?”
Ben: “We play at the park.”
Alex: “Oh, yeah, maybe I’ll come. Defi nitely.”
Ben: “Yeah, that would be great.”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for both people?
Answers: Pleasant, enjoyable, interesting, fun

• What do you think they thought of each other?
Answers: Nice, pleasant, friendly, interesting, easy to talk to

• Are they going to want to talk to each other again?
Answer: Yes

(continued ) 
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Find Common Interests

• The goal of a conversation is to fi nd common interests because 
these interests are usually the foundation of a friendship.

Ask the Person about Him- or Herself

• Ask the person about his or her likes, interests, and hobbies, 
with the goal of fi nding common interests.

Answer Your Own Questions

• Don’t wait for the person to ask questions about you. Be pre-
pared to share related information about yourself.

Social Vignette: Answer Your Own Questions

The following social vignette is an example of answering your 
own question.

Jennifer: “Hey, Carrie. I haven’t seen you in a while. What have 
you been up to lately?”

Carrie: “Oh, not much. Just hanging out. I went to the movies 
this weekend.”

Jennifer: “Oh yeah? So what did you see?”
Carrie: “I saw that new romantic comedy we were talking about 

the other day.”
Jennifer: “How cool! So what did you think?”
Carrie: “It was pretty good. Better than I expected.”
Jennifer: (answers her own question) “I’m actually going to see it 

this weekend. I can’t wait!”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for both people?
Answers: Pleasant, enjoyable

• What do you think they thought of each other?
Answers: Nice, friendly, interesting, fun
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• Are they going to want to talk to each other again?
Answer: Yes

Share Relevant Information

• Talk about topics of interest to everyone in the conversation.

Ask Follow-up Questions

• Try to stay on a topic for a while before moving on to some-
thing new, especially if that topic is a common interest.

Social Vignette: Ask Follow-up Questions

The following social vignette is an example of asking follow-up 
questions.

Carrie: “So, what did you do over the weekend, Jennifer?”
Jennifer: “I just laid low and caught up on some TV shows.”
Carrie: (asks a follow-up question) “Oh, yeah, what did you 

watch?”
Jennifer: “I watched an entire season of that sitcom you told me 

about!”
Carrie: “I love that show!” (asks another follow-up question) 

“Which season did you watch?”
Jennifer: “The second season. It was so great!”
Carrie: “That’s so cool!” (asks another follow-up question) “So 

what was your favorite episode?”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for both people?
Answers: Pleasant, enjoyable, fun

• What do you think they thought of each other?
Answers: Nice, friendly, interesting, fun, easy to talk to

• Are they going to want to talk to each other again?
Answer: Yes

(continued ) 
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Ask Open-Ended Questions

• Try to ask questions that bring out extended and lengthier 
responses instead of asking questions that only require a brief 
preset reply, like yes or no.

Listen

• Listen and try to remember what the person has to say.

• Not listening will make it appear as if you’re not interested or 
you don’t care.

Use Good Eye Contact 
Video

• Don’t look away too much because this will make you look 
like you’re not interested.

• Don’t stare too much because this can feel creepy and uncom-
fortable for the person you’re staring at.

Social Vignette: Too Little Eye Contact

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of too little eye 
contact.

Mary: (making eye contact) “Hey, Yasamine!”
Yasamine: (looking to the left) “Hey, Mary, how’s it going?”
Mary: (looking over shoulder where Yasamine is staring) “I’m 

good. How are you?”
Yasamine: (still staring to the left) “I’m good; what did you do 

this weekend?”
Mary: (confused) “Um, I went hiking.”
Yasamine: (looking around) “Oh, that’s cool, I like to hike.”
Mary: (confused, looking over shoulder where Yasamine is staring) 

“Yeah, I like hiking, too.”
Yasamine: (still staring to the left) “Who did you go with?”
Mary: (confused) “I went with my sister.”
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Yasamine: (looking around) “Oh, that’s cool.”
Mary: (trying to make eye contact) “Uh huh.”
Yasamine: (still staring to the left) “I like to hike on a trail kind of 

by the beach.”
Mary: (confused, looking over shoulder where Yasamine is star-

ing) “Yeah, the beach is a cool place to hike.”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Mary?
Answers: Confusing (not sure if Yasamine was interested), awk-
ward, weird

• What do you think Mary thought of Yasamine?
Answers: Disinterested, weird, strange

• Is Mary going to want to talk to Yasamine again?
Answer: Probably not, too weird, didn’t seem interested

Social Vignette: Too Much Eye Contact

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of too much eye 
contact.

Yasamine: (staring) “Hey, Mary, how’s it going?”
Mary: (confused) “I’m good, how are you doing, Yasamine?”
Yasamine: (staring) “I’m good; what’d you do this weekend?”
Mary: (uncomfortable, looking away) “Um, I went hiking.”
Yasamine: (staring) “That’s cool! Who’d you go with?”
Mary: (shrugging shoulders) “Um, my sister.”
Yasamine: (staring) “Nice, what trail did you go to?”
Mary: (uncomfortable, looking down) “It was, uh, right by my 

house.”
Yasamine: (staring) “Nice, I like to go hiking, too.”
Mary: (shrugging shoulders) “Yeah . . . cool.”
Yasamine: (staring) “There’s a trail by my house that I like to 

take.”

(continued ) 
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Mary: (uncomfortable, looking away) “Uh huh.”
Yasamine: (staring) “It’s really fun.”
Mary: (quietly) “That sounds good.”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Mary?
Answers: Uncomfortable, awkward, creepy, weird

• What do you think Mary thought of Yasamine?
Answers: Stalker, predator, creepy, weird

• Is Mary going to want to talk to Yasamine again?
Answer: No, too creepy, too awkward

Use Good Body Boundaries 
Video

• Don’t stand too close or too far when talking to someone.

• Standing about an arm’s length away is a good distance.

Social Vignette: Standing Too Close

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of standing too 
close.

Mary: (texting on mobile phone)
Yasamine: (walks up to Mary, stands too close) “Hey, Mary, 

how’s it going?”
Mary: (startled, moves back) “Hey, Yasamine. How are you?”
Yasamine: (moves forward) “I’m good, what did you do this 

weekend?”
Mary: (moves back more) “Um, I went hiking.”
Yasamine: (moves forward again) “That’s cool; who’d you go 

hiking with?”
Mary: (looking annoyed, trying to escape) “Oh my gosh . . . um, 

I don’t know . . . with my sister.”
Yasamine: (standing too close) “What trail did you go to?”

3GC03.indd   843GC03.indd   84 11/07/13   9:13 AM11/07/13   9:13 AM

http://www.wiley.com/go/makingfriends


Good Conversations 85

Mary: (looking annoyed, trying to escape) “Um, I don’t . . . I 
don’t know. I don’t remember.”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Mary?
Answers: Uncomfortable, awkward, creepy, weird

• What do you think Mary thought of Yasamine?
Answers: Stalker, creepy, weird

• Is Mary going to want to talk to Yasamine again?
Answer: No, too creepy, too uncomfortable

Social Vignette: Standing Too Far Away

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of standing too far 
away.

Mary: (reading a book)
Alex and Lara: (looking at mobile phone)
Yasamine: (standing across the room) “Hey, Mary. How’s it 

going?”
Mary: (startled, confused) “It’s good.”
Yasamine: (standing across the room) “What did you do this 

weekend?”
Alex and Lara: (looking annoyed)
Mary: (looking confused) “Um, nothing.”
Yasamine: (still standing across the room) “I went to the aquar-

ium. It was so much fun. They have this new shark exhibit. It’s 
amazing.”

Mary: (looking confused and embarrassed) “That’s cool.”
Yasamine: (still standing across the room) “Yeah, you totally 

have to check it out. There’s all sorts of colorful fi sh. It’s so 
cool.”

Mary: (apologizes to Alex and Lara, looking around the room, 
trying to escape) “That sounds interesting.”

(continued ) 
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Yasamine: (standing across the room) “Yeah, they have one 
down the street; it’s in walking distance. It’s awesome.”

Mary: (bored and annoyed) “Okay.”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Mary?
Answers: Uncomfortable, awkward, embarrassing, 
strange, weird

• What do you think Mary thought of Yasamine?
Answers: Weird, odd, embarrassing (other people could hear)

• Is Mary going to want to talk to Yasamine again?
Answer: No, too embarrassing, too awkward

Use Good Volume Control 
Video

• Don’t speak too softly or too loudly; this may be annoying to 
the listener.

Social Vignette: Talking Too Loudly

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of talking too loudly.

Alex: (speaking very loudly) “Hey, Ben, how’s it going?”
Ben: (startled, moves back) “Good.”
Alex: (speaking very loudly) “What’d you do last night?”
Ben: (looking annoyed, moving farther away) “Uh, I went to the 

basketball game.”
Alex: (speaking very loudly) “Oh yeah? I was there, too. Wasn’t it 

crazy?”
Ben: (looking around, covering ear) “Uh, yeah.”
Alex: (speaking very loudly) “Do you watch any other sports?”
Ben: (looking annoyed, covering ear) “I watch baseball.”
Alex: (speaking very loudly) “Oh yeah? I used to play baseball. 

What else do you watch?”
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Ben: (cringing, holding ear) “Geez, I watch football.”
Alex: (speaking very loudly) “Oh, yeah, I love football.”
Ben: (looking annoyed, trying to escape)

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Ben?
Answers: Annoying, uncomfortable, awkward, embarrassing

• What do you think Ben thought of Alex?
Answers: Weird, strange, odd, maybe angry

• Is Ben going to want to talk to Alex again?
Answer: No, too obnoxious, too annoying

Social Vignette: Talking Too Quietly

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of talking too quietly.

Alex: (whispering) “Hey, Ben, how’s it going?”
Ben: (straining to hear) “What?”
Alex: (whispering) “How’s it going?”
Ben: (looking confused) “How’s it going?”
Alex: (whispering) “Yeah. How are you?”
Ben: (looking bored) “I’m good. How are you?”
Alex: (whispering) “I’m good. What’d you do last night?”
Ben: (straining to hear) “What?”
Alex: (whispering) “What’d you do last night?”
Ben: (appears annoyed) “Well, I went to a basketball game.”
Alex: (whispering) “Oh, yeah, I was there, too. It was unbeliev-

able. Oh my gosh. That ending was crazy.”
Ben: (looking around, appears annoyed) “What?”
Alex: (whispering) “You saw the ending. It was unbelievable.”
Ben: (straining to hear, moving closer) “The ending?”
Alex: (whispering) “Yeah the ending, it was . . .”
Ben: (looking around, appears bored) “Oh, yeah. Uh, yeah, it 

was crazy.”
(continued ) 
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Alex: (whispering) “Oh, that’s cool. Do you watch any other 
sports?”

Ben: (straining to hear, moving closer) “Um, what?”
Alex: (whispering) “Do you watch any other sports? Do you 

watch any other sports?”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Ben?
Answers: A struggle, too much work, annoying, frustrating

• What do you think Ben thought of Alex?
Answers: Shy, timid, introverted, depressed, sad

• Is Ben going to want to talk to Alex again?
Answer: No, too much work, too much trouble

Don’t Be a Conversation Hog 
Video

• Don’t just talk about yourself and what you’re interested in.

• Give the other person a chance to talk, too.

Social Vignette: Don’t Be a Conversation Hog

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of being a 
conversation hog.

Alex: “Hey, Ben. How’s it going?”
Ben: “Good. How are you?”
Alex: “I’m good. I just got back from the comic book 

convention.”
Ben: “Ah, no way, you . . .”
Alex: (interrupts) “Yeah, it was unbelievable. It was downtown 

and everyone was there. We all dressed up.”
Ben: “I really wish I could’ve . . .”
Alex: “Yeah, I wore the coolest outfi t. I met all the famous 

authors. It was awesome.”
Ben: (trying to get a word in) “Oh yeah?”
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Alex: (interrupts) “It was really cool. Everyone was dressing up, 
and I think I’m going to go next week also. Uh, but I’m not 
sure what I’m going to wear because I don’t want to wear the 
same thing, but maybe I’ll get a new one. Maybe . . .”

Ben: (trying to get a word in) “Well, actually . . .”
Alex: (interrupts) “I should go on eBay to buy something. But 

everyone was wearing the coolest costumes. I got a ton of pic-
tures, so maybe I’ll get some ideas from there.”

Ben: (appears bored, looks around) “Um, yeah.”
Alex: “I think there’s one also the weekend after. I’m going to try 

to go to that too. . . .”
Ben: (trying to get a word in) “Well . . .”
Alex: “. . . and get a bunch of autographs . . .”
Ben: (trying to get a word in) “Well, maybe . . .”
Alex: “. . . with a bunch of people. So, we’ll see. Yeah, so a lot of 

my friends want to go, so I fi gure I’ll just go with them.”
Ben: (appears bored, looks around) “Yeah.”
Alex: “It’s a bit of a drive, but, you know, it’s so worth it because 

it’s a really big comic book convention. But, yeah . . . so it’ll 
be fun. I really can’t wait for it.”

Ben: (appears annoyed, looks away)

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Ben?
Answers: Annoying, frustrating, boring

• What do you think Ben thought of Alex?
Answers: Selfi sh, boring, obnoxious, self-centered

• Is Ben going to want to talk to Alex again?
Answer: No, too obnoxious, too self-centered

Don’t Be an Interviewer 
Video

• Don’t ask question after question without sharing anything 
about yourself; it will feel like an interview or an interrogation.

(continued ) 
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Social Vignette: Don’t Be an Interviewer

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of being an 
interviewer.

Alex: “Hey, Ben. What did you do this weekend?”
Ben: “I went to the movies. What about you?”
Alex: “Oh, what did you see?”
Ben: “Um, I saw that new sci-fi  movie.”
Alex: “Ah, yeah? Do you like sci-fi  movies?”
Ben: (nodding his head) “Um, yeah, I do.”
Alex: “What else do you like?”
Ben: “I also like action movies.”
Alex: (interrupts) “Oh, cool.”
Ben: “Um . . .”
Alex: “Do you go to the movies a lot?”
Ben: (appears bored) “Uh, yeah. Yeah, I go a lot.”
Alex: (interrupts) “Oh, yeah, when else do you go?”
Ben: (appears bored) “Um . . .” (pause) “I go on the weekends. . . .”
Alex: (interrupts) “Oh, on the weekends?”
Ben: “. . . a lot.”
Alex: “Oh, cool, cool. Who do you go with?”
Ben: (appears bored, looking around) “Um, I usually go with 

friends. . . .”
Alex: (interrupts) “Which theater do you go to?”
Ben: “Um, man. I don’t know.”
Alex: “Do you go close by you or far away?”
Ben: (appears annoyed) “Whichever one they’re playing . . .”
Alex: (interrupts) “What else did you do this weekend?”
Ben: (appears disinterested) “Um, I played some basketball.”
Alex: “Oh, where’d you play?”
Ben: (bored) “Um, I played at the park.”
Alex: “With who?”
Ben: (looking around, appears annoyed) “Ah, man.” (under his 

breath) “Um, I played with some of my other friends. . . .”
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Alex: “Oh, cool. Did you guys . . . was it competitive . . . or was it 
easy? Did you win?”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Ben?
Answers: Annoying, exhausting (a lot of work), frustrating, boring

• What do you think Ben thought of Alex?
Answers: He was like a drill sergeant, interrogator, nosy, 
annoying, weird

• Is Ben going to want to talk to Alex again?
Answer: No, too exhausting, too much work

Don’t Be Repetitive

• Don’t talk about the same topic all the time.

• Just because you have a common interest with someone 
doesn’t mean that’s all you can talk about.

Don’t Police 
Video

• Don’t criticize or point out the other person’s mistakes; 
this will be annoying to the person and you’ll look like a 
know-it-all.

Social Vignette: Don’t Police

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of policing.

Alex: “Hey, Ben. How’s it going?”
Ben: “Oh, I’m doing good.”
Alex: “It’s actually, ‘You’re doing well.’ Well is an adverb and good 

is an adjective and in this situation you actually want to use 
the adverb well.”

Ben: (appears annoyed) “Okay, well, sorry. I’m doing well.”

(continued ) 
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Alex: “Well, I mean, you know . . . it’s for your benefi t. It’s for 
you, so . . .”

Ben (annoyed) “Yeah.”
Alex: “So, what’d you do this weekend?”
Ben: “Um, I went and played basketball.”
Alex: “Oh.”
Ben: (appears bored, looking around)
(Long awkward pause)

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Ben?
Answers: Annoying, obnoxious, embarrassing

• What do you think Ben thought of Alex?
Answers: Rude, arrogant, know-it-all

• Is Ben going to want to talk to Alex again?
Answer: No, too annoying, too rude

Don’t Tease 
Video

• Teasing or bantering is risky behavior if you’re trying to make 
and keep friends.

• When you tease, you may offend, hurt, or upset the other 
person.

Social Vignette: Don’t Tease

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of teasing.

Alex: “Hey, Ben. What did you do this weekend?”
Ben: “Oh, I actually went to dinner with my parents.”
Alex: (in a teasing manner) “You went to dinner with your parents? 

What are you, kidding me? What are you, like, a momma’s boy 
or something?”

Ben: (uncomfortable) “No.”
Alex: (teases) “Who goes to dinner with their parents on a 

weekend?”
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Ben: (quietly responds) “We just got . . . like a . . .”
Alex: (interrupts) “What, did your mom help you lay out these 

clothes on the bed?”
Ben: (appears uncomfortable) “Um, no . . . gosh, uh . . .”
Alex: (interrupts) “Does she know where you are right now?”
Ben: (trying to avoid Alex, pulls out phone) “No.”
Alex: (teases) “Are you texting your mom? Is that your mom?”
Ben: (on phone) “Ah, no . . . no . . .”
Alex: (interrupts) “Make sure she knows where you are. You 

gotta tell your mom where you are. She’s going to be wor-
ried.” (in a sarcastic tone) “She’s your mommy.” (teases) “Do 
you still wear diapers? Are you a little baby?”

Ben: (looking around, on the phone, appears uncomfortable) 
“Uh, no . . .”

Alex: “What’s wrong? How old are you . . . like four?”
Ben: (uncomfortably shifts sideways, looking around, pretends 

to be on the phone)
Alex: (teases) “What’s wrong with you? Does she know where 

you are? Make sure . . .”
Ben: (uncomfortable) “What?”
Alex: (teases) “. . . she’s probably really worried!”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Ben?
Answers: Irritating, annoying, hurtful, embarrassing

• What do you think Ben thought of Alex?
Answers: Mean, unfriendly, unkind, rude, annoying

• Is Ben going to want to talk to Alex again?
Answer: No, too mean

Don’t Get Too Personal at First 
Video

• If you share too much personal information about yourself 
or ask too many personal questions, you may make the other 
person feel uncomfortable.

(continued ) 
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Social Vignette: Don’t Get Too Personal at First

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of getting too 
personal at fi rst.

Alex: “Hey, Ben. What are you doing this weekend?”
Ben: “I’m going to my mom’s and step-dad’s; they’re having a 

party.”
Alex: (questioning) “Your step-dad? Are your parents divorced?”
Ben: “Um, yeah.”
Alex: “Oh, when did that happen?”
Ben: (hesitant) “Um, when I was twelve.”
Alex: “Oh, why?”
Ben: (uncomfortable, crosses arms) “Um, I don’t know, . . . can 

we talk about something else?”
Alex: (being persistent) “When you were twelve; was that hard 

on you?”
Ben: (hesitant) “Uh, yeah, yeah.”
Alex: “Oh, did they tell you why or do you just don’t know?”
Ben: “Um.” (pause) “I . . . ah . . . can we talk about something 

else?”
Alex: “I’m just curious ya know? Is it weird going to your mom’s 

and dad’s? I’m just curious.”
Ben: (uncomfortable, looks around) “Yeah, yep.”
Alex: “What? Do you like see one of them more than the other? 

Or do they like get jealous? Is it weird?”
Ben: (appears uncomfortable, hands crossed) “Um, I don’t 

know.”
Alex: “Do they fi ght over you still? Is it awkward there?”
Ben: (pause, looks uncomfortable)

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Ben?
Answers: Uncomfortable, awkward, embarrassing, creepy, 
weird

3GC03.indd   943GC03.indd   94 11/07/13   9:13 AM11/07/13   9:13 AM



Good Conversations 95

• What do you think Ben thought of Alex?
Answers: Creepy, stalker, nosy, weird

• Is Ben going to want to talk to Alex again?
Answer: No, too uncomfortable, too creepy 

CHAPTER EXERCISES
for Teens, Young Adults, and Parents

Teens and young adults should complete the following exercises 
with parents:

• Practice trading information and having a two-way conversation 
with your parent using all of the rules of good conversations 
outlined in this chapter.

• Review the rules of good conversations summarized in this 
chapter prior to practicing.

• Your goal while trading information will be to fi nd a com-
mon interest with your parent.

• After you’ve traded information with your parent, identify 
what your common interests were and what you could do 
with that information if you were to hang out.

• Practice trading information and having a two-way conver-
sation with someone around your age whom you feel com-
fortable with using all of the rules of good conversations 
outlined in this chapter.

• Begin by reviewing the rules of good conversations. Using 
the FriendMaker mobile app to review the steps just before-
hand might be helpful.

• Your goal while trading information will be to fi nd a com-
mon interest.

• After you’ve traded information, share the details of the 
conversation with your parent and identify what your com-
mon interests were and what you could do with that infor-
mation if you were to hang out with that person.
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Starting and Entering Conversations

LEARNING HOW TO MAKE NEW FRIENDS CAN seem like a mysterious and enig-
matic process for some, particularly those with social challenges who 
may experience the social world as puzzling and perplexing. Yet even 
among those who fi nd it easy to make friends, few would actually be 
able to identify the steps they take in meeting new people. Aside from 
meeting people through introductions from mutual friends and 
acquaintances, there are in fact concrete steps people follow to meet new 
people. Yet, few people have actually consciously mapped out the route 
they take or the steps they follow.

Imagine a teen at a party where he doesn’t know anyone. He’d like to 
talk with the other teens, but he’s unsure how to approach them. Imagine 
this teen has a history of peer rejection, with a tendency to be impulsive 
and hyperactive. What do you think he’ll do to meet the other teens? 
Based on our experience and what research suggests, this teen is likely to 
be intrusive when he enters the conversation. He’ll most likely walk up 
to the other teens, barge into their conversation, and start talking about 
something completely off topic. What will he talk about? He’ll probably 
talk about what he’s interested in, even though that’s not what the group 
is talking about. What will this interaction be like for the other teens 
whose conversation has been hijacked? They’ll probably feel annoyed, irri-
tated, and perhaps a little confused. What will they think of the teen who 
just interrupted their conversation? They’ll probably think he’s weird, 
annoying, obnoxious, and a little oblivious. Do you think they’ll want to 
talk to him? The chance that such an awkward and intrusive start would 
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result in a nice conversation is highly unlikely. It’s more likely that the 
group will politely make one or two replies before going back to their 
original conversation, or they may ignore him entirely, or worse, laugh 
and make fun of him. If this intrusive and odd behavior becomes a pat-
tern, the teen is likely to get a bad reputation, making it all the more dif-
fi cult to develop friendships.

Now imagine a different teen at this same party. Like the other boy, 
he doesn’t know anyone, hopes to talk with the other teens, but is also 
unsure how to engage them. This time, however, imagine this teen has 
a history of social neglect, with bouts of depression and anxiety. What 
do you think he’ll do to meet the other teens? Based on what we know 
of similar teens and from what research suggests, this teen will prob-
ably stand alone along the perimeter of the room, not talk to the other 
teens, rarely make eye contact with the other party-goers, and make no 
or few attempts to engage others. Assuming he wants to meet the other 
teens, he’ll probably wait for someone to come up and talk to him, 
which may or may not happen. His body language is not likely to be 
inviting: perhaps standing with his head held down, eyes looking away 
from the crowd, with no smile on his face, appearing as if he wants to 
be left alone.

In one fi nal scenario, imagine another teen at this same party accom-
panied by an adult. Like the other teens, this boy doesn’t know anyone 
at the party but wishes to meet the other teens. What do you think the 
adult will tell this teen to do to meet the other kids? We’ve asked this 
question to countless teens and young adults through the UCLA PEERS 
Clinic and routinely hear the same two answers. They’re told to “go up 
and say hi” or to “go up and introduce yourself.” Now imagine if this 
teen actually followed this advice. Picture him walking up to an unsus-
pecting group of teens and entering their conversation by saying, “Hi!” 
or “Hi, my name is Dan.” What will happen to the conversation? This 
interruption will stop the conversation. All attention will now be focused 
on this strange boy who out of nowhere, with no apparent reason, 
walked up and interrupted a conversation to say hello and tell the group 
his name. What will this interaction be like for the other teens? They’ll 
probably feel confused, annoyed, or even a little creeped out. What will 
they think of the teen that just interrupted them? They’ll probably think 
he’s weird, annoying, obnoxious, or creepy. Do you think they’ll want 
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to talk to him? The chance that this awkward and intrusive beginning 
will result in a new acquaintance is doubtful. It’s more likely that the 
group will politely say hello and then go back to their conversation or 
just ignore the awkward teen altogether, maybe even laughing at his odd 
behavior. This example is a good illustration of how well-intentioned 
adults will often give teens the wrong advice when it comes to making 
and keeping friends. If you’ve given your child advice like this before, 
don’t worry—it happens to the best of us. Don’t beat yourself up about 
it. Instead, let’s focus on the right advice to give your teen or young adult 
in the future, using ecologically valid social skills for starting and enter-
ing conversations.

The following steps are based on scientifi cally supported research 
evidence of how socially successful people initiate or join conversations. 
You’ll quickly recognize that these steps are applicable not only to teens 
and young adults with social diffi culties but also may be applied to any-
one involved in the act of starting or entering a conversation, so feel free 
to use them yourself!

Steps for Starting Individual Conversations 

Video

The following steps should be used when your teen or young adult 
is trying to start an individual conversation with someone he or she 
either doesn’t know or knows only slightly. For people your child is well 
acquainted with, it’s perfectly acceptable to go up and say hello and ask 
how they’re doing, rather than follow these steps. These steps should be 
followed in the order presented without skipping any steps.

1. Casually look over at the person. When your teen or young adult 
is considering starting a conversation with someone, it’s helpful to 
fi rst show interest in this person while covertly gathering informa-
tion about him or her. This can be done by casually making peri-
odic eye contact with the person (if possible) or casually looking 
over at him or her from time to time. This shows that your teen or 
young adult is interested in the person. It’s important not to stare 
at the person when looking at him or her. This would feel uncom-
fortable and creepy to the person being watched. Just a little brief 
look on a couple of occasions is plenty.
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2. Use a prop. As your teen or young adult is casually attempting 
to make eye contact or show interest in the person, it’s helpful to 
use a prop to make it seem like he or she is occupied with some-
thing other than noticing the person. For example, using a mobile 
phone, gaming device, laptop, book, or magazine will help give the 
appearance of being engaged in some activity.

3. Look for a common interest. While your teen or young adult 
is casually and covertly watching the person, it’s critical to fi nd 
some kind of common interest that they both appear to share. For 
example, if the other person is looking at a mobile phone and your 
child has the same phone or is considering getting one, this would 
be a common interest. If the other person is wearing a gaming 
T-shirt and your child happens to know and like that video game, 
this would be a common interest. If the person is reading a science 
textbook and your child likes science, this may be a common inter-
est. Or if the person is carrying a comic book and your child likes 
comic books, this would be a common interest.

4. Make a reference to the common interest. Once your teen or 
young adult has identifi ed an interest, he or she will want to make 
a reference to the common interest. This might involve making 
a comment, asking a question, or giving a compliment about the 
interest shared. For example, if the common interest is mobile 
phones, commenting on the phone and asking whether he or she 
likes the phone would be appropriate. If the common interest is 
a particular video game, pointing out the logo on the T-shirt and 
complimenting the choice of video game might be a good move. If 
the common interest is science, commenting on the science text-
book and asking if he or she likes the subject would be a good idea. 
Or if the common interest is comic books, making a reference to 
the magazine and commenting about the characters or storyline 
would be smooth.

5. Trade information about the common interest. After making a 
comment about the apparent common interest, your teen or young 
adult should try to trade information about the topic. This will 
involve asking follow-up questions, answering his or her own ques-
tions, and sharing relevant information about the topic. Following 
the rules for conversational skills will be important, remembering 
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that the goal of this conversation is to fi nd common interests (even 
if they’re not the ones started with).

6. Assess interest. The next important step is for your teen or young 
adult to assess the interest of the conversational partner. This 
step begins as early as when he or she fi rst makes a comment and 
continues all throughout the process of trading information. 
Assessing interest is important because your teen or young adult 
shouldn’t try to force conversations on unwilling or disinterested 
partners. So how can your child tell if someone is interested in 
talking? There are three explicit behaviors he or she can look for 
that provide information about the interest of others: verbal cues, 
body language, and eye contact. Verbal cues include whether the 
person is actually talking to your child, and if so, whether he or she 
is speaking nicely and giving extended responses. Body language 
involves whether the person is facing your child. When people are 
interested in talking, they often turn their body toward the person 
they’re talking to. When they’re not interested in talking, they turn 
their body away, sometimes described as giving the cold shoulder. Eye 
contact consists of whether the person is looking at your child. 
When people are interested in talking to someone they make nice 
eye contact, perhaps even smiling. If they’re not making eye con-
tact or they’re making faces or rolling their eyes, these are signs 
that they’re not interested in the conversation. To keep it simple, 
you will want to teach your teen or young adult to consider the fol-
lowing questions:

a. Are they talking to me?
b. Are they facing me (or did they give me the cold shoulder)?
c. Are they looking at me?

7. Introduce yourself. The fi nal step in the process of starting an 
individual conversation is for your teen or young adult to intro-
duce him- or herself if they’ve never met the other person before. 
Notice this is the last step of the process, not the fi rst step as many 
adults will wrongly suggest. When not formally introduced by 
friends or acquaintances, introductions between teens and young 
adults naturally come after a bit of trading information, once 
they’ve established that they actually want to know one another. 
This is often done by saying something like, “By the way, my 
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name is Dan” or “I should probably introduce myself. I’m Dan.” 
For some (usually adults) this introduction will be followed by a 
handshake, but this depends on the context and individual prefer-
ences of the people. If your teen or young adult is unsure whether 
a handshake is in order, it’s best to wait and see what the other per-
son does and let his or her actions be the guide.

Social coaching tip: You should share these steps with your child 
and facilitate opportunities to practice these steps with you and ulti-
mately with potential friends. You should also jointly read the social 
vignettes in the chapter summary for teens and young adults, view the 
DVD demonstrations of inappropriately and appropriately starting an 
individual conversation, and discuss these examples using the perspective-
taking questions.

Social coaching tip: In our experience, the majority of teens and 
young adults are able to follow the steps outlined here, but if your child 
has trouble remembering all of the steps, a simpler version is as follows:

1. Make a little eye contact.
2. Find a common interest.
3. Make a reference to the common interest.
4. Trade information.

Steps for Entering Group Conversations 

Video

The following steps are appropriate for use when your child is trying 
to enter a group conversation with two or more people he or she either 
doesn’t know or only knows slightly. For groups of people your child 
is friends with, it’s perfectly acceptable for him or her to go up and say 
hello, but for people your teen or young adult only knows so-so or not 
at all, the process is more complex. The steps should be followed in the 
order presented without skipping any parts.

1. Discreetly listen to the conversation. Before your teen or young 
adult tries to enter a group conversation between people he or she 
either doesn’t know or only knows slightly, the fi rst thing to do is 
to discreetly listen to the conversation and try to fi gure out what 
they’re talking about. Listening for the topic will be a critical step 
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in deciding if your child will join this conversation and how he or 
she will join. While your teen or young adult is listening, he or she 
should also make sure the group is talking nicely to each other. 
This is important because if they’re not talking nicely to each 
other, then they’re not likely to talk nicely to your child when he or 
she tries to join.

2. Inconspicuously watch from a distance. While your teen or 
young adult is listening to the conversation, he or she should also 
be inconspicuously watching from a distance. This involves occa-
sionally looking over toward the group for one to two seconds 
at a time. This doesn’t mean that your child should stare at the 
group. That would look like eavesdropping, making the group 
uncomfortable. Even though in reality your child is eavesdropping, 
it shouldn’t appear that way. Your child should also try to notice 
whether he or she knows anyone in the group. Joining a conversa-
tion in which your child knows at least one person even slightly 
is easier than joining a group in which he or she doesn’t know 
anyone. This is because the group is more likely to be accepting 
if your child knows someone in the group and doesn’t have a bad 
reputation with him or her. That doesn’t mean your child should 
never join conversations with new people, but he or she should try 
to keep the situation as low risk as possible.

3. Use a prop. While your teen or young adult is listening and watch-
ing the conversation discreetly from a distance, it’s helpful to use 
a prop to make it appear as if he or she is occupied. For example, 
many people will use a mobile phone as a prop, appearing to check 
e-mails or send text messages while they’re listening to the con-
versation. Other helpful props include gaming devices, laptops, 
books, or magazines. All props should give the appearance of being 
engaged in some other activity rather than looking like your child 
is eavesdropping.

4. Identify the topic of conversation. The most important goal of 
listening to the conversation will be to identify the topic being 
discussed. Topics shift occasionally during the course of conver-
sations so it will be important that your teen or young adult is 
following along with the topic the whole time. That also means 
your child should make sure the group is talking about things he 
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or she understands. If they’re talking about unfamiliar topics, this 
isn’t a conversation your teen or young adult should join because 
he or she will slow it down, making it frustrating and boring for 
the group.

5. Make sure you share a common interest in the topic. Before 
attempting to join a conversation, your teen or young adult should 
make sure he or she shares a common interest in the topic. That 
means your child needs to know something about whatever the 
group is discussing. If he or she tries to enter a conversation in 
which little is known about the topic, the group is likely to get 
annoyed and aggravated. The reason this is important is that your 
child’s objective in joining this conversation is to enter it as if he 
or she were already there, without changing its momentum or 
trajectory. If during the course of listening to the conversation, 
your child discovers that he or she knows very little about the topic 
being discussed, the best thing to do is either wait to see if a more 
appropriate topic emerges, try joining at a different time, or fi nd 
another group to join.

6. Make a bit more eye contact. Once your teen or young adult has 
established that he or she shares a common interest with the topic 
of conversation and has determined that this is a nice group to 
join, the next step is to make a bit more eye contact with the group. 
Making a bit more eye contact signifi es your child’s interest in the 
group and intention of joining the conversation. Of course, this 
doesn’t mean your child should stare at the group because that 
will only make them uncomfortable. Just gazing over at the group 
for four to fi ve seconds (just a few seconds longer than before) 
and then looking away will be enough to show increased interest. 
Sometimes at this point the group will start to notice and look 
over. If they appear interested (looking, smiling), this may be a 
good opportunity to join.

7. Move closer to the group. Around the time your teen or young 
adult starts to make a bit more eye contact and has decided to 
join the conversation, he or she will need to move a bit closer to 
the group. This step occurs just mere seconds before the next two 
steps, which include waiting for a pause and joining by making 
a comment or asking a question about the topic. In fact, when 
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observing the execution of these three steps, they’ll often appear 
to be occurring simultaneously. However, in order to simplify this 
sequence of behaviors into easy-to-digest steps for your teen or 
young adult, we’ll consider these behaviors separately, although 
occurring within in the same general time period. So how close 
should your child move? Typically about an arm’s length or 
two away is appropriate. Anything closer would feel intrusive. 
Anything further may seem too distant. Often when your child 
moves closer to the group, the group members will naturally 
look over, noticing that someone has entered their circle. This 
change in spatial dynamics will sometimes create a natural pause 
in the conversation, which leads to the next step for joining the 
conversation.

8. Wait for a brief pause in the conversation. The next important 
step for entering a group conversation will be to wait for a brief 
pause in the conversation just before joining. The reason your 
teen or young adult should wait for a brief pause is that he or she 
shouldn’t be interrupting the conversation. As indicated in the 
previous step, although never a guarantee, this pause may occur as 
a natural response to moving closer. Ideally, though, the best time 
to join is when the conversation is shifting from one person to the 
next. Because there will never be a perfect pause in the conversa-
tion, your teen or young adult is simply looking for a good entry 
point. A transition from one conversational partner to the next is 
usually a good time to enter. The goal of waiting for a brief pause 
is not to fi nd a moment of silence. Instead, the hope is just not 
to interrupt the conversation too much. In our experience at the 
UCLA PEERS Clinic, the most common problem teens and young 
adults with social challenges run into with this strategy is that they 
wait for the perfect pause. Again, there will never be a perfect pause, 
and if your child waits for one, he or she may wait forever. Instead, 
when coaching your child, 
just encourage him or her 
to try to join when the 
conversation is switching 
between partners and try 
not to interrupt too much.

The reason your teen or young adult 
should wait for a brief pause is that 
he or she shouldn’t be interrupting 
the conversation.
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9. Make a comment or ask a question about the topic. The next 
step might be considered the most important in the process of 
entering a group conversation. It’s in this step that your teen or 
young adult will engage the group by making a comment or ask-
ing a question that’s on topic. In other words, your teen or young 
adult needs a reason for joining, and the reason is that he or she 
has something interesting to contribute to the conversation. The 
point about being on topic cannot be stressed enough because it 
may virtually make or break success in joining the conversation. 
The common social error committed by teens and young adults 
with social challenges is that they enter conversations armed 
with their own topic of interest (unrelated to the theme of the 
current conversation). In most cases, this error results in some 
kind of peer rejection because being off topic causes a disruption 
or disturbance in the conversation. Instead, the goal of enter-

ing a group conversation 
should be to join in a 
way that neither disrupts 
the fl ow of the conver-
sation nor disturbs its 
participants.

10. Assess interest. Once your teen or young adult has joined the con-
versation, it will be important to assess the interest of the group 
members to determine if he or she should remain in the conversa-
tion. Remember that the behavioral signs that tell you if someone 
is interested in talking to you include verbal cues, body language, 
and eye contact. Verbal cues relate to whether the group is actu-
ally talking to your child, speaking nicely, and giving extended 
responses to questions and comments. Body language relates to 
whether the group is facing your child after his or her attempt to 

join. When people talk in 
groups, they often talk in 
circles. When they’re inter-
ested in talking to your 
child, they’ll open the circle 
(turn their bodies toward 

Engage the group by making a com-
ment or asking a question that’s on 
topic.

The behavioral signs that tell you if 
someone is interested in talking to 
you include verbal cues, body lan-
guage, and eye contact.
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your child). When they’re not interested, they’ll close the circle 
(turn their bodies away) or give the cold shoulder. When they’re 
interested, they will also look at your child and maybe even smile. 
To keep it simple, your teen or young adult should consider the 
following questions:

a. Are they talking to me?
b. Are they facing me (or did they close the circle)?
c. Are they looking at me?

11. Introduce yourself. The fi nal step in the process of entering a 
group conversation is for your teen or young adult to introduce 
him- or herself to anyone unfamiliar. This step happens only 
if your child has been accepted into the conversation and he or 
she has had a lengthy conversation (usually for several minutes). 
Notice again, introductions are the last step of the process, not 
the fi rst step as many will wrongly suggest. Remember that intro-
ductions are often done by saying something like, “By the way, 
my name is Jennifer” or “I should probably introduce myself. I’m 
Jennifer.” This may be followed by a handshake (more often with 
adults; more rarely with teens) but this will depend on the context 
and habits of the conversational partners.

Social coaching tip: In order to learn these steps, you and your child 
should jointly read the social vignettes in the chapter summary for teens 
and young adults, view the DVD demonstrations for inappropriately and 
appropriately entering group conversations, and discuss these demonstra-
tions using the perspective-taking questions.

Social coaching tip: In order to help your child learn these skills, we 
recommend that you organize many opportunities to practice these steps 
with you and eventually with potential friends. The most common diffi -
culty for peer-rejected teens and young adults when joining conversations 
is that they don’t listen and watch the conversation, joining too quickly 
and off topic. For socially neglected teens and young adults, the most 
common problem involves waiting for the perfect pause. Although you 
may remind your child that there’s never a perfect pause, they still may 
try to wait for one. As your child’s social coach, it’s important for you to 
know that your teen or young adult can follow these steps (even if only 
the abbreviated steps listed on the following page). They may not get it 
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perfectly right away but you know what they say: practice makes perfect. 
So plan lots of opportunities to practice.

Social coaching tips: Some parents we’ve worked with through the 
UCLA PEERS Clinic have expressed skepticism that their child would be 
able to follow the steps described here. In our experience, the vast majority 
of teens and young adults are able to follow these steps with few problems, 
but if your child has trouble remembering all the steps, a simpler version 
is as follows:

1. Watch and listen for the topic.
2. Move closer.
3. Wait for a pause.
4. Make a comment or ask a question that is on topic.

Success Story: Morgan Makes Friends

Knowing how to start and enter conversations is a skill required of us all, 
though few not privy to these ecologically valid steps could describe how 
it’s done. Although anxiety provoking for even the most socially savvy 
person, conversational entry is even more diffi cult for socially challenged 
teens and young adults who don’t naturally know how to act in these sit-
uations. To make matters more confusing, well-meaning adults will some-
times give the wrong advice about what to do in these situations. Such 
was the case of Morgan, a fourteen-year-old girl with a history of social 
phobia and school refusal.

Morgan was an attractive young girl with an angelic face, who loved 
music and movies, and was obsessed with Twilight, like many girls her age. 
On the surface, Morgan seemed like a typical young girl. Yet, Morgan 
suffered from paralyzing social anxiety, fi nding it so frightening to be 
around others her age that her parents homeschooled her for two years 
before coming to PEERS. Despite her extreme social anxiety, Morgan 
did want to make friends. She owned to feeling lonely and isolated and 
secretly hoped that she’d be able to go back to school one day.

Although Morgan had many fears about socializing, the idea of talk-
ing to people she didn’t know well was perhaps most frightening. She 
claimed that whenever she tried to meet new people “it never worked” 
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and that no one wanted to talk to her. It probably wasn’t that people 
didn’t want to talk to Morgan but that she was approaching them the 
wrong way. For years Morgan had been told by well-meaning adults that 
if she wanted to meet new people she should go up and say “hi” and 
introduce herself. On the occasions when she was able to build up the 
nerve to use these improper strategies, she was often met with confusion 
and blank stares, not surprisingly. Morgan attributed these reactions to 
people not wanting to talk to her, only increasing her anxiety and social 
confusion.

As you can imagine, learning the ecologically valid steps for start-
ing conversations and entering group conversations was pivotal in 
Morgan’s transformation from a socially anxious to a socially success-
ful teen. Although the process was lengthy—taking several weeks for 
Morgan to even summon the courage to practice these steps outside of 
our social skills group—eventually she was successful in entering a con-
versation. And how did she do it? She found a group of girls in her new 
community choir who loved to discuss the merits of Team Edward or 
Team Jacob as much as she did; her love of Twilight ultimately provided 
the key to unlocking the doors of social exclusion. Many months later 
when reminded of this fi rst success, a more confi dent Morgan com-
mented, “I used to think people didn’t like me. Nobody wanted to talk 
to me at my old school. I tried to make friends at fi rst, . . . but I didn’t 
know I was doing it wrong. I didn’t know what to say. I’d kinda stand 
there, and they wouldn’t say anything, . . . and they’d look at me like I 
was weird. Then I just stopped trying. I used to cry about it, too. But 
now I know how to talk to people. I just fi nd stuff that we like and talk 
about that. Like when they were talking about Twilight that day, I was 
like, ‘I can talk about that.’ So I did . . . and then they starting asking 
me questions. Now I know that’s how it works, . . . that’s how you make 
friends.”

Morgan’s story is not so different from other socially anxious teens 
and young adults who’ve gone through PEERS. If you’re concerned that 
your child may be too fearful to overcome the obstacles of social angst, 
just remember Morgan—a vibrant young girl who now attends high 
school, joined the school choir, and has a close group of girlfriends, most 
of whom share her love of all things Twilight.
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STARTING AND ENTERING 
CONVERSATIONS

Chapter Summary for Teens and Young Adults

Steps for Starting Individual Conversations 
Video

The best way to meet new people when we don’t have mutual 
friends or acquaintances is to start a conversation. Adults will 
sometimes give the advice to go up and introduce yourself or 
go up and say “hi”, but that’s not really how it’s done. The 
following steps outline how socially successful teens and young 
adults start individual conversations with people either unknown 
or only known slightly.

1. Casually look over at the person. When you’re considering 
starting a conversation with someone, it’s helpful to fi rst show 
interest in the person by casually looking at him or her for a 
second or two—but not staring.

2. Use a prop. As you’re casually looking over (attempting to 
make eye contact), it’s helpful to use a prop such as a mobile 
phone, gaming device, or a book to give the appearance that 
you’re focused on some other activity.

3. Look for a common interest. While you’re casually and covertly 
watching the person, you need to fi nd some kind of common 
interest that you both appear to share. Maybe you have the same 
mobile phone or you like the video game the person is playing.

4. Make a reference to the common interest. Once you’ve identi-
fi ed an interest that you both appear to share, you should make 
a comment, ask a question, or give a compliment about the 
common interest. This is your excuse for talking to the person.

The following information is intended to be read by teens and young 
adults and contains a brief summary of the chapter.
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5. Trade information about the common interest. Next you 
need to trade information about the common interest by ask-
ing follow-up questions, answering your own questions, and 
sharing relevant information about yourself.

6. Assess interest. Then you need to assess the interest of the 
person you’re trying to talk to. If he or she doesn’t seem inter-
ested in talking to you, move on. You can tell if people want 
to talk to you by asking yourself the following questions:

a. Are they talking to me?
b. Are they facing me (or giving me the cold shoulder)?
c. Are they looking at me?

7. Introduce yourself. The fi nal step for starting an individual 
conversation is to introduce yourself if you’ve never met 
before and if that person seems interested in talking to you.

Social Vignette of Starting Individual 
Conversations: Bad Example

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of inappropriately 
starting an individual conversation.

Ben: (watching a game on his phone, making a fi st in the air) “Yes!”
Alex: (walks up, interrupts) “Hey, did you go to the comic book 

 convention last night?”
Ben: (confused) “The what?”
Alex: “The comic book convention. Were you there?”
Ben: (pointing to phone) “I’m watching the game, uh . . .”
Alex: “But did you go there last night?”
Ben: “Ah, no . . . no.”
Alex: “Oh, I was there. It was awesome. You should’ve been. 

Do you like comic books?”
Ben: (appears annoyed, looking at phone) “Um, yeah, I do. But, 

well, I’m watching . . .”
(continued ) 
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Alex: (interrupts) “Why didn’t you go then? You should’ve been. 
Everyone was there.”

Ben: “. . . the game right now.”
Alex: “Oh, yeah, so are you going next week?”
Ben: (annoyed) “Um, I don’t know.”
Alex: “It’s gonna be really good. You should defi nitely check it out.”
Ben: (looking at phone) “Okay, okay.”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Ben?
Answers: Uncomfortable, annoying, awkward, confusing, weird

• What do you think Ben thought of Alex?
Answers: Weird, odd, obnoxious

• Is Ben going to want to talk to Alex again?
Answer: No, too weird and obnoxious

Social Vignette of Starting Individual 
Conversations: Good Example

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of appropriately 
starting an individual conversation.

Ben: (watching a game on his phone, making a fi st in the air) 
“Oh, yes!”

Alex: (puts book on shelf, sees the game on Ben’s phone) “Oh, is 
that the game?”

Ben: “Oh, yeah, yeah.”
Alex: (leaning in toward Ben) “Oh, wow. What’s the score?”
Ben: “Um, three–zero. There’s a minute left.”
Alex: “Oh, my gosh, that’s crazy. Has it been an entertaining 

game?”
Ben: “Oh, yeah, it’s been awesome. Did you see the one last night?”
Alex: “No, I was in the library and didn’t get service. How do you 

get that on your phone?”
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Ben: “Well, I have this app. It’s free.”
Alex: “Oh, my gosh, that is so cool. Does it take up a lot of 

battery?”
Ben: “Um, yeah, but you know it’s worth it.”
Alex: “Oh, that’s awesome. Wow.”
Ben: “Yeah.”
Alex: “I gotta get one of these so I can watch the games in the 

library.”
Ben: “Oh, you should. It’s awesome!”

(After some time talking, Alex would introduce himself to Ben.)

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Ben?
Answers: Nice, comfortable, pleasant

• What do you think Ben thought of Alex?
Answers: Nice, friendly, cool, social

• Is Ben going to want to talk to Alex again?
Answer: Probably yes, seems cool

Steps for Entering Group Conversations 
Video

Another way to meet new people is to enter group conversations. 
This strategy is particularly helpful when you’re at extracurricular 
activities or gatherings where you don’t know people yet. Just like 
with starting an individual conversation, adults will sometimes 
give the advice to go up and introduce yourself or go up and say 
‘‘hi” to the group, but that’s not what socially successful teens 
and young adults do. Instead, you should use the following steps 
to enter a group conversation with two or more people you 
either don’t know or only know slightly.

1. Discreetly listen to the conversation. Before you try to enter 
a group conversation between people you either don’t know 

(continued ) 
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or only know slightly, you fi rst need to discreetly listen to the 
conversation and try to fi gure out what they’re talking about.

2. Inconspicuously watch from a distance. While you’re listening, 
you should also be inconspicuously watching from a distance. 
This means you should occasionally look over toward the 
group for a second or two at a time without staring at them.

3. Use a prop. While you’re listening and watching the conver-
sation, it’s helpful to use a prop such as a mobile phone to 
make it look like you’re focused on something else.

4. Identify the topic of conversation. The most important 
goal of listening to the conversation will be to identify the 
topic being discussed. Topics shift a lot, so it’s important to 
make sure you’re following the topic the whole time.

5. Make sure you share a common interest in the topic. 
Before you attempt to join a conversation, you need to make 
sure you share a common interest in the topic. Your common 
interest will be your excuse for joining.

6. Make a bit more eye contact. Once you’ve decided that you 
share a common interest, you can start to make a bit more 
eye contact with the group. This shows your increased interest 
in them and what they’re saying. Be sure not to stare though— 
no more than four to fi ve seconds each time you look over.

7. Move closer to the group. Around the time you start to make 
a bit more eye contact and you’ve decided to join the con-
versation, you should move a bit closer to the group. Usually 
about an arm’s length away or two is good.

8. Wait for a brief pause in the conversation. The next step is 
to wait for a brief pause in the conversation just before join-
ing. There’s never a perfect pause, so just try not to interrupt 
too much.

9. Make a comment or ask a question about the topic. You 
should join the conversation by making a comment or asking 
a question about the topic. This is your reason for joining the 
conversation.
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10. Assess interest. Make sure the group wants to talk to you by 
asking yourself the following questions:
a. Are they talking to me?
b. Are they facing me (or did they close the circle)?
c. Are they looking at me?

11. Introduce yourself. The fi nal step for entering a group con-
versation is to introduce yourself to anyone you don’t know. 
You only do this after you’ve been talking for a while (at least 
several minutes) and you’re sure you’ve been accepted into 
the conversation.

Social Vignette of  Entering Group 
Conversations: Bad Example

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of inappropriately 
entering a group conversation.

Mary, Alex, and Lara: (standing around and talking)
Lara: “So, Alex, you’ll never believe it, . . . I ran into Mary at my 

piano lesson place.”
Alex: (turns to Mary) “Oh, no way, I didn’t know you played 

piano.”
Mary: “Well, I didn’t know that she played piano.” (gesturing to 

Lara) “Then we ran into each other. It was the craziest thing.”
Lara: “It really was.”
Alex: “Wow.”
Lara: (turns to Alex) “Do you play anything?”
Alex: “Yeah, I play . . .”
Yasamine: (walks up and interrupts) “Have you guys been to the 

water park?”
Mary, Alex, and Lara: (startled)
Mary: (confused) “Water park? No.”
Alex: (turns to Mary) “Um, what did you say?”

(continued ) 
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Yasamine: (interrupts) “The new water park that just opened 
up.”

Lara: (turns to Alex, ignoring Yasamine) “Do you play anything, 
Alex?”

Yasamine: “It’s so awesome!”
Alex: (talking over Yasamine) “Uh, yeah. I play guitar.”
Yasamine: (interrupts) “There’s this slide that starts at the very 

top, . . . and you just go round and round and round all the 
way down, . . . it’s so much fun.”

Mary, Alex, and Lara: (look annoyed)
Mary: (talking over Yasamine) “Um, so . . .”
Alex: (talking over Yasamine) “Um, I play electric.”
Mary: (turns to Alex) “Cool.”
Lara: (turns to Alex) “Very nice. Do you ever play out?”
Yasamine: (talking over others) “And you go really fast down the 

slide. It’s so fun!”
Alex: (confused) “Um, in my garage.”
Yasamine: (still talking over others) “There’s also this place 

where you can kind of body surf. Have you guys been body 
surfi ng before?”

Lara: (turns to Alex, annoyed by Yasamine) “In your garage? I’m 
sorry, you play in your garage?”

Alex: (trying to talk over Yasamine) “Um, yeah . . . in my garage.”
Yasamine: (still talking over others) “It’s so much fun and it’s so 

close, too.”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Mary, Alex, and Lara?
Answers: Uncomfortable, awkward, confusing, weird

• What do you think they thought of Yasamine?
Answers: Weird, odd, annoying, obnoxious

• Are they going to want to talk to Yasamine again?
Answer: No, too weird and annoying
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Social Vignette of Entering Group 
Conversations: Good Example

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of appropriately 
entering a group conversation.

Mary, Alex, and Lara: (standing around and talking)
Yasamine: (standing several feet away, looking at phone)
Lara: “So, Alex, you’ll never believe it! Yesterday, I ran into Mary 

when I was leaving my piano lesson.”
Alex: “No way?” (turns to Mary) “You play piano?”
Mary: “Yeah, I’ve been playing. It’s the craziest thing, . . . I’ve 

never run into her before.”
Lara: “I can’t believe it.”
Alex: “Oh, that’s so funny.”
Lara: (turns to Alex) “Do you play an instrument?”
Alex: “I play guitar.”
Mary: “Cool.”
Lara: “Oh, cool. I just started to play guitar.”
Alex: “Ah, that’s awesome. Electric or acoustic?”
Lara: “No, I play acoustic. How about you?”
Alex: “I play electric.”
Yasamine: (looking over at Mary, Alex, and Lara periodically, 

starting to show interest)
Lara: “Oh, cool.”
Alex: (turns to Mary) “Do you play?”
Mary: “No, I really want to learn though.”
Lara: “It’s really fun; you should defi nitely take lessons.”
Mary: “I feel like it’d be good.”
Yasamine: (moves closer, waits for a brief pause) “Do you play 

the guitar?”
Lara: (looking over at Yasamine): “Yeah, we were just talking 

about it. Alex and I play.”
Alex: (looking over at Yasamine): “We both play.”

(continued ) 
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Yasamine: “Ah, that’s so awesome! What do you play?”
Lara: “I play acoustic.”
Alex: “And I play electric.”
Yasamine: “Oh, nice. I play acoustic.”
Lara: “Oh, cool.”
Yasamine: “Yeah, I’ve been playing for like fi ve years now.”
Mary and Alex: “Wow.”
Lara: “That’s awesome. I just started, . . . so.”
Alex: “Yeah, it’s really fun.”
Yasamine: “Yeah, I like it a lot.” (looking toward Mary) “You 

should defi nitely learn.”
Mary: “I know. I really want to.”
Yasamine: “Yeah, it’s so cool.”
Lara: “We should all jam some time. That’d be fun.”
Alex: “Defi nitely.”
Yasamine: “Yeah, I’d really love that.”
(After some time talking, Yasamine would introduce herself to 

the group.)

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Mary, Alex, and Lara?
Answers: Nice, pleasant, interesting

• What do you think they thought of Yasamine?
Answers: Nice, pleasant, cool, friendly, social

• Are they going to want to talk to Yasamine again?
Answer: Probably yes, seems friendly

CHAPTER EXERCISES
for Teens, Young Adults, and Parents

Teens and young adults should complete the following exercises 
with parents:
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• Practice starting an individual conversation with your parent 
following the steps outlined in this chapter.

• With your parent, begin by reviewing the steps for starting 
an individual conversation.

• Practice following the steps for starting an individual con-
versation with your parent.

• Practice entering a group conversation with your parent and 
at least one other person following the steps outlined in this 
chapter.

• With your parent, begin by reviewing the steps for entering 
a group conversation.

• Practice following the steps for entering a group conversa-
tion with your parent and at least one other person.

• Practice starting an individual conversation with a peer you 
don’t know or know only slightly following the steps outlined 
in this chapter.

• Begin by reviewing the steps for starting an individual con-
versation. Using the FriendMaker mobile app to review the 
steps just beforehand might be helpful.

• You may want to choose someone from the social group 
you identifi ed or someone enrolled in an extracurricular or 
social activity you belong to.

• Practice entering a group conversation with two or more 
peers you don’t know well following the steps outlined in this 
chapter.

• Begin by reviewing the steps for entering a group conversa-
tion. Using the FriendMaker mobile app to review the steps 
just beforehand might be helpful.

• You may want to choose peers from the social group you 
identifi ed or someone enrolled in an extracurricular or 
social activity you belong to.
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Exiting Conversations

KNOWING HOW TO START AND ENTER CONVERSATIONS with unfamiliar people is 
one of the fi rst steps in making new friends and acquaintances. The tech-
nical term for this kind of interaction is peer entry, which refers broadly to 
attempts to engage others through conversation, play, or other types of 
interactions. Research suggests that nearly 50 percent of peer entry attempts 
with unfamiliar people are turned down in some form. This means that if 
the average person were to try to join ten different conversations with people 
either unknown or only slightly known, nearly half of these attempts would 
end in some form of refusal. The type of refusal will vary. At best the per-
son might be initially accepted into the conversation but somewhere along 
the way become excluded. At worst he or she might be completely ignored, 
utterly disregarded, or even laughed at or teased. The latter example is prob-
ably more likely to happen if the person trying to join makes a mistake when 
entering or has a bad reputation, as is sadly not uncommon for teens and 
young adults with social diffi culties. In order for your child to enhance his 
or her chances at being accepted, it will be important to follow the steps that 
socially successful teens and young adults use for starting and entering con-
versations described in chapter 4. 
Even still, being prepared for what 
to do when attempts are not 
accepted is part and parcel of the 
science of making friends.

Although using the steps for starting and entering conversations will 
certainly improve the chances of being accepted, even when these steps are 
followed, from time to time your teen or young adult will be turned down 

Nearly 50 percent of peer entry 
attempts with unfamiliar people are 
turned down in some form.
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during peer entry. Although it may be painful for you to imagine this kind 
of rejection, try to remember that not being accepted is actually a normal 
part of being social. Friendship is a choice. We don’t get to be friends with 
everyone and everyone doesn’t get to be friends with us. That means some 
attempts at being friendly will be accepted and some won’t. It doesn’t have to 
be a big deal and it’s not the end of the world. Rather than feeling hurt and 
protective because someone may not want to talk, you might try to normal-
ize this experience for your teen or young adult, explaining that it happens 
to everyone from time to time. In our experience through the UCLA PEERS 
Clinic, normalizing this experience is a big fi rst step toward moving past it. 
When our teens and young adults are told that half of their attempts to join 
conversations will not be accepted, that it’s not a big deal and happens to eve-
ryone, they learn not to take it so personally. As your teen or young adult’s 
social coach, it will be important for you to convey this point, too.

In order to help normalize the experience of being turned down when 
trying to enter conversations, it might be helpful to consider some of the 
reasons why other teens or adults may not want to talk at any given time. 
If this is a hot button issue for your teen or young adult, remember that 
many times these reasons aren’t even personal. So try not to get upset. 
Instead, take a deep breath, then think about why this might happen and 
what your child might do differently next time.

One reason for being turned down when joining a conversation is that 
the other people may want to talk privately, which means your teen or 
young adult might try again later when it’s a better time. Another reason 
might be that the group is talking about things your child doesn’t under-
stand, which suggests he or she might want to listen more carefully next 
time before joining. Perhaps the other people are in a clique and aren’t 
interested in talking to other people, which means your teen or young 
adult should probably choose a different group to join next time. Maybe 
the group didn’t understand that your child was trying to join the con-
versation, which means he or she should try again later, following the 
steps for entering a conversation. Or perhaps your teen or young adult has 
a bad reputation with that particular group, which means joining a con-
versation with people that are unaware or unconcerned with your child’s 
reputation would be a good strategy for next time.

Whatever the case and whatever the plan, we must all expect and be pre-
pared not to be accepted into conversations from time to time. Yet, what if 
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your child isn’t even aware of not being accepted? Some teens and young 
adults who have diffi culty reading social cues will fail to notice they’re not 
being accepted into the conversation and may even persist. What would this 
look like? Imagine a young man walks up to a group of fellow classmates 
after a science lecture and tries to engage them by mentioning their most 
recent science experiment. The group is disinterested, talking instead about 
some party they went to over the weekend. Their backs are turned, the cir-
cle is closed, and they’re not looking at the young man or talking to him. 
Rather than picking up on these behavioral signs, the young man persists. 
He speaks louder, moves closer, assuming they didn’t realize he was there. 
How does the group react? They feel annoyed and irritated, begin to make 
faces at the young man, and roll their eyes to each other. The young man 
may eventually give up and walk away or perhaps he’ll get upset and angry. 
In the latter case, he may question their rudeness and ask them why they 
won’t talk to him, thereby causing a scene and drawing more negative atten-
tion. However this scenario plays out, the young man has committed a 
major social error in not successfully assessing the interest of the group and 
then appropriately exiting the conversation. Even worse, he may have done 
great damage to his reputation by persisting, and most certainly by explod-
ing. Yet these are the social errors sometimes committed by teens and young 
adults with social challenges. You’ll need to help your teen or young adult 
expect that he or she will not be accepted into every conversation, that this 
experience is perfectly natural, happens to everyone, and shouldn’t be taken 
personally. Although not being 
accepted into conversations can 
feel embarrassing, using the steps 
outlined in the following for exit-
ing these conversations can help 
your teen or young adult save face.

In general, there are three types of scenarios for exiting conversations. 
The fi rst involves conversations in which your teen or young adult doesn’t 
feel accepted. The second involves conversations in which he or she initially 
feels accepted, maybe even sharing a few conversational exchanges, but 
then feels excluded. The third 
involves conversations in which 
your teen or young adult is fully 
accepted into the conversation but 

We must all expect and be prepared 
not to be accepted into conversations 
from time to time.

There are three types of scenarios for 
exiting conversations.
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just needs to leave for other reasons. The concrete steps for how to  handle 
each of these social scenarios are presented in the following pages with 
accompanying social vignettes, including transcripts of DVD video demon-
strations and perspective-taking questions.

Assessing Interest: Should You Stay or Should You Go?

Before outlining the steps for exiting conversations, it’s important to 
review the behavioral cues we’ve identifi ed that tell us if your teen or 
young adult is accepted in a conversation. Recall that those behaviors 
include verbal cues, body language, and eye contact.

Verbal Cues

One of the simplest ways of assessing interest when joining conversations 
involves paying attention to verbal cues. Verbal cues include whether the 
group is talking, speaking nicely, and giving extended responses to your teen 
or young adult’s questions and comments. If they’re not talking, not speak-

ing nicely (perhaps even teasing or 
making fun), or giving short replies 
to questions and comments, your 
teen or young adult will need to exit 
the conversation using the steps 
outlined in the following sections.

Body Language

Another important clue to determining whether a group is interested in 
talking involves body language. Body language is a form of nonverbal 
communication, consisting of body posture, gestures, and facial expres-
sions. Reading body language can be a complicated process. To simplify 
things, we’ll focus on the positioning of the bodies of the people your 
teen or young adult is trying to talk to. Remember that when people are 
interested, they turn their bodies toward the people they’re including in 
the conversation. If their bodies are turned away, sometimes described 
as giving the cold shoulder, this is usually a sign of disinterest. You may 
also remember that when people talk in groups, they often talk in cir-
cles. When they’re interested in talking, they open the circle (turn their 

Verbal cues include whether the group 
is talking, speaking nicely, and giving 
extended responses to your teen or 
young adult’s questions and comments.
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bodies toward the other people). When they’re not interested in talk-
ing, they close the circle (turn their bodies away). If they turn away, give 
the cold shoulder, or close the 
circle, your teen or young adult 
will need to exit the conversation 
using the following steps.

Eye Contact

Another way of determining interest when joining conversations involves 
eye contact. Eye contact is an important clue when assessing interest 
because it gives hints about the attention of the people we are trying to talk 
to. When people are interested in talking, they look at their conversational 
partners, maybe nodding their heads up and down or smiling. Not making 
eye contact, making faces, or roll-
ing their eyes are signs that they’re 
not interested in talking, in which 
case your teen or young adult will 
need to exit the conversation using 
the following steps.

Remember, to help your teen or young adult simplify the cues for 
assessing interest, have him or her consider the following three questions:

• Are they talking to me?

• Are they facing me (did they open the circle or close the circle)?

• Are they looking at me?

Steps for Exiting Conversations When 
Video

 
You Don’t Feel Accepted

The harsh reality about peer entry is that from time to time your teen or 
young adult will attempt to join conversations and he or she won’t be 
accepted. Remembering that nearly 50 percent of entry attempts result in 
some form of refusal, you need to help your child be prepared to handle 
these situations in order to avoid injury to his or her reputation. The fol-
lowing strategy represents ecologically valid steps used by socially successful 

Another important clue to determin-
ing whether a group is interested in 
talking involves body language.

Eye contact is an important clue when 
assessing interest because it gives hints 
about the attention of the people we 
are trying to talk to.
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teens and adults who’ve attempted to enter a conversation but have not felt 
accepted. These steps should be followed in the sequence presented.

1. Keep Your Cool

The fi rst step in handling any form of peer rejection is to keep your cool. 
This means your teen or young adult needs to avoid getting upset or 
angry in the moment and act as if the rejection didn’t bother him or her. 
Getting upset would only draw negative attention, possibly hurting his or 
her reputation with any onlookers. Different people have different strat-
egies for keeping cool. Some teens and young adults we’ve worked with 
have said they mentally count to ten to help cool down; others have said 
they take deep breaths. Whatever the strategy, the fi rst step in exiting a 
conversation in which your teen or young adult has never felt accepted is 
to regulate emotions and keep cool. Although emotion regulation is very 
much intertwined with social acceptance, this book is not intended to 

provide tools to regulate emotions. 
Should your teen or young adult 
require further assistance in this 
area, there are many resources with 
useful information about emotion 
regulation.

2. Slowly Look Away

The next step in exiting conversations when you don’t feel accepted is to look 
away. In this case, your teen or young adult should casually and slowly look 
away from the group, focusing his or her gaze in another direction—usually 
no more than a 90-degree angle from where he or she is standing. If your 
child is unsure where to look, using a prop such as a mobile phone or gaming 

device can also be a useful method 
for looking away. What impression 
does it give the group when your teen 
or young adult looks away? It shows 
that your child’s attention is else-
where and that he or she is no longer 
interested in the conversation.

Your teen or young adult needs to 
avoid getting upset or angry in the 
moment and act as if the rejection 
didn’t bother him or her.

Your teen or young adult should 
casually and slowly look away from 
the group, focusing his or her gaze in 
another direction—usually no more 
than a 90-degree angle from where 
he or she is standing.
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3. Slowly Turn Away

After your teen or young adult has begun to look away, the next step is 
to turn away. This involves casually and slowly turning his or her body in 
the same direction he or she is looking. When your child turns away, what 
impression does that convey? It 
shows that his or her attention 
and interest is now completely 
focused elsewhere and he or she is 
just about to leave.

4. Slowly and Casually Walk Away

The fi nal step in exiting conversations when you don’t feel accepted is to 
walk away. This means your teen or young adult should casually and slowly 
walk in the direction he or she is looking and facing. What impression does 
it give the group when your child 
casually and slowly walks away? It 
shows he or she is no longer inter-
ested in the conversation and has 
something more interesting and 
important to do.

Social coaching tip: Although it may seem obvious, from our expe-
rience working with teens and young adults with social challenges, it’s 
important to clarify that the process of looking away, turning away, and 
walking away should occur with each of these behaviors following the same 
direction. Looking to the left, turning to the right, and then walking in an 
entirely different direction looks more like a complicated dance move than 
a subtle attempt at exiting a conversation! Although a humorous mental 
image, as the social coach, you actually may need to clarify with your teen 
or young adult that these behaviors should all be focused in one direction 
on one identifi ed target.

Social coaching tip: Be sure to go over the steps for exiting conversa-
tions when you don’t feel accepted with your teen or young adult and facil-
itate opportunities to practice these steps with you and another person. 
It will also be important to jointly read the social vignette in the chapter 
summary for teens and young adults, view the DVD video demonstration 

Casually and slowly turn his or her 
body in the same direction he or she is 
looking.

Your teen or young adult should casu-
ally and slowly walk in the direction 
he or she is looking and facing.
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of exiting conversations when you don’t feel accepted, and generate a dis-
cussion using the perspective-taking questions.

Steps for Exiting Conversations When You
Initially Feel Accepted and Then Excluded

Sometimes when entering conversations with people either unknown or 
known only slightly it will appear as though your teen or young adult is 
initially accepted. He or she might even share a few polite conversational 
exchanges with these people but then something may happen that gives 
the impression that the group is no longer interested in talking. The 
group members may begin to look away or turn their bodies away, no 
longer directing their conversation toward your child. Remember that 
these types of exchanges are relatively normal and occur frequently, so try 
not to feel too upset if this has happened to your child. Chances are it 
happens to all of us more than we even realize and may be the most com-
mon type of refusal in conversations. Consequently, your teen or young 
adult should try not to get upset or take these situations too personally. 
Instead, he or she should exit the conversation following the ecologically 
valid steps used by socially successful teens and young adults. These steps 
should be followed in the sequence provided.

1. Keep Your Cool

Just as before, the fi rst step in exiting conversations when initially 
accepted and then excluded is to keep your cool. As a reminder, this 

means your teen or young adult 
needs to avoid getting upset or 
angry and instead act as if he or 
she isn’t bothered.

2. Slowly Look Away

The next step is to casually and slowly look away. This may involve your 
teen or young adult looking in a direction to one side (no more than a 
90-degree angle away) or using a prop such as a mobile phone or gaming 

Your teen or young adult needs to avoid 
getting upset or angry and instead act 
as if he or she isn’t bothered.

Video
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device. Remember that looking away gives the impression that your child’s 
attention is now elsewhere and 
that he or she is no longer inter-
ested in the conversation.

3. Wait for a Brief Pause in the Conversation

The next step in exiting conversations when initially accepted and then 
excluded is to wait for a brief pause in the conversation. Because he or 
she was initially accepted into the conversation, to simply walk away 
without saying something would seem strange and rude. Instead, he or 
she should wait for a very brief pause before saying a few short words. 
If your child doesn’t wait for this brief pause before speaking, he or she 
will be interrupting, which will seem rude and disruptive. Yet, just as 
with the steps for entering conversations, remember that there is never 
a perfect pause. During this step, 
your teen or young adult is just 
trying not to interrupt too much 
before leaving.

4. Give a Brief Cover Story for Leaving

Just as your child fi nds a brief pause in the conversation, he or she 
should give a brief cover story for leaving the conversation. Cover sto-
ries are reasons why we do certain things. To clarify, using the buzz-
word cover story doesn’t signify any kind of deception, like a cover-up 
or lie. A cover story is simply the reason your teen or young adult has 
to leave the conversation. The reason for leaving could be real or just an 
excuse. Either way, it’s important to provide some sort of acknowledg-
ment for leaving because to simply walk away without saying anything 
would seem odd because your teen or young adult was initially accepted 
into the conversation. Cover stories need to be very short. Simply saying 
something like, “Well, gotta go” or “Gotta get to class” is enough. Even 
just a few words of acknowledgment that your child is leaving is fi ne. 
Saying something like, “Take care” or “See you later” is also acceptable. 
If your teen or young adult were to say much more than a few words it 
would be too much and would interrupt the conversation. The reality is 

Looking away gives the impression that 
your child’s attention is now elsewhere.

To simply walk away without saying 
something would seem strange.
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that the group is no longer accepting your teen or young adult in the 
conversation, so they’re unlikely to be concerned with where he or she is 

going. Yet, if your child says noth-
ing before leaving, that would 
also seem odd or rude.

5. Walk Away

The fi nal step in exiting conversations when you initially feel accepted 
and then excluded is to walk away. If your teen or young adult followed 
the earlier step of looking away in a specifi c direction, he or she should 
start walking in that direction. If your child looked away to glance at his 
or her mobile phone or gaming device then it’s less relevant where he or 
she walks but looking back at the item that captured his or her attention 
while walking away would be appropriate. Following these steps will give 
the impression that your teen or young adult is no longer interested or 
able to participate in the conversation and has something else to do. Often, 

when handled appropriately, the 
group will acknowledge the depar-
ture in a friendly manner, keeping 
the door open for the possibility of 
future communication.

Social coaching tip: To help your teen or young adult understand 
this strategy and when to use it, you will want to share these steps with 
him or her and facilitate opportunities to practice these steps with you and 
another person. It will also be important to jointly read the social vignette 
in the chapter summary for teens and young adults, view the DVD video 
demonstration of exiting a conversation when initially accepted and then 
excluded, and generate a discussion using the perspective-taking questions.

Steps for Exiting Conversations 
When You Feel Fully Accepted

A fi nal type of peer exiting that your child will need to become familiar with 
involves leaving conversations in which he or she has been fully accepted. 
Generally speaking, this may be the most common type of peer exiting. 

If your child says nothing before leav-
ing , that would seem odd or rude.

The fi nal step in exiting conversations 
when you initially feel accepted and 
then excluded is to walk away.

Video
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People have to exit conversations all the time. Perhaps they have to get to 
class or they have somewhere else they need to be. Yet, consider the com-
mon mistakes made by teens and young adults with social diffi culties when 
they have to leave a conversation. What might they do? A common response 
reported by parents at the UCLA PEERS Clinic is that their teens or young 
adults walk away without even acknowledging that they’re leaving or where 
they’re going. Because simply walking away would appear odd and even 
rude to others, you’ll need to help your teen or young adult use an alter-
native strategy. The following strategy represents ecologically valid steps 
used by socially successful teens 
and young adults who’ve been 
fully accepted into a conversation 
but just need to leave. The steps 
should be followed in the sequence 
described.

1. Wait for a Brief Pause in the Conversation

The fi rst step in exiting conversations when fully accepted is to wait for 
a brief pause in the conversation. The pause doesn’t need to be long, 
just a brief moment during the transition between speakers is enough. 
Like before, there’s never a perfect pause, so your teen or young adult 
shouldn’t wait for the perfect opportunity to leave because that moment 
may never come. Instead, your 
child should simply try not to 
interrupt the conversation too 
much before saying good-bye.

2. Give a Specifi c Cover Story for Leaving

The next step is to give a specifi c cover story for leaving the conversation. 
Remember that cover stories are reasons for doing certain things. In this 
case, the reason is related to why your teen or young adult needs to leave 
the conversation. However, this cover story is different from the ones used 
when excluded from conversations. Rather than giving a brief cover story, 
your child’s cover story will need to be specifi c. For example, if your teen 
or young adult were simply to say, “Well, gotta go” or “Gotta get to class” 

A fi nal type of peer exiting that your 
child will need to become familiar with 
involves leaving conversations in which 
he or she has been fully accepted.

The fi rst step in exiting conversations 
when fully accepted is to wait for a 
brief pause in the conversation.
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and walk away from an accepting group of peers, that would seem strange 
and possibly rude. Brief remarks like that are only acceptable when being 
excluded because the group probably isn’t concerned with where your child 
is going. However, accepting peers do care where your child is going and 
if he or she simply says, “See you later,” the group may reply with, “Where 
are you going?” Consequently, cover stories with accepting peers should 
be a bit longer and more specifi c. For example, if your teen or young adult 
needs to get to class he or she might say, “Well, the bell is about to ring. 
I better get to class” or “I’ve got a science midterm, so I better get going.” 

In these cases, your child has given 
the accepting peers a specifi c rea-
son for leaving, so they’re less likely 
to think your child doesn’t want to 
talk to them anymore.

3. Tell Them You’ll See or Speak to Them Later

The next step is to say you’ll see or speak to them later. This is a nice 
social gesture that lets others know that your teen or young adult would 
like to continue talking in the future. Your child might say something 
like, “Talk to you later” or “See you later” or “I’ll text you later” (if they do 
in fact text one another). Again, this doesn’t have to be a long good-bye 
in which the exact time and place of the next communication is planned 
out. Unless friends are making specifi c plans to meet up, that degree of 
information isn’t usually necessary.

4. Say Good-bye

As your teen or young adult is saying, “See you later,” he or she will then 
want to say good-bye. These two steps generally go hand-in-hand, but to 
avoid confusion and make the steps more concrete for your child, the two 
steps are kept separate in this sequence of behaviors. Good-byes are usually 
quite brief and may include a simple, “Bye,” possibly followed by a brief 

wave, perhaps a hug or kiss on 
the cheek (more common among 
females) or perhaps a fi st bump or 
a pound, which is a gesture similar 

Cover stories with accepting peers 
should be a bit longer and more 
specifi c.

He or she will then want to say 
good-bye.
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to a handshake or a high-fi ve in which two people lightly tap closed fi sts 
(more common among males).

5. Walk Away

The fi nal step in exiting conversations when fully accepted is to walk 
away. In this case, your teen or young adult doesn’t have to pay as much 
attention to which direction to 
go or how slowly or casually to 
walk; he or she can just simply 
leave.

Social coaching tip: When coaching your teen or young adult on 
giving specifi c cover stories, it’s important to clarify that although these 
cover stories are specifi c and a bit longer, they shouldn’t be too long. For 
example, your child doesn’t want to say something like, “Well, the bell is 
about to ring and I have a science midterm. I don’t want to be late because 
I’ve been late fi ve times this semester and I don’t want to get in trouble. 
My professor gets really uptight when people show up late and I don’t 
want to make her mad right before an exam. So I better get going.” What’s 
the problem with giving such a long cover story for leaving? When people 
go on and on trying to explain why they have to do something it often 
sounds fake or made up. We don’t want your teen or young adult to give 
the impression of being disingenuous or dishonest, so make sure he or 
she keeps these cover stories specifi c and a little longer (but not too long).

Social coaching tip: Share the steps for exiting conversations when 
fully accepted with your teen or young adult and as always facilitate 
opportunities to practice these steps together and with another person. It 
will also be important to jointly read the social vignette about exiting con-
versations when fully accepted and generate a discussion using the per-
spective-taking questions. View the DVD video demonstration of exiting a 
conversation when fully accepted.

Success Story: Ryan Reads the Conversational Cues

Knowing how to enter and exit conversations can be hard for anyone, but 
when you’re a fi fteen-year-old boy with a history of peer rejection and 
trouble reading social cues, it’s a lot more diffi cult. Such was the case 

The fi nal step in exiting conversations 
when fully accepted is to walk away.
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for Ryan. He explained, “I was in high school when one day my so-called 
friends decided to literally vote me out of their circle because someone 
hated me for no reason. I was by myself for the rest of the school year. 
That was the summer my parents signed me up for PEERS.” For Ryan, 
entering and exiting conversations was something he struggled with in 
particular. It didn’t help that he had a history of being rejected, which 
made him apprehensive about making new friends. He experienced tre-
mendous anxiety when he had to talk to a new group of people, so he 
would often avoid interacting altogether. When refl ecting on which skills 
helped him to get over this anxiety, Ryan said, “What stuck out to me the 
most was slipping into conversations and slipping out of conversations.” 
Learning the concrete steps for entering group conversations and know-
ing how to read the cues for when he wasn’t accepted into conversations 
made it easier. He stopped worrying about whether he would be accepted, 
expecting that half the time he wouldn’t be and it wasn’t a big deal. “It 
made it easier to talk to people,” he said.

His mother explained, “PEERS was a challenge for Ryan because at fi rst 
he really didn’t see the value of it. I think now that he’s matured a little he 
recognizes the necessity of these skills. He’s still pretty shy and complains 
that he ‘has to be the one to go up to people’ but he’s made good progress.”

Since going through PEERS, Ryan graduated from high school, got 
his driver’s license, and is in his second year of college. By using the skills 
he learned to enter and exit conversations while reading the cues, Ryan 
found a new group of friends whom he enjoys spending time with on the 
weekends and who appreciate all of his wonderful qualities.

EXITING CONVERSATIONS
Chapter Summary for Teens and Young Adults

The focus of this chapter is on how to exit conversations 
appropriately. The fi rst part of this strategy involves paying 

The following information is intended to be read by teens and young 
adults and contains a brief summary of the chapter.
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attention to whether or not you’re accepted into a conversation 
you’ve tried to join. Remember, there are three types of clues you 
can look for that will help you decide if you’re accepted:

• Verbal cues

• Are they talking nicely to you?

• Body language

• Are they facing you or giving you the cold shoulder?

• Did they open the circle or close the circle?

• Eye contact

• Are they looking at you nicely?

Steps for Exiting Conversations 
When You Don’t Feel Accepted  

Video

The sad truth is that about half the conversations we try to 
join we’re not going to be accepted. There are lots of reasons 
why this happens but the bottom line is it isn’t a big deal and it 
happens to everyone. Because you obviously don’t want to force 
yourself on people, you need to get out of these conversations 
as smoothly as possible. Here’s what you should do and the 
order you should follow when you don’t feel accepted into a 
conversation:

1. Keep your cool. Don’t get mad or upset because that will 
only cast a negative spotlight on you and could give you a bad 
reputation.

2. Slowly look away. Slowly look away from the group at some 
other point of interest. When you look away it shows that 
your interest is somewhere else.

3. Slowly turn away. Slowly turn in the direction you’re looking. 
This gives the impression that whatever you’re looking at is 
more interesting than the conversation you just tried to join.

4. Slowly and casually walk away. Slowly and casually walk away 
in the direction you’ve been looking and facing. You can also 

(continued ) 
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use a mobile phone, gaming device, or some other item that can 
appear to catch your attention, taking you away from the group.

Social Vignette: Exiting When You 
Don’t Feel Accepted

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of exiting 
conversations when you don’t feel accepted.

Mary, Alex, and Lara: (standing around and talking)
Yasamine: (standing several feet away, looking at her phone)
Lara: “So, Alex, Mary, and I just ran into each other at our piano 

lesson place yesterday.”
Alex: (turns to Mary) “You play piano?”
Mary: “Yeah, I have been, and I’ve never run into her before.”
Alex: “Ah, that’s so funny.”
Lara: “Yeah, it was totally crazy. We didn’t . . . I bet . . . how long 

have you been going there for?”
Mary: “For like six years now.”
Lara: “Ah, I’ve been there for seven. I can’t believe I’ve never 

seen you.”
Mary: “Yeah, that’s crazy.”
Lara: (turns to Alex) “Do you play any instruments?”
Alex: “I play the guitar.”
Mary and Lara: “Oh, cool.”
Lara: “I just started to play the guitar.”
Yasamine: (looking over at Mary, Alex, and Lara periodically, 

starting to show interest)
Alex: “Ah, what, acoustic or electric?”
Lara: “Acoustic. How about you?”
Alex: “Electric.”
Lara: “Oh, cool, that’s really cool.”
Yasamine: (moves closer, waits for a brief pause) “Do you play 

the guitar?”
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Alex: (turns to Mary, ignoring Yasamine) “Uh, do you play 
the guitar?”

Mary: (also ignoring Yasamine) “No, I really want to learn though.”
Yasamine: (begins to look away)
Lara: (turns to Mary) “Oh, you should totally learn.”
Yasamine: (slowly turns away)
Alex: (turns to Mary) “It’s really rewarding.”
Yasamine: (casually walks away)
Mary, Alex, and Lara: (don’t appear to notice that Yasamine 

has left)
Mary: “I feel like it’s just a really cool instrument to learn.”
Lara: “It is. It’s fun!”
Alex: “Yeah.”
Lara: “Well, we should all jam sometime.”
Mary: “Yeah, that’d be fun.”
Alex: “Defi nitely.”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Mary, Alex, and Lara?
Answers: Fine, unmemorable

• What do you think they thought of Yasamine?
Answers: Indifferent, no particular impression

• Are they going to want to talk to Yasamine again?
Answer: Unknown, may not be opposed to talking to her

Steps for Exiting Conversations 
When You Initially Feel Accepted 

Video

and Then Excluded
Sometimes when you join conversations with people it seems like 
they want to talk to you at fi rst and then they push you out of 
the conversation. When that happens, there are different steps 
you need to follow to exit the conversation. These are the steps 

(continued ) 
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for leaving a conversation when you initially feel accepted and 
then excluded:

1. Keep your cool. Just like before, you need to stay calm and 
not get upset.

2. Slowly look away. Slowly look away as if you’re distracted by 
something. When you look away, make sure that you don’t 
look all the way behind you. Instead, look to one side or the 
other or look at a personal item such as a mobile phone.

3. Wait for a brief pause in the conversation. Wait for a pause 
in the conversation before you say anything. Just like with 
entering a conversation, there’s never a perfect pause; just try 
not to interrupt too much.

4. Give a brief cover story for leaving. Remember, cover stories 
are reasons you have to do something. You need to give a 
brief cover story for leaving the conversation. For example, 
you could say, “Well, gotta go” or “Gotta get to class” or you 
could say a few words of good-bye such as, “Take care” or 
“See you later.” If you don’t give some acknowledgment that 
you’re leaving, it will seem weird to the group.

5. Walk away. After you’ve given a brief cover story, don’t wait 
for the group to respond, just casually and calmly walk away.

Social Vignette: Exiting When You’re Initially 
Accepted and Then Excluded

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of exiting a 
conversation when you initially feel accepted and then excluded.

Mary, Alex, and Lara: (standing around and talking)
Yasamine: (standing several feet away, looking at her phone)
Lara: “So, Alex, you’ll never believe it. I ran into Mary yesterday 

when I was leaving my piano lesson.”
Alex: (turns to Mary) “No way. I didn’t know you played 

piano.”
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Mary: “Yeah, I’ve been playing for a while now. It’s the craziest 
thing.” (turns to Lara) “I’ve never run into you before.”

Lara: “I know. It was so crazy.”
Alex: “Wow, that’s funny.”
Mary: “It was . . . it was so funny.”
Lara: “I know.” (turns to Alex) “Do you play anything?”
Alex: “Uh huh. I play the guitar.”
Yasamine: (looking over at Mary, Alex, and Lara periodically, 

starting to show interest)
Lara: “Oh, cool. I just started playing.”
Alex: “Oh, that’s awesome. Acoustic or electric?”
Lara: “Acoustic, how about you?”
Alex: “Electric.”
Lara: “Oh, cool.”
Alex: “It’s so much fun though.”
Lara: “Yeah.”
Yasamine: (moves closer, waits for a brief pause) “You play the 

guitar?”
Lara: “Yeah, Alex and I do.”
Yasamine: “That’s so awesome. I play acoustic.”
Lara: “Oh, me too.”
Yasamine: “Cool. How long have you been playing for?”
Lara: “Uh, I just started, so maybe a couple months . . .”
Yasamine: “Oh, nice. I’ve been playing for fi ve years.”
Lara: “Oh, that’s really cool.”
Mary: (turns to Alex) “But anyways, how long have you been 

playing for?”
Mary, Alex, and Lara (begin to turn away and look away from 

Yasamine)
Alex: “Uh, about eight years. A long time.”
Yasamine: (begins to look away)
Mary: “What? That’s a really long time.”
Lara: (turns to Alex) “Eight years?” (turns to Mary) “Mary, have 

you ever played the guitar?”

(continued ) 
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Mary: “No, but I really want to get into it though.”
Alex: “Oh, you should, it’s so fun.”
Lara: “You totally should.”
Yasamine: (slowly turns away, waits for a brief pause) “Gotta go 

guys. Bye.”
Mary, Alex, and Lara: (turn to Yasamine) “Bye.”
Yasamine: (casually walks away)
Lara: “Yeah, you totally should. We should jam sometime guys.”
Alex: “Absolutely.”
Mary: “That’d be really cool.”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Mary, Alex, and Lara?
Answers: Nice, pleasant, fi ne

• What do you think they thought of Yasamine?
Answers: Nice, friendly, pleasant

• Are they going to want to talk to Yasamine again?
Answer: Probably, seems friendly

Steps for Exiting Conversations 
When You Feel Fully Accepted  

Video

Another example of a time when you’re going to need to exit a 
conversation is when you’re fully accepted but you just have to 
go. In that case, you don’t want to walk away without doing a 
few important things:

1. Wait for a brief pause in the conversation. You need to wait 
for a brief pause in the conversation because it would be rude 
to interrupt someone unless it was urgent.

2. Give a specifi c cover story for leaving. In this case you also 
need to give a cover story but this time your cover story will 
be specifi c and a little longer. This is because if you just say, 
“Gotta go,” your friends are probably going to ask, “Where 
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are you going?” Instead, be more specifi c by saying something 
like, “Well, I better get to class.”

3. Tell them you’ll see or speak to them later. If you’re planning 
on seeing these friends again, you might say something like, 
“Talk to you later” or “See you later.”

4. Say good-bye. As you’re leaving, it’s nice to say, “Bye.” Some 
people will also wave, give a hug or kiss, or give a fi st bump or 
a pound.

5. Walk away. After you’ve followed all these steps, the last step 
is to walk away.

Social Vignette: Exiting When 
You’re Fully Accepted

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of exiting a 
conversation when you feel fully accepted.

Mary, Lara, and Yasamine: (standing around and talking)
Yasamine: “So, what’d you guys do this weekend?”
Mary: “I actually went and saw that new sci-fi  movie. Uh, I forget 

what it’s called.”
Lara: “That fantasy sci-fi  one that’s in the theaters right now and 

just came out on Friday?”
Mary: “Yeah.”
Lara: “Oh, I want to see that.”
Yasamine: “I know what you guys are talking about, yeah.”
Lara: “Did you see that one?”
Yasamine: “Yeah, yeah I saw it last weekend.”
Lara: “Oh, really, how was it?”
Mary: “It was good, I liked it.” (turns to Yasamine) “Did you 

like it?”
Yasamine: “Yeah, I thought it was really good actually.”
Lara: “I’m going to try to go this weekend I think.”
Mary: “You really should. It’s cool.”

(continued ) 
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Lara: “It’s worth it?”
Mary: “Yeah, it’s worth it.”
Lara: “It’s worth the ticket?” (said playfully)
Mary: “It’s a good movie.”
Lara: “Cool.”
Yasamine: “It’s totally fun; you should see it.”
Lara: “Awesome, it sounds exciting. I will defi nitely see it.”
Yasamine: (begins to look away) “Hey, guys, my ride’s here, so 

I’ve got to get going.”
Mary: “Okay.”
Lara: “Alright.”
Yasamine: (begins to turn away) “It was good talking to you 

guys.”
Mary and Lara: “You, too.”
Yasamine: “See you tomorrow.” (waves, casually walks away)
Mary: “Bye, see you.”
Lara: (turns to Yasamine) “Bye.” (turns to Mary) “So maybe you 

want to see it again?”
Mary: “Yeah, that’d be cool.”
Lara: “Well, alright; maybe we’ll go this weekend?”
Mary: “Yeah, that’d be fun.”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Mary and Lara?
Answers: Nice, fun, interesting, enjoyable

• What do you think they thought of Yasamine?
Answers: Nice, friendly, interesting, pleasant

• Are they going to want to talk to Yasamine again?
Answer: Yes
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CHAPTER EXERCISES
for Teens, Young Adults, and Parents

Teens and young adults should complete the following exercises 
with parents:

• Practice entering a group conversation with your parent and 
some other person following the steps outlined in chapter 
4, and then practice exiting a conversation using each of the 
possible scenarios outlined in the current chapter.

• With your parent, begin by reviewing the steps for entering 
and exiting group conversations.

• Practice each of the three scenarios with your parent and 
some other person:

• Don’t feel accepted into the conversation

• Initially feel accepted but then excluded from the 
conversation

• Fully accepted into the conversation

• Practice following the steps for entering a group conversation 
with two or more peers you don’t know well and use the steps 
for exiting a conversation if needed.

• Begin by reviewing the steps for entering and exiting con-
versations. Using the FriendMaker mobile app to review the 
steps just beforehand might be helpful.

• You may want to choose peers from the social group you 
identifi ed or from those enrolled in an extracurricular or 
social activity to which you belong.
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6

Managing Electronic Communication

WITH EACH NEW GENERATION, modes of electronic communication become 
more sophisticated and more all-encompassing. With the vast majority 
of communication between teens and young adults now occurring elec-
tronically, it is important for you to be familiar with some of the com-
mon forms of electronic communication and the general rules associated 
with them.

Although some teens and young adults with social challenges may 
be technology savvy and even have an inclination toward technology, it’s 
been our repeated observation that these young people rarely engage in 
the more social forms of electronic communication, such as text messag-
ing, instant messaging, video chatting, and using social networking web-
sites. Perhaps the same is true for your teen or young adult. Yet, as your 
child becomes more socially engaged, it may become necessary for him or 
her to be familiar with the different forms of social media and the general 
rules related to using them.

Countless forms of electronic communication exist, each rapidly 
evolving, with newer and more sophisticated forms constantly replacing 
older, soon-to-be-obsolete forms. It would be useless to spend much time 
providing a comprehensive overview of the different forms of social media 
because between the time of my writing these words and you actually 
reading them, the information will surely be outdated. Instead, we’ll stick 
to a cursory overview of common forms of social media currently used by 
teens and young adults.
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Common Forms of Social Media

The term social media refers to web-based and mobile-based technologies 
used to create interactive electronic communication among people. Social 
media technologies take on various forms, and according to research pub-
lished in 2010, may be categorized into six major forms: collaborative 
projects, such as Wikipedia; blogs, such as Twitter; content communities, 
such as YouTube; social networking sites, such as Facebook; virtual game 
worlds, such as World of Warcraft; and virtual social worlds, such as Second 
Life. Don’t worry if you don’t know what these are; this chapter will help 
clarify what you need to know.

At the time of writing this book, the following fi ve social media tech-
nologies are the most frequently used forms of electronic communica-
tion for making and keeping friends. Popular technologies such as text 
messaging, instant messaging, video chatting, social networking sites, 
and e-mail will be briefl y summarized to make sure you understand the 
general concepts. Although virtual game worlds and virtual social worlds 
such as World of Warcraft and Second Life are also known to be frequented 
by young people, they’re not generally considered to be a good source of 
real-life friends, unless used to interact with preexisting friends, so they 
will not be covered extensively in this chapter.

Text Messaging

Also referred to as short message service (SMS), text messaging is by 
far the most common form of electronic communication used by 
teens and young adults. Even if you’re a fan of old-fashioned letter 
writing, chances are you’ve heard of text messaging. It’s just the send-
ing of short written messages (usually no more than a few sentences) 

back and forth on a cell phone 
or smartphone. Recent research 
suggests that more than 75 per-
cent of electronic communica-
tion between teens and young 
adults and their peers is con-
ducted via text messaging.

More than 75 percent of electronic 
communication between teens and 
young adults and their peers is con-
ducted via text messaging.
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Instant Messaging

Another common form of electronic communication used by teens and 
young adults includes instant messaging (IM). Usually conducted over 
the Internet, instant messaging involves instantaneous transmission 
of text messages (usually no more than a few sentences) between two or 
more people using personal computers or other devices when they’re 
online at the same time. Instant messaging is most often used through 
computers and sometimes through social networking sites such as 
Facebook—unlike text messaging, which is more often used through 
mobile phones. Both instant messaging and text messaging offer real-
time, text-based communication. Some IM systems also allow enhanced 
modes of electronic communication, such as live voice or video chatting. 
Google Chat and AIM (America Online Instant Messaging) are examples 
of IM platforms.

Video Chatting

Another common form of electronic communication used by teens and 
young adults to facilitate social interaction includes video chatting. Video 
chatting, also known as video calling (telephone-based video chatting), uses 
technology to receive and transmit audio-video signals between users in 
real time. Whether using computers or mobile phones, callers can see and 
hear each other instantaneously using this mode of electronic communi-
cation. Although video chatting (or video conferencing) is also common 
in commercial and corporate settings to facilitate conferences and meet-
ings, this visually dynamic form of electronic communication is gaining 
great popularity among teens and young adults. FaceTime and Skype are 
examples of video chatting platforms.

Social Networking Sites

Currently, one of the most popular forms of electronic communication 
used by teens and young adults is social networking sites. Social network-
ing sites are Internet websites that facilitate the building of social networks 
and social relationships among people who may be acquainted or who 
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share similar interests and backgrounds. Users post profi les and pictures 
on personal pages, which others can view and comment on. Most social 
networking sites are web-based and therefore often provide other forms 
of electronic communication as part of their platform, including IM and 

e-mail. Popular websites such as 
Facebook and Myspace are exam-
ples of social networking sites. 
Dating websites such as Match 
and eHarmony are also examples 
of this form of social media.

E-mail

Chances are, you’re very familiar with e-mail and may even use it more 
than your teen or young adult. But for those of you who don’t use the 
Internet, electronic mail, more commonly known as e-mail, is a method of 
exchanging digital text-based messages between a sender and one or more 
recipients. E-mail operates across the Internet and allows users to send, 
forward, accept, and save messages. Unlike IM, users need not be online 
simultaneously, and message length is relatively unlimited with the capac-
ity to send large fi les and attachments. Gmail (also known as Google 
Mail) and Yahoo Mail are examples of e-mail service providers.

General Rules for Using Electronic Communication

Given the universal and pervasive nature of electronic communication as 
a form of social interaction, particularly among teens and young adults, it 
will be important for you to establish some basic rules about using elec-
tronic forms of communication when helping your teen or young adult 
make and keep friends. The following general rules relate directly to the 
use of the fi ve forms of social media described previously. Phone calling is 
also included in these general rules, although used less frequently by teens 
and young adults at present.

Don’t Get Too Personal

An important rule for electronic communication involves the tendency 
to get too personal. A common social error made by many people of all 

Currently, one of the most popular 
forms of electronic communication 
used by teens and young adults is 
social networking sites.
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walks of life who use social media is the tendency to get too personal in 
their electronic communications, either through sharing too much or 
asking too much. The diffi culty with electronic communication is that 
there is very little control over who sees, hears, or reads what is shared. 
Your teen or young adult might imagine that the information he or she 
is sharing is private, when in fact that information could easily be shared 
with others, either intentionally or unintentionally. A good rule of thumb 
for using electronic communication is to have your teen or young adult 
avoid sharing information he or she wouldn’t be willing to share with 
anyone, almost assuming that others will be viewing, hearing, or reading 
the images and words. Rather than getting too personal over electronic 
communication, private or per-
sonal conversations should be 
saved for in-person interactions. 
If your teen or young adult fol-
lows this important rule, he or 
she is more likely to avoid poten-
tially embarrassing and hurtful 
situations.

Use Cover Stories When Contacting People 
You Don’t Know Well

As a reminder, cover stories are reasons or excuses for engaging in cer-
tain social behaviors. Although an excuse, cover stories aren’t necessarily 
made up or fake—they’re just a reason for doing something. When your 
teen or young adult contacts people he or she does not know well, it’s 
important to give a reason for being in contact. Cover stories legitimize 
your teen or young adult’s need to be in touch by providing an excuse for 
contact. Cover stories decrease or eliminate any awkwardness that might 
arise around new communication during the early stages of acquaint-
ance. Socially successful teens and 
young adults often use cover sto-
ries when contacting people they 
don’t know well either by text 
message, instant message, video 
chat, e-mail, or phone.

A common social error made by 
many people of all walks of life who 
use social media is the tendency to 
get too personal in their electronic 
communications.

Cover stories decrease or eliminate 
any awkwardness that might arise 
around new communication during 
the early stages of acquaintance.
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The fi rst time your teen or young adult gets in touch with people 
who have given him or her their contact information, the cover story 
will probably relate to whatever the reason was for exchanging contact 
information. For example, if your child exchanged phone numbers with 
someone in order to make plans to get together for the weekend, your 
teen or young adult might call the person using the cover story, “I’m just 
following up to see if you still want to get together” or “I’m calling to 
see if you’re still free this weekend.” If your teen or young adult forgets 
to give a cover story, there’s a chance the other person might ask, “What 
do you want?” or “What are you calling for?” Obviously, we never want 
to start any form of communication with questions like those. Instead, 
your teen or young adult can avoid these awkward questions by providing 
cover stories or reasons for getting in touch with people not known well. 
With good friends, it’s less necessary to use cover stories when texting 
or instant messaging, although cover stories are still very common with 
phone calls and during contact with people less close in acquaintance.

Use the Two-Message Rule

Another common social error committed by teens and young adults with 
social challenges relates to the number of messages left in a row with no 
response. In sharing this rule with your teen or young adult, you might 
begin by asking the simple question, “About how many messages in 
a row can we leave someone without getting a response?” When we ask 
that question in our PEERS social groups, we get answers ranging from 
one to twenty! So what could be the problem with leaving twenty mes-
sages in a row without hearing back? What’s that going to be like for the 
person picking up those twenty messages? They’re probably going to be 
creeped out. What are they going to think of the sender? They’re prob-
ably going to think he or she is weird, creepy, or a total stalker! Are they 
going to want to talk to the sender again? It’s highly unlikely they’ll talk 
again. The receiver may even block the number and will probably tell his 
or her friends about the creepy stalker who left twenty messages in a row, 
undoubtedly damaging the reputation of the sender.

In order to avoid your teen or young adult making this social error, you 
should share and help to enforce the two-message rule. This rule asserts 
that your teen or young adult shouldn’t leave more than two messages 
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in a row without hearing back from the receiver. That’s not to say that 
your teen or young adult must leave two messages; one message is per-
fectly fi ne but leaving more than two messages in a row is a big no-no. 
The two-message rule crosses all forms of electronic communication, 
including text messaging, instant messaging, video chatting, e-mail, and 
phone calls. That means your teen or young adult can’t leave two text 
messages, two instant messages, two e-mails, two voicemails, and so on 
without receiving a response! A humorous example but it’s happened 
more than once in our clinic. One 
text message and one voicemail 
message would be the maximum 
allowed by the two-message rule, 
for instance.

One exception to the two-message rule relates to social network-
ing sites such as Facebook and Myspace. In this case, your teen or young 
adult should only send one friend request (not two). That’s because when 
someone tries to “friend” another person on a social networking site, the 
receiver has the option of either accepting the request or ignoring the 
request. Although many people frequently make this mistake, a second 
attempt to connect through this social medium is too much. If the person 
ignores your teen or young adult’s fi rst request, he or she needs to let it go 
and move on. This would be a good time to remind your teen or young 
adult that friendship is a choice. We don’t get to be friends with everyone, 
and everyone doesn’t get to be friends with us.

Another important point to make about the two-message rule is 
that it also applies to calling someone’s phone and not leaving a mes-
sage. More than two missed calls on a caller ID is a violation of the 
two-message rule, and anything more than two missed calls will be too 
much. What’s more, failing to leave a voicemail during a missed call and 
expecting the person to call you back is a mistake and may not result in 
a returned phone call. Consequently, it’s best to leave a voicemail on the 
fi rst call if your teen or young adult wants a call back.

Avoid Cold Calling

Cold calling is a marketing term used to describe the act of contacting pro-
spective customers for the purposes of advertising or sales. The term cold 

Your teen or young adult can’t leave 
more than two messages in a row with-
out hearing back from the receiver.
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is used because the recipients of 
these calls didn’t give prior con-
sent to be contacted. We can all 
relate to how annoying these calls 
can be, so consequently, one of 

the rules for appropriate use of electronic communication is to avoid cold 
calling.

Some teens and young adults with social diffi culties mistakenly 
believe that access to a school, work, or online directory gives them per-
mission to contact anyone listed. They may call, text, IM, video chat, 
e-mail, or send friend requests through social networking sites to people 
who’ve never given them their contact information, not realizing the tre-
mendous social error they are making. Imagine the following scenario. 
A teenage boy with social diffi culties contacts a female classmate whose 
phone number he got from a social networking site. He believes that 
because her cell phone is listed on her Facebook page, and her Facebook 
page has no privacy settings, that it’s okay to call her. In reality, the boy 
just cold called the unsuspecting girl. Keeping this example in mind, 
think back to your perspective-taking questions and imagine what this 
interaction will be like for the girl. She’s probably going to be confused 
and startled by a random call from a stranger. She may even be a little 
scared and creeped out. What will the girl think of the boy who just cold 
called her? She’ll probably think he’s creepy and maybe even a stalker. 
At best she might think he’s weird. Will the girl want to talk to the boy 
again? Probably not. In fact, she’ll probably tell all of her friends the story 
of the creepy guy who got her number off Facebook and randomly called 
her, possibly doing great damage to this boy’s reputation.

This social error is not uncommon. In our clinic at UCLA, we encoun-
ter endless stories of teens and young adults with social challenges who 
cold call their peers, particularly those they’re attracted to, not realizing 
the social faux pas they make. In some cases the error has been so egre-
gious that it even resulted in criminal charges, such as the case of a young 
man who went to the home of a girl he liked whose address he got off the 
Internet. The girl was naturally frightened by the sight of the strange man 
standing on her doorstep, professing his love for her. She quickly notifi ed 
the police, landing the young man in trouble with the law and charged 
with stalking, even though he intended no harm and simply wanted to 

One of the rules for appropriate use 
of electronic communication is to avoid 
cold calling.
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meet the girl. This extreme example demonstrates the importance of the 
no cold calling rule.

Social coaching tip: As your teen or young adult’s social coach it’s 
important for you to stress this rule, possibly even sharing stories like the 
ones just described, and asking your teen or young adult what could be 
the problem with doing such things.

Exchange Contact Information

Obviously, because cold calling is out of the question, you need a strategy 
for helping your teen or young adult make contact with people he or she 
would like to get to know better. This can be done by exchanging contact 
information. Contact information includes phone numbers, screen names, 
e-mail addresses, and user names. Many teens and young adults with social 
challenges know they need to exchange contact information; the problem 
is they often don’t do it appropriately. So what are the common social 
errors committed? For those experiencing peer rejection, walking up to an 
unsuspecting peer and randomly asking for his or her phone number is 
fairly common. How would the unsuspecting peer react? He would proba-
bly be startled, confused, perhaps even a little weirded out. What would the 
peer think of the socially awkward teen or young adult? He would proba-
bly think him or her strange, odd, and a bit creepy. Would the peer want to 
give out the requested contact information? It’s highly unlikely that con-
tact information would be exchanged, and more likely that the peer would 
avoid the awkward teen or young adult in the future. What about those 
experiencing social neglect? How would they go about seeking contact 
information from their peers? The reality is that it’s unlikely these teens or 
young adults will even attempt to exchange contact information with oth-
ers because of anxiety and discomfort. Instead, socially neglected teens and 
young adults will often wait for someone to offer his or her contact infor-
mation, which sadly may not happen, leading to further isolation.

Assuming your child is inclined to exchange contact information 
with someone, the following six steps used by socially successful teens 
and young adults should be followed:

1. Trade information. The fi rst step in exchanging contact informa-
tion is to trade information. In other words, your teen or young 
adult should have talked with this person before asking for his or 
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her contact information. Simply walking up to a random person 
and asking for his or her phone number would be highly inap-
propriate. In fact, your teen or young adult should probably have 

traded information with 
this person on multiple 
occasions before asking for 
his or her contact informa-

tion. It’s rare that people exchange contact information before a 
strong acquaintance has been formed.

2. Find common interests. Just like anytime your teen or young 
adult trades information, the goal is to fi nd common interests. 
Remember that common interests are important because they give 
your teen or young adult things to talk about and things to do 
with others, forming the foundation of a friendship. If your teen or 
young adult has trouble fi nding common interests with the person 
he or she is talking to, it’s probably useless to exchange contact 

information because they’ll 
have little to talk about 
and little to do together.

3. Use a cover story to suggest further contact. The next step for 
exchanging contact information is to use the identifi ed common 
interest as a cover story for suggesting further contact. For example, 
imagine through the course of trading information with an acquaint-
ance, your teen or young adult discovers a mutual love for Warhammer 
(a table-top science fantasy miniature war game). This common 
interest could be used as a reason for interacting in the future and 
exchanging contact information. He or she might say, “That’s cool 
you like Warhammer, too. We should play sometime.” If it feels too 
soon for a get-together, another cover story might be to say, “That’s 
cool you like Warhammer, too. I know a games workshop nearby. I 
could send you the info.” Proposing further contact before actually 
suggesting the exchange of contact information is a nice way to avoid 

possible rejection because 
the process gives your teen 
or young adult an opportu-
nity to see if the other per-
son seems interested.

The fi rst step in exchanging contact 
information is to trade information.

Use the identifi ed common interest 
as a cover story for suggesting further 
contact.

Find common interests.
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4. Assess interest. After using a cover story to suggest some type 
of further contact, the next step is to assess the person’s interest 
about further communication. If the person seems interested (for 
example, agrees to future contact, smiles, shakes his or her head to 
indicate yes), then your teen or young adult should proceed to the 
next step and actually suggest exchanging contact information. If the 
person doesn’t seem interested in the suggestion (for example, doesn’t 
agree to future contact, makes a face, looks nervous or  fl ustered, 
stalls, changes the subject), then your teen or young adult shouldn’t 
proceed any further. Although this kind of rejection can feel bad, it’s 
important to remember that friendship is a choice. We don’t get to 
be friends with everyone, and everyone doesn’t get to be friends with 
us. The nice thing is that by using a cover story and assessing interest, 
your teen or young adult 
managed to avoid rejection 
because he or she never 
actually asked for the per-
son’s contact information.

5. Suggest exchanging contact information. Assuming the per-
son seems interested in future contact, the next step is to suggest 
exchanging contact information. For example, your teen or young 
adult might say, “Why don’t I get your number” or “Let me give 
you my e-mail.” Some young people prefer to communicate elec-
tronically over social networking sites such as Facebook. In this 
case, your teen or young adult might say, “Are you on Facebook?” 
and if the person is, he or she might say, “I’ll look you up.” Your 
teen or young adult would 
then need to follow up 
with a Facebook friend 
request shortly after.

6. Exchange contact information. The fi nal step in the process is to 
actually obtain the other person’s contact information and offer 
contact information in return. If the other person is hesitant to 
give your teen or young adult his or her contact information, but 
is willing to accept your child’s, this is not a good sign of interest. 
In this case, your teen or young adult should go with the fl ow, not 
make a big deal out of it, and give his or her contact  information 

Assess the person’s interest about 
further communication.

Suggest exchanging contact information.
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without pressuring the 
other person to do the 
same. 

 When exchanging 
phone numbers, it’s com-
mon for teens and young 

adults to enter the new number into their mobile phone and let it 
ring to the other person’s phone so that both numbers are saved 
in the phone memory, to be labeled in the phone contacts at some 
point. Another common way of exchanging contact information is 
to have the other person enter his or her information directly into 
your phone. That means if someone suddenly hands your teen or 
young adult his or her phone during the process of exchanging 
contact information, that person is expecting your teen or young 
adult to input the information him- or herself.

  Finally, when your teen or young adult actually does con-
tact this person, whatever cover story was used for exchanging 
contact information should be the reason he or she is calling. 
That means, if your teen or young adult’s cover story was to 
offer to send information about a nearby games workshop for 
Warhammer, then this needs to be the reason given when your teen 
or young adult eventually contacts that person (see the section 
“Steps for Beginning Phone Calls” for more information).

Rules for Using the Telephone

Over the last several years, electronic forms of communication such as 
text messaging, instant messaging, and e-mail have replaced our reliance 
on phone calls. In fact, some teens and young adults will even think it’s 
weird to call up a friend on the phone just to chat. Yet even with the rise 
in text messaging, at this point in time it’s still diffi cult to get through 

life without knowing how to use 
the phone. Many parents of teens 
and young adults with social chal-
lenges report that their kids don’t 
know how to talk on the phone 
properly. Some even experience 

Obtain the other person’s contact 
information and offer contact infor-
mation in return.

The common issues related to using 
the phone involve beginning and 
ending calls and leaving voicemail 
messages.
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tremendous anxiety when using the phone. In our experience working 
with families through the UCLA PEERS Clinic, the common issues related 
to using the phone involve beginning and ending calls and leaving voice-
mail messages.

To illustrate this point, imagine a socially challenged young 
woman attempting to make a phone call to a new friend. She dials the 
number, the friend picks up the phone and says “hello,” and then the 
young woman begins speaking as if in mid-conversation. Does this 
sound familiar? Perhaps your teen or young adult has done the same 
thing. So what could be the problem with starting a phone call in mid-
conversation? What will this experience be like for the new friend? 
She’s likely to feel confused, maybe wondering who’s on the line and 
whether the person has the right number. What’s the friend likely to 
say? After a few moments of confusion, she might ask, “Who is this?” 
possibly followed by, “What do you want?” What’s the friend going to 
think of the young woman? She’ll probably think the young woman 
is strange or odd. Will the friend want to talk to the young woman on 
the phone again? It’s difficult to know for sure, but the chances are 
lessened with this awkward start.

Steps for Beginning Phone Calls

In order to help your teen or young adult avoid social awkwardness, share 
the following steps for beginning phone calls. A social vignette highlight-
ing these steps is provided in the chapter summary for teens and young 
adults.

1. Ask for the person you’re calling. Unless calling a personal cell 
phone and your teen or young adult is certain the person he or 
she is calling will answer, the beginning of a phone call generally 
begins by asking for the person you’re calling. This might include 
saying something like, “Hi. May I please speak to Jennifer?” or 
“Hi. I’m calling for Jennifer.”

2. Say who you are. Unless the receiver of the call greets your teen or 
young adult by name when answering the phone (perhaps because of 
caller ID), the next step in beginning a phone call is to have your teen 
or young adult identify him- or herself by name. Simply saying, “It’s 
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me” is not enough identifying information. Instead, saying some-
thing like, “This is Carrie” or “It’s Carrie” would be good.

3. Ask how he or she is doing. The next step typically involves 
having your teen or young adult briefl y ask how the other person is 
doing. For example, saying, “How’s it going?” or “How are you?” is 
suffi cient. This will usually be met with a brief, “I’m fi ne. How are 
you?” or something to that effect.

4. Ask if the person can talk. After these brief greetings, the next 
step will be to ask if the other person can talk right now. Although 
it seems like the person should be free because he or she picked up 
the phone, many people still answer the phone even when they’re 
unavailable. To avoid the slight embarrassment of being told the 
other person is too busy to talk, have your teen or young adult 
ask, “Can you talk right now?” or “Is this a good time?” If it’s not 
a good time, your teen or young adult can make arrangements to 
speak later and avoid a little awkwardness.

5. Give a brief cover story for calling. The fi nal step for beginning 
a phone call is to give a brief cover story for calling. Remember, 
cover stories are reasons for engaging in certain behaviors and 
they’re almost always brief. In this case, the cover story will be the 
reason for calling. Examples of cover stories include, “I was just 
calling to see how you’ve been doing” or “I was calling to get the 
homework assignment” or “I was calling to see what you’re doing 
this weekend.” Whatever cover story your teen or young adult 
chooses, make sure that it’s not too personal. For example, when 
practicing making a phone call as part of the chapter exercises, 
your teen or young adult shouldn’t use the cover story, “I’m call-
ing you for a practice assignment.” Even though it’s true, that 
would be an example of too much information. When in doubt, 
simply saying, “I was just calling to see what you’ve been up to” or 
something to that effect is nice.

Social coaching tip: A social vignette highlighting the steps for 
beginning phone calls is provided in the chapter summary for teens and 
young adults. Feel free to go over this vignette with your child and have 
him or her practice following these steps as described in the chapter 
exercises.
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Steps for Ending Phone Calls

How a phone call ends is equally as important as how it begins. Once 
again, teens and young adults with social challenges often struggle with 
these kinds of transitions. The result is that endings of phone calls can 
be rather awkward. In our clinic at UCLA, many parents will report that 
when their kids get stuck in phone conversations and don’t know what 
to say, they hang up, usually without even saying good-bye. Imagine our 
socially challenged young woman from before, coming to the end of 
her phone call. Imagine that when lost for words, she hangs up, with-
out a word of good-bye. What is her friend going to think? Although 
it’s possible she might think there was a bad connection and the phone 
dropped out, if this were to happen often, it’s likely she’d become sus-
picious. What would the friend think of the young woman? She might 
think the young woman was strange or weird. Would the friend want 
to talk to the young woman on the phone again? It’s possible that in 
time she’d grow tired of the awkwardness of the calls and the frequent 
hang-ups.

To avoid awkward good-byes, share the following steps for ending a 
phone call with your child. A social vignette highlighting these steps is 
provided in the chapter summary for teens and young adults.

1. Wait for a brief pause in the conversation. Before ending 
a phone call, your teen or young adult should wait for a brief 
pause in the conversation, some type of transitional moment 
when the topic of conversation is winding down. It’s important 
to wait for a brief pause because interrupting the other person 
would be rude.

2. Give a brief cover story for ending the call. After a brief pause 
in the conversation, the next step is to give a brief cover story or a 
reason for hanging up. If your teen or young adult doesn’t give a rea-
son, the other person may ask, “Why do you have to go?” or “What 
do you have to do?” The other person also might think your teen 
or young adult just doesn’t want to talk to him or her  anymore. 
Remember that cover stories are almost always brief because if 
they’re too long they’ll seem untrue. For example, imagine your 
teen or young adult were to say, “I think my mom wants to use the 
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phone, and actually I have a big midterm tomorrow and I’ve hardly 
studied, so if I don’t get off the phone now I’m going to be up all 
night, and I don’t do well on exams when I’m tired. So I better 
get going.” What do you think the person on the receiving end of 
that cover story would think? They’d probably think it was made 
up, and your teen or young adult didn’t want to talk to them any-
more. Instead, giving a brief cover story such as, “I have to fi nish 
my homework” or “I need to study” or “My mom needs to use the 
phone” would be more appropriate. Finally, cover stories should 
not be too personal. For example, saying, “I have to go to the bath-
room” is way too much information, even if true. If your teen or 
young adult doesn’t want to lie, saying, “I’ve gotta go” is enough to 
get the point across.

3. Tell the person it was nice talking. The next step in ending a 
phone call is to tell the other person that it was nice talking to 
him or her. Assuming your teen or young adult enjoyed the 
conversation, saying something nice such as, “It was good talk-
ing to you” or “Nice catching up” may make the other person 
feel good.

4. Tell the person you’ll see or speak later. If your teen or young 
adult expects to see or speak to the other person again, this would 
be a good point in the call to say so. For example, saying, “I’ll talk 
to you soon” or “I’ll speak to you later” or “See you in class” are 
nice things to say to let the friend know that your teen or young 
adult is interested in talking again.

5. Say good-bye. The fi nal step for ending a phone call is to say 
good-bye. Different people have different ways of signing off on 
phone calls but customarily saying, “Good-bye” or “Bye” is appro-
priate. It’s important to say good-bye with some type of verbal 
acknowledgment before hanging up; otherwise, the friend may not 
realize your teen or young adult has gone.

Social coaching tip: A social vignette highlighting the steps for 
ending phone calls is provided in the chapter summary for teens and 
young adults. Feel free to go over this vignette with your child and have 
him or her practice following these steps as described in the chapter 
exercises.
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Steps for Leaving Voicemail

Voicemail in some form or other has been around since the 1980s, yet 
people continue to struggle with the act of leaving voicemail messages. 
Uncertain what to say, concerned that they’ll stumble on their words or 
sound awkward, many people will avoid leaving voicemail altogether, 
preferring to text or e-mail. Not surprisingly, many teens and young 
adults with social diffi culties also struggle with this particular skill, 
either completely refusing to leave voicemail or leaving rather awkward 
and somewhat confusing messages. Perhaps your teen or young adult is 
the same. The reality is that leaving voicemail messages doesn’t need to 
be awkward or anxiety provoking if we know the steps to follow.

To help your child avoid awkward or confusing messages, share the 
following steps for leaving a voicemail:

1. Say whom you’re calling. Unless calling someone’s personal cell 
phone or private phone line, the fi rst step in leaving a voicemail 
is for your teen or young adult to say whom he or she is calling. 
Many land lines, for example, are still shared lines. Consequently, 
saying whom you’re calling is an important step in making sure 
the correct person receives your teen or young adult’s message.

2. Say who you are. The next step is to identify yourself. Simply saying, 
“It’s me” is insuffi cient and saying, “My name is Carrie,” for instance, 
would sound strange. Instead, your teen or young adult should 
identify him- or herself during phone calls and over voicemail by 
simply saying, “It’s Carrie” or “This is Carrie,” for example.

3. Give a brief cover story for calling. The next step in leaving a 
voicemail is to give a brief cover story for calling. As always, cover 
stories should be short. This is particularly true for voicemail 
because people don’t usually like receiving long messages, and if 
your teen or young adult goes on for too long, he or she might 
even get cut off. One brief sentence describing the reason for the 
call is enough.

4. Leave the day and time. With the advent of time stamps on 
messaging services, many people have fallen out of the habit of 
leaving the day and time when they’re calling. However, your teen 
or young adult shouldn’t assume that every person has a time 
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stamp feature on his or her phone, that the time stamp is accu-
rate, or that the person will even bother to check the time stamp 
if it’s not available by audio. To be safe, it’s best to briefl y leave 
the day and time of the call on the message. This way if your teen 
or young adult has spoken to his or her friend since leaving the 
message, confusion and miscommunication will be minimized.

5. Leave your phone number. Unless leaving a message for some-
one spoken to regularly, it’s also important to leave your phone 
number on the voicemail message. Similar to the issue of time 
stamps, with the introduction of caller ID features and contact 
lists on phones, the practice of leaving phone numbers has fallen 
by the wayside to a certain extent. Still, it’s never certain that 
every person has a working caller ID or has your teen or young 
adult’s phone number programmed in their contact list. To avoid 
communication snafus, it’s safer for your teen or young adult to 
leave his or her phone number when recording a voicemail mes-
sage with someone not spoken to regularly.

6. Say good-bye. The fi nal step for leaving a voicemail is to say good-
bye. Just as with ending phone calls, a simple “Good-bye” or “Bye” 
is suffi cient.

Social coaching tip: A social vignette highlighting the steps for leav-
ing voicemail is provided in the chapter summary for teens and young 
adults. You should go over this vignette with your child and have him or 
her practice following these steps as described in the chapter exercises.

Rules for Using the Internet Safely

Since the mid-1990s, the Internet has had a tremendous impact on our cul-
ture and our way of interacting with one another. Many teens and young 
adults won’t even remember a time when the Internet didn’t exist. Yet even 
with all this online familiarity, some teens and young adults with social 
challenges may still fall prey to the anonymous and sometimes dangerous 
cyber world.

We’ve all heard tales of the exploitative and predatory practices 
occurring in various dark corners of the Internet. Sometimes less obvi-
ously, predators and those who wish to do harm often choose to skulk in 
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Internet locations frequented by young people. In order to protect your 
teen or young adult from potential danger, it’s important for you to estab-
lish very specifi c rules about using the Internet. A few key rules are pre-
sented in this section to help provide a guideline. Additional rules specifi c 
to your teen or young adult may also be needed.

The Internet Shouldn’t Be Used for Making 
New Friends for Teens

Perhaps the most important overarching rule for teens using the Internet 
is that this virtual homestead and conveyor of social media should not 
be used for making new friends. Instead, for teenagers, the Internet is best 
used for developing stronger friendships, making plans, and communi-
cating with preexisting real-life acquaintances. This is because attempting 
to make new friends online can be a dangerous business for teens. None 
of us can ever be certain whom we’re talking to online, which can make 
teens in particular easier targets for predators and people wishing to do 
them harm. If the thought of these predators is something that keeps you 
up at night, you’re not alone. Many parents we’ve worked with through 
the UCLA PEERS Clinic express similar concerns about their socially 
naive teens and young adults. The good news is that if you establish clear, 
concrete rules about how your teen should use the Internet (such as the 
ones described in this chapter), you’ll signifi cantly improve the odds that 
your teen won’t fall victim to your fears. You may have noticed that this 
rule has only been extended to teens and not adults. This is because of 
the common occurrence of online dating that has become quite usual 
among young adults. Given your 
experience and concerns about 
your child’s safety online, you may 
need to decide whether this rule 
should be extended to include 
your young adult.

In our experience, when communicating the rule that the Internet 
shouldn’t be used for making new friends, most adolescents will quickly 
agree with the idea. Yet, some teens may be resistant to the rule, particu-
larly as it relates to online friends. Some teens and young adults strug-
gling to make friends will have an extensive social network of online 

Attempting to make new friends 
online can be a dangerous business 
for teens.
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friends, those whom they’re only connected to through the Internet. 
Many online friends are developed through gaming sites in which guilds 
or clans are formed. If these terms are unfamiliar, a guild or clan is an 
organized group of players, ranging from a few friends to thousands 
of players who regularly play together around a particular online multi-
player game. Although your child’s association with guilds and clans in 
and of itself may not be a problem, it will be important for you to stress 
that these online friends are not the same as real-life friends. More impor-
tant, teens should never meet in person with online friends because these 
friends may not be who they say there are, potentially placing your child 
in danger.

The notion that online friends should not develop into real-life 
friends may be confusing for some teenagers, particularly if they’ve 
seen friends or relatives engaging in activities such as online dating. 
Yet, online dating occurs between consenting adults for the purposes of 
developing romantic relationships. In other words, the rules are different 
for adults, like so many things in life. The complicated safety aspects of 
online dating for adults will be discussed later in this section.

Avoid Giving Contact Information to Strangers Online

As a general rule, teens and young adults should avoid giving con-
tact information to strangers online. This is always true for teenagers, 
and generally true for adults, even in the early stages of online dating. 
Contact information includes your teen or young adult’s full name, 
home address, birth date, and social security number but may also 
include identifying e-mail addresses that include your teen’s full name, 
place of school or business, and phone numbers, which can sometimes 
be easily traced to an address through reverse directories. Social net-
working sites and online directories should also be free from your teen’s 
identifying contact information (including Facebook and Myspace 
pages). Your teen or young adult’s screen names (pseudonyms used for 
Internet communications) should also be gender neutral when possible 
to avoid identifi cation and minimize targeted harassment or attempts 
at exploitation. Discussing these important points with your teen or 
young adult will be an important aspect of keeping him or her safe 
online.
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Use Privacy Settings on Social Networking Sites

Given the personal nature of content often posted on social networking 
sites (including pictures and personal accounts of whereabouts) it’s very 
important that you ensure that your teen or young adult is using pri-
vacy settings on these sites. That means people from outside your teen or 
young adult’s network of friends shouldn’t be able to view his or her per-
sonal profi le or obtain identifying information or contact information. In 
our experience, many teens and young adults need some assistance from 
parents in setting up these privacy settings, so be prepared to become 
familiar with these social networking sites if you’re not already, or con-
sider enlisting help from another supportive family member familiar with 
social networking sites.

Don’t Accept Friend Requests from Strangers

If your teen or young adult is using social networking sites such as 
Facebook or Myspace, it will be important for you to stress the rule 
that he or she shouldn’t accept friend requests from strangers online. 
Friend requests are requests or invitations from others to connect via a 
social network. Although it may be tempting to be linked to hundreds of 
friends through these websites (people often compete over who has the 
most friends), your teen or young adult opens him- or herself up to pos-
sible victimization or exploitation by potential predators when accepting 
friend requests from strangers. This is because when people friend your 
teen or young adult, they have access to personal information about his 
or her interests, whereabouts, and appearance. It’s important for you to 
have a candid discussion about these potential threats and even periodi-
cally go through your teen or young adult’s friend list to identify who is 
there and what his or her connection to your child is.

Safety Suggestions for Online Dating for Adults

Although the rule for teens is that the Internet shouldn’t be used for mak-
ing new friends, the rule for adults is less black and white given the fact that 
many young adults are involved with social networking sites such as Match 
or eHarmony that focus on the development of romantic relationships 
through online dating.
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Because of the popularization of online dating and the likelihood 
that many young adults (even with social diffi culties) will be involved 
with online dating, the following safety suggestions are provided as a 
guideline for adults:

• Avoid giving your date your personal contact information at fi rst.

• Meet your date in a public place where there are lots of people 
around.

• Don’t go anywhere alone with your date at fi rst.

• Drive yourself to and from the date, or fi nd your own alternative 
form of transportation.

• Don’t get in the car with your date or have him or her take you 
home at fi rst.

• Let your friends and family know where you are and whom you are 
with.

• Check in with your friends and family before and after the date.

These are just a few simple but important suggestions you might 
offer your adult son or daughter if he or she is interested in online dating. 
Because the process of online dating (as well as other forms of dating) is 
complex and complicated, you may need to provide additional assistance 
and coaching in this area. Although dating skills are of course very impor-
tant, the purpose of this book is to help socially challenged teens and 
young adults learn to make and keep friends. So any additional assistance 
in the rules and steps of dating etiquette will require outside resources, of 
which there are many.

Parent Social Coaching Tips for Online Safety

The following tips are suggestions for parents whose teens or young 
adults are engaged in the use of social media.

Monitor Social Networking Sites and Online Activity

It’s highly recommended that you monitor the social networking sites and 
online activity of your child, particularly when teens are concerned. You 
need to be educated about these sites and monitor the goings on, not only 
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to protect your child from being victimized or exploited but also to ensure 
that your teen or young adult is behaving appropriately and not engag-
ing in behaviors that could get him or her in trouble or create a bad repu-
tation. This means you might friend your teen or young adult on social 
networking sites (making that a condition of their enrollment if they’re a 
minor) and regularly monitor their activity there. Some families also limit 
Internet use to shared family computers in common areas where behav-
ior can be monitored. Other parents may have open access to their child’s 
personal computers, allowing them to monitor the comings and goings of 
their teen or young adult’s online activity. Whatever your level of involve-
ment, it’s probably best to have an honest discussion about your expec-
tations and how you plan to monitor your child’s behavior. If you have 
a particularly hard time navigating the online world, having these online 
activities monitored by an older sibling, cousin, or some trusted family 
member or friend who is more familiar with these social forums might be 
a good alternative idea.

Be Familiar with Textese

If your teen or young adult is using text-based messaging, you should 
familiarize yourself with textese, also known as SMS language. Remember 
that SMS is another term for text messaging. With the huge popularity of 
text messaging and IM fl ooding our culture and community, an entirely 
new language known as textese has developed. This language is also 
known as text talk or chatspeak. Textese is a term for the common abbrevia-
tions and slang used when sending SMS or IM. Due to the brevity of this 
text-based communication (usually including only a couple of sentences 
per message), abbreviations have developed into an entirely new dialect. 
As your teen or young adult’s social coach and guardian, it will be impor-
tant for you to be familiar with this language if he or she texts or IMs. 
You may already be familiar with some of the vernacular and may not 
even know it. For example, OMG is now widely recognized as translat-
ing to “oh my God,” just as LOL is widely known to stand for “laugh out 
loud” (although it might also mean “lots of love”). Some of these textese 
abbreviations may be less innocent, like those used for sexting, which is 
the act of sending sexually explicit messages or photographs. Other less 
innocent abbreviations may be used to stave off impending trouble such 
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as the popular POS (“parent over shoulder”) or PAW (“parents are watch-
ing”). Consequently, if your teen or young adult is involved with this type 

of electronic communication, you 
should familiarize yourself with 
this terminology. For assistance, 
long glossary lists of textese trans-
lations can easily be found on the 
Internet.

Success Story: Steven Stays Safe Online

Staying safe online is an important goal for anyone actively using the 
Internet. Yet those with social challenges may be easier prey for online 
predators. Such was the case for Steven, a twenty-four-year-old man diag-
nosed with ASD. When Steven and his mother came to PEERS, he was a 
recent college graduate, was unemployed, and spent the majority of his 
time talking to his “girlfriend” online. His “girlfriend,” we later discovered, 
was a woman he had never met whom he paid to talk to—a relationship 
carrying a hefty bill of over $10,000 in unpaid credit card debt.

Unbeknownst to his family, while away at college, Steven had fallen 
victim to an online scam in which he was coaxed into believing that he 
was in a relationship with a woman whom he paid several hundred dol-
lars per month to talk to. Although he had never met the woman in per-
son, he spent several hours each day “talking” to her over group video 
chat with dozens of other men he believed to be her “friends.” This chat-
ting consisted of the men typing in questions as the woman sat in front 
of a web camera, answering their questions one-by-one, as if speaking 
to each individually. By the time Steven came to PEERS, he had become 
quite obsessed with this pastime.

Although a disturbing tale highlighting the dangers of the Internet, 
Steven’s story actually has a happy resolution. After several discussions 
about the difference between online friends and real-life friends, and mul-
tiple conversations about the characteristics of good friendships (which 
do not require fi nancial payment), Steven began to understand that his 
online girlfriend was no friend at all. Once free from the chains of his 
cyber obsession, Steven began to channel his energy into making real-life 

If your teen or young adult is using 
text-based messaging, you should 
familiarize yourself with textese, also 
known as SMS language.
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friends. He joined a gaming club and a musical ensemble group, quickly 
making friends with a few of its members, whom he began having regu-
lar get-togethers with. He joined Facebook and Instagram—relishing in 
posting comments and sharing online pictures with his real-life friends. 
He eventually got a part-time job, which enabled him to pay off his credit 
card debt, and even began online dating. When looking back on how far 
he’d come, Steven commented, “I used to go through every day wonder-
ing when my life was going to start. I always wanted to have friends and 
a girlfriend, and I thought I did back then. But I didn’t understand what 
friendship was. Now I do, and it doesn’t feel lonely anymore. I like to go 
online and talk to my friends, but it’s not the same. These are real friends. 
We hang out and do things, and I know I can trust them. It’s safe now.”

Although a rather dramatic tale, Steven’s story is not that uncommon 
for teens and young adults with social differences. We’ve met many young 
people with similar stories through our clinic; the vast majority of whom 
were able to develop meaningful relationships with real-life friends. So 
if your child has also fallen victim to dangers of the Internet or simply 
struggles to use electronic communication appropriately, remember 
Steven’s story and his inspirational journey of learning to be safe.

GENERAL RULES FOR USING 
ELECTRONIC COMMUNICATION

Chapter Summary for Teens and Young Adults

This chapter is focused on the rules for electronic communication. 
Social media such as text messaging, instant messaging, video 
chatting, e-mail, social networking sites, and even the phone are 
common ways you might keep in touch with friends. Like most 
things, there are rules for how to act when using this technology. 
Some of the rules used by socially successful teens and young 
adults are listed in the following.

(continued ) 

The following information is intended to be read by teens and young 
adults and contains a brief summary of the chapter.
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Don’t Get Too Personal
A common mistake people make when using electronic 
communication is they forget that anyone could read or hear 
what they have to say. Don’t make that mistake. Be smart and 
avoid sharing or asking anything too personal. Just imagine that 
anyone could be reading or listening to you, and only share what 
you’re comfortable having everyone know.

Use Cover Stories When Contacting People You 
Don’t Know Well
When you’re contacting someone you don’t know well using 
electronic means, you need to give them a reason why you’re 
in touch. That’s called a cover story. Cover stories are usually 
short, not too personal, and they’re not necessarily made 
up. Some examples are, “Texting to see what you’re doing 
this weekend” or “Calling to see what you’ve been up to” or 
“Thought I’d drop you a note to see if you’re going to the 
game.”

Use the Two-Message Rule
Have you ever thought about how many messages in a row you 
can leave without hearing back from someone? Well, the answer 
is two. It’s called the two-message rule, and it means you shouldn’t 
leave more than two messages in a row with no response or you 
might creep out the other person. This includes text messages, 
instant messages, e-mail, voicemail, and even missed phone 
calls. One message is fi ne, but never leave more than two in a 
row or they might call you a stalker!

Avoid Cold Calling
Cold calling is a term used to describe a person who contacts 
someone without ever asking for his or her contact information. 
When you ask for someone’s contact information, you’re 
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basically asking for permission to get in touch. If you never 
get permission and instead call him or her out of the blue, 
you’re likely to creep that person out, which is not a good 
start. Instead of doing that, you should exchange contact 
information before getting in touch. The steps for how to do 
that follow.

Exchange Contact Information
1. Trade information with the person (usually on several differ-

ent occasions).
2. Find common interests with the person.
3. Use a cover story based on your common interest to suggest 

getting together or talking again.
4. Notice whether he or she seems interested in your suggestion 

to get together or talk again.
5. If he or she seems interested, suggest exchanging contact 

information. If that person doesn’t seem interested, don’t ask 
for his or her contact information.

6. Exchange contact information with the person by sharing 
phone numbers or screen names.

RULES FOR USING THE TELEPHONE

The following rules are specifi c to when you’re using the 
telephone. You may not use the phone much, but when you do, 
here are some steps for avoiding awkwardness.

Steps for Beginning Phone Calls
1. Ask for the person you’re calling.
2. Say who you are.
3. Ask how he or she is doing.
4. Ask if the person can talk.
5. Give a brief cover story for calling.

(continued ) 
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Social Vignette: Beginning Phone Calls

The following social vignette is an example of how to appropriately 
begin a phone call.

(phone ringing)
Jennifer: (picks up the phone) “Hello?”
Carrie: “Hi. Can I speak to Jennifer please?”
Jennifer: “This is Jennifer.”
Carrie: “Hi, Jennifer. This is Carrie.”
Jennifer: “Oh, hi Carrie.”
Carrie: “How’s it going?”
Jennifer: “Pretty well. How are you?”
Carrie: “I’m fi ne, thanks. So can you talk right now?”
Jennifer: “Sure.”
Carrie: “I was just calling to see what you’ve been up to.”
Jennifer: “Oh, not much. Just going to school.”
Carrie: “Oh, yeah. How’s school going? I haven’t seen you 

around lately.”
Jennifer: “It’s okay. I’ve been kind of busy, and we have the 

homecoming game this weekend.”
Carrie: “I know. I can’t wait! Are you going?”
Jennifer: “I was thinking about it.”

Steps for Ending Phone Calls

1. Wait for a brief pause in the conversation.
2. Give a brief cover story for ending the call.
3. Tell the person it was nice talking.
4. Tell the person you’ll see or speak later.
5. Say good-bye.

Social Vignette: Ending Phone Calls

The following social vignette is an example of how to 
appropriately end a phone call.
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(conversation picks up where it left off)
Carrie: “So, who’s going to the game?”
Jennifer: “I’m not sure. I haven’t decided if I’m going to go.”
Carrie: “Oh, you should. Do you like football?”
Jennifer: “Yeah, I do. What about you?”
Carrie: “Yeah, me too. Maybe we should go together.”
Jennifer: “That would be fun! Let’s do it.”
Carrie: “Great. I’m excited!”
Jennifer: “Me too!”
Carrie: (brief pause) “Well, my mom needs to use the phone, so 

I should probably get going.”
Jennifer: “Okay.”
Carrie: “But it was good talking to you.”
Jennifer: “You too. Thanks for calling.”
Carrie: “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, and we can make plans for the 

game.”
Jennifer: “Sounds good.”
Carrie: “Take care.”
Jennifer: “You too.”
Carrie: “Bye!”
Jennifer: “Bye!”

Steps for Leaving a Voicemail
1. Say whom you’re calling.
2. Say who you are.
3. Give a brief cover story for calling.
4. Leave the day and time.
5. Leave your phone number if you don’t talk regularly.
6. Say good-bye.

Social Vignette: Leaving a Voicemail

The following social vignette is an example of how to 
appropriately leave a voicemail.

(continued ) 
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(phone ringing)
Voicemail message: “Hi, we can’t get to the phone right now. 

Please leave a message.” (beep)
Carrie: “Hi, this message is for Jennifer. It’s Carrie. It’s about 7 

o’clock on Thursday night. I was just calling to see what you’ve 
been up to. Give me a call at 555–1212. Talk to you soon. Bye.”

(hangs up phone)

RULES FOR USING THE INTERNET SAFELY

The following rules are specifi c to when you’re using the Internet.

The Internet Shouldn’t Be Used for 
Making New Friends for Teens
Many teens and young adults talk about having online friends. 
Although these friends are fi ne in guilds and clans for online 
gaming, it’s dangerous to turn online friends into real-life 
friends, especially when you’re a teenager. You’ve probably 
heard stories about predators on the Internet, preying on teens 
and unsuspecting young people. Well, it’s true that they’re out 
there, and because you can never be sure whom you’re talking to 
online, it’s better to be safe and only use the Internet for talking 
with current friends. If you’re an adult and you’re online dating, 
we have some tips for how to stay safe in this section.

Avoid Giving Contact Information 
to Strangers Online
Because there’s no way of knowing for sure that someone you 
meet online is who they say they are, it’s really important that 
you never give your contact information to strangers online, 
including online friends. That means you don’t share addresses, 
phone numbers, or even names because there are ways people 
can fi nd you by just knowing your name. If you’re on social 
networking sites such as Facebook, you should also keep your 
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contact information off your profi le page because lots of people 
have access to that information.

Use Privacy Settings on Social Networking Sites
If you’re on social networking sites such as Facebook or Myspace 
then you probably know about privacy settings. They limit the 
people who can look at your profi le page and keep you safe from 
predators and all kinds of creepy people. It’s really important 
for you to use privacy settings on these sites or else anyone can 
have access to your personal information such as what you look 
like, things you like to do, and places you go. If you need help 
adjusting your privacy settings, talk to your parents and they 
should be able to help you out.

Don’t Accept Friend Requests from Strangers
Another important rule about social networking sites is that you 
should never accept friend requests from strangers. That means 
if someone you don’t know wants to be part of your social 
network, you need to ignore that person’s request. The scary 
truth is you don’t really know who that person is because he or 
she could be pretending to be someone else. So be safe and only 
friend people you actually know in real life.

Safety Suggestions for Online Dating for Adults
Although the safety rule for teens is that the Internet should 
never be used for making new friends, the reality is that a lot 
of adults use the Internet for activities such as online dating. 
Because online dating is so popular, we’ve provided the 
following safety suggestions as a guideline for adults:

• Avoid giving your date your personal contact information at fi rst.

• Meet your date in a public place where there are lots of people 
around.

• Don’t go anywhere alone with your date at fi rst.

(continued ) 
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• Drive yourself to and from the date or fi nd your own alterna-
tive form of transportation.

• Don’t get in the car with your date or have him or her take you 
home at fi rst.

• Let your friends and family know where you are and whom 
you are with.

• Check in with your friends and family before and after the date.

CHAPTER EXERCISES
for Teens, Young Adults, and Parents

Teens and young adults should complete the following exercises 
with parents:

• Practice exchanging contact information using the steps out-
lined in this chapter.

• With your parent, begin by reviewing the steps for exchang-
ing contact information.

• Practice following the steps for exchanging contact infor-
mation with your parent.

• Practice following the steps for exchanging contact infor-
mation with a peer you feel comfortable with.

• Using the FriendMaker mobile app to review the steps 
just beforehand might be helpful.

• You may want to choose peers from among the social 
group you identifi ed or from those enrolled in an extra-
curricular or social activity to which you belong.

• Practice beginning and ending phone calls and leaving voice-
mail using the steps outlined in this chapter.
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• With your parent, begin by reviewing the steps for begin-
ning and ending phone calls and leaving voicemail.

• Practice following the steps for beginning and ending phone 
calls and leaving voicemail with your parent.

• Practice following the steps for beginning and ending phone 
calls and leaving voicemail with a peer you feel comfortable 
talking to on the phone.

• Using the FriendMaker mobile app to review the steps 
just beforehand might be helpful.
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Showing Good Sportsmanship

ACCORDING TO RESEARCH, THE AMOUNT OF TIME spent playing video games and 
computer games for teens far outweighs time spent on other recrea-
tional activities. Given the signifi cant amount of time spent playing these 
games, sometimes several hours a day, it’s important for your teen or 
young adult to be familiar with the rules for good sportsmanship. Good 
sportsmanship, although encompassing many values, primarily centers 
on three important behaviors: fellowship, fair play, and self-control.

• Fellowship involves supportive play between players, often involv-
ing the sense of unity, camaraderie, and connectedness. All players 
are playing toward an end goal. In the case of friendships, the goal 
shouldn’t be to win at any cost but instead to make sure that every-
one has a nice time. Competitive sports or professional sports don’t 
necessarily follow the same guidelines. Instead, the goal there is usu-
ally to win. However, if your teen or young adult’s goal is ultimately 
to make and keep friends, then when playing games and sports, the 
goal should always be to make sure everyone is having fun.

• Fair play involves the practice of playing ethically and justly. It 
includes playing by the rules and not bending or twisting the rules 
to your own advantage. No one wants to be friends with someone 
who cheats or doesn’t play fairly.

• Self-control involves the ability to regulate your feelings and behav-
iors. In games and sports this involves avoiding getting upset or 
angry when you lose or gloating if you win. When playing games and 
sports, demonstrating poor self-control by behaving in an immature 
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or negative way will cast a negative 
refl ection on your teen or young 
adult’s character, making it less 
likely that people will want to be 
friends. No one wants to play with 
a sore loser or a bad winner.

Rules for Good Sportsmanship

The following rules include concrete behaviors your teen or young adult 
can use to be a good sport when playing with people he or she wishes to 
be friends with. These rules aren’t always followed in competitive team 
sports but are used by socially successful teens and young adults when 
playing games and sports for fun.

Praise the Other Players

One of the most basic ways to demonstrate good sportsmanship is to 
praise the other players. This is an example of the principle of fellowship. 
Praising others is simply the act of giving a compliment. A good sport not 
only praises members of his or her own team but also players from oppos-
ing teams. Although less common in competitive team sports, when play-
ing games and sports with friends, it’s perfectly appropriate for your child 
to praise players from opposing teams for good playing. A common social 
shortcoming we sometimes see in teens and young adults with social chal-
lenges is failure to praise or compliment others during game playing. 
This oversight may be due to poor perspective-taking abilities, in which 
the social benefi t of praising others may not be so obvious. So what is the 

social benefi t of praising others? 
It usually makes them feel appre-
ciated, proud, special, even wor-
thy to some extent, making them 
want to seek you out again.

Although giving praise or compliments may not be something that 
comes naturally to teens and young adults with social diffi culties, in 
our experience at the UCLA PEERS Clinic it can be easily learned. So if 

Good sportsmanship primarily centers 
on three important behaviors: fellow-
ship, fair play, and self-control.

One of the most basic ways to dem-
onstrate good sportsmanship is to 
praise the other players.
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you’re concerned that it’s not in your teen or young adult’s nature to 
give praise to others, remember that if the goal is to make and keep 
friends, then once familiar with this rule, he or she may be more willing 
to try, as we’ve seen repeatedly with the teens and young adults in our 
clinic.

Social coaching tip: Be sure to read the chapter summary for teens 
and young adults, which provides examples of common forms of verbal 
and nonverbal praise often used by socially successful teens and young 
adults. Once familiar to your child, be sure to positively point out instances 
when your teen or young adult uses these types of praise, and prompt when 
he or she may forget by saying things such as, “Your sister just made a great 
shot. What could you say?” This reinforcement and prompting should only 
be done in the company of supportive family members and those your teen 
or young adult would not be embarrassed in front of.

Social coaching tip: You’ll want to encourage your child to think 
about how it makes people feel to be praised when playing games or 
sports. Your teen or young adult may need to be reminded over and over 
of this skill. You may want to ask questions such as, “How do we feel 
about the person praising us?” and “Are we more likely to want to play 
with that person again?” Of course the answers to these questions are that 
when someone praises us, we might think the person is kind, thoughtful, 
fun, and generally a good sport, and we’re more likely to seek that person 
out again because they make everyone feel good.

Play by the Rules

Another aspect of good sportsmanship is the principle that your teen 
or young adult must play by the rules. More simply put, this rule means 
don’t cheat. In our experience working with teens and young adults with 
rigid thinking, this rule is often followed naturally, given their strong 
preference for following rules. Yet 
for some, playing by the rules will 
be more of a challenge, particu-
larly for those with impulse con-
trol problems. The problem with 
this social mistake is that one 
intentional act of not playing by 

One intentional act of not playing by 
the rules has the capacity to end a 
friendship, and a pattern of cheating 
has the strong probability of leading 
to a bad reputation.
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the rules has the capacity to end a friendship, and a pattern of cheating 
has the strong probability of leading to a bad reputation.

To illustrate the importance of this rule, imagine a teenage boy play-
ing a friendly pick-up game of basketball with his friends. Not known for 
his gross motor skills and coordination, the boy frequently double dribbles, 
running with the ball rather than dribbling, yet refuses to admit his mistake 
when called on the play. He often runs out of bounds to fl ee his opponents 
but refuses to admit his wrongdoing, knowing full well he was out. Using 
your perspective-taking questions, consider this scenario from the point 
of view of the other players. What is this experience going to be like for 
the other players? They’re likely to be annoyed, frustrated, and maybe even 
angry. What are they going to think of this boy? They’re probably going to 
think he’s a liar and a cheat. Are they going to want to play with him again? 
It’s highly unlikely that this boy will be fi rst choice for a pick-up game any-
time in the near future, and if he continues to behave in this unsportsman-
like way, he may get a reputation as a cheat.

Social coaching tip: You may need to coach your teen or young adult 
about the consequences of cheating. Parents in our program have found 
it very helpful to highlight the importance of this rule by going over the 
perspective-taking questions with their kids during teachable moments in 
their home when this rule is violated.

Share and Take Turns

Another essential rule of good sportsmanship is to share and take turns. 
This means that when playing games and sports with friends, it’s impor-
tant that everyone has a chance to play. Consider the previous example of 
the teenage boy playing basketball with his friends. How would his friends 
react if he were hogging the ball, not passing to other players? They’d likely 
feel annoyed, frustrated, and maybe even bored. What would they think of 
the boy who was being a ball hog? They’d probably think he was selfi sh, 
rude, and irritating. Would they want to play with him again? It’s diffi cult 

to say if they’d want to play with 
him again but failing to share 
and take turns during games and 
sports isn’t likely to lead to many 
future invitations to play.

When playing games and sports with 
friends, it’s important that everyone 
has a chance to play.
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Social coaching tip: If your teen or young adult has a tendency to 
ball hog, or maybe he or she doesn’t like to share the controller during 
video games, it will be important for you to coach this important rule of 
good sportsmanship during teachable moments. You may even want to 
set up opportunities for coaching this rule. For example, if the problem is 
sharing and taking turns, you might have your child play some preferred 
game with another member of the family, such as a sibling or a cousin 
around the same age. If there are no family members around the same 
age, you might want to practice with your teen or young adult yourself. 
When you notice he or she isn’t sharing or taking turns, you might take 
the opportunity to remind him or her of this rule in a way that won’t be 
embarrassing. Too often parents give in and let their children have their 
way. However, it’s a good idea to play the role of a friend who won’t be so 
forgiving.

Don’t Referee

Some teens with social challenges have a tendency to think in concrete 
and literal terms. Consequently, they may examine the world through 
complicated sets of rules. They notice rules, often cite rules, and rarely 
break rules; and when they see someone break a rule, they might feel com-
pelled to point out the rule violation, regardless of how embarrassing or 
rude their comments may seem. In conversations, we call this social error 
policing. In games and sports, we call this social error refereeing. We use the 
term refereeing because the act of pointing out rule violations in games 
and sports has the appearance of someone designated to preside over a 
game and enforce the rules of the game.

To illustrate the importance of this rule, imagine a young teen play-
ing Dungeons and Dragons (a fantasy role-playing game) with his friends. 
At some point, another player makes a move that seems inconsistent 
with this player’s character. The young teen feels compelled to point 
out this apparent rule violation, yet he’s not the dungeon master (the 
referee and storyteller of the game). Using your perspective-taking ques-
tions, imagine how this young teen’s comments and accusations might 
make his partner feel. It’s likely that the partner will feel embarrassed, 
upset, and possibly even angry by the comments. What will he think of 
his accuser? He’ll probably think he’s arrogant, bossy, and a know-it-all. 
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Do you think he’ll want to play with him again? If this pattern of ref-
ereeing persists, it’s unlikely that he’ll want to play with him again, and 
the other players witnessing the refereeing may also choose not to play 
with him in the future. In fact, the young teen may get a reputation 
for being bossy, which will make it diffi cult for him to make and keep 
friends with anyone.

The tendency to referee others, although a strong urge for many teens 
and young adults with social diffi culties, has the potential to create a huge 
barrier to developing and maintaining friendships. Perhaps your teen 

makes this mistake, like so many 
others. Although he or she may do 
this because it seems correct and 
factual to note rule violations, the 
problem with refereeing is that 
the receiver often experiences the 
scrutiny as an accusation or cen-
sure, making the referee an unde-
sirable companion.

Social coaching tip: If your teen or young adult has a tendency to 
referee, it’s imperative for you to provide social coaching during teachable 
moments when these mistakes occur. Just as with the rule for no policing, 
once your teen or young adult is familiar with the social rule not to be a 
referee, it will be important for you to gently point out violations in the 
moment away from peers.

Don’t Coach

Similar but different to the rule of no refereeing, another important 
social rule in games and sports is not to coach. Coaching is similar to 
refereeing in many ways, with one major exception: intent. The intent 
of a referee is to enforce the rules of the game and make sure the play-
ers are playing fairly. The intent of a coach is to guide the players and 
help them to play better. Although both roles involve the identifi cation 
and acknowledgment of rule violations, the actions of a coach are to 
help, whereas the actions of a referee are to enforce rules. To highlight 
this point, imagine two teenage boys playing video games. One is fairly 
profi cient at the game being played and the other is more of a novice. As 

The tendency to referee others, 
although a strong urge for many teens 
and young adults with social diffi cul-
ties, has the potential to create a 
huge barrier to developing and main-
taining friendships.
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the novice struggles a bit with the game, having trouble reaching the next 
level, the more experienced player is attempting to guide him. He’s pro-
viding verbal commentary, telling the other kid what to do and where to 
move, eventually grabbing the controller and saying, “Here let me show 
you how to get to the next level.” Although the actions of the more skilled 
player may have been kindly meant, what do you think this experience 
was like for the player being coached? He probably felt annoyed, pres-
sured, and perhaps even a bit embarrassed. What would he think of the 
teen doing the coaching? He’s likely to think the coaching teen is bossy, 
rude, and a complete know-it-all. Is he going to want to play with the 
coach again? If this pattern persists, it’s unlikely he’ll want to play with 
the coach again. Even worse, if 
this coaching is pervasive and 
begins to be noticed by others, the 
teen may even get a bad reputa-
tion with his peers.

Social coaching tip: If your teen has a tendency to coach others, 
you’ll need to provide feedback during teachable moments including 
gentle reminders of how his or her friend might feel. Ironically, your 
social coaching during these moments will feel a bit like the behavior 
your teen or young adult is trying to avoid. Your teen may even call 
you out on the paradox. Just remember that in agreeing to learn the 
rules and steps of making and keeping friends, your child also agreed 
to be coached by you. It’s unlikely his or her friends have a similar 
agreement.

Don’t Be Competitive

A common social mistake committed by some with social diffi culties is 
to be overly competitive during games and sports. Being overly competi-
tive gives the appearance of being 
aggressively in pursuit of winning 
and is an example of a breach of 
the principle of self-control in 
sportsmanship. During organ-
ized games and sports (such as 
chess teams, science competitions, 

The actions of a coach are to help, 
whereas the actions of a referee are 
to enforce rules.

When playing recreational games and 
sports for the purpose of socializing 
and having fun with friends, being 
competitive is abnormal and socially 
frowned on.
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or team sports), being competitive wouldn’t be unnatural or even inap-
propriate. However, when playing recreational games and sports for the 
purpose of socializing and having fun with friends, being competitive is 
abnormal and socially frowned on.

If your teen or young adult has a tendency to be competitive, then the 
object of the game is probably to win, and he or she may get frustrated 
and upset if that doesn’t happen. Yet, if the goal is to make and keep 
friends, what could be the problem with being overly competitive? To 
demonstrate, imagine a young man engrossed in a game of chess with his 
friend. Both are experienced players, skilled in the game, providing chal-
lenging competition for one another. Imagine that this young man is feel-
ing frustrated by the game and the possibility that his opponent might 
win. He slams his fi st on the table in frustration, grunts and groans, and 
his blood pressure rises and his face turns red. What is this experience 
going to be like for his partner? The friend might feel surprised, annoyed, 
or perhaps even scared by this strong overreaction. What is he going to 
think of the young man as he grunts and groans? He’s likely to think he’s 
weird, obnoxious, and maybe even a little crazy. Is he going to want to 
play with the young man again? If this behavior becomes a pattern, it’s 
probable that he won’t want to play with him anymore, no matter how 
great a challenger he is. What’s more, if this young man continues to act 
in this way, he’ll probably get a reputation for being a hot head and other 
people won’t want to play with him either.

Social coaching tip: If this sounds like your teen, you will need to 
help him or her understand that an important rule for good sportsman-
ship is to avoid being competitive. If your teen or young adult needs sup-
port beyond this in managing his or her emotions, you may want to fi nd 
additional resources for emotion regulation and avoid competitive social 
situations in the interim. Although the ability to regulate emotions and 
not lose your cool is very much intertwined with making and keeping 
friends, emotion regulation is a complicated process involving many dif-
ferent strategies. If your teen has trouble staying calm in diffi cult social 
situations and regularly loses his or her cool with peers beyond competi-
tive sports, you may want to help him or her work on regulating emotions 
and decreasing behavioral outbursts before attempting some of the skills 
outlined in this book.
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Show Concern and Offer Help When Someone’s Hurt

When playing physical sports, the likelihood that someone will get slightly 
injured or fall down at some point is relatively high. When this happens, 
it’s important to show concern and offer help if necessary. In some cases, 
it may even be necessary to stop 
the game. Although this may 
seem obvious, one of the common 
social errors exhibited by teens and 
young adults with social diffi cul-
ties is that they sometimes don’t 
show concern or offer help when 
someone’s hurt.

To help underscore the importance of this rule, think of our previous 
group of teenage boys playing their game of pick-up basketball. Imagine 
while taking a shot, one of the players stumbles and falls to the ground, 
not immediately getting up. Picture our socially challenged teen walking 
by the player without acknowledging his fall, not asking if he’s okay, and 
not offering to give him a hand to stand up. Even if the player’s injury 
was minor, what would the others think of this behavior? They might 
think the behavior was odd, inconsiderate, and highly unusual. What 
would they think of the boy who walked by his injured friend without a 
moment’s notice? They’d probably think he was thoughtless, rude, and 
unfeeling. Are they going to want to play with him again? The player who 
was injured might be less interested in playing with the boy again, and the 
other players may also be less inclined.

Perhaps this example sounds familiar to you. In our experience work-
ing with kids with social differences, it’s probably not a lack of caring 
that causes these oversights but more likely a lack of awareness. Although 
showing concern and offering help may not be intuitive for your teen, our 
experience tells us that it can be easily learned in specifi c contexts, such as 
physical sports.

Social coaching tip: If your teen or young adult has a tendency not 
to notice or show concern, begin by explaining that he or she should 
expect that people may get injured from time to time during physical 
sports. Follow this up by telling your teen or young adult that if he or she 

One of the common social errors 
exhibited by teens and young adults 
with social diffi culties is that they 
sometimes don’t show concern or 
offer help when someone’s hurt.
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wishes to be seen as a good friend, then he or she must show concern and 
offer help in these situations. By prompting your child to be on the look-
out for these instances, it’s far more likely that he or she will be able to 
respond appropriately.

Suggest a Change When Bored

It’s not uncommon for people to become bored or tired during games 
and sports. In these instances, the ecologically valid skill used by socially 
savvy teens and young adults is to suggest a change in the activity. This 
might be done by saying something like, “How about when we’re done 
with this game, we go get something to eat?” or “Anyone feel like play-
ing something else?” These types of suggestions are infi nitely preferable 
to saying, “I’m bored,” which is a classic insult. When your teen or young 
adult suggests a change, it’s not a guarantee that the others will want to 
do what’s suggested, but by providing another option, the likelihood of 
moving onto another activity improves.

One of the more common social errors committed by teens and 
young adults with social challenges is to walk away from games and 
sports when they’re bored or become disinterested. Think of our chess-
playing young man for a moment. Imagine he’s playing a game of chess 
with a slightly inferior partner. He feels unchallenged by his rival and so 
walks away from the game without saying anything. He doesn’t intend to 
cause offense to the other man. He’s just bored and wants to do some-
thing else. Use your perspective-taking questions and consider what this 
experience will be like for his partner. He’ll probably feel confused, not 
sure what’s just happened, and may feel irritated by having been left alone 
in the middle of a game. What will he think of the young man? He’ll prob-
ably think he’s weird, strange, and very rude. Will he want to play with the 
young man again? After being slighted in such a way, the chance that he’ll 
want to play chess with this young man again is slim. Unfortunately, this 
type of behavior is quite common among teens and young adults with 
social challenges, who when they get bored, might make the mistake of 
walking away from activities, not realizing the offense they cause.

Social coaching tip: If your teen or young adult has a tendency to 
do this, the alternative to walking away is to suggest a change in activ-
ity. To help change this habit, you may need to intervene during teach-
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able moments and provide social coaching around this important social 
rule. Parents going through the UCLA PEERS Clinic have also described 
knowing when their child is reaching the point of boredom and have 
intervened during these critical times to help identify other options in the 
moment until their teen or young adult is able to manage these situations 
alone.

Don’t Be a Sore Loser

A common social mistake committed by competitive teens and young 
adults involves being a sore loser. In games and sports, sore loser behav-
ior includes getting upset, angry, or sad as a result of a defeat. This 
might include blaming others for the loss, making excuses for the 
defeat, or not taking responsibility for any part in the loss. Research 
tells us that young adults with social challenges are more likely to 
engage in this unsportsmanlike conduct. Take our chess-playing 
young man for example. Imagine he was back at the chessboard with 
his highly skilled rival. They manage to get through the game, despite 
the grunting and groaning and fi st slamming on the table. Much to 
the young man’s chagrin, his skillful challenger wins the game. The 
young man is visibly upset, launching into a tirade of excuses for the 
loss, including distractions during the game being the cause of his 
defeat. The young man goes on and on at length about how it wasn’t 
a fair game and that he would have played better if it weren’t for the 
distractions. He’s being a sore loser. What’s this experience going to be 
like for the young man’s partner? He’s probably going to feel irritated 
and annoyed that his triumph is being sullied by this unsportsmanlike 
behavior. What’s he going to think of the young man who’s acting like 
a sore loser? He’s likely to think the young man is self-centered, arro-
gant, and rude. Is he going to want to play with the young man again? 
Assuming he has other opponents up to the challenge, it’s highly 
unlikely that he’ll want to play with the young man again. Moreover, 
the partner may share the details 
of this unsportsmanlike behavior 
with other chess-playing friends, 
possibly resulting in a bad repu-
tation for the young man.

Sore loser behavior includes getting 
upset, angry, or sad as a result of a 
defeat.
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Social coaching tip: If your teen or young adult has a tendency to 
be a sore loser in games and sports, you’re not alone. We’ve talked with 
scores of parents in the same boat. Fortunately, if your child (like theirs) 
has agreed to learn the rules for making and keeping friends described in 
this book, then he or she is socially motivated enough to benefi t from the 
following advice. Explain that no one wants to be friends with a sore loser, 
so if the goal is to make and keep friends, then he or she needs to act like 
losing wasn’t a big deal.

Don’t Be a Bad Winner

Similar to the rule, don’t be a sore loser, it’s also important that when play-
ing games and sports, your teen isn’t a bad winner. Bad winner behavior 
involves gloating about victory either through excessive boasting, over-
the-top displays of celebration, or rubbing the defeat in the opponent’s 
face. The concept conjures up images of NFL football players doing the 
end zone dance after scoring a touchdown, spiking the ball to the ground, 
dancing around the fi eld, and cheering themselves on. In many sports 
leagues, this kind of performance is now banned as unsportsmanlike 
behavior. Although not uncommon in professional sports, being a bad 
winner is also relatively common among teens and young adults play-
ing recreational games and sports. For example, think of our competitive 
chess-playing young man under different circumstances. Imagine his game 
of chess with his arch rival took a different turn. In this case, despite any 
supposed distractions, he manages to win the game. His competitive spirit 
makes it diffi cult for him to contain his exuberance. On checkmate, he 
jumps up from the table, throws his fi st in the air as if hitting some invisi-
ble target, and yells, “Yes!” He then proceeds to dissect every nuance of the 
game, describing in great detail the brilliance of his strategy and the gen-
ius of his every move. What will this display be like for the gloating man’s 

opponent? He’ll likely feel embar-
rassed, humiliated, and extremely 
annoyed by this obnoxious dis-
play of grandiosity. What will 
he think of the gloating young 
man? He’ll probably think he’s 
arrogant, rude, and obnoxious. 

Bad winner behavior involves gloating 
about victory either through excessive 
boasting, over-the-top displays of cel-
ebration, or rubbing the defeat in the 
opponent’s face.
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Will he want to play with him again? The opponent will probably be less 
likely than ever before to want to play with the young man because his 
behavior has caused him embarrassment and discomfort.

Social coaching tip: Perhaps your teen has a tendency to be a bad 
winner, too. It’s not uncommon behavior, even among socially adept 
teens and adults, so don’t feel bad. Yet even though this behavior isn’t 
uncommon, it’s rather risky for teens and young adults who have dif-
fi culty making and keeping friends. So in your case, help your teen or 
young adult understand the consequence of this behavior and adopt 
a less risky behavior, such as acting like winning wasn’t a big deal and 
avoiding being a bad winner.

Say, “Good Game” at the End of the Game

Instead of behaving like a sore loser or a bad winner when playing games 
and sports with friends, a good rule of sportsmanship is to say, “Good 
game” at the end of the game and avoid acting like winning or losing is 
a big deal. Remember, when your teen’s goal is to make and keep friends, 
then his or her goal during non-
competitive games and sports 
is to make sure everyone is hav-
ing a good time. The best way 
to achieve this goal is by being 
a good sport and following the 
rules established in this chapter.

Success Story: Carter Can Be a Good Sport

Being a good sport is a critical skill for any teen or young adult actively 
involved in sports or game playing. Although particularly important 
during games and sports with friends, good sportsmanship is also 
important when playing organized team sports. In fact, being a poor 
sport during team sports (even when competitive) can result in a bad 
reputation, making it diffi cult to make and keep friends. This was the 
case for Carter, a sixteen-year-old boy with a history of peer rejection and 
a bad reputation.

A good rule of sportsmanship is to 
say, “Good game” at the end of the 
game and avoid acting like winning or 
losing is a big deal.
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Carter was a very talented volleyball player—the best on his school 
team. Unfortunately, the school Carter was attending prior to coming to 
PEERS did not have a winning track record, despite Carter’s athletic gifts. 
Because he was naturally competitive and took his sport very seriously, 
this frustrated Carter to no end. His mother explained, “Carter would 
have a meltdown at the end of the game if they didn’t win—which was 
often. He would yell and throw things and even tell off his coach and the 
other players. His teammates couldn’t stand him. They knew he was the 
best player on the team, but it didn’t matter. They never invited him to 
parties, and even though he said he didn’t care, I know he did. His reputa-
tion was awful.”

Eventually Carter’s parents decided to switch schools, enrolling him 
in another local high school with a better volleyball team—hoping that a 
fresh start would give him the chance he needed to succeed socially. This 
was about the time they brought him to PEERS. From the moment he 
walked in the door, Carter was exceptionally motivated to learn the skills 
we had to offer. He explained, “I wanted things to be different. I knew that 
was my chance to make things work for me, and I didn’t want to blow it.” 
Carter was the fi rst to admit that his poor sportsmanship was the cause 
of his bad reputation and the reason he didn’t have friends. “People 
thought I was a hot head. I guess I was,” he admitted, “but I knew I could 
be different.”

Although Carter was the new kid at a new school, this did not 
guarantee a fresh start. The community he lived in was small and his 
reputation preceded him. His new teammates were well aware of his 
unsportsmanlike conduct, having witnessed it fi rsthand in previous 
matches with his old school. His classmates were also aware of his ten-
dency to “go ballistic” in games, and Carter suspected that everyone was 
waiting for him to do the same at his new school. Fortunately, Carter had 
a different game plan. Shortly after joining PEERS, he approached our 
team with his problem, asking for help. He said he wanted to make a new 
start but didn’t know what to do. Quickly we devised a plan.

Even though our group had only just begun, Carter was given a crash 
course in the rules of good sportsmanship and the steps for changing a 
bad reputation (described in chapter 14). He quickly learned to praise his 
teammates (something that had never occurred to him to do before), not 
to referee or coach the other players, and not to act like a sore loser when 
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his team lost a match. He said, “Good game” to his teammates and the 
opposing team after every match, and above all he kept his cool. He also 
laid low for the fi rst couple of months at his new school while his repu-
tation (which had followed him) died down. In the span of a semester 
(the length of our program), Carter not only overcame his bad reputa-
tion but he also actually became popular! By the time he left PEERS, 
he was having four to fi ve get-togethers a week, being invited to parties 
and gatherings every weekend, and was even dating. His father com-
mented, “It’s like he’s a different kid. We used to worry about whether 
he’d ever be able to have friends. Now we worry about him making 
curfew and whether he’s driving safely—the usual stuff. The other day 
he got grounded for staying out too late. I had to do it, but secretly I 
was proud.”

Although Carter’s story isn’t the typical one—most teens and young 
adults going through our program don’t end up becoming popular—his 
story is a good example of what can come from good social motivation 
and a set of core skills. Carter was eager to change his social circum-
stances, and he did! Although the goal of this book isn’t to make your 
teen or young adult the most popular person at school or work, it is the 
goal to help him or her make and keep friends. An important part of that 
process involves being a good sport, like Carter.

RULES FOR GOOD SPORTSMANSHIP
Chapter Summary for Teens and Young Adults

Playing games and sports is a common way teens and young 
adults socialize with friends. The problem is that if you act like a 
poor sport during these activities, you could push people away. 
The following rules of good sportsmanship are used by socially 
successful teens and adults.

(continued ) 

The following information is intended to be read by teens and young 
adults and contains a brief summary of the chapter.
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Praise the Other Players
One of the easiest ways to show people that you’re a good 
sport is to praise them. Praise is just another word for giving 
compliments and can be given either through words or actions. 
Here are some common types of verbal and nonverbal praise 
used by teens and young adults.

Example of  Verbal Praise

• Good job!

• Nice try.

• Great shot!

• Nice move.

• Nice kill.

• Awesome!

Examples of  Nonverbal Praise

• High-fi ve

• Pound or fi st bump (lightly tapping closed fi sts)

• Thumbs up

• Clapping

• Handshake

• Pat on the back

Play by the Rules
Another important rule of good sportsmanship is to play by the 
rules. This means you shouldn’t cheat or try to make up different 
rules in the middle of a game, which could be seen as cheating. 
One of the biggest pet peeves people have in games and sports 
is cheating. If you do this enough times, you could get a bad 
reputation and fewer people will want to play games and sports 
with you. So instead, play it safe and play by the rules.

Share and Take Turns
Another way to show good sportsmanship is to make sure 
everyone has a chance to play. That means you shouldn’t hog 
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the controller or be a ball hog. Instead, share and take turns 
with everyone. When all the players get a chance to play, it’s 
more fun for everybody.

Don’t Referee
A common mistake some people make during games and sports 
is that they referee others and tell them what they’re doing 
wrong. So why is it bad to referee? Think about it. What do 
referees do? They call the plays, point out rule violations, and 
generally enforce the rules of a game. Now imagine someone 
doing that during a friendly game. How obnoxious would that 
be? Even though you may notice that your friends break rules 
from time to time, it’s not your job to point that out. No one 
wants to play with a referee. Instead, you need to go with the 
fl ow and realize that rule enforcement isn’t your business. If your 
goal is to make and keep friends, then your business is to have 
fun with your friends and don’t referee them. But if you notice 
that your friend doesn’t follow the rules and you don’t like that—
then remember that friendship is a choice. You don’t have to 
hang out with that friend. Meanwhile, don’t referee him or her if 
you want others to like you.

Don’t Coach
It’s also important that you don’t coach others during games 
and sports. Coaching is similar to refereeing because both 
involve telling other people their business when they’re not 
asking. But coaching is different from refereeing because the 
motive of a coach is to be helpful, whereas the motive of a 
referee is to enforce the rules. So what’s the problem with 
coaching then? Think about it. What do coaches do? They 
help players play better. But if your goal is to make and keep 
friends, coaching your friends, even if it’s to help them get to 
the next level in a favorite video game, can still seem bossy 

(continued ) 
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and controlling. Instead, you can offer to help your friend in 
those situations, but if your friend doesn’t want your help, let 
it go.

Don’t Be Competitive
Have you ever played a game with someone who’s super 
competitive? What’s that like for the other players? It’s usually 
not that fun. Playing on teams and organized sports leagues is 
one thing but playing games and sports with friends is supposed 
to be about having fun. Focusing on winning at all costs is not a 
good way to make and keep friends, so if friendship is your goal, 
don’t be competitive.

Show Concern and Offer Help 
When Someone’s Hurt
Sometimes when you play physical sports, people can get hurt or 
injured in some way. When that happens, it’s important for you 
to show concern and offer help when it’s needed. That means 
if your friends fall down during a game, ask if they’re okay and 
offer to help them up. If you just walk by and don’t say anything, 
you’ll look like you don’t care and your friends may get upset 
with you. You could also get a bad reputation for being cold and 
uncaring, even if you’re really not that way.

Suggest a Change When Bored
It’s pretty common for people to get bored or tired during 
games and sports. It’s probably happened to you many times. 
In those cases, you want to avoid saying things like, “I’m 
bored” or walking away. Even if true, that would seem rude 
and is insulting to your friends. Instead, you could suggest a 
change in the activity by saying something like, “How about 
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when we’re done with this game, we go get something to eat?” 
or “Anyone feel like playing something else?” Just because you 
suggest a change doesn’t mean your friends will want to do it. 
But if your friends rarely want to do what you suggest, go with 
the fl ow in the moment, and then remember that friendship 
is a choice. You don’t need to hang out with those friends 
anymore, but you also don’t need to be a poor sport in the 
meantime.

Don’t Be a Sore Loser
Some people get upset, angry, or sad when they lose a game. 
We call that being a sore loser. The problem with being that 
way is that no one wants to play with a sore loser. So even if 
you’re upset about losing a game, act like losing wasn’t a big 
deal.

Don’t Be a Bad Winner
Another rule of good sportsmanship is to avoid being a bad 
winner. Being a bad winner involves gloating about your victory 
either through excessive bragging, over-the-top displays of 
celebration, or rubbing the defeat in your opponent’s face. It’s 
like the NFL football players who do the end zone dance after 
scoring a touchdown. People don’t like playing with bad winners 
because it’s obnoxious and embarrassing. So instead, act like 
winning wasn’t a big deal.

Say, “Good Game” at the End of the Game
One of the simplest ways to be a good sport is to say, “Good 
game” at the end of the game. This is an alternative to acting like 
winning or losing was a big deal and a nice way to make your 
friends feel good.
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CHAPTER EXERCISES
for Teens, Young Adults, and Parents

Teens and young adults should complete the following exercises 
with parents:

• Practice being a good sport using the rules outlined in this 
chapter.

• Begin by reviewing the rules for good sportsmanship with 
your parent.

• Practice following the rules for good sportsmanship with 
your parent or a family member around the same age as 
you, playing a game familiar to both of you.

• Be sure to play by the rules, share and take turns, give 
lots of praise, and say, “Good game” at the end of the 
game.

• Practice following the rules for good sportsmanship with one 
or more peers with whom you play games (video games, com-
puter games, card or board games, sports).

• Using the FriendMaker mobile app to review the rules just 
beforehand might be helpful.

• This practice may occur within the context of the 
following:

• An extracurricular activity, sports team, or other social 
activity to which you belong

• Game playing during get-togethers with friends

• Gym class (if relevant)
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Enjoying Successful Get-Togethers

The goal of this book is to help you provide the tools necessary for help-
ing your teen or young adult develop and maintain meaningful friendships 
based on scientifi c evidence about what truly works. Organizing and hav-
ing successful get-togethers with friends is one of the most important skills 
your teen or young adult will gain toward achieving ongoing meaningful 
relationships.

Get-togethers might be described as casual social gatherings organ-
ized among friends for the purpose of social interaction. Socially active 
teens and young adults have regular and frequent get-togethers with 
friends. They occur in a variety of locations including homes and places in 
the community, all outside of school or the workplace. Research suggests 
that teens and young adults with social challenges have signifi cantly fewer 
get-togethers with their peers, often remaining socially isolated outside of 
the academic or vocational setting. In our experience through our clinic at 
UCLA, younger teens with social diffi culties who do manage to have regular 
get-togethers with friends may still refer to them as play dates. Their parents 
may even call them play dates, too. Yet the term play date describes parent-
organized playtime between younger children. To speak bluntly, teens and 
young adults aren’t supposed to have play dates. Instead, they have what 
they describe as get-togethers or hangouts. Parents may be thinking, “Who 
cares what you call it?” The reason we highlight this for parents is because 
the major difference between a play date and a get-together or hangout is 
who is doing the organizing. For play dates, as we know, the interaction is 
parent organized. For get-togethers, the contact is organized by teens or 
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young adults. Anything apart from this for teens and young adults without 
intellectual disabilities is probably 
not developmentally appropriate, 
and although well intentioned by 
parents may seem or feel socially 
immature.

If you’ve been actively involved in helping your teen or young adult 
plan and organize get-togethers with friends, you’ve probably done this 
because he or she was having trouble doing this alone and the alterna-
tive was social isolation and loneliness. Your reasons are good and your 
instincts are fantastic—because being with peers is very important. Many 
teens and young adults with social diffi culties do struggle with knowing 
how to organize social interactions with friends. But instead of taking on 
this responsibility for him or her, let’s try a different approach and teach 
your teen or young adult how to organize and have successful get-togethers 
with friends in a more independent way that won’t appear immature to his 
or her friends. Your role in helping to organize these activities will be just 
as important but will be slightly different.

Long after organizing play dates has ceased to be developmentally 
appropriate, parent assistance in facilitating social interactions for any 
teen is probably either not happening or happening behind the scenes at 
times. Yet for teens and even some young adults with social challenges, 
the role of organizer continues to be a component of the parent-planning 
process, often for years. One of the reasons for continued parent involve-
ment may be that many teens and young adults with social differences 
don’t know how to organize social gatherings on their own and often don’t 
even think to plan them. We suggest that you can help your teen or young 
adult with this transition by offering social coaching on the steps needed 
to plan and organize get-togethers. Doing so, we’ve found, will probably 
be a better way to help him or her develop closer friendships and become 
more socially engaged in the future.

Moving forward, organizing and having successful get-togethers will 
be a critical step in your teen or young adult’s pursuit of friendships. 
Because close friendships are developed by having get-togethers out-
side of the school and work setting, if your teen or young adult doesn’t 
engage in these interactions, it will be very diffi cult (if not impossible) to 
develop close friendships with acquaintances. Recall from chapter 2 that 

Teens and young adults with social 
challenges have signifi cantly fewer 
get-togethers with their peers.
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friendships have varying degrees of closeness. For example, acquaint-
ances are those only known slightly. Casual friendships are those that 
may involve some socializing but aren’t particularly close. Regular friend-
ships are those that include regular socializing and a slight degree of 
closeness. Close friendships or best friendships involve frequent social-
izing and a high degree of closeness. If your teen or young adult wishes 
to enhance current friendships 
and develop new friendships 
beyond those that are casual or 
simply acquaintance based, then 
organizing and having successful 
get-togethers is the way to do that.

In the following, we’ll outline the steps for planning, preparing, and 
having successful get-togethers for teens and young adults based on what 
science tells us works. Helping your teen or young adult learn and apply 
these skills will be an important key to unlocking the gateway to developing 
close friendships.

Steps for Planning a Get-Together

The following steps for planning a get-together should be put into 
action by your teen or young adult. You may want to provide assist-
ance by helping identify the who, what, where, when (the four Ws), and 
how aspects of planning the get-together described in the following, 
but it will be important for your teen or young adult to follow through 
independently with the steps. This is when parents can be invaluable 
coaches. We have found that often socially isolated individuals are not by 
nature hermits and they don’t want to be; rather, they’re just not natural 
planners.

Who

The fi rst step in planning a get-together is deciding whom to invite. 
Remember that friendship is a choice; there are good choices and bad 
choices. A good choice is someone your teen or young adult has com-
mon interests with. These common interests will give them something 

Close friendships are developed by 
having get-togethers outside of the 
school and work setting.
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to talk about and something to do together during the get-together. So 
before even suggesting a get-together, it’s important that your teen or 
young adult has traded information with the other person on a number 
of occasions, found common interests, and decided that this person 
seems interested in getting to know him or her (for a review of assessing 
interest see chapters 4 and 5). Some get-togethers involve just two people, 
and others include three or more people, sometimes referred to as group 
get-togethers. An important aspect of having a get-together (particularly 
group get-togethers) is to let everyone invited know who’s going to be 
there. By making sure everyone knows who’s invited, your teen or young 
adult ensures there are no surprises. For young adults in particular, when 

having friends over to their home, 
letting everyone know who will be 
there, including family members 
and roommates, is a very impor-
tant part of the planning.

What

The next step in planning a get-together is to fi gure out what to do. Get-
togethers for teens and young adults with social challenges should be 
activity based. That’s because planning a get-together around an activity 
takes the pressure off fi nding things to talk about, which may naturally 
be more diffi cult for those with social differences. When your teen or 
young adult organizes an activity-based get-together, much of the conver-
sation will center on the activity, making it easier to talk and trade infor-
mation. The choice of activity should always be based on the common 
interests of everyone attending the get-together. For example, if a shared 
common interest is video games, playing video games at someone’s house 
might be a good activity. Friends sharing a common interest in computers 
might play on the computer together or go to a computer expo. Interest 
in science fi ction might lead to going to a sci-fi  movie, whereas interest in 

comic books might mean that 
going to a comic book conven-
tion or a comic book store would 
be good options. You get the idea. 
If your teen or young adult has 

Get-togethers for teens and young 
adults with social challenges should 
be activity-based.

An important aspect of having a get-
together is to let everyone invited 
know who’s going to be there.
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traded information extensively with his or her friends, multiple common 
interests should have been identifi ed that could lead to ideas for activity-
based get-togethers.

Having a fun idea is the fi rst step in organizing what to do during a 
get-together, but it’s also important that your teen or young adult asks his 
or her friend if the activity is something he or she is interested in doing. If 
not, but the friend still wants to hang out, your teen or young adult should 
be ready to suggest other options of things to do based on common inter-
ests. Asking friends what they want to do is another option. Table 8.1 in 
the chapter summary for teens and young adults highlights some common 
activity-based get-togethers used by teens and young adults attending the 
UCLA PEERS Clinic. Remember that friendships are based on common 
interests, so if your teen or young adult has chosen his or her guest well, 
then fi nding an activity that is of interest to both should be no problem.

Where

The next step in planning a get-together is to consider where the get-together 
is going to take place. If appropriate and comfortable, your teen or young 
adult might have the fi rst few get-togethers in a place where it’s natural for 
you to be there, such as your home. This is helpful in the early stages because 
you can inconspicuously monitor the activities and step in if social coaching 
is needed (without the awareness of the guest, of course). If it’s not appropri-
ate to have the get-together in your home or someplace where you can unob-
trusively observe, get-togethers in the community for teens and young adults 
are perfectly natural. Get-togethers may also take place in someone else’s 
home, although in this case, your teen or young adult won’t be the one plan-
ning the get-together. Whatever is decided, fi guring out where the gathering 
will take place is a key ingredient to making sure the get-together happens. If 
your teen or young adult doesn’t fi gure this out, there will probably be con-
fusion and the get-together may never come together.

When

The next step in planning a get-together is to fi gure out when it will take 
place. Your teen or young adult might begin by thinking about what 
times work best with his or her schedule and the timing of the activity, 
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then check with the friend to make sure that time works. If the friend is 
unavailable at the time suggested but still wants to get together, suggest-
ing an alternative day and time or asking what works best is a good idea. 
Although this probably seems obvious to you, we’ve heard countless stories 
from our families whose teens and young adults have been heartbroken 
after get-togethers fell through because they never fi gured out when (or 

where) they were going to happen. 
To avoid the same fate, help your 
teen or young adult solidify these 
details by asking questions about 
the four Ws.

For the fi rst few get-togethers with new friends, it’s recommended 
that gatherings be more time limited, usually no more than two to three 
hours unless going to a movie, concert, sporting event, or some other 
lengthier activity. Sticking to shorter initial get-togethers is a good idea 
because it may be diffi cult for your teen or young adult to keep the con-
versation going for extended periods of time with people he or she doesn’t 
know well. Keeping these initial gatherings shorter at fi rst is a safer bet 
because hopefully guests will leave wanting more.

How

The fi nal step for planning a get-together is to fi gure out how this is going 
to happen. That might include how everyone is going to get to where they 
need to be. If the get-together is not within walking distance and if no one 
has a driver’s license or access to a car or public transportation, you might 
offer to drop off and pick up everyone if appropriate. The nice thing 
about offering to be the driver is that you get to be like a fl y on the wall; 
you’ll be privy to how the get-together is going. For young adults, though, 
having a parent driver may not be developmentally appropriate (depend-
ing on the level of functioning of the young adult) and public transporta-
tion may be a better option. Whatever is decided, identifying how to make 
the get-together happen will be a critical step in making sure your teen or 
young adult has a successful get-together.

Social coaching tip: Be prepared to help your teen or young adult 
work out the details of the four Ws as well as the how aspects of plan-
ning the get-together. For many parents, this is the most active role you 

Help your teen or young adult solidify 
these details by asking questions about 
the four Ws.
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will provide in social coaching for get-togethers. Don’t expect your teen 
or young adult to know what to do or even think to organize these kinds 
of interactions on his or her own. More than likely, you will need to be 
an active participant in this process at fi rst, helping to pull the strings 
behind the scenes.

Strategies for Preparing for a Get-Together

The following strategies highlight the things your teen or young adult 
needs to do when preparing for a get-together. Many of these strategies 
described involve organizing get-togethers at home because these gather-
ings usually require the most preparation. You may need to provide a little 
extra help or support to make sure these things get done but your teen or 
young adult should follow through independently with the preparations 
as much as possible.

Follow Up to Finalize Plans

When preparing for a get-together that’s been planned at least a few 
days in advance, your teen or young adult needs to follow up to fi nalize 
the plans. In one way, a follow-up call (or text, IM, or e-mail) is a cour-
tesy reminder about the get-together to make sure no one’s forgotten 
and that your plans are still on. In other cases, this step may actually 
involve solidifying plans that were either tentative or never fully fi nal-
ized. For example, your teen or young adult may have casually decided 
to get together with friends over the weekend but never settled on a day 
or time. In this case, a follow-up call with these friends to fi nalize plans 
is a must. Casual plans aren’t fi nal until they’re confi rmed. That means 
that if friends are suddenly unavailable to “hang out this weekend” as 
discussed, although unpleasant and disappointing, your teen or young 
adult will have to accept that because a particular day and time wasn’t 
set, the chance that the plans would fall through was left wide open. 
Even fi nalized plans may be canceled for a variety of reasons, so your 
teen or young adult should be prepared for these eventualities and be 
willing to go with the fl ow and be fl exible. Although it’s not uncommon 
for plans to change or fall through, if you notice that your teen or young 
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adult’s friend is consistently can-
celing plans or rarely following 
through, you may need to have a 
conversation about whether this 
is a good choice for a friend.

Make Sure Personal Space Is Presentable

If your teen or young adult is planning a get-together at home or is driving 
a car, making sure that personal space is presentable is part of preparing for 
the get-together. Cleaning up personal space by removing trash and organ-
izing clutter is an important part of making sure the space is comfort-
able for the friend. This doesn’t mean that the space has to be immaculate, 
just not messy and gross. So what happens if this space isn’t presentable? 
Imagine a young man who’s having a friend over for a get-together and his 
home is a mess. He’s had a busy week and has run out of time to clean up 
before his friend comes over. His friend arrives at the expected time, knocks 
on the door, and when greeted, enters his place only to fi nd dirty dishes on 
tables, empty food cartons and wrappers scattered across the room, and 
dirty clothes strewn about furniture. Using your perspective-taking ques-
tions, consider what this experience will be like for the friend. The friend 
will probably feel immediately awkward and uncomfortable, not knowing 
where to sit or stand amidst the clutter. What will he think of the young 
man? He’ll probably think the young man is a slob, possibly even incon-
siderate and rude. Is the friend going to want to hang out with the young 
man again? Chances are he’s probably not going to want to hang out in the 
young man’s home again. In order to avoid this embarrassment and insult, 
it’s important that when preparing for a get-together, your teen or young 
adult clean up and make any relevant personal space presentable. If for 
whatever reason it’s not possible to clean up, you may want to suggest that 
the get-together happen outside of your home in the community.

Put Away Personal Items

Another important step for preparing for a get-together in your home is to 
put away any personal items your teen or young adult is either unwilling 
to share or doesn’t want others to see or touch. Dirty clothes strewn about 

When preparing for a get-together 
that’s been planned at least a few days 
in advance, your teen or young adult 
needs to follow up to fi nalize the plans.
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furniture would be a good example of something that needs to get put 
away. The same is true for precious or highly valued items. For instance, 
imagine the young man from the previous example owns a valuable collec-
tion of original Star Wars action fi gures, never removed from their original 
boxes and in pristine condition. Although very proud of his collection, he 
experiences tremendous anxiety when others attempt to hold or even touch 
his collectibles. Imagine his friend, arriving at his home and upon enter-
ing, quickly narrows in on the collection. An avid Star Wars fan, his friend 
is excited to see such an impressive collection. He quickly grabs one of the 
boxes as the young man anxiously yells, “No, don’t touch that!” Use your 
perspective-taking questions to think about what this experience is going 
to be like for the friend. The friend is likely to feel confused and embar-
rassed, unsure why he’s being yelled at. What is he going to think of the 
young man? He’s going to think the young man is strange and rude, per-
haps a little crazy. Is the friend going to want to hang out with the young 
man again? Because yelling at your 
friend is not a good way to begin a 
get-together, the young man will 
have to do some serious damage 
control if his friend is going to 
want to hang out with him again.

Although this was a diffi cult situation, anticipating that his friend 
may naturally be curious about his collectibles, perhaps even wanting 
to touch or hold one of the action fi gures, what should the young man 
have done to prepare? If there are any concerns about a friend touching, 
handling, or seeing any personal effects, these items need to be put away 
before the friend ever arrives. The same thing is true for food and bever-
ages. Although it’s always polite to have food and beverages available for 
visiting friends, if your teen or young adult is concerned that there won’t 
be enough leftovers, then only put out what he or she is willing to share. 
Putting away any personal items or things that he is unwilling to share 
will help to avoid any potential confl ict that might damage the friendship.

Have Alternative Activities Available

If your teen or young adult has used the four Ws, he or she will have 
planned an activity-based get-together, providing a good idea of how 

Put away any personal items your 
teen or young adult is either unwilling 
to share or doesn’t want others to see 
or touch.
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the time will be spent. However, plans sometimes change during get-
togethers. Friends may begin with one activity, get bored, and move 
onto another activity. The ebb and fl ow of activities is normal and 
should be expected. Reminding your teen or young adult of this likeli-
hood and encouraging him or her to go with the fl ow and not get too 
tied down to one activity or one plan is a good way to avoid potential 
confl ict. When anticipating changes in activities, it’s helpful for your 
teen or young adult to have alternative activities available when the 
friend arrives. These alternative activities should be based on the com-
mon interests shared with the friends. For example, if the plan is to play 
video games with friends in your home, but your teen or young adult 
knows that everyone also likes science fi ction movies, leaving out a selec-
tion of sci-fi  movies would be a good alternative plan in case people get 
bored. Leaving these items out where friends can see them and more eas-
ily suggest a change in activities is helpful. Having alternative activities 

available is a useful strategy to 
prepare for the natural changes 
and adjustments that happen 
during get-togethers and will help 
your teen or young adult be pre-
pared to go with the fl ow to keep 
activities interesting and fresh.

Social coaching tip: It will be helpful for you to go over the strate-
gies for preparing for a get-together with your teen or young adult a few 
days prior to the hangout. This is because many of the strategies involved 
require advance time and can’t be left to the last minute. Feel free to use 
the strategies listed here as a checklist to ensure that your teen or young 
adult is prepared for the get-together. Don’t expect that he or she will be 
ready to fully take charge just yet.

Steps for Beginning a Get-Together

The following steps provide an outline for how socially savvy teens and 
young adults sometimes begin get-togethers in their homes. These steps are 
generally followed in the order presented but may be modifi ed a bit accord-
ing to context and preference. Although these steps may seem obvious to 

When anticipating changes in activities, 
it’s helpful for your teen or young adult 
to have alternative activities available 
when the friend arrives.
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you, they may not be so obvious to your teen or young adult, which is why 
we’ve broken them down into very concrete and specifi c parts.

1. Greet Your Guest

Whether occurring in your home, a friend’s home, or the community, get-
togethers always begin with some type of greeting. This usually involves 
saying hello and asking the other person (or persons) how they’re doing. 
In general, females sometimes give a hug or kiss on the cheek, whereas 
males might give a head nod, handshake, or a fi st bump, but the manner in 
which friends greet each other will vary according to individual preferences.

2. Invite Them In

For get-togethers hosted by your teen or young adult at home, once he 
or she has greeted friends at the door, the next step is to invite them in. 
This is usually done by saying, “Come in,” followed by moving away from 
the door to make space for them to enter. In our experience working with 
teens and young adults with social differences, after learning this step, 
some make the mistake of saying, “Come in” but not moving out of the 
doorway. This creates an awkward start with the friend self-consciously 
and uncomfortably maneuvering around the fi xed body of our teen or 
young adult positioned directly in the middle of the doorway. To help 
your child avoid this awkward beginning, you might remind him or her to 
move away from the doorway when inviting guests into your home.

3. Provide Introductions

The next step for beginning get-togethers is to provide introductions to 
anyone who hasn’t met. This includes not only friends attending a group 
get-together but also family members or roommates whom the friend 
hasn’t met. Introductions typically involve saying something like, “Andy, 
this is my friend Dan. Dan, this is Andy.” If your teen or young adult isn’t 
sure if people have met, saying something like, “Andy, have you met Dan?” 
or “Andy, I’m not sure if you’ve met Dan.” When providing introductions, 
it’s also nice to provide a little background about the people being intro-
duced, even something as simple as how you know them. For example, 
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saying something like, “Andy and I work together, and Dan and I went to 
school together” would be enough. This will help guests break the ice and 
have something to trade information about.

4. Offer Refreshments

It’s important for your teen or young adult to provide and offer refresh-
ments when having friends over. What’s served will depend on the type of 
get-together, time of day, and number of people. At the very least, light bev-
erages and snacks should be offered when entertaining at home. Choosing 
food and beverages that the friends like is nice, and having options when 
unsure about preferences is safe. You’ll probably have to help your teen or 
young adult identify appropriate food and beverages when preparing for the 
get-together because this may be new territory for him or her.

5. Give a Tour

For guests who are new to your teen or young adult’s home, it’s appropri-
ate and polite to offer to give them a tour. This step will depend on the size 
of the home and the comfort level of those living there. For smaller homes, 
aside from the area where people will be socializing, it may only be necessary 
to point to the general location of the kitchen and bathroom. Most friends 
(particularly teens) will also want to see your teen or young adult’s bedroom, 
especially if the home is shared with family members or roommates, making 
the bedroom his or her only personal space. When sharing a home with oth-
ers, your teen or young adult may need to clarify beforehand where guests 
are free to go in order to avoid any awkwardness during the get-together.

6. Ask Your Guests What They Want to Do

Once guests have arrived and everyone has been properly greeted following 
the previous steps, it’s always nice to either ask the guests what they want 
to do or check in to make sure they still want to do what was planned. For 
example, saying something like, “What do you want to do?” or “What do you 
feel like doing?” or “Do you still want to play video games?” would be a nice 
transition into an activity. Even though it should have been decided during 
the planning phase, as we’ll soon discuss, when hosting a get-together at 
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home, guests get to pick the activities. That means that even if the plan was 
to play video games, if the guests want to do something else, your teen or 
young adult needs to go with the fl ow and follow their lead.

General Rules During a Get-Together

The following rules provide some general guidelines for how to behave 
during get-togethers. Although teens and young adults should be able 
to follow these rules independently, if you observe signifi cant violations 
of these rules during get-togethers, you may want to briefl y and privately 
speak to your teen or young adult to provide some quick in-the-moment 
social coaching, using the buzz words and phrases described here, being 
particularly sensitive not to provide this feedback in front of peers.

Guests Pick the Activities

If your teen or young adult has correctly followed the steps for planning 
a get-together, there will be a good plan for how time will be spent. Yet 
no matter what’s been decided, your teen or young adult needs to be will-
ing to go with the fl ow and change plans if friends prefer to do some-
thing else. The rule of thumb is that during get-togethers in someone’s 
home, the guests pick the activities. Very often the host will have made a 
suggestion for an activity when planning the gathering, but if guests fi nd 
themselves bored, or even simply change their minds, it is the host’s obli-
gation to go with the fl ow and let the guest pick the activities. As long as 
these new suggestions aren’t dangerous or inappropriate, and wouldn’t 
result in someone getting injured or in trouble, your teen or young adult 
should allow his or her guests to choose how the time is spent. This is 
because it’s the host’s job to make sure everyone’s having a good time. 
However, not everyone is familiar with this rule. That means when your 
teen or young adult is a guest in someone else’s home, he or she may 
need to go with the fl ow if his or her host wants to choose all of the 
activities. For rigid thinkers, violations of this rule by friends may be dif-
fi cult to understand and accept 
at fi rst, and going with the fl ow 
may be more challenging in the 
beginning.

During get-togethers in someone’s 
home, the guests pick the activities.
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Social coaching tip: If through the course of several get-togethers, 
your teen or young adult fi nds that his or her friend rarely wants to do 
what others suggest and only seems interested in doing what he or she 
wants, it’s still important to go with the fl ow in the moment but remem-
ber that friendship is a choice. Your teen or young adult doesn’t need to be 
friends with everyone, and everyone doesn’t need to be friends with him or 
her. That means if his or her friend never wants to do what others suggests, 
it might be time to reconsider whether this person is a good choice for a 
friend (for a review of choosing good friends see chapter 2).

Trade Information at Least 50 Percent of the Time

One of the most important lessons we’ve discussed throughout this book 
is the importance of trading information and fi nding common interests. 
Trading information is a term we use to describe the process of having a 
good conversation. It involves the exchange of information back and forth 
between two or more people with the goal of fi nding common interests; 
these are the things people talk about and do with friends. Trading infor-
mation is also the process by which closer friendships develop with peers 
during get-togethers. Remember that the purpose of get-togethers is to 
develop and maintain close friendships. That means if your teen or young 
adult’s friends were simply to come over to play video games, but never 
talked, they will have missed the purpose of the interaction. This doesn’t 
mean we have to plan special time during the get-together to trade infor-
mation. Instead, this should happen naturally during activities.

Because trading formation is so fundamental to developing closer 
friendships, one of the rules for having a successful get-together is to trade 
information at least 50 percent of the time. This rule was established for a 
very specifi c reason. Through our work with families through the UCLA 
PEERS Clinic, we’ve found that many teens and young adults with social 
challenges engage in a form of parallel play during get-togethers, where 
time is spent engaging in the same activity (such as playing video games) 
but rarely spent talking and getting to know one another. In a sense, the 
play was happening simultaneously, in parallel, but not interactively. 
Because this kind of interaction (or lack thereof) defeats the purpose of 
having get-togethers and developing closer friendships, we established the 
rule of trading information at least 50 percent of the time. The 50 percent 
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portion of the rule is particularly important for our rule followers. In our 
experience, if we only present the rule to trade information and fi nd com-
mon interests during get-togethers (without a percentage goal), many rule-
driven teens and young adults would follow the rule but only to a small 
degree (perhaps a small fraction of the time). However, when we present 
the rule that we must trade infor-
mation at least 50 percent of the 
time, we’ve noticed that our teens 
and young adults take this rule 
very seriously and make concerted 
efforts to converse more during 
get-togethers.

Social coaching tip: If you notice that your teen or young adult tends 
to be on the quieter side during get-togethers, you may want to empha-
size this rule even further and ask for ballpark estimates of the amount of 
time spent trading information after the get-together is over. You can do 
this by asking the questions, “Did you trade information during your get-
together?” and “What percentage of the time did you trade information?” 
If your teen or young adult is a rigid thinker, you may be amused to fi nd 
(like we have) that estimates can be surprisingly exact, with approximations 
even down to half percentage points (like 37.5 percent of the time spent 
trading information)! Funny as these calculations may be, use them as an 
opportunity to encourage more trading information during future get-
togethers by trying to at least reach the benchmark of 50 percent.

Don’t Ignore Your Friends

It’s not uncommon for people to become bored or tired with whatever 
activity they’re engaged in during get-togethers. One of the more common 
social errors committed by teens and young adults with social diffi culties is 
to walk away from activities when they become bored or disinterested. For 
example, imagine a group of young men make plans to watch a football 
game together. The game is boring and dull with very little action, and the 
men grow tired of watching. Using the perspective-taking questions, imag-
ine what would happen if the host of the get-together got up and walked 
away from the game without saying anything. Even though he doesn’t 
intend to cause offense, he’s simply bored and wishes to do something else; 

One of the rules for having a successful 
get-together is to trade information at 
least 50 percent of the time.
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what do you think this experience will be like for the other men? They’ll 
probably feel confused, not sure what’s just happened, and they may feel 
irritated by being left in the middle of a game. What will they think of their 
host? They’ll probably think their host is strange and pretty rude. Will they 
want to hang out with their host again? After being slighted in such a way, 
the chance that they’ll want to hang out at this man’s house again is less 

likely. Unfortunately, this type of 
behavior is quite common among 
young people with social differ-
ences. Yet, there are alternatives to 
this behavior, such as suggesting 
a change in activity when bored or 
disinterested.

Another common mistake teens and young adults make during get-
togethers is that they ignore friends to talk or text with other people. This 
mistake isn’t just made by teens and young adults with social challenges, 
but is even committed by some socially savvy people. The problem is that 
talking or texting with other people (unless a group activity) can be boring 
for those not involved. It makes the other people feel ignored. So a good 
rule of thumb is to avoid texting and chatting with other people during 
get-togethers unless it’s your friend’s idea and everyone is involved.

Social coaching tip: If you notice that your teen or young adult has 
these tendencies, you’ll want to intervene during teachable moments and 
provide social coaching around this important social rule, obviously out 
of earshot of the guests. Also, because not everyone knows or follows this 
rule, if your teen or young adult has friends who take calls, send texts, or 
ignore others during get-togethers, it’s important for your teen or young 
adult to go with the fl ow in the moment and remember that friendship is 
a choice. It’s not your teen or young adult’s job to police the friend and 
point out the rudeness of this behavior; instead, he or she can choose 
whether or not to hang out with this person in the future.

Suggest a Change When Bored

It’s important to expect that when having get-togethers with friends, activi-
ties will probably get boring after a while. It’s not a big deal and doesn’t 
mean the other people are boring. Rather than walking away or saying, “I’m 
bored,” a better response would be to suggest a change in the activity. That 

One of the more common social 
errors committed by teens and young 
adults with social diffi culties is to 
walk away from activities when they 
become bored or disinterested.
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might be done by saying something such as, “How about when we’re done 
with this game, we go get something to eat?” or “How about when we’re 
done with this, we do something else?” or “Anyone feel like playing some-
thing else?” When your teen or young adult suggests a change, it’s not guar-
anteed that the friends will want to 
do whatever activity is suggested, 
but by providing an alternative sug-
gestion, the likelihood of moving on 
to another more enjoyable activity is 
increased.

Social coaching tip: Chances are you know the signs for when your 
teen or young adult is getting bored. If you notice these signs during a get-
together, you may want to inconspicuously pull your child aside, ask how 
things are going (out of earshot of friends), and remind him or her about 
alternative activities that might be suggested if they happen to get bored.

Defend Your Friends

Another important rule to follow during get-togethers is to defend your 
friends if someone is giving them a hard time. It’s not uncommon during 
group get-togethers for friends to tease one another or give each other a 
hard time. Although an awkward situation, if your teen or young adult is 
hosting the get-together, it’s his or her responsibility to defend friends in 
these instances. Remember that when having a get-together, it’s the host’s 
job to make sure everyone is having a nice time. That means your teen or 
young adult should stick up for friends who feel threatened, harassed, 
or teased. As the host, your teen or young adult has a bit more infl uence 
over the behaviors of guests, so simply saying something like, “Ease up,” 
“Leave him alone,” or “Don’t give him a hard time” can be effective strate-
gies for defending friends if they’re feeling hassled. You don’t have to be 
the host of a get-together to stick up for your friends either. Defending 
your friend is always a nice way to show loyalty, which is one of the char-
acteristics of a good friend, but when you’re the host of a get-together it’s 
not only nice, it’s expected. However, not defending friends as the host 
will make it less likely that oth-
ers will want to go to your teen or 
young adult’s gatherings in the 
future.

Rather than walking away or saying, 
“I’m bored,” a better response would 
be to suggest a change in the activity.

Stick up for friends who feel threat-
ened, harassed, or teased.
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Social coaching tip: One of the more diffi cult social skills for teens 
and young adults to navigate is confl ict resolution. The next several chap-
ters provide concrete strategies for handling peer confl ict and peer rejection, 
so if you’re concerned about how to help coach your teen or young adult in 
these touchy situations, hang on—we’re just about to get there. The tools 
provided in chapter 9 may be of particular use in helping coach your teen or 
young adult in how to handle disagreements during get-togethers.

Steps for Ending a Get-Together

The following steps provide an outline of how socially savvy teens and 
young adults end get-togethers in their home. These steps are generally 
followed in the order presented but may be adapted according to context 
and preference. Just like with beginning get-togethers, these steps may seem 
obvious to you, but many teens and young adults with social challenges 
struggle with these transitional moments. Breaking down these good-byes 
into concrete steps will make this potentially uncomfortable interaction far 
more manageable and less awkward for your teen or young adult.

1. Wait for a Pause in the Activity

The fi rst step in ending a get-together where your teen or young adult is 
the host is to wait for a pause in the conversation or activity. It’s best if 
this pause comes in the form of a transitional moment when one activity 
(or conversation) is coming to an end. Waiting for a pause in the activity is 
key to making sure no one feels insulted that he or she has to leave in the 
middle of something.

2. Give a Cover Story

Once an appropriate transitional moment or pause occurs in the activity, 
it’s important to give a cover story for ending the get-together. Remember 
that cover stories are the reasons we give for engaging in certain behav-
iors. In this case, your teen or young adult’s cover story is the reason why 
his or her friends have to leave and why the get-together must end. To 
illustrate the importance of cover stories here, imagine the young man 
watching football with his friends in his home. Picture at the end of the 
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game, instead of giving a cover story, he says, “It’s time for you to go.” 
Using your perspective-taking questions, think about what that would 
be like for the young man’s guests. They might feel confused or possi-
bly insulted. What would they think of the young man? They’d probably 
think he was rude and kind of weird for having such little tact. Would 
they want to hang out with him again? Although it’s hard to know if this 
rude behavior will be a deal breaker in the future, they’ll probably feel 
less comfortable or welcome if they go to his home again. So instead of 
abruptly telling friends they have to leave, the young man might have said 
something like, “Well, it’s getting kind of late” or “Well I guess we all have 
work tomorrow” or “I’ve got an early start in the morning.” For adoles-
cents, common cover stories for ending get-togethers include, “My mom 
said it’s time for dinner” or “My parents said I need to start my home-
work” or “I’ve got to study for a test tomorrow.” Whatever the cover story 
is, it shouldn’t be a lie. Just a simple (not too personal) explanation for 
why the get-together has to come to an end is enough.

3. Begin to Walk Your Friends to the Door

The next step for ending a get-together is to begin walking your friends 
to the door. Walking friends to the door is an important step because if 
you don’t, they may never leave! Guests are usually waiting to take cues 
from the host about how to act during get-togethers. Consequently, it’s 
the job of the host to provide the social cue that things are ending by 
heading toward the door. Even if your teen or young adult gives a cover 
story for ending the get-together, his or her friend may not take the initia-
tive to stand up and start walking to the door. It would also be impolite 
to expect friends to fi nd their own way out. Instead, your teen or young 
adult should slowly stand up after giving a cover story for wrapping 
things up (friends will usually stand up on cue at this point) and then 
slowly begin to walk the friends toward the door.

4. Thank Them

There is usually a fair amount of conversation happening as your teen or 
young adult slowly walks the friends to the door. These slow good-byes 
can often take several minutes and include a number of formalities, such 
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as thanking each other. Thanking your friends for coming to your home 
might include saying things like, “Thanks for coming over” or “Thanks 
for a fun night” or “Thanks for watching the game.” If your teen or young 
adult is the guest, he or she might say something like, “Thanks for having 
me over” or “Thanks for the invitation.”

5. Tell Them You Had a Good Time

If your teen or young adult had a good time hanging out with friends, it’s 
nice to say so at the end of the get-together. These kinds of compliments 
usually happen on that slow walk to the door and include comments such 
as, “I had fun” or “That was fun” or “I had a good time.” Whether your 
teen or young adult is the host or the guest, the same kind of comments 
can be offered.

6. Tell Them You’ll See or Speak to Them Later

While slowly walking to the door, other small talk might include tell-
ing the friends that you’ll see or speak to them later (if that’s the plan). 
Depending on the context and degree of acquaintance, hosts and guests 
often say things like, “I’ll see you at school tomorrow” or “I’ll talk to you 
at work” or “I’ll call you later this week.”

7. Say Good-bye

The last step for ending a get-together is to say good-bye. People say 
good-bye differently based on personal preferences and degree of close-
ness. Some people will hug or give a kiss on the cheek (particularly girls). 
Others will give a slight wave, a casual head nod, a handshake, or even a 
pound or fi st bump (more common among boys). Whatever the mode 
of saying good-bye, most people end by saying, “Good-bye” or “Bye” as 
they’re walking away.

Social coaching tip: Like all of the chapters, the information in the 
parent section of this chapter is more detailed than the chapter summary 
for teens and young adults. This is because not all teens and young adults 
will be interested in reading at the level of detail that we’re providing parents 
(although they’re welcome to read all sections). So this means that you’ll be 
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fi lling in a lot of the details as you discuss the content of this chapter and 
provide social coaching during teachable moments.

Success Story: Harry Hangs Out with Friends

The purpose of this book is to help socially challenged teens and young 
adults learn to make and keep friends. The way in which close friendships 
are developed is through organizing and having successful get-togethers. 
Yet, many of the teens and young adults attending PEERS rarely have 
get-togethers with friends prior to our program. This was also true for 
Harry, a seventeen-year-old socially isolated boy who was described by his 
mother as a “computer shut-in.”

Like many teens and young adults attending our groups, Harry had no 
source of potential friends when he came to our clinic. Through the help 
of his parents, he initially found a club he could attend once a week, but 
it was far away and no lasting connections were made. Harry wasn’t inter-
ested in any of the clubs at his school, so instead of giving up, he started 
his own club! His mother admitted, “He was fearful that no one would 
come. I was secretly terrifi ed that no one would come. But in the end he 
had a huge turnout. The principal of the school was amazed as well and 
came by and congratulated him. This success totally inspired him to join 
other clubs and actual friendships were made.” Soon after, Harry began to 
have get-togethers and started to form close friendships with the people 
from these clubs. In his fi nal year of high school, Harry continued along 
this path by joining the track team, winning second place in the school tal-
ent show with a friend, and trying out and securing a role in the school 
play. More friendships were made, and by the middle of his senior year, 
Harry even had his fi rst girlfriend. They went to the spring dance that year, 
and a year later they’re still together.

In a recent update Harry’s mother shared, “Being in PEERS triggered 
emotions in him that changed his attitude, his self-esteem, and his life. 
Actually, it changed all of our lives. Harry is now in college. He is happy, 
learning how to live on his own, making friends, and joining clubs. He 
still has some challenges socially, but he has the great tools he learned in 
PEERS to help him navigate through. We miss him a lot, but we know he 
is happily becoming the man we always knew he could be.”
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ENJOYING SUCCESSFUL 
GET-TOGETHERS

Chapter Summary for Teens and Young Adults

If your goal is to make and keep friends, then one of the best ways 
to do that is by having get-togethers with friends or potential 
friends. Sometimes called hangouts, get-togethers are the way teens 
and young adults form close friendships. To put it bluntly, if you’re 
not having get-togethers with your friends from school or work, 
you’re probably not that close. But that doesn’t mean you can’t 
be. The way people get close is by hanging out outside of school, 
work, or extracurricular activities. When you were younger, your 
parent may have organized these get-togethers for you. Back then, 
we would’ve called them play dates. But teens and young adults 
don’t have play dates, which means it’s your job to organize these 
hangouts now. So how do you do that? The following rules and 
steps used by socially savvy teens and young adults will walk you 
through how to plan and have good get-togethers.

Steps for Planning a Get-Together
Think about the four Ws and the how for planning your get-together.

Who

Decide who is going to be there. You should invite people who 
seem interested in you and whom you have common interests 
with. If it’s a group get-together, make sure everyone knows 
who’s coming so there are no surprises.

What

Figure out what you’re going to do. This should be based on 
everyone’s common interests. You can make suggestions but 

The following information should be read by teens and young adults 
and contains a brief summary of the chapter.
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let your friends come up with ideas, too. Table 8.1 highlights 
some common activities teens and young adults do during 
get-togethers.

(continued ) 

Table 8.1. Common Activity-Based Get-Togethers Identifi ed by 
Teens and Young Adults

Public Activities Indoor Activities Attractions

Movie theaters Computer and video 
games

Gaming centers

Malls Surf the Internet Video arcades

Comic book 
conventions

Social networking 
sites

Laser tag

Comic book stores Listen to music Amusement parks

Gaming stores Rent movies Miniature golf parks

Science expos Watch TV Water parks

Science museums Card games Go-carting

Warhammer Board games Batting cages

Concerts Ping-pong Golf ranges

Bowling Pool Zoos

Dog parks Air hockey Aquariums

Beach, lake, river Darts State and county 
fairs

Mealtime Activities Pair Sports Group Sports 

Restaurants Swimming Basketball

Ice cream shops Skateboarding Baseball

Frozen yogurt shops Shooting baskets Soccer

Order pizza Bike riding Touch football

Barbeque Roller skating Airsoft

Sushi Tennis Volleyball

Cook a meal Skiing Badminton

Picnic Surfi ng Water polo

Bake Hiking Bocce ball

3GC08.indd   2213GC08.indd   221 11/07/13   1:26 PM11/07/13   1:26 PM



222 T H E S C I E N C E O F M A K I N G F R I E N D S 

Where

Decide where the get-together is going to take place. If you 
don’t fi gure out where you’re getting together, it probably won’t 
happen.

When

You also need to fi gure out when you’re getting together. If you 
keep it causal and don’t make plans about when you’re getting 
together, your plans might fall through.

How

In addition to the four Ws, you need to fi gure out how this 
is going to happen. That usually includes how people are 
getting there and other details such as how to get tickets, for 
example.

STRATEGIES FOR PREPARING FOR A GET-TOGETHER

Before your get-together, here are a few things you should do to 
prepare.

Follow Up to Finalize Plans
If your plans are made a few days or more in advance, you 
need to follow up in person or with a call, text message, IM, 
or e-mail to fi nalize your plans. This will help avoid people 
forgetting.

Make Sure Personal Space Is Presentable
If your friends are going to be in your home or car, you need to 
clean up and make sure your space is presentable. That includes 
your bedroom, even if you don’t think your friends are going to 
see it. Your friend’s might think you’re a slob if you don’t clean 
up, and it’s kind of rude, too.
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Put Away Personal Items
If there’s anything you don’t want your friends to touch, see, or 
share, you need to put those things away before they get there. 
It’s rude not to share your stuff or to tell people they can’t touch 
your things, so put away personal items where they can’t be seen 
to avoid any problems.

Have Alternative Activities Available
If you did your job planning the get-together, you should know 
what you’re doing beforehand, but plans change all the time 
and people get bored, so have some alternative activities ready 
to go for you and your friends. These other options should be 
based on your common interests. Be prepared to be fl exible and 
go with the fl ow. Try not to get too attached to one idea about 
what you’ll do. As host, it will be your job to keep others happy.

Steps for Beginning a Get-Together
Sometimes it can be awkward to know how to get things going 
when you host get-togethers in your home. Don’t feel bad; it 
happens to adults all the time. Instead of feeling uncomfortable, 
just follow these simple steps for beginning a get-together.

1. Greet Your Guest. This is usually done by saying, “Hi” and 
asking, “How are you doing?” Girls sometimes give a hug or 
kiss on the cheek, boys sometimes give a head nod, hand-
shake, or a fi st bump. You should do what feels comfortable.

2. Invite Them In. This is usually done by saying, “Come in,” but 
don’t forget to move out of the way. Standing in the middle 
of the doorway and not making room for the person to get 
around you can happen to the best of us—but it’s awkward!

3. Provide Introductions. If your friends don’t know everyone 
there, or if you’re not sure they remember each other’s names, 
make sure to introduce people.

(continued ) 
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4. Offer Refreshments. If you’re hosting the get-together, you 
probably need to offer refreshments such as food and drinks. 
Try to choose things you think your friends will like. Your parent 
can help you with this part.

5. Give a Tour. When your friend has never been to your house, 
offer to give a tour if it feels comfortable. Make sure your 
family or roommates are okay with this beforehand.

6. Ask Your Guest What They Want to Do. If you’ve planned 
well, you should already have an idea of what you’re going 
to do with your friends but it’s still nice to ask. You might say 
something like, “What do you want to do?” or “What do you 
feel like doing?” or “Do you still want to . . .”

Social Vignette: Beginning a Get-Together

The following social vignette provides an example of how to 
begin a get-together in your home.

(knock on the door)
Lance: (opens door) “Hey, Dan! How are you?”
Dan: “Hi, Lance! I’m fi ne. How’s it going?”
Lance: “Pretty well, thanks. Come on in.” (moves away from the 

door)
Dan: (enters through the doorway) “Thanks.”
Lance: “So, Dan, I don’t think you’ve met my friend Andy.” 

(points to friend) “Andy and I work together. Dan and I went 
to school together.”

Dan: “Oh, that’s great. Nice to meet you.”
Andy: “Yeah, nice to meet you, too.”
Lance: “So, Dan, I know you’ve never been here before, so I 

should show you around real quick.” (gives a quick tour while 
Andy is occupied)

Dan: “Thanks for showing me around.”
Lance: “Sure. Make yourself comfortable. There are snacks on 

the table. Can I get you something to drink?”
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Dan: “Thanks anyway. I’m okay.”
Lance: (looking at Dan and Andy) “So should I put the game 

on? I think the preshow is about to start.”

GENERAL RULES DURING A GET-TOGETHER

Here are a few general rules you’ll want to follow during the 
get-together.

Guests Pick the Activities
If you’re hosting a get-together in your home, your guests 
get to pick the activities. You can offer suggestions but let 
your friends decide. Your job is to make sure they have fun. 
Not everyone knows this rule, so if you’re a guest at someone 
else’s home, and they don’t let you pick the activities, just go 
with the fl ow.

Trade Information at Least 
50 Percent of the Time
Having get-togethers is how you form closer friendships. In 
order to do that you need to talk and trade information. You 
should be trading information at least 50 percent of the time. If 
you spend at least half your time talking and fi nding common 
interests, it will be easier to get to know one another.

Don’t Ignore Your Friends
Sometimes when people get bored they walk away from what 
they’re doing. If you walk away from your friends or ignore them 
during a get-together you’re going to seem pretty rude, and they 
may not want to hang out with you again. The same is true for 
texting or talking to other people during your get-together. Make 
sure you focus on the people you’re with instead.

(continued ) 
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Suggest a Change When Bored
You should expect that you and your friends are going to get bored 
at some point during your get-together. Instead of walking away or 
saying, “I’m bored,” try suggesting a change by saying something 
like, “How about when we’re done with this game, we go get 
something to eat?” or “How about when we’re done with this, we 
do something else?” or “Anyone feel like playing something else?”

Defend Your Friends
If you’re hosting a get-together with two or more people 
and one of your friends is giving another friend a hard time, 
it’s your job to defend your friend. Remember when you’re 
the host it’s your job to make sure everyone is having a nice 
time. That means sticking up for friends who feel threatened, 
harassed, or teased. Saying something like, “Ease up” or “Leave 
him alone” or “Don’t give him a hard time” is usually enough.

Steps for Ending a Get-Together
It can feel awkward wrapping up get-togethers in your home. You 
might feel uncomfortable telling people that it’s time to leave. 
If you’ve felt that way before, you’re not alone. Lots of people 
feel that way. Instead of feeling uncomfortable, just follow these 
simple steps for ending a get-together.

1. Wait for a Pause in the Activity. When you’re wrapping 
things up, wait for a little pause in the activity or conversa-
tion so it doesn’t seem like you’re interrupting in the middle of 
something.

2. Give a Cover Story. Give a cover story for ending the get-
together. This is your reason for why your friends have to leave 
and why the get-together must end. For example, you could 
say something like, “My mom said it’s time for dinner” or “My 
parents said I need to start my homework” or “I’ve got to 
study for a test tomorrow.”
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3. Begin to Walk Your Friends to the Door. The next step is to 
walk your friends to the door. If you don’t do this, they may 
never leave! The truth is your friends are taking your lead, so if 
you don’t get up and start slowly and casually walking them to 
the door, they’re probably not going to get up and fi nd their 
way out on their own.

4. Thank Them. As you’re slowly and casually walking your friend 
to the door, it’s nice to thank them for coming over. You might 
say something like, “Thanks for coming over” or “Thanks for 
a fun night” or “Thanks for watching the game.” If you’re the 
guest it’s also nice to thank your host for having you over.

5. Tell Them You Had a Good Time. It’s also nice to tell your 
friends you had a good time as you’re walking them out. You 
might say, “I had fun” or “That was fun” or “I had a good 
time.” You can say the same kinds of things if you’re the guest.

6. Tell Them You’ll See or Speak to Them Later. If you think 
you’re going to see or talk to your friends later, you could say, 
“I’ll see you at school tomorrow” or “I’ll talk to you at work” 
or “I’ll call you later this week” as you’re walking them out.

7. Say Good-bye. As your friend is leaving, you should say your 
fi nal good-byes. People say good-bye in different ways. Girls 
will sometimes hug or give a kiss on the cheek. Some people 
will give a slight wave, a casual head nod, a handshake, or 
even a pound or fi st bump. Usually at the least, most people 
will say, “Good-bye” or “Bye” as they’re walking away. 

Social Vignette: Ending a Get-Together

The following social vignette provides an example of how to end 
a get-together in your home.

(football game on TV ends)
Lance: “That was a great game!”
Andy: “Yeah, it was!”
Dan: “Defi nitely.”
(pause in the conversation) (continued ) 
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Lance: “Well, listen guys, I know we all have work early tomorrow.” 
(stands up)

Andy: “Yeah, it’s getting late.” (stands up)
Dan: “Yeah, I probably should get going.” (stands up)
Lance: (starts walking to the door) “So thanks for coming over!”
Andy: (follows to the door) “Thanks for having us over!”
Dan: (follows to the door) “Yeah, thanks for the invite.”
Lance: “It was really fun!”
Andy: “Yeah, I had a good time, too.”
Dan: “Me, too.”
Lance: “We should hang out again soon.”
Andy: “That would be cool.”
Dan: “Sounds great.”
Lance: (opens the door) “So I guess I’ll talk to you guys later.”
Andy: “Okay. Sounds good.” (walks through the door)
Dan: “Okay, great.” (walks through the door)
Lance: “Take care. Bye!” (nods head)
Andy and Dan: “Bye!” (nod heads, wave bye)

CHAPTER EXERCISES
for Teens, Young Adults, and Parents

Teens and young adults should complete the following exercises 
with parents:

• With your parent, discuss the rules and steps for organizing 
and having get-togethers outlined in this chapter.

• Begin to plan how you might organize a get-together with the 
help of your parent.

• Think of whom you would like to have a get-together with.

• You may want to choose people from the social group 
you identifi ed or people who are enrolled in an extra-
curricular or social activity you belong to.
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• Think about what activity you could suggest to do based 
on your common interests.

• Think about when and where this get-together might take 
place.

• Come up with some ideas of how everyone will get there.

• Plan a get-together with one or more friends or acquaint-
ances. Choose people who seem interested in you and whom 
you share common interests with.

• When planning the get-together, follow the steps for preparing 
for the get-together outlined in this chapter.

• Before the get-together, do the following with your parent:

• Review and practice the steps for beginning a get-together.

• Review and practice the steps for ending a get-together.

• During the get-together, follow the rules and steps outlined 
in this chapter.

• Using the FriendMaker mobile app to review the rules 
and steps just beforehand might be helpful.

• After the get-together, do the following with your parent:

• Discuss how the get-together went, whether you had a 
good time, if you think your friend had a good time, and 
whether you might want to hang out with this person or 
group again.

• Consider whether you traded information at least 50 per-
cent of the time and whether you found common inter-
ests. If you did, think about what you could do with those 
common interests if you were going to hang out again.

• Moving forward, make an effort to have at least one get-
together per week. Most teens and young adults have approxi-
mately three to four casual get-togethers every week, so one 
per week shouldn’t be too much.

• It’s always good to try to get together with different people 
from time to time, but don’t neglect closer friendships just 
to try new people. Quality (not quantity) is what’s important 
here.
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The Science of Handling 

Peer Confl ict and Rejection: 

Helpful Strategies

3PART

Dealing with Arguments

Arguments and disagreements are relatively common among teenagers 
and young adults, and when infrequent and not too explosive, they don’t 
need to result in the loss of a friendship. Some teens and young adults 
lacking confl ict resolution skills may have diffi culty fi nding their way out 
of arguments and disagreements, instead choosing to end the friendship. 
The tendency to end friendships over minor confl icts is not uncommon 
among those who think in concrete terms. This is because a concrete 
manner of thinking may lead to infl exibility, or black-and-white thinking, 
in which the teen or young adult may view the friendship as either work-
ing because of the absence of confl ict or not working because a confl ict 
suddenly arises. As your child’s social coach, it will be important for you 
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to normalize the experience of arguments and disagreements as being a 
natural component of relationships, and help your teen or young adult 
understand that occasional arguments with friends, when not too explo-
sive, don’t need to end friendships. By learning to resolve confl ict, fol-
lowing the steps outlined in this chapter, teens and young adults should 

be able to maintain friendships 
despite periodic disagreements. In 
fact, in some cases, the successful 
resolution of arguments and disa-
greements may even strengthen 
these friendships.

You may recall from chapter 2 that one of the characteristics of a good 
friendship is the ability to resolve confl ict without hurting the friendship. 
The ability to resolve confl ict is often determined by qualities such as caring, 
commitment, and trust. That is, your teen or young adult must care for the 
person whose friendship he or she is trying to save, must be committed to 
the friendship in order to want to save it, and must trust the friend enough 
to be willing to try to resolve the problem. In fact, arguments and disagree-
ments, when handled appropriately, may actually strengthen a friendship 
by highlighting these special qualities. However, not all arguments and dis-
agreements end with a stronger, healthier friendship. If your child appears 
to be entangled in frequent and explosive arguments or disagreements with 
friends, it might be time to reconsider the appropriateness of these choices 
of friends. It might also be important to consider whether your teen or 
young adult needs more focused help with emotional regulation and anger 
management. Although self-control issues are tightly bound with making 
and keeping friends, learning how to control emotions and behaviors is a 
lengthy process sometimes requiring professional help. If after reading this 
chapter you feel that your teen or young adult may not be able to adequately 
keep cool in stressful social circumstances, you may want to consider fi nd-
ing additional resources apart from this book, of which there are many.

Steps for Handling Arguments

The following steps for handling arguments are those identifi ed through 
research to be essential toward successful confl ict resolution. Although 
there may be slight variations in the sequence of these steps according to 

The tendency to end friendships over 
minor confl icts is not uncommon 
among those who think in concrete 
terms.
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individual preference and context (depending on which side of the argu-
ment your child is on), the general order of these steps should be followed 
as closely as possible with completion of all of the steps. If your teen or 
young adult doesn’t complete all of the steps described in the following, 
he or she is less likely to be successful at fully resolving the confl ict.

1. Keep Your Cool

The fi rst step in handling any argument or disagreement is to keep your 
cool. This means avoid getting upset or angry in the moment in order to 
avoid further upset. As you probably know too well, if your teen or young 
adult gets upset or angry it only makes matters worse, possibly harm-
ing the friendship irrevocably. As described in chapter 5, different people 
have different strategies for keeping cool. Some people mentally count 
to ten to help cool down, others take deep breaths, some may even need 
to remove themselves from the situation until they can talk calmly and 
rationally. Whatever strategy works best for your child, the fi rst step in 
handling an argument or disagreement is to keep cool. Again, if you sus-
pect this may be a problem for your teen or young adult, there are many 
good resources with useful information about emotion regulation that 
you might want to investigate. 
Detailed strategies for controlling 
emotional outbursts will not be 
covered in this book.

2. Listen to the Other Person

The next step in handling an argument or disagreement is to listen to 
the other person. Although this step may seem rather simple, many peo-
ple with and without social challenges have diffi culty listening during 
an argument. For example, it’s not uncommon for many people to inter-
rupt during arguments in order to make a point, not allowing the other 
person a chance to fi nish his or her thought. If the other person is upset, 
people sometimes rush to explain their side, without ever hearing the 
details about what is so upsetting to the other person. Or some people 
may appear to be listening during an argument when in fact they’re really 
just waiting for the other person to stop talking so they can make their 

Avoid getting upset or angry in the 
moment in order to avoid further 
upset.
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point. Although simply pausing long enough to let the other person talk 
may be better than interrupting, in both cases the person may be failing 
to uncover what’s upsetting the other person, making it extremely diffi -
cult to resolve the confl ict.

Once your teen or young adult has listened and gained a good under-
standing of what the other person is trying to say, the next step involves 

showing that he or she actually 
listened. This part is important 
because until the other person 
feels assured that he or she has had 
the opportunity to speak and be 
heard, the argument won’t be over.

3. Repeat What the Person Said

The way that your teen or young adult can show someone that he or she 
is listening in an argument or disagreement is to repeat what the other 
person said. Put in more sophisticated terminology, your child needs to 
be an active and empathic listener. Active listening is a communication 
technique that involves repeating back what the person said by para-
phrasing what’s been heard in your own words (not what the person 
said verbatim). Being an active listener is a demonstration of empathy, 
which involves the ability to recognize the feelings being experienced 
by another person. The ability to be an active and empathic listener is a 
confi rmation that the other person has been heard and reduces the like-
lihood of further misunderstandings. Repeating what the person said 
and paraphrasing his or her thoughts also shows sincerity and concern 
for how he or she is feeling. The diffi culty here is that teens and young 
adults with social diffi culties often struggle with perspective taking, as 
we know. If identifying, labeling, and understanding emotions is a strug-
gle for your teen or young adult, then active and empathic listening may 
also be a challenge. Because this can be such a common stumbling block, 
we’ve simplifi ed this step down to what seems to be a fairly digestible 
strategy. If you think your teen or young adult may struggle with para-
phrasing the thoughts and feelings of others in arguments (like so many), 
you can do what we do and teach him or her to make a  simple statement 

Until the other person feels assured 
that he or she has had the opportunity 
to speak and be heard, the argument 
won’t be over.
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starting with the sentence stem, 
“It sounds like . . .” For example, 
your child might say something 
like, “It sounds like you’re upset” 
or “It sounds like you’re angry” 
or “It sounds like you’re sad.” 
Although not terribly rich in 
detail, in our experience, this seems to be just enough of a dose of active 
and empathic listening to satisfy the other person.

It’s important to understand that we use the sentence stem, “It 
sounds like . . .” because we want to be cautious not to prescribe any 
particular set of thoughts or feelings onto the other person for fear of 
causing greater upset if we get it wrong. In particular, avoiding sen-
tences that begin with “You . . .” is strongly advised during arguments 
and disagreements. For example, “You’re upset” or “You’re angry” or 
“You’re sad” are statements likely to make the other person feel defen-
sive because people don’t like to be told how they feel, particularly in the 
middle of an argument. This means “you” statements should be avoided 
altogether, and instead, “I” statements should be used. Although “you” 
statements in an argument are likely to result in defensiveness, “I” state-
ments are safer for your teen or young adult because they only label his 
or her own thoughts and feelings. For example, “I think I upset you” or 
“I feel like you’re angry” or “I get the feeling you’re sad” are statements 
that sound more empathic than they do accusatory and are going to be 
less likely to make the other person defensive. Having said that, we’re 
not suggesting that all teens and young adults should attempt to com-
municate in arguments and disagreements using “I” statements. For 
example, many individuals with ASD struggle with pronoun usage, 
making “I” statements and “you” statements rather confusing. For 
these teens and young adults we instead suggest the use of the sentence 
stem, “It sounds like . . . ,” which is equally nondefensive and less likely 
to cause confusion for those who have a tendency to mix up pronouns. 
You’ll have to judge whether your teen or young adult would benefi t 
from additional instruction in “I” statements versus “you” statements. 
Within our own program, we only teach the sentence stem, “It sounds 
like . . .” to keep it simple.

The way that your teen or young 
adult can show someone that he or 
she is listening in an argument or 
 disagreement is to repeat what the 
other person said.
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4. Explain Your Side

The next step in handling an argument or disagreement is to explain your 
side. Assuming this argument was waged by another person, if all of the 
steps were followed, your teen or young adult should now be familiar with 
the other person’s side (because he or she listened), and the other person 
feels heard (because your child repeated what the other person said). Now 
it’s your teen or young adult’s turn to explain his or her side of the story.

We’ve probably all heard the old adage, “There’s your side, there’s 
my side, and the truth is somewhere in between.” That’s probably true 
for most arguments, which is why it’s important that both people actu-
ally share their side. Although the more common social error in argu-
ments is to rush to explain your side (before completing the other 
steps), another social error involves not explaining your side at all. So 
why would someone not explain his or her side? To help shed light on 
this social conundrum, think back to our examples of peer-rejected and 
socially neglected youth in chapter 2. You might recall that peer-rejected 
teens and adults have a tendency to be impulsive, whereas socially 
neglected teens and adults tend to be more passive. So which of the two 
is more likely to rush to explain his or her side? It’s probable that the 
peer-rejected young person might be more likely to rush to explain his 
or her side in an argument. However, the socially neglected young per-
son might be less likely to explain his or her side in an argument. So 
what’s the problem with not explaining your side? The other person is 
likely to feel confused, unsure how all of this happened, and left won-

dering why you did or said what 
you did. To avoid confusion and 
further misunderstanding, it’s 
important to always explain your 
side in an argument.

5. Apologize

After explaining your side, the next important step for resolving an 
argument or disagreement is to apologize. Obviously, when someone 
does something wrong, offends a friend, or even simply makes an inno-
cent mistake, it’s important to say you’re sorry. However, it’s not only in 

To avoid confusion and further misun-
derstanding, it’s important to always 
explain your side in an argument.
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those cases alone that your teen or young adult needs to apologize; it’s 
in every case. Even if your teen or young adult doesn’t believe he or she 
has done anything wrong, an apology is still needed if the argument is 
ever going to end. That doesn’t mean your child needs to accept guilt or 
blame; it also doesn’t mean that he or she must admit to doing things 
not done; it simply means that he or she must say “Sorry” in some mean-
ingful way. For example, saying, “I’m sorry that this happened” or “I’m 
sorry that you’re upset” or “I’m sorry this left you feeling sad” are all 
ways of apologizing without having to accept guilt or blame when you 
feel you’re innocent. We teach this method of apologizing in PEERS 
because we realize that sometimes in arguments people need to agree 
to disagree; yet, arguments rarely end until there’s an apology. Ideally, 
apologies should come from both sides, including from the person who 
feels wronged. Even a simple, “I’m sorry this happened” goes a long way. 
However, it’s important to point out that a simple “Sorry” alone won’t 
get you very far. What is the natural response to a simple solitary “Sorry” 
with no further explanation? The most natural and common reply is, 
“What are you sorry for?” Help 
your teen or young adult to avoid 
that mistake by saying what he or 
she is sorry for without having to 
be asked.

6. Try to Solve the Problem

The fi nal step for handling arguments and disagreements is to try to solve 
the problem. This step is critical to resolving confl ict and moving forward 
but it’s often forgotten. The reason this step is so crucial is that one of the 
consequences of an argument is that it can rupture trust, even if only for 
a moment. In order to repair trust during an argument, it’s important to 
try to fi nd a way to reassure the other person that what’s just happened 
won’t happen again. If we don’t reassure the other person in this way, 
grudges may be held and the argument may never end. So how can your 
teen or young adult try to solve the problem? Here are a few suggestions:

• Say what you’ll do differently. One of the more common ways of 
trying to solve problems in arguments and disagreements is to tell 
the person what you’ll do differently either now or in the future. 

Ideally, apologies should come from 
both sides, including from the person 
who feels wronged.
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For example, if a friend was upset because your teen or young adult 
forgot about their plans and stood him or her up, your child could 
offer to be more careful next time and keep better track of plans. 
When used in conjunction with the other steps, saying what your 
child will do differently will help restore the friend’s faith in 
your child, and in time (if your child does as promised), may 
ultimately repair some of the broken trust.

• Ask what the other person wants you to do. Another way of trying 
to solve problems is to ask the other person what he or she wants 
your child to do. In the case of the friend who was accidentally stood 
up, your teen or young adult might ask, “What can I do to fi x this?” 
or “What can I do to make it up to you?” When unsure how to solve 
a problem, friends are often perfectly willing to say how to fi x it.

• Suggest what the other person can do. A fi nal way to try to solve 
the problem is to suggest what the other person can do. This exam-
ple is best used when your teen or young adult is on the other side of 
the grievance, perhaps feeling upset with a friend. Because not every-
one knows the steps for handling an argument, your teen or young 

adult may need to do more 
of the work to bring about a 
resolution by trying to solve 
the problem by suggesting 
what the other person can 
do to fi x things.

Social coaching tip: In some cases, it may be impossible to solve 
the problem. Although frustrating and disappointing, in these instances 
it will be important to encourage your teen or young adult to keep cool 
and remember that friendship is a choice. If it’s a minor disagreement, 
your child may be able to agree to disagree. However, if your teen or young 
adult is unable to rebuild the broken trust and resolve the confl ict, then he 
or she may need to reconsider if this person is a good choice for a friend.

Social coaching tip: Now that you’re familiar with each of the steps 
necessary for handling arguments, it’s critical that you and your child 
understand that each and every one of these steps must be followed in 
order to successfully resolve the confl ict. In our experience at the UCLA 
PEERS Clinic, some teens and young adults will mistakenly believe that 

In order to repair trust during an 
argument, it’s important to try to 
fi nd a way to reassure the other per-
son that what’s just happened won’t 
happen again.
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they can skip a step or two and it won’t make a difference. So what hap-
pens if your child doesn’t complete each of these steps? Have you ever 
found yourself in an argument that never seems to end? Bits of the dis-
agreement play over and over like a broken record? In cases when argu-
ments seem to go on and on, it’s likely that one of these steps wasn’t 
completed. Consider using the following examples with your teen or 
young adult to help illustrate the point that all of the steps must be 
followed:

• What happens if you follow all the steps for handling an argument 
but forget to repeat what the person said? The other person may 
keep telling you over and over how he or she feels, saying, “You just 
don’t get it,” because he or she hasn’t felt heard.

• What happens if you follow all the steps but forget to explain your 
side? The other person may keep saying, “I just don’t understand” 
because he or she doesn’t feel informed.

• What happens if you follow all the steps but forget to apologize? 
The other person may continue to repeatedly share hurt feelings, 
saying, “You don’t seem to care,” because he or she hasn’t felt your 
regret.

• What happens if you follow all the steps but forget to try to solve 
the problem? The other person may keep asking, “How do I know 
you won’t do it again?” because he or she hasn’t felt reassured.

Social coaching tip: Be sure to go over each of these steps with your 
child using the information in the chapter summary for teens and young 
adults. It’s recommended that you jointly read the transcript of the corre-
sponding social vignette and view the DVD video demonstration of deal-
ing with arguments, discuss this example using the perspective-taking 
questions, and practice these steps following the suggestions outlined in 
the chapter exercises.

Success Story: Michael Makes Amends

Arguments among friends are not uncommon. When not too frequent or 
explosive, these disagreements shouldn’t have to end a friendship. Yet for 
socially challenged teens and young adults, arguments may be more likely 
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to result in the termination of a friendship. This is particularly true for 
those who have a tendency to be less fl exible or think rigidly. That was 
the case for Michael, a twenty-one-year-old man with a history of intense 
social confl ict. Initially described by his mother as “stubborn and infl ex-
ible,” Michael had a long trail of broken friendships. “He’s charismatic 
when he wants to be, even charming,” his mother explained, “but when he 
gets angry with someone, forget about it. He won’t budge. If you crossed 
him once, it was over.”

Michael and his parents came to PEERS in the hopes that he might 
be able to learn the skills necessary to maintain close friendships. For 
Michael, it wasn’t diffi culty in making friends that was a concern—it was 
diffi culty in keeping friends. He explained, “I’ve had a lot of friends over 
the years. I always thought the reason they didn’t last was because they 
weren’t good friends. They’d turn out to be jerks.” Yet Michael did own 
that he might have had something to do with the problem, too. “I guess 
I can be kind of stubborn. That’s what they tell me. But it was hard to 
know how to get past the fi ghts.”

Learning the steps for how to handle arguments was instrumental to 
Michael’s success in maintaining his friendships. “At fi rst I didn’t know if 
he would use the steps. I mean they made perfect sense to us, but would 
he use them? We were skeptical,” his mother explained, “but we still prac-
ticed a couple of times a week. That’s what you told us to do. He would 
get so frustrated with us. He said he knew the steps, but we just wanted 
to be sure. About a week after PEERS ended, he got into this fi ght with 
his lab partner. They weren’t good friends, but they had a disagreement 
about an assignment and they worked it out! We couldn’t believe it. It was 
a fi rst. He came home and told us about it. He acted like it was nothing, 
but we knew he was secretly proud he did it.”

This was just the fi rst of many times when Michael was able to calmly 
and appropriately handle a disagreement with a friend. His family also 
reaped the benefi t of these newfound confl ict resolution skills. In looking 
back at the two years since completing our program, Michael refl ected, “I 
don’t think I’ve lost one friend since then. There are some guys I don’t 
talk to that much anymore, but that’s not because of a fi ght or anything. 
We could hang out.” His ability to handle disagreements even extended 
to making amends with former friends. As he explained, “I looked up this 
guy I used to know on Facebook. We were good buddies, but things went 
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bad. Anyway, we’re hanging out again. I apologized for the way I was back 
then. He’s cool with it.”

For some teens and young adults, like Michael, understanding the 
steps needed for handling arguments and disagreements may be the criti-
cal ingredient to maintaining lasting friendships. So if your teen or young 
adult struggles with confl ict resolution skills, and you’re feeling skep-
tical that he or she won’t be able to overcome this obstacle, remember 
Michael’s story. He did it and so can others.

DEALING WITH ARGUMENTS
Chapter Summary for Teens and Young Adults

Steps for Handling Arguments 
Video

It’s important for you to know that arguments and disagreements 
between friends are pretty common, and if your arguments aren’t 
too heated or don’t happen too often, they don’t have to ruin your 
friendship. Still, every disagreement is different, so you’ll have to 
judge (maybe with the help of your parent) whether an argument 
needs to end in the loss of a friend. If you’re hoping to avoid 
some of those lost friendships, then you should know the steps 
for successfully handling arguments. These steps are meant to be 
followed closely in the order you see, without missing any steps. If 
you miss a step, then expect that your argument won’t be over.

1. Keep your cool. The fi rst step in handling any argument or 
disagreement is to keep your cool. This means you need to 
avoid getting upset or angry because that will only make 
things worse. Some people take deep breaths or silently count 
to ten to stay calm. You may even need to walk away for a bit 
if that helps you keep your cool.

(continued ) 

The following information is intended to be read by teens and young 
adults and contains a brief summary of the chapter.
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2. Listen to the other person. The next step is to listen to 
the other person. Interrupting to make your point will only 
upset the other person. Give the person a chance to say 
what’s on his or her mind before you start sharing 
your side.

3. Repeat what the person said. The next step is to actually 
show the other person that you’ve been listening. Simply 
staying quiet and nodding your head isn’t enough. The best 
way to do this is to repeat what the person said. Because it’s 
kind of hard to summarize what someone’s saying, make a 
simple comment starting with the sentence stem, “It sounds 
like . . .” For example, you could say, “It sounds like you’re 
upset” or “It sounds like you’re angry” or “It sounds like 
you’re sad.” That way the other person knows you’ve heard 
him or her.

4. Explain your side. After you’ve kept your cool, listened, and 
repeated what the person said, now is your chance to explain 
your side. A lot of people rush to do this part fi rst. Don’t 
make that mistake. Your friend won’t want to hear what you 
have to say until he or she feels heard.

5. Apologize. No matter whether or not you think you did 
something wrong, an important step for handling an argu-
ment is to apologize and say you’re sorry. If you made a 
mistake or did something you shouldn’t, then you need to 
own up to it. But even if you think you’re in the right, your 
friend is still waiting to hear an apology. In that case, you 
can say, “I’m sorry that this happened” or “I’m sorry that 
you’re upset” or “I’m sorry this left you feeling sad.” Don’t 
make the mistake of saying, “Sorry” alone. Your friend will 
probably ask you, “What are you sorry for?” That’s because 
“Sorry” by itself isn’t enough. You should always say what 
you’re sorry for.

6. Try to solve the problem. The last step in handling argu-
ments is to try to solve the problem. This is the part where 
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you help your friend trust that this won’t happen again. There 
are a few ways you can do this:

• Say what you’ll do differently next time.

• Ask what the other person wants you to do to make it 
better.

• Suggest what the other person can do to make it better.

Social Vignette: Dealing with Arguments

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of dealing with 
an argument.

Yasamine: (reading a book)
Lara: (walks up, appears upset) “Yasamine, what happened 

Friday night? You completely stood me up!”
Yasamine: (keeping cool, not getting upset, listening)
Lara: (upset) “I mean, we had plans to go to the movies. 

I called you. I texted you. I mean, I stayed up until 10 PM 
waiting for a call back but I didn’t hear anything. What 
happened?”

Yasamine: (calmly, showing concern) “Lara, it sounds like you’re 
really upset.”

Lara: (still upset) “Yeah, I’m really upset with you! I mean, I 
could have . . . I had so many other plans. I could’ve gone out 
with other friends on Friday night, but I decided to go to the 
movies with you because that’s what we discussed. I mean I 
don’t understand. What happened?”

Yasamine: (looks like she feels bad) “Well, here’s the thing . . . 
you know how I have all my numbers and all my plans in my 
phone? I’m so reliant on it. But I left it in my locker, and so 
I didn’t have anything to call you with. And I still don’t have 
my phone. And I actually thought we were hanging out this 
weekend. So I completely misunderstood.”

(continued ) 
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Lara: (still upset) “No, we were totally sitting in the lunch room, 
and we talked about doing it last Friday. And, I mean, I don’t 
need my phone, . . . I don’t rely on my phone to remember 
when we’re hanging out! I mean, it just really stinks because 
I wanted to go to this movie so badly with you, and I ended 
up sitting on my couch until 10 PM doing nothing on a Friday 
night!”

Yasamine: (sounding sincerely sorry) “No, you’re right. I’m sorry. 
It must have been really awful.”

Lara: (calmer) “It was awful. I mean I felt embarrassed. It’s 
humiliating having to sit on your couch until 10 PM just wait-
ing for a call. Not cool.”

Yasamine: (sounding sorry) “I know, I know. Well, here’s the 
thing . . . I’ll really try not to depend on my phone so much. 
And I was really looking forward to going to the movie with 
you, too, so maybe if you could let me make it up to you. We 
could go to the movie this weekend?”

Lara: (still a little annoyed) “I don’t know, I’ll think about it.”
Yasamine: “Okay.”
Lara: “Alright.”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Lara in the end?
Answers: Controlled, civilized, polite

• What do you think Lara thought of Yasamine in the end?
Answers: Good listener, empathic, apologetic

• Is Lara going to want to talk to Yasamine again?
Answer: Yes, their friendship may even be stronger moving 
forward.
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CHAPTER EXERCISES
for Teens, Young Adults, and Parents

Teens and young adults should complete the following exercises 
with parents:

• Practice handling an argument using the steps outlined in this 
chapter with your parent.

• Begin by reviewing the steps for handling an argument.

• Practice following the steps for handling an argument.

• You may want to choose a topic that’s not too emotionally 
charged for you or your parent so you can just focus on the 
practice.

• Practice following the steps for handling an argument with a 
peer if relevant.

• Only practice these steps if there is an actual confl ict. Don’t 
invent a problem in order to practice the steps.

• If an argument comes up, you may want to use the 
FriendMaker mobile app to review the steps if possible.
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Handling Verbal Teasing

WE’VE ALL HEARD THE OLD ADAGE, sticks and stones may break my bones but names 
will never hurt me. Tell that to typical teenagers, and they’ll tell you that’s 
just wrong. The reality is that names do hurt and are a far more familiar 
weapon than those medieval sticks and stones. Recent reports indicate 
that as many as 30 percent of middle and high school students report 
frequently being involved in bullying, either as the victim, perpetrator, 
or in some cases, both. Verbal bullying, also known as teasing, is perhaps 
the most common form of bullying among teens. Often hurtful and 
humiliating to the victim, this 
form of verbal harassment can be 
particularly damaging to the self-
esteem of those targeted, perhaps 
even resulting in mental health 
problems.

Although the National Center for Educational Statistics reports that 
roughly 28 percent of teens in the United States are the recent victims of 
bullying, this number nearly doubles in size to 54 percent for teens with 
special needs. Prevalence rates for adolescents diagnosed with ASD are 
even more staggering, with 94 percent of teens experiencing some form 
of bullying in the previous year. Teens and young adults with other social 
diffi culties are also not immune. So why are those with social challenges 
at greater risk for teasing and bullying? Teens and young adults with 
social challenges are often socially isolated, with very few friends, making 
them easier targets for teasing and bullying because they are unprotected. 

Verbal bullying, also known as teasing    , 
is perhaps the most common form of 
bullying among teens.
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Think about it. Whom do bullies like to pick on—people who are by them-
selves or in a group? Bullies like to pick on people who are by themselves 
because they’re easier targets with no one to protect them. Perhaps the 
social awkwardness and socially odd behaviors that some kids with social 
challenges have also contribute to their tendency to be unfairly teased and 
bullied by their peers. Sadly, this is particularly true for those diagnosed 
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Yet it is the higher-functioning 
teens and young adults with ASD who have no intellectual disabilities 
who are more likely to be bullied. So why is it that those who are less out-
wardly impaired are more likely to be targeted by bullies? To put it bluntly, 
targeting the kids who appear geeky and quirky seems less sadistic to the 
larger peer group (who will ultimately need to condone or overlook the 
bullying behavior) than targeting the intellectually disabled kid.

If these words are hard to read, you’re not alone. Writing them isn’t 
that easy either. No matter how many teens and young adults we work 
with, we never become immune to the painful hurt caused by teasing 
and bullying. In many ways, it’s become our own private crusade to get 
the word out about how to help kids handle these challenging and hurt-
ful situations more effectively—a crusade because sadly there is so much 
misinformation out there. As you will soon discover, teens and young 
adults are constantly given the wrong advice for how to handle teasing 
and bullying. Yet we’ve seen fi rsthand that there is cause for tremendous 
hope to move beyond misinformation and sad statistics. In this chapter, 
we offer you help to equip your teen or young adult with the essential 
tools needed to navigate and manage these tough social predicaments.

One more thing, although this topic is naturally going to be emotion-
ally charged for you (no one wants to think about his or her child being 
cruelly teased or bullied), you may need to resist the urge to jump in and 
save your child or get wound up in the emotional cyclone that often comes 
from thinking about your child being victimized. It’s natural for you to 
want to try to fi x these problems for your child (either by contacting his or 
her school or getting other parents involved), and it’s also natural for you 
to get wrapped up in the horrible pain it causes your teen or young adult 
when he or she is viciously bullied. But we like to suggest parents take a 
different approach. We encourage parents to focus on what their teens and 
young adults need to know to get out of these thorny situations on their 
own. Empowering your child with the tools needed to independently and 

3GC10.indd   2483GC10.indd   248 11/07/13   11:13 AM11/07/13   11:13 AM



Handling Verbal Teasing 249

successfully stave off teasing and bullying will be a far greater gift than try-
ing to emotionally or physically rescue him or her at every turn.

Strategies for Handling Verbal Teasing 

Video

Sadly, the act of verbal teasing is very common, even among popular teens 
and young adults. In fact, all teens and young adults get teased. It’s the 
way your child reacts to the teasing that determines how frequently or how 
severely he or she will be teased in the future. So what do most teens and 
young adults with social challenges naturally do in response to verbal teas-
ing? Most might naturally react 
to verbal attacks by either getting 
upset, attempting to tease back, 
or for some with social cognition 
differences, providing no reaction 
at all because they’re unaware of 
the teasing. Perhaps your teen or 
young adult has also made these 
mistakes.

So what’s the problem with these kinds of reactions? The problem 
with showing upset feelings or teasing back is that these responses are 
actually going to make the teasing more fun for the teaser. The teaser is 
hoping to get a negative reaction out of his or her victims, to push their 
buttons and get them to put on a show, making the teaser feel more pow-
erful because he or she is able to control the behaviors of others. In some 
cases, the teaser may even say to his or her friends, “Hey, watch this and see 
what I can make them do. . . .” So if your teen or young adult gets upset or 
teases back, it is making it more likely that he or she will be teased again. 
When upset, the teaser will take pleasure in pulling your child’s strings like 
a marionette. When your child teases back, the teaser may enjoy the chal-
lenge of the verbal sparring. In either case, the teasing has been reinforced, 
making it more likely to happen again. By getting upset or teasing back, 
your teen or young adult may also get a bad reputation.

Although some teens and young adults provide negative reactions 
to teasing, others are completely unaware that they’re even being teased 
or bullied, and consequently provide little to no reaction. Problems with 

Most might naturally react to ver-
bal attacks by either getting upset, 
attempting to tease back, or for some 
with social cognition differences, 
providing no reaction at all because 
they’re unaware of the teasing.
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social cognition or perspective taking are usually to blame for this lack 
of awareness. Perhaps your teen or young adult falls into this category. 
Although emotionally protective because what you don’t know can’t hurt 
you, the oddity of not reacting may be amusing to the teaser, making 
it more likely that your teen or young adult will be teased again, subse-
quently making it diffi cult for him or her to make friends.

Now that we’re familiar with the common mistakes naturally made 
by teens and young adults with social challenges, it might be helpful to 
think about the unnatural mistakes made because of bad advice. What 
are most teens and young adults told to do to handle teasing? The three 
consistent answers we get at the UCLA PEERS Clinic are that teens and 
young adults are told to walk away, ignore the person, or tell an adult 
in response to teasing. Yet, when asked if these strategies work, almost 
invariably they say they don’t work. The reason these strategies don’t 
work is that they’re not ecologically valid; they’re not the strategies 
used by socially successful teens or young adults in response to teasing. 
For instance, what would happen if a teen or young adult were to walk 
away from a teaser? Most kids will say the teaser would follow them 
and continue to tease. What would happen if they ignored the teaser? 
The teaser would probably think they were weak and continue to tease 
them. What would happen if they told an adult about the teasing? They 
would probably be labeled a snitch, a nark, or a tattle tale, making the 
teaser want to retaliate and tease more. In all of these cases, the reac-
tion is making it more likely that the teen or young adult will be teased 
again. Although well intentioned, this bad advice (walk away, ignore, or 
tell an adult) is an example of the poor social coaching often provided 
by naive adults, unfamiliar with the ecologically valid skills of socially 
successful teens and adults. If you’ve made this mistake in the past, 
be forgiving toward yourself. The vast majority of parents, teachers, 
and clinicians give this same advice. It was probably the advice given 

to you as a child, too. It’s best 
to remember that everyone gets 
teased. Even popular kids aren’t 
immune. Don’t expect that your 
child won’t be teased. It’s going 
to happen, as much as we recoil 
at the thought. But it’s how your 

Teens and young adults are told to 
walk away, ignore the person, or tell an 
adult in response to teasing. Yet, when 
asked if these strategies work, almost 
invariably they say they don’t work.
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child reacts that will determine how frequently and severely he or she is 
teased. So how should your teen or young adult react when confronted 
with verbal teasing? The answer involves concrete strategies using ver-
bal and nonverbal comebacks, followed by disengagement from the 
teasing.

Short Verbal Comebacks

Research suggests that when confronted with teasing, socially savvy teens 
and adults simply act like what the person said didn’t bother them and 
give the impression that the teasing remark was rather lame or stupid. 
How do they do this? They give a short verbal comeback that demon-
strates their indifference. They might say something like, “Whatever” or 
“Yeah and?” or “Your point is?” or “Am I supposed to care?” or “Is that 
supposed to be funny?” or “Anyway . . .” The chapter summary for teens 
and young adults provides a list of 
commonly used verbal comebacks 
for teasing that you can review 
with your teen or young adult.

Regardless who is being teased, these teasing comebacks are typi-
cally used by both genders. The biggest difference is that males tend to 
use verbal comebacks with greater apathy and indifference, often sound-
ing bored. Imagine a teenage boy saying, “Whatever . . .” while shrugging 
his shoulders, shaking his head, and sounding bored. However, females 
tend to use the same verbal comebacks with more attitude and dramatic 
fl air. Imagine a teenage girl saying, “Whatever!” while dramatically 
rolling her eyes and fl ipping her hair. Whereas gender differences may 
exist generally, the manner in which your teen or young adult chooses 
to use these verbal comebacks will vary. For example, in our experience, 
many socially neglected females tend to sound more bored and apa-
thetic when using these teasing 
comebacks. Some peer-rejected 
boys may be more dramatic. You 
should allow your teen or young 
adult to choose whichever way 
fi ts his or her personality and 
comfort level.

They give a short verbal comeback 
that demonstrates their indifference.

Males tend to use verbal comebacks 
with greater apathy and indifference, 
often sounding bored. Females tend to 
use the same verbal comebacks with 
more attitude and dramatic fl air.
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Social coaching tip: Although the verbal comebacks listed in the 
chapter summary for teens and young adults will most likely be familiar 
to your child, he or she will still need to practice using these comebacks. 
It’s recommended that you have your teen or young adult choose at least 
three verbal comebacks from the list and practice using them with you in 
response to some teasing remark such as, “Your shoes are ugly.” Be sure to 
use a teasing remark that won’t be emotionally charged because this will 
take away from the opportunity to practice. Because the teaser will rarely 
give up on the fi rst attempt, your child also needs to be equipped with at 
least a few teasing comebacks. Discourage your teen or young adult from 
making up his or her own teasing comebacks because these responses are 
usually less effective than the tried-and-true. See the video demonstra-
tions from the accompanying DVD for an example of how to practice this 
skill with your teen or young adult.

Nonverbal Comebacks

Although verbal comebacks are critical to handling teasing, it’s important 
to note that these teasing comebacks are also often accompanied by nonver-
bal behaviors such as eye-rolling, shoulder shrugging, or shaking the head 
in disbelief. Although these behavioral responses are quite common among 
socially savvy teens, it’s been our experience that some teens and young 
adults with neurological or social differences may have trouble looking 
natural doing this. For example, some of our teens and young adults at the 
UCLA PEERS Clinic have found it diffi cult to appropriately roll their eyes. 
When asked to demonstrate what this behavior might look like, instead 
of naturally rolling their eyes, a good portion instead engage in a series of 
bizarre eye movements that involve fl uttering their eyes in a strange man-
ner, looking more like a seizure than eye-rolling. Likewise, some have also 
found it hard to shrug their shoulders, instead engaging in a series of rigid 
and peculiar shoulder movements, looking more like shoulder rolls you 
might do if you were stretching. Although these examples provide a funny 
mental image, they also offer a hint at the kind of behaviors you will want 
to be looking for and coaching during the practice assignments from the 
chapter exercises.

Social coaching tip: In order to help your teen or young adult avoid 
any potentially bizarre nonverbal behaviors (which would undoubtedly 
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lead to further teasing), you might have him or her demonstrate eye-rolling, 
shoulder shrugging, and shaking his or her head in disbelief before suggest-
ing these nonverbal responses to teasing in the real world.

Disengaging from Teasing

Once your teen or young adult has provided a few teasing comebacks, he 
or she should then disengage from the interaction by walking away or 
looking away. In other words, your child shouldn’t stand there continuing 
to look at the teaser, waiting to be teased more. Instead, he or she might 
walk away from the teaser after providing a few verbal comebacks, or if 
unable to walk away, simply look away and redirect his or her attention 
somewhere else. What would happen if your child didn’t look away or walk 
away but instead stood there looking at the teaser? This would look like an 
invitation for more teasing. But remember, your child should never walk 
away or disengage from the teaser without giving a teasing comeback. If he 
or she walked away before provid-
ing one of these responses (either 
verbal, nonverbal, or both), the 
teasing behavior will have been 
reinforced, making it more likely 
that your teen or young adult will 
be teased in the future.

The power of this strategy is that in giving the impression of not being 
bothered and that the teasing remark was rather lame or stupid, your teen 
or young adult ensures that the teasing wasn’t fun for the teaser (perhaps 
even embarrassing), making him or her less likely to be teased again.

Expect It to Get Worse Before It Gets Better

Although in our experience this strategy is incredibly powerful and usu-
ally works rather quickly, leaving our teens and young adults feeling con-
fi dent and empowered, in some cases the teasing may get worse before 
it gets better. If the teaser is accustomed to getting a different reaction 
from your child (perhaps getting upset or teasing back), the teaser is 
likely to try even harder to tease your child before eventually giving up. 

Once your teen or young adult has 
provided a few teasing comebacks, he 
or she should then disengage from the 
interaction by walking away or look-
ing away.
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In behavioral psychology research we call this phenomenon an extinction 
burst, which is the tendency of a particular response to increase in fre-
quency before it ceases or comes to an end. The idea is that the teaser 
has to try harder to get his expected reaction. By removing the reward 
and no longer making the teasing fun for the teaser, your child should 
expect that before the teasing behavior goes away, the teaser will probably 
up the ante and try even harder, hoping for the usual reaction. If your 
teen or young adult continues to make the teasing less fun for the teaser 
by providing appropriate verbal comebacks (for example, “Whatever,” 
“Anyway . . .”), eventually the teaser will give up and move on to some-

one else. However, if your teen or 
young adult reverts to old hab-
its and gives into the teasing by 
getting upset, teasing back, or 
putting on a show, the extinction 
effect will be lost and your child 
will have to start all over again.

Expect a Recurrence of the Teasing

Occasionally in a process called spontaneous recovery (another techni-
cal term from behavioral psychology research), after a period of time 
has passed in which the teasing has gone away, the teaser will suddenly 
try again, attempting to draw out the desired response, even though 
it seemed like he or she had given up. This spontaneous recovery of the 
former behavior (in this case, teasing) is something that you and your 
teen or young adult should be prepared for, so if it happens, your child 
won’t be taken by surprise. If your teen or young adult reverts back to old 
habits when the teaser suddenly tries again, he or she will probably have 
to start all over with the process.

When to Avoid Using Teasing Comebacks

Although highly effective for handling verbal teasing from peers, teasing 
comebacks (verbal and nonverbal) should not be used with bullies who 
have a tendency to get physically aggressive or with adults in authority. The 

If the teaser is accustomed to getting 
a different reaction from your child 
(perhaps getting upset or teasing 
back), the teaser is likely to try even 
harder to te ase your child before even-
tually giving up.
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problem with using teasing comebacks with those who have a tendency to 
get violent or physically aggressive is that when used appropriately, these 
comebacks usually embarrass the teaser. How would you expect a bully 
who has a tendency to get physically aggressive to react to feeling embar-
rassed? He or she would probably become physically aggressive. Instead, 
using the strategies outlined in chapter 13 would be more advisable. 
Finally, using teasing comebacks with those in authority such as parents, 
teachers, professors, supervisors, 
and so on would be highly inap-
propriate and likely to result in 
some type of punishment, perhaps 
also giving your teen or young 
adult a bad reputation with the 
authority fi gure.

Social coaching tip: Like all of the skills in this book, you should 
present these strategies to your child by having him or her read the 
chapter summary for teens and young adults and then facilitate oppor-
tunities to practice the skills using the chapter exercises. It will also be 
important to jointly read the social vignettes in the chapter summary, 
view the DVD video demonstrations of male and female examples of 
handling verbal teasing, and discuss these examples with your teen or 
young adult using the perspective-taking questions.

Strategies for Using Embarrassing 
Feedback—A Gift in Disguise

Sometimes when people tease, they’re giving your child important feed-
back about how he or she is perceived by others. These embarrassing 
comments, though hurtful, may give your teen or young adult useful 
information about what others think. In PEERS, we call this information 
embarrassing feedback. Although the embarrassing feedback given during 
teasing is usually upsetting, it can be a gift in disguise, providing useful 
insight into certain elements that may be driving the ridicule and creat-
ing a wedge between your child and his or her ability to make and keep 
friends. This is especially true when your teen or young adult receives the 
same embarrassing feedback repeatedly. Although naturally hurtful and 

Teasing comebacks (verbal and 
nonverbal) should not be used with 
bullies who have a tendency to get 
physically aggressive or with adults in 
authority.
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humiliating, with your help, this information can be used to help change 
the way people see your child in the future. If he or she considers what 
people are trying to say when they tease, your teen or young adult may 

be able to do things differently, 
making future teasing less likely. 
Of course, you and your child 
have to be interested in making a 
change, which is a very personal 
choice.

To illustrate how embarrassing feedback works, imagine a young man 
attending community college in a beach community located in a warm 
tropical climate. Each day he arrives to campus wearing a long military 
trench coat with army fatigues and combat boots, even though he has no 
military affi liation and the temperature outside is in the triple digits. His 
classmates, clad in shorts, t-shirts, and fl ip-fl ops, frequently comment on 
his unusual attire, many sadistically teasing him for his bizarre clothing 
choices. In this case, we might say the young man is engaging in atypical 
behavior that is provoking teasing comments and embarrassing feedback. 
Of course, the young man’s clothing options are his own personal choice, 
but assuming he doesn’t want to be the object of ridicule anymore, what 
could he do differently to make it less likely that he’ll be teased? Perhaps 
by simply paying attention to the embarrassing feedback and changing 
his clothing choices, he may dramatically decrease (and possibly elimi-
nate) the incidence of verbal teasing.

Although the decision to change physical appearance and behavior 
in response to embarrassing feedback is a personal choice and should not 
be forced on anyone, it’s important for your teen or young adult to know 
that there may be something he or she can do to reduce or eliminate teas-
ing if this is a problem. In our experience, many teens and young adults 
with social challenges don’t realize the power they have in minimizing these 
teasing experiences. They often feel helpless, as if nothing they do will make 
things better. Yet, the majority of families we’ve worked with through the 
UCLA PEERS Clinic have been very successful at reducing these negative 
experiences simply by using teasing comebacks in the moment and using 
the embarrassing feedback they get to change how they’re perceived.

Conversations about embarrassing feedback from peers, whether real or 
anticipated, can be uncomfortable—but they need to happen. To highlight 

Sometimes when people tease, they’re 
giving your child important feedback 
about how he or she is perceived by 
others.
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how critical this point is, let me give you an example. In our clinic we often 
have private meetings with families to address inappropriate behaviors we 
observe in the group that we suspect are contributing to peer rejection out-
side of our group. These behaviors include habits like nose picking, passing 
gas, belching, and so on. Without having to investigate too much, there’s 
usually a good chance these habits occur outside of our group and are also 
the focus of embarrassing feedback from peers. Apart from the obvious, 
the problem with these behaviors is that they often create social barriers to 
making and keeping friends. In fact, we often have to explain to our teens 
and young adults that engaging in these types of behaviors is so frowned 
upon that even if he or she mastered all the skills we teach, if they continue 
to pick their noses, pass gas, or belch around their peers, it will remain dif-
fi cult for them to make and keep friends.

Perhaps your teen or young adult also receives embarrassing feed-
back in the form of teasing, or maybe the feedback isn’t so much in the 
form of teasing but conveyed through questions or comments from peers. 
This embarrassing feedback may be related to clothing choices, groom-
ing issues, poor hygiene, unusual behaviors or habits, or any number of 
things. Whatever the case may be, you and your child may have a choice 
about what you do with this information. You can ignore it and stick to 
using the teasing comebacks alone, or you can use the information you 
get from embarrassing feedback to also change how people perceive your 
teen or young adult.

Some parents (rarely teens and young adults) will struggle with this 
concept, stating that they want their child to be their “own person,” “an 
individual,” and “not a lemming.” Of course these are perfectly reason-
able statements. Every person has a right to be who he or she wants to 
be. But if your child’s goal is to make and keep friends, then at least he or 
she should know that there may be something that can be done to help 
remove the social barrier. The reality is that whatever your teen or young 
adult is receiving embarrassing feedback about, it’s probably creating an 
invisible wall between your child’s desire to have friends and his or her 
actual ability to make and keep friends. If you suspect your teen or young 
adult has this problem and you want to help him or her remove this social 
barrier, it’s worth at least having a discussion about what your child may 
be doing to attract embarrassing feedback. What you and your teen or 
young adult choose to do with this information will be up to you.
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As a parent, it can be hard to come to grips with the fact that there 
may be something your child is doing that’s making things harder 
socially. You want your child to be treated nicely and kindly, with respect. 
And you may think that it shouldn’t matter if your child dresses a certain 
way or does certain things that other people don’t like because he or she 
is a good person and would make a good friend. You’re right. It shouldn’t 
matter. But sadly it often does matter. The world isn’t fair in that way, 
and the reasons people choose to be friends or not be friends can also be 
unfair. But the good news is that your teen or young adult may have a 
choice in how this turns out. If the goal is to make and keep friends, then 
using embarrassing feedback to change how he or she is perceived by oth-
ers may be a step needed to break the invisible wall.

Social coaching tip: Table 10.1 in the chapter summary for teens and 
young adults provides examples of embarrassing feedback and ways in 
which this information might be used toward changing how your child is 
perceived by others. Review this table with your teen or young adult and 
have an honest discussion about embarrassing feedback. You will notice 
that many of the examples of how to use feedback will require your help. 
For example, changing wardrobes and using products such as deodorant, 
mouthwash, or dandruff shampoo are probably not things your child can 
do alone. So be prepared to offer some additional help in these areas. It 
could make a world of difference.

Success Story: Mark Manages Teasing

Knowing how to manage teasing is a skill needed by everyone. As we’ve 
discussed, it doesn’t matter how popular or well liked a person is; every-
one gets teased from time to time. It’s how we react to that teasing that 
determines how often or how severely we’re teased. Many teens and young 
adults with social challenges struggle with handling teasing appropriately. 
They’ll get upset, lose their cool, or tease back. Sometimes they’ll even tell 
off a teacher or another adult. This was true for Mark, a fourteen-year-
old boy diagnosed with Asperger’s disorder with a long history of peer 
rejection and teasing. “Mark has always been an amazing, bright, and tal-
ented kid,” his mother explained, “but was often very socially awkward.” 
Perhaps it was this social awkwardness that contributed to the teasing 
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he frequently experienced from his peers. Often alone and unprotected, 
Mark was frequently the victim of vicious teasing—an easy target with no 
one there to defend him. His mother observed, “While Mark always had a 
lot of acquaintances, he did not have a lot of friends. He was struggling, 
and we didn’t know how to help him.”

Like many teens and young adults who’ve gone through PEERS, learn-
ing the tactics for how to handle teasing made all the difference for Mark. 
The once socially awkward victim of bullying soon escaped the vicious cycle 
by learning not to take the bait—to act as though what others said didn’t 
bother him, making it less fun for the teasers. Gradually his confi dence 
grew, feeling empowered by his new skills, and eventually he began to make 
friends. “Finding PEERS was an amazing gift for all of us,” his mother 
commented. “Mark came to better understand his Asperger’s and what his 
challenges are and the tools he could use to tackle those challenges.” 

Mark is now an eighteen-year-old high school senior with lots of friends 
and a busy social calendar. He regularly arranges get-togethers for himself 
and his friends, and as his younger sister put it, “he’s thought of very highly 
by his classmates.” Mark recently decided to go back east for college, no 
longer the socially awkward victim of teasing and bullying but a confi dent 
young adult ready to take on the world. Although his family will miss him, 
his mother explained, “I know he’s ready to go. I am so proud of the confi -
dent, independent, bright, talented, and kind young man he has grown into.”

HANDLING VERBAL TEASING
Chapter Summary for Teens and Young Adults

Strategies for Handling Verbal Teasing 
Video

The next several chapters are going to focus on strategies for 
handling bullying. You probably already know that there are 

(continued ) 

The following information is intended to be read by teens and young 
adults and contains a brief summary of the chapter.
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different kinds of bullying. The strategies that you’ll learn to use 
will be completely different according to the kind of bullying. 
This chapter is focused on verbal bullying, also known as 
teasing. This is probably the most common form of bullying and 
pretty much affects everyone. It doesn’t matter how popular 
you are, everyone gets teased from time to time. What does 
matter is how you react to it. Your reaction will determine how 
often and how severely you’re teased. If you get upset or tease 
back, you’re actually making the teasing fun because that’s 
what the teaser is trying to get you to do. They want you to put 
on a show. If you’re doing what they want and making it fun for 
them, then you’re more likely to keep getting teased. You could 
also get a bad reputation if you freak out or tease back.

Adults often give advice about how to handle teasing. 
What do they usually tell you to do? Perhaps you’ve been told 
to walk away, ignore the person, or tell an adult. So do these 
strategies work? Most young people say they don’t work. If you 
walk away, the bullies usually follow you. If you ignore them, 
they keep teasing you, and you end up looking weak. And if you 
tell an adult, you’re going to make the teaser mad and want to 
retaliate against you. So why do adults tell you to do these things 
if they don’t work? The truth is they probably don’t know these 
strategies don’t work, and they were probably told to do the 
same thing when they were your age.

Unlike other adults, we’re not going to tell you to ignore, 
walk away, or tell an adult when you’re being teased. Instead, 
you need to do what the most socially savvy teens and young 
adults do in response to teasing. They give a short verbal 
comeback that shows what the person said didn’t bother them 
and, in fact, what he or she said was kind of lame or stupid. 
They might do something else like roll their eyes or shrug their 
shoulders, which shows they don’t care. The following are some 
examples of verbal and nonverbal comebacks that are known to 
work well.
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Verbal Comebacks

• “Whatever . . .”

• “Yeah, and?”

• “So what?”

• “Who cares?”

• “Big deal.”

• “And?”

• “And your point is?”

• “Am I supposed to care?”

• “And why do I care?”

• “Is that supposed to be funny?”

• “Tell me when you get to the funny part.”

• “Next . . .”

• “Anyway . . .”

Nonverbal Comebacks

• Roll your eyes

• Shrug your shoulders

• Shake your head in disbelief

When you give a short verbal comeback that shows what 
the bully said didn’t bother you, you take the fun out of teasing. 
When you act like what he or she said was kind of lame or stupid, 
you embarrass the teaser, making it less likely that he or she will 
tease you again. You need to be ready, though, because they’re 
probably not going to just tease you once and stop. You should 
be ready with at least three teasing comebacks in every situation. 
Once you’ve used your teasing comebacks, you shouldn’t stand 
there and wait for more. Then you should remove yourself, either 
by walking away or turning away if you can’t leave. But never 
walk away without giving some verbal comeback showing that 
what the person said didn’t bother you.

There are a couple of groups of people you don’t want to 
use these teasing comebacks with. You should never use them 

(continued ) 
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with people in authority, such as parents, teachers, professors, 
supervisors, and so on. That’s disrespectful and a fast way to 
get in trouble and maybe even get a bad reputation. You also 
don’t want to use these teasing comebacks (verbal or nonverbal) 
with people who have a tendency to get physically aggressive. 
Remember, you’re probably going to embarrass the teaser. What 
do people who have a tendency to get aggressive do when they 
get embarrassed? They usually attack with physical aggression. 
Obviously you’re not looking for a fi ght, so don’t use these 
teasing comebacks with people who get aggressive. We’ll talk 
about what you can do to handle physical bullying in chapter 13.

Social Vignette of  Handling Verbal 
Teasing: Male Example

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of a male example 
of appropriately handling verbal teasing.

Ben: (reading a book)
Alex: (walks up to Ben) “Hey, dweeb! Reading again?”
Ben: (looks up from book, then looks right back down) “Whatever.”
Alex: “Why are you reading? You’re the biggest loser in school; 

everyone says it!”
Ben: (shrugs shoulders, shakes head, sounds bored) “Am I sup-

posed to care?”
Alex: “Probably should, ’cuz you’re a loser. Don’t you want to 

change that?”
Ben: “Anyway . . .” (casually walks away)

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Alex?
Answers: Frustrating, annoying (did not get the expected reac-
tion, a little embarrassing)

• What do you think Alex thought of Ben?
Answers: Unbothered, indifferent, apathetic
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• Is Alex going to want to tease Ben again?
Answer: Probably not, not fun

Social Vignette of  Handling Verbal 
Teasing: Female Example

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of a female 
example of appropriately handling verbal teasing.

Lara: (reading a book)
Yasamine: (walks up to Lara) “God, Lara, your shoes are so ugly.”
Lara: (looks up from book, then looks right back down) 

“Whatever!” (said with attitude)
Yasamine: “Whatever? Me and all the girls were making fun of 

them at lunch!”
Lara: (shrugs shoulders, shakes head) “Am I supposed to 

care?”(said with attitude)
Yasamine: “Uh, yeah, you should care. Maybe you should get 

some new shoes!”
Lara: “Anyway . . .” (casually walks away)

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Yasamine?
Answers: Frustrating, annoying (did not get the expected reac-
tion), embarrassing

• What do you think Yasamine thought of Lara?
Answers: Unbothered, indifferent, apathetic

• Is Yasamine going to want to tease Lara again?
Answer: Probably not, not fun

Strategies for Using Embarrassing Feedback
Sometimes when people tease you they’re giving you 
important information about how others see you, even if it’s 

(continued ) 
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embarrassing. We call this embarrassing feedback, and paying 
attention to your feedback can be the key to making it less 
likely that people will tease you. Table 10.1 gives examples 
of embarrassing feedback and ideas of what you could do 
differently if you don’t want to be teased about those things 
anymore. Making these changes is a personal choice but if 
they’re creating a barrier between you and your ability to make 
and keep friends, it might be worth using this embarrassing 
feedback to make a change.

Table 10.1. Examples of Embarrassing Feedback and How to Use 
Feedback

Examples of Embarrassing 
Feedback 

Examples of How to Use Feedback

Negative comments about 
clothing

Consider changing your wardrobe; try 
to follow the clothing norms of your 
peer group.

Negative comments about 
body odor

Use deodorant; bathe regularly using 
soap; wash hair regularly; wear less 
cologne or perfume.

Negative remarks about 
dandruff

Use dandruff shampoo regularly.

Negative remarks about oral 
hygiene

Brush teeth regularly; use mouth 
wash; fl oss teeth regularly; use a 
tongue scraper; chew gum; use breath 
mints; avoid certain foods; visit the 
dentist regularly. 

Negative comments about 
your sense of humor

Check your humor feedback; consider 
telling fewer jokes; be a little more 
serious when fi rst getting to know 
someone.

Negative observations 
about unusual behaviors 

Consider changing or discontinuing 
the behavior if possible.
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CHAPTER EXERCISES
for Teens, Young Adults, and Parents

Teens and young adults should complete the following exercises 
with parents:

• Practice using teasing comebacks with your parent following 
the strategies outlined in this chapter.

• Begin by reviewing the strategies for using teasing 
comebacks.

• Practice using teasing comebacks with your parent.

• Choose three to four teasing comebacks from the list 
provided to practice with.

• Avoid coming up with your own teasing comebacks 
because they may not be appropriate.

• Make sure parents use a benign teasing remark such as, 
“Your shoes are ugly” in order to avoid emotionally hurt-
ful material during practice.

• Make sure parents confi rm whether eye-rolling, shoulder 
shrugging, and head shaking should be used in conjunc-
tion with the verbal comebacks.

• Use teasing comebacks with peers when relevant.

• You may want to use the FriendMaker mobile app to 
review the teasing comebacks just before going places 
where teasing is likely to happen.

• Consider whether you’re receiving embarrassing feedback 
from peers that you might use to change how other people 
see you and treat you. Just a few changes can make a big 
difference in the lives of teens and young adults.

• Begin by reviewing the information about embarrassing 
feedback with your parent.

(continued ) 
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• With the help of your parent, consider whether you’re 
receiving embarrassing feedback from your peers.

• If motivated, begin to work with your parent to take the 
necessary steps to change how you’re perceived by others 
by using this important feedback.
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Addressing Cyber Bullying

CYBER BULLYING INVOLVES THE USE OF ELECTRONIC forms of communication such 
as the Internet and mobile phones to harm or harass others. Like other 
forms of bullying, the actions are deliberate and hostile and may even 
be chronic. The phenomenon of 
cyber bullying has become more 
common in the past several years, 
particularly among teens and 
young adults who frequently use 
the technologies associated with 
cyber bullying.

The actions of cyber bullying may include harassing, threatening, or 
humiliating messages or comments communicated through the use of 
cell phones, computers, and social networking sites. The behavior may 
include sending or forwarding threatening, harassing, or hurtful e-mail 
messages, text messages, or instant messages; spreading rumors and gos-
sip on social networking sites; creating social networking pages to target 
a victim; posting photos or personal private information on the Internet 
without consent; or pretending to be someone else in order to humili-
ate someone or trick someone into revealing personal information. 
Researchers investigating this new phenomenon have identifi ed six types 
of cyber bullying:

• Insulting: Posting or spreading false information, possibly causing 
harm to the reputation of the person targeted

Cyber bullying involves the use of elec-
tronic forms of communication such 
as the Internet and mobile phones to 
harm or harass others.
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• Harassment: Repeatedly sending malicious and harassing messages 
to a targeted person

• Targeting: Singling out a person and inviting others to attack or 
make fun of him or her collectively

• Identity theft: Pretending to be someone else to make it appear as 
though the targeted person said or did things he or she didn’t do

• Uploading: Sharing e-mails or posting images of a person, particularly 
under embarrassing circumstances

• Excluding: Pressuring others to exclude the targeted person from 
membership or affi liation with a particular group

Because cyber bullying is often done anonymously, attacks are often 
even more aggressive and blatant than those committed in person. Cyber 
bullies may be relentless and emboldened by their anonymity, not fearing 
punishment or detection. Victims of cyber bullying will often feel help-
less and powerless, often unsure who is even targeting them, not knowing 
whom they can trust and how to fi ght back.

Research suggests that the incidence of cyber bullying is on the rise, 
and although much of the research in this area has focused on describ-
ing prevalence rates and better understanding the behavior and culture of 
cyber bullying, a few ecologically valid social response strategies have been 
identifi ed to combat this vicious form of bullying.

Strategies for Handling Cyber Bullying

The following strategies are often used by socially savvy teens and young 
adults confronted with cyber bullying.

Don’t Feed the Trolls

Internet trolling is a term used for people who attempt to harass, upset, 
or disrupt another person or group of people through provocative, 
insulting, and confrontational messages posted online. These offensive 
and mean-spirited messages are often posted on social networking sites, 
message boards, and forums as willful attempts to upset and hurt oth-
ers. The intent of trolls, those who post these negative comments, can 
only be guessed at but is probably related to negative attention seeking. 
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Just like in-person bullies, cyber bullies who troll the Internet posting 
negative comments are typically looking to get a reaction from their 
victims. What kind of reaction are they trying to get? They’re probably 
hoping to upset their victims and have them put on a show or perhaps 
they’re hoping the victims will defend themselves and engage in a fi ght. 
If your teen or young adult were to engage the troll through showing 
that he or she is upset or attempting to defend him- or herself, this 
would only reinforce and reward the behavior of the troll, making the 
act of trolling more fun and more likely to happen again. Consequently, 
a buzz phrase has developed over the Internet describing a useful tactic 
in dealing with these annoying trolls and their abusive and hurtful mes-
sages. Don’t feed the trolls has become the mantra used by many victims of 
trolling confronted with hateful messages. The theory behind the idea 
is that when you engage the trolls in defense or debate, you’re actually 
feeding them and doing exactly what they want, making it more likely 
you’ll be cyber bullied further. However, if your teen or young adult 
doesn’t engage them and doesn’t 
feed the trolls, it will be less likely 
that the cyber bully will want to 
target him or her in the future. 
Instead, they’ll probably get 
bored, move on, and fi nd some-
one else to target.

Have Friends Stick Up for You

Another strategy that seems to be effective in handling cyber bully-
ing includes the involvement of friends in providing defense and pro-
tection. The rationale behind this strategy is not so different from the 
underlying principle of in-person bullying, which is that bullies like to 
pick on people who are by themselves and appear unprotected. Bullies 
choose to target those who are isolated because they’re easier targets, 
whereas teens and young adults who socialize in groups are less likely 
to be bullied because they have others around who might provide safety 
and defense. An effective safeguard against further cyber bullying is 
to have your teen or young adult’s friends come to his or her defense. 
When a cyber bully posts a negative comment and then sees that others 

When you engage the trolls in defense 
or debate, you’re actually feeding 
them and doing exactly what they 
want, making it more likely you’ll be 
cyber bullied further.
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are sticking up for your child, he or she becomes a less appealing tar-
get. Although coming to your own defense is a useless tactic for han-
dling cyber bullying (and is likely to lead to more cyber bullying), having 
friends stick up for you is a powerful strategy. If your teen or young 
adult doesn’t have friends to come to his or her defense, having a sibling, 
cousin, or some other close relative around the same age can help. In 
the game of cyber bullying, no one wants to target the player who comes 
equipped with a strong defensive 
line. Consequently, having some-
one come to your teen or young 
adult’s defense in response to 
cyber bullying may be an effective 
strategy in minimizing further 
cyber attacks.

Block the Cyber Bully

A fair amount of cyber bullying is conducted over text messaging, 
instant messaging, e-mail, and social networking sites in which the 
cyber bully is identifi able and possibly even a “friend” or contact of the 
victim. In these cases, it’s advisable to block the cyber bully by block-
ing their messages from delivery to your teen or young adult’s phone, 
e-mail, or social networking page. Blocking is a term used to describe 
the action of preventing one user from sending electronic messages 
to another user. Most social media allow for blocking of specifi c con-
tacts. For example, on social networking sites such as Facebook, a com-
mon arena for cyber bullying, blocking someone prevents that user 
from viewing your teen or young adult’s profi le and appearing in their 
search results or contact lists. Likewise, any connections shared between 
your child (the blocker) and the user being blocked will also be broken. 
Although blocking doesn’t guar-
antee the prevention of all elec-
tronic communication, blocking 
the cyber bully is a fairly effec-
tive way of minimizing contact 
between your teen or young adult 
and the cyber bully.

Although coming to your own defense 
is a useless tactic for handling cyber 
bullying (and is likely to lead to more 
cyber bullying), having friends stick 
up for you is a powerful strategy.

It’s advisable to block the cyber bully 
by blocking their messages from deliv-
ery to your teen or young adult’s 
phone, e-mail, or social networking 
page.
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Lay Low Online

A lot of cyber bullying happens online, especially on social networking 
sites. If your child is having trouble with people cyber bullying him or her, 
a good strategy may be to lay low online for a while. That means your teen 
or young adult might consider staying off his or her social networking 
sites for a period of time and avoid posting comments on other people’s 
walls or in forums. This laying low period creates distance between your 
teen or young adult and the cyber bullying, giving him or her a chance to 
let the cyber bullying die down. Sometimes it can even be helpful to have 
your teen or young adult close his or her social networking account for 
a while, if that’s where the cyber 
bullying is happening. In this 
case, if the cyber bullies can’t fi nd 
your teen or young adult, they 
can’t bully him or her.

Save the Evidence

In all cases of cyber bullying it’s advisable to save the evidence of bully-
ing. Cyber bullying may constitute a form of harassment, a term used to 
describe when something a person says or does makes someone fear for 
his or her safety or for the safety of others. For example, making threaten-
ing comments or intimidating remarks against your teen or young adult 
might constitute an illegal form of harassment. In certain jurisdictions 
this form of harassment may even be punishable by law. Cyber bullying 
may also constitute a form of defamation, a legal term used to describe 
behavior that causes harm to someone’s reputation. For example, spread-
ing false information about your teen or young adult on the Internet 
might be considered an illegal form of defamation. Cyber bullying may 
also create an unsafe environment by making your teen or young adult 
feel as though he or she can’t go to school or work without facing some 
type of attack such as verbal teasing, social exclusion, or even aggressive 
behavior. Because schools and workplaces are held responsible for pro-
viding safe environments for their students and employees, in some cases 
cyber bullies may be punished by school suspension or expulsion or ter-
mination of employment, even when the cyber bullying occurs outside of 

If the cyber bullies can’t fi nd your 
teen or young adult, they can’t bully 
him or her.
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school or work. Although it’s not necessary for your teen or young adult 
to know all of these legal terms, it’s helpful for you to know what you and 
your child’s rights are. Most cases 
of cyber bullying never reach this 
level; even still, it’s important 
to save the evidence of bullying 
should further action be needed.

Get Help from Supportive Adults When Needed

Knowing how to navigate the social challenges associated with cyber 
bullying is hard enough, even for socially savvy teens and young adults. 
So imagine what this might be like for a teen or young adult with 
social diffi culties. Perhaps your son or daughter has been the victim 
of cyber bullying. If so, you know the devastation and torment it can 
create and the confusion and frustration felt in not knowing what to 
do. Consequently, involving supportive adults such as parents, teach-
ers, clinicians, or even helpful employers may be necessary for some 
teens and young adults confronted with cyber bullying. Although this 
strategy may seem obvious, in our experience, very few teens and young 
adults who fall victim to cyber bullying ever think to involve these 
supportive adults. For some, when they do consider involving others, 
they may think only to involve those associated with the place where 
the cyber bullying originated. For example, when cyber bullied by class-
mates, some teens may only think to enlist support from school per-
sonnel. When cyber bullied by coworkers, they may only ask for help 
from those in the workplace. Involving supportive adults such as 
parents and other family members may be less obvious to those with 
social challenges because these individuals may not be affi liated with 
these contextual environments. Consequently, you’ll want to point 
out the benefi t and appropriate-
ness of involving you and other 
trusted family members in help-
ing to provide support in navi-
gating these challenging social 
situations.

It’s important to save the evidence 
of bullying should further action be 
needed.

Involving supportive adults such as 
parents, teachers, clinicians, or even 
helpful employers may be necessary 
for some teens and young adults 
confronted with cyber bullying.
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Report Cyber Bullying to the Proper Authorities

In more severe or chronic cases of cyber bullying, it may be necessary to 
report infractions to online service providers, webmasters, schools or 
places of business, or even law enforcement. Because cyber bullying often 
violates the terms of service agreements established by Internet service 
providers and social networking sites, you may choose to notify these serv-
ice providers so that they can take action against the users abusing the 
terms of the service agreement. Notifying webmasters and service provid-
ers may also result in the useful removal of defamatory statements, har-
assing posts, and other forms of cyber bullying. Because cyber bullying 
can create an unsafe environment at school or the workplace, notifying 
school or employment personnel may also be an effective strategy in mini-
mizing or even eliminating cyber bullying. Many schools are required by 
law to address cyber bullying in their anti-bullying policies and may be 
swift to address the issue once 
raised by you. Likewise, workplace 
cyber bullying might easily consti-
tute a hostile work environment, 
punishable by law in many juris-
dictions, so employers may also 
be quick to assist in instances of 
cyber bullying in the work setting.

Finally, in some cases, particularly those that constitute harassment, 
defamation, or an unsafe environment, cyber bullying may be considered 
a crime punishable by law. Therefore, in severe or chronic cases of cyber 
bullying when the strategies previously described are ineffective, contact-
ing law enforcement may be a strategy of last resort. In less severe cases 
of cyber bullying, reporting the behavior to authorities may result in your 
teen or young adult getting a bad reputation as a snitch or a nark. You will 
need to carefully and cautiously judge the necessity of involving third-
party protectors in these circumstances in order to help your teen or 
young adult avoid further unnecessary rejection.

Social coaching tip: It is recommended that you go over the strat-
egies for handling cyber bullying in the chapter summary for teens and 
young adults with your child and have a discussion about the material. 
Sadly, no one is invulnerable to this form of social aggression, but with 

In more severe or chronic cases of 
cyber bullying, it may be necessary to 
report infractions to online service pro-
viders, webmasters, schools or places 
of business, or even law enforcement.
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your help and support, if your teen or young adult should fall into this 
challenging situation, you will both be better equipped to handle it.

Success Story: David Doesn’t Feed the Trolls

With so many teens and young adults socializing online these days, it’s no 
wonder that even unpleasant social interactions such as bullying have per-
vaded this medium. Cyber bullying may be particularly widespread given 
the detached, sometimes even anonymous, nature of this social aggression. 
Sadly, many teens and young adults with social challenges fall victim to 
cyber bullying, often unsure how to respond effectively. This was true for 
David, a twenty-two-year-old socially isolated man with a history of peer 
rejection and emotional outbursts.

David was a self-proclaimed “loner” with a penchant for technology 
and a love of politics. He spent many hours of every day posting com-
ments on blogs and forums, engaging in heated political debates. He was 
every troll’s dream—a passionate politico who always took the bait and 
couldn’t turn down a good fi ght. Within certain political forums, among 
the other zealots, his fervent commentary was not so unusual. But when 
his conservative diatribes made their way to the liberal landscape of the 
online forums at his university, everything changed for David.

It all began when David posted some critical comments about 
the upcoming presidential election on the local chapter of the Young 
Democrats online forum. A dyed-in-the-wool Republican venturing into 
the cyber land of liberals, it was no wonder that his conservative remarks 
were immediately attacked. He explained, “I thought I had every right to 
post those comments there. It’s a free country. But I guess I didn’t expect 
that kind of reaction. We got into this huge debate with all the Dems 
attacking me. They made it really personal, too. They called me names, 
like ‘conservatard.’ Someone even posted a picture of me in a cape with a 
big ‘C.’ And it wasn’t just online. They brought it to the classroom. This 
girl I was friends with even stopped talking to me. I was a social pariah 
that quarter.”

Like many teens and young adults with social challenges, David had 
diffi culty with perspective taking. He had trouble anticipating how others 
might react in a given situation. In this case, it didn’t occur to him that 
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posting conservative ramblings on a liberal forum might be met with 
ardent resistance. “I was already having trouble making friends when I 
came to PEERS. This made it worse,” he remarked. “It wasn’t until you 
started talking about ‘not feeding the trolls’ that it kind of clicked for me. 
I realized that’s what I was doing. I was feeding into the debate, making it 
worse. You told me to ‘lay low’ and not take the bait. So I did and eventu-
ally things calmed down.”

Although it’s somewhat questionable whether David was initially the 
troll or the one being trolled, the point is that these heated exchanges 
escalated into outright cyber bullying. Yet, by not continuing to feed 
the trolls and laying low for a period of months, he was able to success-
fully overcome the damage this incident had caused to his reputation. 
Eventually, David joined the campus chapter of the Young Republicans, 
fi nding a more appropriate venue for his political musings. Today he 
lives in Washington, DC, working as a political aide to a Republican 
congressman—enjoying healthy debates with a wide assortment of friends 
and colleagues.

STRATEGIES FOR HANDLING 
CYBER BULLYING

Chapter Summary for Teens and Young Adults

This chapter is focused on cyber bullying and the strategies 
you can use to combat it. Cyber bullying is a type of electronic 
bullying that includes harassing, threatening, or humiliating 
messages or comments sent through cell phones, computers, 
or social networking sites. People who cyber bully sometimes 
send or forward threatening or hurtful e-mail messages, text 
messages, or instant messages; spread rumors and gossip on 
social networking sites such as Facebook; post photos or private 

(continued ) 

The following information is intended to be read by teens and young 
adults and contains a brief summary of the chapter.
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information on the Internet without permission; or even pretend 
to be someone else in order to humiliate someone or trick that 
person into sharing secrets. The tricky thing about cyber bullying 
is that you may not even know who’s doing it. Although it can be 
frustrating and upsetting to be targeted in this way, not knowing 
whom to trust or how to handle the situation, there are a few 
strategies that socially savvy teens and young adults use when 
faced with this problem. Some of the tactics are listed in this 
section.

Don’t Feed the Trolls
You probably know that Internet trolling is a term used for 
people who bully others online by posting harassing and mean 
comments on social networking sites, message boards, and 
forums. They do this because it’s fun for them, and they’re trying 
to get a reaction out of you. What kind of reaction are they 
trying to get? They’re probably hoping to upset you and get you 
to put on a show by defending yourself or engaging in a fi ght. 
They’re not so different from in-person bullies, always looking 
for a reaction. So what happens if you put up a fi ght and defend 
yourself? You make it fun for them, ensuring that you’ll continue 
to get bullied. Instead, don’t feed the trolls. That’s a buzz phrase 
used on the Internet that means don’t confront them or try to 
beat them at their own game. It’s a losing battle. If you don’t 
feed the trolls, they’ll probably get bored, move on, and fi nd 
someone else to pick on.

Have Friends Stick Up for You
Just like in-person bullies, cyber bullies like to pick on people 
who are by themselves or seem unprotected. That’s because 
when you’re alone, you have no one to stick up for you or 
have your back. That makes you an easier target. One of the 
strategies for handling cyber bullying is to have a friend stick 
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up for you. We’ve already talked about how it doesn’t do any 
good for you to defend yourself. That’s what the cyber bully (or 
troll) wants. But if other people come to your defense, such as a 
friend or a family member around the same age, you no longer 
seem unprotected. Few cyber bullies will want to play against a 
strong defensive line. Instead, they’ll probably move on and fi nd 
someone else to bully.

Block the Cyber Bully
Because some cyber bullying happens over text messaging, 
instant messaging, e-mail, and social networking sites where 
the bully is identifi able, one of the easiest ways to minimize 
contact is by blocking the cyber bully. That means blocking their 
messages from ever being delivered to your phone, e-mail, or 
social networking page. Blocking the cyber bully from Facebook, 
for example, will prevent him or her from viewing your profi le, 
appearing in your search results or contact lists, and will break 
any connections shared between you and the bully. Although 
this strategy doesn’t guarantee that the cyber bullying won’t take 
place in other areas of the Internet, blocking the cyber bully is a 
fairly effective way of stopping direct contact between you and 
the bully.

Lay Low Online
A lot of cyber bullying happens online, especially on social 
networking sites. If you’re being cyber bullied, a good strategy 
may be to lay low online for a while. That means you might 
consider staying off your social networking page and avoid 
posting comments on other people’s walls or in forums, if that’s 
where the cyber bullying is happening. This will create distance 
between you and the cyber bully, and let the cyber bullying have 
a chance to die down. Basically, if the cyber bully can’t fi nd you, 
he or she can’t bully you.

(continued ) 
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Save the Evidence
Another good strategy for protecting yourself from cyber 
bullying is to save the evidence. That means if someone sends 
you threatening or harassing messages or pictures, or posts 
harmful comments about you on the Internet, you need to 
save the evidence in case you need to report him or her to your 
school, place of work, or even a webmaster. It’s best to get help 
from your parent or a supportive adult before you report these 
incidents. In some cases what the cyber bully is doing to you may 
even be considered illegal, so be smart and save the evidence.

Get Help from Supportive Adults When Needed
Cyber bullying can be a pretty traumatic experience for 
anyone. It can leave you feeling sad, frustrated, embarrassed, 
and even confused—not knowing whom you can trust. It’s 
important that you remember that you don’t have to deal 
with this on your own. Instead, you should consider getting 
help from a supportive adult, such as your parent, a trusted 
family member, a teacher, or a supervisor. You should choose 
someone you trust and feel comfortable talking to and who’s 
there to support you. Parents are usually the best choice, even 
if they’re not directly connected to the place where the cyber 
bullying is coming from (such as school or work). Don’t feel 
like you have to deal with this on your own. There are people 
who can help!

Report Cyber Bullying to the Proper Authorities
In more severe or persistent cases, it may be necessary for you 
and your parent to report the cyber bullying to the proper 
authorities. This might include online service providers, 
webmasters, schools or places of business, or in the most 
extreme cases, law enforcement. Because knowing when and 
how to report cyber bullying can be confusing, you need to work 
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with your parent on this strategy. Contacting the authorities is 
usually a last resort—a strategy you only use when the others 
aren’t working—so be sure to get help from a supportive adult if 
you think you need this more extreme measure.

CHAPTER EXERCISES
for Teens, Young Adults, and Parents

Teens and young adults should complete the following exercises 
with parents:

• Review the information about strategies for handling cyber 
bullying outlined in this chapter with your parent.

• Have a discussion about whether you or someone you know 
has ever experienced cyber bullying.

• Identify a few strategies you or someone else you know 
might use to handle cyber bullying either now or in the 
future.

• Be sure to set privacy settings on any social networking sites 
you belong to. Your parents or some supportive adult may be 
able to help you.
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Minimizing Rumors and Gossip

SPREADING RUMORS AND EXCHANGING GOSSIP IS ONE of the more common ways 
people share information, opinions, and news about the personal or pri-
vate affairs of others. Rumors include opinions, stories, or statements 
widely circulated about others, usually without confi rmation of truth or 
origin of source. Gossip includes idle talk about the personal and pri-
vate dealings of others, usually intimate in nature and sometimes harm-
ful in effect. People who reveal personal and private information about 
others and spread rumors and gossip are known as gossips and their rep-
utations as people who share intimate facts and opinions about others 
often precede them.

Incredibly common among teens and young adults, rumors and gos-
sip are often thought of as mean spirited, callous, and unkind. Although a 
type of relational bullying, rumors and gossip may also simply represent a 
kind of communication people use to connect and bond when socializing. 
So why do people spread rumors and gossip? The evolutionary origins of 
rumors and gossip have been debated at length. One argument is that the 
sharing of rumors and gossip is a way groups of people monitor the reputa-
tions of others. Research also indi-
cates that gossiping may actually 
enhance social bonding in large 
groups as a form of shared com-
munication. Whatever the origins 
are, it’s important for you and your 
teen or young adult to understand 

Although a type of relational bullying, 
rumors and gossip may also simply 
represent a kind of communication 
people use to connect and bond when 
socializing.

3GC12.indd   2813GC12.indd   281 11/07/13   11:40 AM11/07/13   11:40 AM



282 T H E S C I E N C E O F M A K I N G F R I E N D S 

that rumors and gossip are very common and unlikely to be eliminated 
from the social world in which we live.

More common among females, the spreading of rumors and gossip 
may be mean spirited and intended to hurt others, a type of social weapon 
used to retaliate against someone, get revenge on someone for something 
they’ve done, or damage the reputation of someone disliked or envied. 
Although some may spread gossip out of malicious intent, it’s prob-
ably more likely that they’re trying to get attention and feel important. 
Knowing secret details and facts about the personal and private lives of 
others is a powerful position and may even increase social standing in the 
larger peer group. Consequently, 
many young people (particularly 
girls) may spread rumors and gos-
sip as a method of increasing their 
popularity.

Whereas rumors and gossip are a form of relational bullying, don’t 
forget that more often gossiping is just something people do casually 
when they’re socializing—water cooler talk if you will. That doesn’t mean 
that if the intent isn’t to be mean that the effects of rumors and gossip 
are less damaging or hurtful. Rumors and gossip spread casually without 
malicious intent can still be just as harmful as when they’re used as social 
weapons. The important point is that because gossip is so widespread, 
there’s very little your teen or young adult can do to prevent people from 
gossiping. Most people engage in some degree of gossiping from time 
to time, usually without cruel intentions. When you skim the pages of a 
tabloid gossip magazine in the checkout line at the grocery store, are you 
doing that to be mean? You’re probably just curious or bored. When you 
talk about the latest celebrity gossip with your friends, are you trying to 
be hurtful? You’re probably just interested in that celebrity’s life and want 
to talk about what you know because it’s interesting and fun. It probably 
never occurs to you that what you’re doing could be hurtful. The same is 
often true for teens and young adults who gossip. They don’t necessarily 
gossip out of malicious intent. Usually they’re just curious, maybe even a 
little nosy—interested in the lives of the people around them. Sometimes 
they’re simply bored and looking for something to talk about. Or maybe 
they’re hoping to get a little attention and form some connections with 
the people around them—maybe even increase their popularity. No matter 

Many young people (particularly girls) 
may spread rumors and gossip as a 
method of increasing their popularity.
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what the reason, the bottom line is that rumors and gossip are a natural 
part of the social culture we live in. Even though rumors can be damag-
ing and hurtful to their targets, the unfortunate truth is that people will 
always gossip, and there’s very little you or your child can do about it. 
Before you feel discouraged, hang on. We’ve identifi ed a number of strat-
egies that work really well in minimizing the effects of gossip and even 
avoiding being the target altogether.

It will be helpful to learn how to help your teen or young adult avoid 
being the target of rumors and gossip and what to do in cases where he 
or she is the focus of these painful and embarrassing social weapons. 
Although teens and young adults with a history of social neglect are less 
often the target of this form of relational bullying, some with a history 
of peer rejection will become the targets of rumors and gossip, so you 
should be familiar with what to do if it comes up. The following strategies 
for avoiding being the target of rumors and gossip are used by socially 
successful teens and young adults.

Tips for Avoiding Being the 
Target of Rumors and Gossip

Although rumors and gossip may be an inescapable part of our social 
world, helping your teen or young adult avoid being the target of the 
rumor mill is the fi rst step in managing rumors and gossip. The rumor 
mill refers to the communication network that spreads rumors and gos-
sip. Helping your son or daughter become familiar with the strategies 
used by socially savvy teens and young adults who’ve been able to stave off 
rumors and gossip is one way for your child to avoid being the target of 
the rumor mill.

Avoid Being Friends with the Gossips

Remember that gossips are people who like to spread rumors about other 
people. They’re usually easy to identify because their reputations often 
precede them. One of the strategies for avoiding being the target of 
rumors and gossip is to avoid being friends with the gossips. Many teens 
and young adults with social challenges (particularly girls) will mistakenly 
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think that if they’re friends with the gossips, they’ll have protection from 
gossiping. The opposite is actually true. When your teen or young adult 
becomes friends with the gossips, he or she becomes vulnerable to them, 
allowing them access to personal and private information. One false move 
or one small disagreement with a gossip and your teen or young adult’s 
private information and secrets may be spread through the rumor mill as 
a form of retaliation. What’s worse is that the gossip may be more believ-
able because the person spread-
ing the rumor was once your teen 
or young adult’s friend and so 
is more likely to know the truth 
of the matter. A better strategy 
for avoiding being the target of 
rumors and gossip is for your teen 
or young adult to steer clear of the 
gossips altogether.

Don’t Provoke the Gossips

Just as your teen or young adult shouldn’t make friends with the gossips, 
for fear of discord leading to retaliation, he or she also shouldn’t provoke 
the gossips. To provoke the gossips is to get them mad or upset, causing 
them to want to retaliate. The same is true for upsetting or provoking 
friends of the gossips. If your teen or young adult were to get into a per-
sonal confrontation or confl ict with a gossip or even a friend of a gossip, he 
or she would probably end up being the target of the rumor mill because 
rumor spreading is the social weapon they use. Dating the former girlfriend 
or boyfriend of a gossip, getting them in trouble, or saying bad things 
about them are all examples of how your teen or young adult might pro-
voke a gossip, making your teen or young adult the target of the rumor 
mill. As before, probably the best defense against the gossips is to steer 
clear of them and remain as neutral as possible. Your teen or young adult 
shouldn’t be friends or enemies 
with the gossips—he or she should 
be a casual acquaintance or have 
no relationship whatsoever.

To provoke the gossips is to get them 
mad or upset, causing them to want 
to retaliate.

Many teens and young adults with 
social challenges (particularly girls) 
will mistakenly think that if they’re 
friends with the gossips, they’ll have 
protection from gossiping. The oppo-
site is actually true.
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Avoid Spreading Rumors and Gossip

Another important strategy for avoiding being the target of rumors 
and gossip is to avoid spreading rumors and gossip. Have you ever 
noticed that the people who are known for spreading rumors and gos-
sip are usually in the thick of things—often targeted by the very rumor 
mill they fuel? This is probably because gossips open themselves up 
to retaliation and revenge from those burned by their vicious rumors. 
Those who add fuel to the rumor mill by spreading rumors and gos-
sip themselves are more likely to get stung by the same mechanism. 
Consequently, if your teen or 
young adult wants to avoid being 
targeted by these social weapons, 
he or she should avoid spreading 
rumors and gossip about others.

Strategies for Handling Rumors and Gossip

Imagine your teen or young adult is unsuccessful in avoiding the 
vicious rumor mill and he or she becomes the target of rumors and 
gossip. Although incredibly hurtful and humiliating, remember that 
this challenging social scenario isn’t so uncommon for socially active 
teens and young adults. Many socially engaged teens and young adults 
will fi nd themselves the target of rumors or gossip at some point. So 
rather than hoping this will never happen or burying his or her head 
in the sand when it does happens, being familiar with strategies for 
handling rumors and gossip will be the lifeline that your teen or young 
adult will need to get through it. Rumors usually take your child by 
surprise and can be a devastating and humiliating experience. But if 
your teen or young adult is familiar with the strategies used by socially 
savvy teens and young adults who’ve been successful at minimizing the 
impact of rumors and gossip, he or she will be better equipped to han-
dle these challenging social situations. The following strategies have 
been found to be effective in decreasing the harmful impact of rumors 
and gossip.

Gossips open themselves up to retali-
ation and revenge from those burned 
by their vicious rumors.
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Don’t Try to Disprove the Rumor

One of the most frustrating things about gossip is that once rumors are out 
there, they’re incredibly diffi cult to disprove (if not impossible). Once a part 
of the rumor mill, even blatantly false stories and accusations will be diffi cult 
to disprove. In fact, you could have a mountain of evidence that disproves a 
rumor, but if your teen or young adult tries to share this evidence with other 
people, he or she will look defensive and guilty. In fact, in the process of shar-
ing this mountain of evidence, instead of disproving the rumor, your teen 
or young adult will actually add fuel to the rumor mill by adding new and 
interesting content to the rumor. In this case, the new rumor will be how he 
or she is freaking out about the gossip, running around trying to tell every-
one how it isn’t true. That’s good 
new gossip! In the end, instead 
of killing the rumor, your teen or 
young adult will have only suc-
ceeded in making the rumor grow 
bigger and stronger.

The sad truth about rumors and gossip is that there is little anyone can 
do to prevent the spreading of them, and once out there, it’s nearly impos-
sible to disprove them. People exposed to rumors and gossip will believe 
what they choose to believe, regardless of the mountains of evidence you 
have to share. Take celebrity tabloid gossip for example—a multimillion 
dollar industry. There’s very little celebrities can do to prevent rumors and 
gossip that are being spread about them through tabloid magazines. Even 
when the gossip is untrue, when celebrities try to disprove these rumors 
they usually end up drawing more attention to the gossip and may actually 
make matters worse for themselves by adding fuel to the rumor mill. Think 
of the countless celebrities who’ve attempted to deny rumors and gossip. 
How have most of these celebrity crusades for vindication turned out? 
Most of the time these attempts at vindication only lead to new gossip, 
with the tabloids picking up on the exciting new development. “Celebrity X 
is denying rumor X” might be the new headline. Instead of disproving the 
rumor, they end up drawing more attention to it.

The same unhappy reality is true for teens and young adults who try 
to disprove rumors and gossip in their schools and workplaces. To illus-
trate this point, imagine a young teenage girl targeted by a false rumor. 
A former friend is spreading a rumor that the young girl has a crush on 

One of the most frustrating things 
about gossip is that once rumors are 
out there, rumors are incredibly dif-
fi cult to disprove (if not impossible).
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a boy in her class. Although this young girl doesn’t actually have a crush 
on the boy, what would people say if she made it her mission to disprove 
the rumor—going around the school telling anyone who would listen that 
the rumor wasn’t true? It’s possible she’d look guilty and defensive. Would 
people believe her story (even though she’s telling the truth)? It’s unlikely 
that everyone would believe her story if she made it her personal crusade 
to disprove the rumor. Again, this is because you can never completely dis-
prove a rumor or gossip. In this case, making it her mission to disprove 
the rumor and tell anyone who’ll listen that the rumor isn’t true will prob-
ably make the young girl look defensive and guilty, usually increasing the 
circulation of more gossip. The new gossip will be how the girl is freaking 
out about the rumor and telling everyone it’s not true (looking very guilty 
and defensive in the process), leading most to believe that the rumor must 
be true because she’s making such a big deal about it.

Don’t Confront the Source of the Gossip

Let’s stick with the example of the young girl who has been targeted 
by this embarrassing rumor. The gossip being spread about her isn’t 
true, and everyone knows the person who is spreading the lies (includ-
ing the young girl). What do you think the girl’s natural instinct would 
be in this case? She might want to confront the person spreading the 
rumor (the source of the gossip), request an explanation for this unfair 
attack, and demand public vindication—insisting that she tell everyone 
it’s not true. What do you think the girl would be advised to do by sym-
pathetic adults trying to help her? Similar to the girl’s natural instinct, 
most teens and young adults are told to confront the person spread-
ing the rumor, tell them how you feel, and ask them to stop spreading 
the rumor. So how do you think that tactic will go over for the young 
girl? Is it realistic to think that the person spreading the gossip will sud-
denly apologize for his or her actions and promise to make things better 
by telling everyone the rumor wasn’t true? What would that even sound 
like? Imagine the rumor spreader saying, “You know, you’re right. That 
rumor I spread isn’t true. I shouldn’t have done that. I’m sorry I hurt 
your feelings. Let me fi x it and tell everyone it’s a lie.” Obviously, this 
scenario is more than unrealistic—it’s never going to happen! The act 
of confronting the source of the gossip is actually more likely to cause 
the young girl harm rather than help. Confronting the person that’s 
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spreading the rumor about her will only create more gossip and add fuel 
to the rumor mill. The new rumor will be how the young girl freaked out 
and confronted the person spreading the gossip. That’s good gossip! 
Such a dramatic confrontation is irresistible gossip and will surely add 
fuel to the rumor mill in no time. Confronting the source of the gossip 
will also upset and anger the rumor spreader, possibly resulting in retali-
ation against the girl even further. Even worse, through this confronta-
tion the young girl has now publicly solidifi ed her rivalry with the person 
spreading rumors, perhaps even creating a vendetta and a stronger 
enemy who now feels justifi ed 
for future attacks. Consequently, 
one of the strategies for handling 
rumors and gossip is that your 
teen or young adult should not 
confront the source of the gossip.

Avoid the Source of the Gossip

Instead of confronting the source of the gossip, a much better strategy 
for handling rumors and gossip is to avoid the source of the gossip. 
Consider the previous example. What does everyone expect the young girl 
to do when she discovers she is the target of this embarrassing rumor? 
Everyone knows who’s spreading the rumor about her, so people prob-
ably expect the young girl to confront the rumor spreader. We’ve already 
addressed the problems with confronting the source of the gossip, but 
it’s not enough for your teen or young adult to just avoid confronting 
the rumor spreader. He or she also needs to avoid being anywhere near 
that person. Going back to our example, because everyone expects a con-
frontation, how do you think others will react when the young girl is in 
close proximity to the person spreading the rumor? Imagine it’s passing 
period at school, and the young girl is on her way to class. She has the 
option of two different routes to take to her next class. One route will 
take her past the locker of the person spreading the rumor, the other 
will take her down a different hallway far from this locker. Which route 
should she take? If she takes the route putting her in close proximity to 
the rumor spreader, how will this affect the rumor mill? Everyone will be 
expecting (perhaps even hoping for) a confrontation. They’ll be looking 
at the young girl, then looking at the rumor spreader, then looking back 

Confronting the source of the 
gossip will also upset and anger the 
rumor spreader, possibly resulting in 
retaliation. 
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at the young girl, and so on—waiting for a fi ght. Even if the onlookers 
don’t see a confrontation, they’ll probably invent one. For example, if the 
young girl passes the rumor spreader’s locker without making eye con-
tact, the new gossip will be how she couldn’t even look at her! However, if 
she passes the locker and the two girls do make eye contact, the new gos-
sip will be how they were looking at each other and giving each other the 
evil eye! Unfortunately, this is a no-win situation. The young girl can do 
very little to avoid adding fuel to the rumor mill when she’s in close prox-
imity to the rumor spreader. In either case, when she’s near the source 
of the gossip, the young girl will create more gossip for herself. However, 
if the young girl were to avoid the source of the gossip and take the 
route that bypasses the rumor spreader’s locker, she will avoid add-
ing fuel to the rumor mill. In other words, your teen or young adult 
should avoid creating more attention and gossip by going near the per-
son spreading the gossip. This doesn’t include completely changing your 
teen or young adult’s routine or not going to school or work during this 
time. In this case, the new rumor will be how your teen or young adult is 
too upset to go to school. That’s 
also good gossip! The bottom 
line is that avoiding the source 
of the gossip in subtle ways that 
will prevent creating more inter-
est and attention to the gossip 
should be your teen or young 
adult’s goal.

Don’t Appear Upset

When trying to minimize the impact of rumors and gossip, it’s important 
that your teen or young adult doesn’t appear upset by the gossip. People 
will expect him or her to be upset and will be looking for any sign of dis-
tress or disturbance. If your teen or young adult appears to be upset, this 
will only add fuel to the rumor mill, making it more diffi cult to eventu-
ally kill the rumor. The new rumor will be how your teen or young adult 
is freaking out about the gossip. Again, that’s good gossip! Even if the 
rumor is terribly hurtful and your child feels humiliated and mortifi ed by 
what others are saying, he or she can’t give the impression of being both-
ered if the rumor is to go away. Imagine the young girl who’s being accused 

Avoiding the source of the gossip in 
subtle ways that will prevent creating 
more interest and attention to the 
gossip should be your teen or young 
adult’s goal.
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of having a crush on a boy she doesn’t even like. Even though she may be 
upset and embarrassed by this false rumor, to publicly show she’s upset 
would only draw more attention and create more gossip, making it diffi -
cult to quiet the rumor spreading. Instead, she’ll need to act like she’s not 
upset and then take a proactive 
approach (described in the fol-
lowing section) to discredit the 
importance and believability of 
the rumor, making it less amusing 
for people to spread.

Act Amazed People Believe or Care about the Rumor

Instead of showing that your teen or young adult is upset by the rumor or 
gossip, he or she will need to discredit the gossip by acting amazed that 
people believe or care about the rumor when others bring it up. People are 
naturally curious and will want to know what your teen or young adult 
has to say about the rumor. When the rumor is brought up, if your teen 
or young adult acts amazed that anyone would believe the rumor, he or 
she is essentially discrediting its authenticity or believability. If he or she 
acts amazed anyone would care about the rumor, he or she is discrediting 
the importance of the rumor. In either case, your teen or young adult is 
discrediting the rumor without appearing to be defensive or guilty (like 
when trying to disprove the rumor). This diminishes the believability or 
importance of the rumor and reduces its power through casual indiffer-
ence. It doesn’t even matter if 
the rumor is true—either way the 
strategy is just as effective. If the 
rumor is true, your teen or young 
adult should act amazed anyone 
would care enough to talk about 
it. If the rumor is false, he or she 
should act amazed anyone would 
ever believe it.

Your teen or young adult’s reaction to direct mentions of the rumor 
will be a critical element to his or her success in killing the rumor. If oth-
ers notice the indifference your child has to comments about the rumor 

If your teen or young adult appears to 
be upset, this will only add fuel to the 
rumor mill, making it more diffi cult 
to eventually kill the rumor.

If the rumor is true, your teen or 
young adult should act amazed any-
one would care enough to talk about 
it. If the rumor is false, he or she 
should act amazed anyone would ever 
believe it.
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and his or her astonishment that anyone would believe or care about it, 
then the importance of the rumor will be minimized, making it less likely 
that others will want to spread the rumor further. Using the example of 
the young girl, when the topic of her alleged crush is brought up in con-
versation, she might refl ect these sentiments by saying things like, “I can’t 
believe anyone would believe that” or “Who would believe that? People are 
so gullible” or “Can you believe anyone cares about that?” or “Why would 
anyone care about that? People need to get a life” or “People seriously 
need to fi nd something better to talk about.”

By acting amazed that anyone would either believe or care about 
the rumor, your teen or young adult is discrediting the rumor, making 
it seem silly for anyone else to spread the rumor further. People will be 
less likely to believe the rumor or think they should even care about the 
rumor. This means they’ll be less inclined to spread the rumor, bringing 
your teen or young adult one step closer to killing the rumor.

Spread the Rumor about Yourself 

Video

The fi nal strategy for handling rumors and gossip involves a highly proac-
tive approach we fondly call spreading the rumor about yourself. In PEERS, we 
use this unusual and memorable buzz phrase intentionally so that teens 
and young adults don’t forget this important tactic. The idea that you 
should spread the rumor about yourself initially seems crazy and illogical. 
Don’t most people want to get as far away from this rumor as possible? 
Even though your teen or young adult’s instinct may be to avoid the rumor 
and try to get away from it, that doesn’t make it go away. Instead, attack-
ing the rumor head-on by discrediting it (without appearing defensive or 
guilty) is the most powerful strategy and the best way to kill the rumor. 
Your teen or young adult can do this by spreading the rumor about him- or 
herself and acting amazed anyone would believe or care about the rumor. 
In a way, he or she is indirectly denying the rumor’s authenticity (“Who 
would believe that?”) and importance (“Who would care about that?”).

When spreading the rumor about yourself, the three key steps include 
acknowledging the rumor exists, making fun of the rumor, and acting 
amazed anyone would either believe or care about the rumor. For exam-
ple, when your teen or young adult acknowledges that the rumor is out 
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there, he or she might say something like, “Have you heard this rumor 
about me . . .?” Then he or she needs to make fun of the rumor by saying 
something like, “How lame” or “That’s so stupid” or “That’s too ridicu-
lous for words” or “How stupid is that one?” Finally, your teen or young 
adult should act amazed anyone would either believe or care about the 
rumor by saying things like, “It’s amazing what some people will believe” 
or “It’s so crazy that people believe 
that” or “Can you believe anyone 
cares about that?” or “How weird 
that people even care about that” 
or “People seriously need to get 
a life and fi nd something else to 
talk about,” or “People need to 
get a hobby or fi nd something 
interesting to talk about.”

When choosing to whom your teen or young adult will spread the 
rumor, it’s important to only choose people he or she trusts and are likely 
to offer support. That means when your teen or young adult spreads this 
rumor to these trusted, supportive friends, you should expect them to 
agree with the absurdity of the rumor and be equally amazed that others 
believe or care about it.

Where and when your teen or young adult chooses to spread the 
rumor about him- or herself is also important. Ideally, this should hap-
pen when other people are around who will overhear the conversation. 
For example, good times to spread the rumor about yourself include 
lunchtime at a crowded lunch table, before class when others are sitting 
nearby, or in the break room at work when others might be listening. 
Whenever or wherever your teen or young adult chooses to spread the 
rumor, it’s critical that others overhear the conversation. The key is that 
your teen or young adult is acknowledging the rumor to people he or 
she trusts in front of people who might overhear, then undermining the 
importance and legitimacy of the gossip. Your teen or young adult will 
have to be careful not to try to disprove the rumor because this rarely 
works and may make him or her look defensive. The differences can be 
subtle, but one important rule of thumb is for your teen or young adult 
to avoid ever saying the rumor is “not true” because this will automati-
cally make him or her look defensive. For example, in the case of the 

When spreading the rumor about 
yourself, the three key steps include 
acknowledging the rumor exists, mak-
ing fun of the rumor, and acting 
amazed anyone would either believe or 
care about the rumor.
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young girl, she might do the following steps to spread the rumor about 
herself:

• First the young girl might acknowledge the existence of the rumor 
to someone she trusts who will support her while in front of others 
who will overhear what she is saying. She might say something like, 
“Did you hear this rumor about me? Apparently I have a crush on 
that new kid in school.”

• Then she might make fun of the rumor by saying something like, 
“How lame. That’s seriously too ridiculous for words.”

• Finally, she will discredit the legitimacy and importance of the 
rumor by saying something like, “Can you imagine anyone would 
believe that? And it’s kind of crazy what people talk about. People 
need to get a life and fi nd something interesting to talk about.”

These are the strategies most likely to minimize the negative impact 
of rumors and gossip. The interesting thing about these strategies is 
that they’re rarely intuitive. In fact, when it comes to handling rumors 
and gossip, most people’s natural instincts are wrong. Your teen or 
young adult’s instinct to want to disprove the gossip is wrong, his or 
her impulse to want to confront the source of the gossip is wrong, and 
even showing the natural feeling of being upset is wrong when revealed 
to others. Instead, acting amazed anyone would believe or care about the 
rumor and spreading the rumor about yourself (two tactics not neces-
sarily instinctive) will take the power out of the rumor and make others 
who spread it feel less important. If done properly, the new rumor will 
be how little your teen or young 
adult cares about the old rumor 
and how lame it was in the fi rst 
place. These strategies, when used 
in combination, will help dis-
credit the rumor without appear-
ing defensive, bringing your teen 
or young adult one step closer to 
killing the rumor permanently.

Social coaching tip: Present the strategies for handling rumors and 
gossip to your child by having him or her read the chapter summary for 
teens and young adults and facilitate opportunities to practice these 

Your teen or young adult’s instinct to 
want to disprove the gossip is wrong, his 
or her impulse to want to confront the 
source of the gossip is wrong, and even 
showing the natural feeling of being 
upset is wrong when revealed to others.
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strategies with you using the chapter exercises. It will also be important 
to jointly read the social vignettes in the chapter summary, view the DVD 
video demonstrations of inappropriately and appropriately spreading the 
rumor about yourself, and discuss these examples using the perspective-
taking questions. The differences between inappropriate and appropri-
ate strategies will be understated, so be prepared to have a discussion 
about the subtleties. The primary difference is in the attempt to disprove 
the rumor (inappropriate) versus acting like the rumor is kind of lame 
(appropriate).

Success Story: Shannon Spreads 
a Rumor about Herself

The spreading of rumors and gossip can be one of the more vicious forms 
of bullying. Often perpetrated by girls, this relational form of bullying 
has the capacity to ruin a reputation. Such was the case for Shannon, 
a seventeen-year-old girl with a long history of being targeted by rumors 
and gossip. Shannon came to PEERS with her parents to learn the strate-
gies for handling relational bullying and overcome the social exclusion that 
resulted from being the focus of gossip.

Shannon explained, “These girls in my school decided to spread a 
rumor about me because one of their ex-boyfriend’s liked me. The rumor 
wasn’t even true but people believed them. I was so upset I didn’t want 
to go to school. I begged my mom to transfer me.” Instead of transfer-
ring schools, Shannon’s parents brought her to PEERS. At the time she 
entered our program, she literally had no friends. Having been targeted 
by rumors and gossip in the past, Shannon had a reputation for steal-
ing boyfriends and breaking hearts. Ironically, she had never had a real 
boyfriend and had only ever gone on a couple of dates. A very attractive 
young girl, Shannon was often the target of jealousy. Her situation when 
she came to PEERS was no exception.

Although Shannon desperately wanted to change schools, her par-
ents insisted that she stick it out at her present school, which was known 
for its academic excellence. Her parents felt confi dent that if Shannon 
could gain the critical skills needed to handle this social challenge, she’d 
be better for it. “We knew she was going through a rough time,” her 
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mother refl ected. “Kids can be so mean. But we didn’t want her to lose her 
chances at getting into a good college by switching schools midstream. 
She only had one year left in high school, and then she could have the 
fresh start she was looking for.” So they brought her to PEERS where 
she got a crash course in managing rumors and changing her reputation 
(chapter 14).

Shannon quickly caught on to the tactic for spreading the rumor 
about herself, and after several practice rehearsals she was eager to get 
started. She spent the next week confi dently canvassing the school telling 
anyone she considered a potential ally how ridiculous the rumors about 
her were. She said things like, “Can you believe people are talking about 
that? Who would believe that? How stupid. People need to get a grip 
and fi nd something believable to talk about.” After a week of this cam-
paign, she returned to PEERS and exclaimed, “I think it’s working!” She 
observed that not only were people no longer staring at her and giggling, 
many people had come up to her and directly mentioned how unbeliev-
able the original rumor was—sharing in the laugh.

Using the strategies she learned in PEERS, Shannon confi dently stuck 
it out at her school. During her senior year of high school, she recon-
nected with several friends and even went to senior prom with her fi rst 
real boyfriend. Eventually, she graduated with honors and was accepted 
to a prestigious university, where she is now in her sophomore year of col-
lege. She lives in her sorority house, has a large group of girlfriends, and 
although she admits that some girls still gossip, she now feels equipped to 
handle these situations with confi dence and ease.

HANDLING RUMORS AND GOSSIP

Chapter Summary for Teens and Young Adults

The following information is intended to be read by teens and young 
adults and contains a brief summary of the chapter.

(continued ) 
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Have you ever wondered why some people gossip? For some, 
spreading rumors and gossip is a way of hurting others—a type 
of social aggression that’s meant to cause harm. People who 
spread rumors and gossip to be mean are considered bullies, 
sometimes called gossips. Spreading rumors and gossip may also 
be a way of increasing social standing and popularity. Knowing 
the intimate and personal details of someone’s private life puts 
the gossiping person in a powerful position and usually gets 
attention and interest from others. In this case, the gossiping 
person may not intend to hurt anyone, although they often 
do. Consequently, this isn’t a good way to make friends—only 
enemies. However, the majority of people who gossip probably 
do it because it’s interesting to talk about what people are 
doing. They may be bored or curious, maybe even a little nosy, 
and think it’s fun to talk about other people. In this case, 
gossiping isn’t meant to cause harm (even though it still might) 
but is really just a form of communication used to connect and 
bond with other people.

You probably know the damage rumors and gossip can cause 
to a person’s reputation and how painful and embarrassing it 
can feel to be the target of rumors and gossip. Maybe you’ve 
been the target yourself. If you’ve been targeted by this vicious 
sort of bullying, you probably felt pretty helpless, maybe unsure 
of what to do. That’s how most teens and young adults feel 
when they’re targeted by rumors and gossip. Unfortunately, your 
instincts don’t always do you any favors when it comes to this 
social dilemma because most of what your gut tells you to do 
(like deny the rumor, confront the person spreading the rumor, 
or ignore the rumor) might not be the best strategy. If you’ve ever 
felt frustrated by this kind of situation, you’ll be relieved to know 
that we’ve actually put together a list of tactics used by teens and 
young adults who’ve been successful at minimizing the impact 
of rumors and gossip. The ideas are described in the following 
section.
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STRATEGIES FOR AVOIDING BEING THE TARGET 
OF RUMORS AND GOSSIP

Before we get into the strategies for handling rumors and gossip, 
let’s talk about some ways you can avoid being the target 
altogether. Here are some strategies used by socially active teens 
and young adults who have been able to avoid being the target 
of rumors and gossip.

Avoid Being Friends with the Gossips
Gossips are people who like spreading rumors and gossip about 
other people. They think it’s fun. One way for you to avoid 
having people spread rumors and gossip about you is to avoid 
being friends with the gossips. Some people make the mistake 
of thinking if they’re friends with the gossips, then they’ll be 
safe because friends wouldn’t gossip about friends. That’s not 
true. Actually, you’re more likely to get gossiped about if you’re 
friends with the gossips because they’ll actually know things 
about you and won’t be able to resist sharing. The worst thing is 
that people will be more likely to believe the gossip because your 
friends are the ones spreading it—and they must know. So be 
safe and don’t try to make friends with the gossips.

Don’t Provoke the Gossips
You also don’t want to be enemies with the gossips. What would 
happen if you provoked the gossips and made them angry 
with you? They’d probably start spreading rumors and gossip 
about you as a way of retaliating, even if what they said wasn’t 
true. You also don’t want to get on the bad side of friends of 
the gossips because the same thing will happen. They’ll want 
to get back at you in the way they know best. Getting them in 
trouble, saying bad things, or embarrassing them in some way 
are examples of how you could provoke the gossip and make 

(continued ) 
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yourself the target of the rumor mill. Instead, be like Switzerland 
and stay as neutral as possible with the gossips.

Avoid Spreading Rumors and Gossip
Have you ever noticed that people who gossip are always in the 
thick of things, getting targeted by the rumor mill they’re always 
fueling? That’s probably because gossips open themselves up to 
retaliation from people they’ve burned by their vicious rumors. 
So if you want to avoid being targeted, you shouldn’t spread 
rumors and gossip about other people.

STRATEGIES FOR HANDLING RUMORS AND GOSSIP

Sometimes no matter how hard you try to keep your head down 
and stay clear of the rumor mill, you end up getting burned. 
Unfortunately, a lot of teens and young adults will be targeted 
by rumors and gossip at some point. Knowing how to handle 
these situations can be tough, but the good news is you’ve got 
help! The strategies described here are used by teens and young 
adults who have been successful at killing rumors about them. 
The weird thing is, very few teens and young adults know to do 
these things! That’s because these strategies probably won’t be 
your natural instinct. In fact, you may need to fi ght your urge to 
do other things. But if you fi nd yourself targeted by gossip and 
you use these powerful tools, you’ll be way more likely to get 
through this tricky social situation unscathed.

Don’t Try to Disprove the Rumor
One of the most frustrating things about gossip is that once 
rumors are out there, rumors are almost impossible to disprove. 
Even if you have a mountain of evidence that proves the rumor 
isn’t true, if you try to share this evidence, you’ll look defensive 
and guilty. Even worse, you’ll actually add fuel to the rumor mill 
by adding new and interesting details to the rumor. The new 
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rumor will be how you’re freaking out, running around trying to 
tell everyone how the rumor isn’t true, making the rumor grow 
bigger and stronger. So resist the urge and don’t try to disprove 
the rumor.

Don’t Confront the Source of the Gossip
One of the natural instincts people have when they’re targeted 
by rumors is to confront the person spreading the gossip. Bad 
idea! What do you think will happen if you do that? Do you 
think the person will say, “You know, you’re right. That rumor 
I spread isn’t true. I shouldn’t have done that. I’m sorry I hurt 
your feelings. Let me fi x it and tell everyone it’s a lie.” Of course 
not! Confronting the person and sharing how you feel will only 
create more gossip and add fuel to the rumor mill. The new 
rumor will be how you freaked out and confronted the person. 
That’s good gossip! Plus, you’re only going to antagonize the 
person gossiping about you, making him or her more angry and 
causing him to feel justifi ed in spreading rumors about you. 
Don’t make the mistake of starting a war with this person by 
being confrontational. It will only make it worse for you.

Avoid the Source of the Gossip
Instead of confronting the source of the gossip, a better plan is 
to avoid the source of the gossip. That means if you know who’s 
gossiping about you, try to stay away from him or her. Don’t walk 
down the hallway near the person’s locker, don’t hang out in places 
they like to go. Everyone is probably expecting you to confront the 
rumor spreader. They may even be hoping you’ll confront them 
because that’s more gossip and good drama! Even if you don’t 
confront the rumor spreader but you end up somewhere near each 
other, people will create more gossip. For example, let’s say you 
walk by the person’s locker during passing period. If you don’t 
make eye contact, the new gossip will be how you couldn’t even 

(continued ) 
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look at that person. If you do make eye contact, the new gossip will 
be how you were giving each other the evil eye. Unfortunately, this 
is a no-win situation for you, so instead of adding fuel to the rumor 
mill, just try to avoid the source of the gossip. That doesn’t mean 
stop going to school or work—that will also create more gossip. 
Just do what you can to stay out of that person’s way until the 
gossip dies down.

Don’t Appear Upset
It’s only natural that being the target of rumors and gossip 
will be hurtful and embarrassing. People will be expecting you 
to be upset, and they’ll be looking for signs that you are. Even 
though it’s going to be really hard, you’ve got to act like you’re 
not upset. The reason is, if you show that you’re upset, you’re 
going to be adding fuel to the rumor mill and giving people 
more to talk about. The new rumor will be how you’re freaking 
out because of the gossip, making your situation even worse. 
Instead, don’t appear upset when people are around and 
privately get help from supportive friends and family you trust 
who won’t tell others how upset you’re feeling.

Act Amazed People Believe or 
Care about the Rumor
One of the most important tactics you’ll use to kill the rumor 
is to discredit it by acting amazed that people believe or care 
about the rumor when they bring it up to you. When you act 
amazed that anyone would believe the rumor, you’re discrediting 
the truth of it without appearing to be defensive or guilty. When 
you act amazed that anyone would care about the rumor, you’re 
diminishing the importance of the rumor and reducing its 
power. It doesn’t even matter if the rumor is true. If the rumor 
is true, act amazed anyone would care enough to talk about 
it. If the rumor is false, act amazed anyone would ever believe 
it. When you’re the target of a rumor or gossip, people will 

3GC12.indd   3003GC12.indd   300 11/07/13   11:40 AM11/07/13   11:40 AM



Minimizing Rumors and Gossip 301

naturally approach you to fi nd out whether it’s true. This is your 
opportunity to act amazed anyone would care or believe the 
rumor by saying something like the following:

• “I can’t believe anyone would believe that.”

• “Who would believe that? People are so gullible.”

• “Can you believe anyone cares about that?”

• “Why would anyone care about that? People need to get a life.”

• “People seriously need to fi nd something better to talk about.”

When you act amazed, people will be less likely to believe 
the rumor or think they should even care about the rumor. This 
means they’ll be less likely to spread the rumor, which is what 
you want.

Spread the Rumor about Yourself 
Video

The fi nal strategy for handling rumors and gossip is the most 
powerful, so you’ll want to use it! It involves spreading the rumor 
about yourself. That sounds crazy, right? Actually it’s really clever 
and not something most people would even think to do. This is 
how it works. You’re going to start by acknowledging the rumor 
is out there by mentioning it to someone you trust and you know 
has your back. You’re going to do this when other people are 
around and will overhear what you’re saying. During lunchtime, 
before class begins, during a break, or when people are sitting 
around talking are all good times to spread the rumor about 
yourself. The next step is to make fun of the rumor. This shows 
that you’re not upset and that the rumor isn’t a big deal—in 
fact, it’s kind of stupid. The fi nal step is to act amazed anyone 
would believe the rumor or care about the rumor. This indirectly 
discredits the rumor and makes the people listening less likely to 
want to spread the original rumor. The new rumor may actually 
become how stupid the old rumor was. This strategy is very 

(continued ) 
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effective in killing the rumor, without making you look upset, 
guilty, or defensive. But you can’t just do this once. You’re going 
to want to spread the rumor about yourself several times—always 
to people you trust in places where others will overhear. The 
steps are listed here with some examples of what you can say.

1. Acknowledge that the rumor exists.

• “Have you heard this rumor about me . . .?”
2. Make fun of the rumor.

• “How lame.”

• “That’s so stupid.”

• “That’s too ridiculous for words.”

• “How stupid is that one?”
3. Act amazed anyone would believe or care about the rumor.

• “It’s amazing what some people will believe.”

• “It’s so crazy that people believe that.”

• “Can you believe anyone cares about that?”

• “How weird that people even care about that.”

• “People seriously need to get a life and fi nd something else 
to talk about.”

• “People need to get a hobby or fi nd something interesting 
to talk about.”

Social Vignette of Spreading the Rumor 
about Yourself: Bad Example

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of inappropriately 
spreading the rumor about yourself.

Yasamine: (sounding upset) “Oh, my God, Lara, did you hear 
that rumor that I totally have a crush on Ben?”

Lara: “Yeah, I did hear that.”
Yasamine: (sounding defensive) “Oh, my God. So not true! I 

mean, you know me . . . Ben is not my type. I like, you know, 
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blonde, tall, and Ben is not that, right?! I mean we don’t even 
have anything in common. “

Lara: (unsure of the truth) “I guess. If you say so.”
Yasamine: (sounding defensive, guilty, a little hysterical) “Yeah, 

I mean it’s totally crazy. Who would believe that? It’s just . . . 
it’s just crazy.”

Lara: (uncertain) “Yeah, that is kind of crazy.”
Yasamine: (sounding worried, panicked) “Yeah.”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Lara?
Answers: Uncomfortable, awkward

• What do you think Lara thought of Yasamine?
Answers: Defensive, guilty, trying too hard to disprove 
the rumor

• Is Lara or anyone listening going to believe the rumor?
Answer: They might believe the rumor is true; Yasamine 
appears upset, defensive, and guilty.

Social Vignette of Spreading the Rumor 
about Yourself: Good Example

The following social vignette is a transcript of the video 
demonstration from the accompanying DVD of appropriately 
spreading the rumor about yourself.

Yasamine: (calmly) “Oh, my God, Lara. Did you hear that rumor 
that I have a crush on Ben?”

Lara: “I totally heard that!”
Yasamine: (casually) “Who would believe that?”
Lara: “I don’t know who’d believe it. It’s ridiculous.”
Yasamine: (sounding amazed) “It’s so ridiculous. I mean, why 

would anyone care?”
Lara: (agreeing) “I don’t know. Who would care?”

(continued ) 
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Yasamine: (sounding indifferent) “It’s so lame. People need to 
fi nd something better to talk about.”

Lara: “Absolutely.
Yasamine: (sounding amazed) “So stupid.”
Lara: (agreeing) “So!”

Perspective-Taking Questions

• What was that interaction like for Lara?
Answers: Fine, interesting

• What do you think Lara thought of Yasamine?
Answers: Normal, ordinary, nondefensive, guilt-free

• Is Lara or anyone listening going to believe the rumor?
Answer: They probably won’t believe the rumor or want to 
spread the original rumor.

CHAPTER EXERCISES
for Teens, Young Adults, and Parents

Teens and young adults should complete the following exercises 
with parents:

• Practice with your parent acting amazed that people believe or 
care about the rumor using the tactics outlined in this chapter.

• Begin by reviewing the strategies for handling rumors and 
gossip.

• Practice acting amazed people believe or care about the 
rumor.

• When relevant, practice acting amazed with peers (this may 
occur rarely) that people believe or care about the rumor.

• You may want to use the FriendMaker mobile app to review 
how to use this strategy when it comes up.
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• Practice with your parent spreading the rumor about yourself 
using the steps outlined in this chapter.

• Begin by reviewing the strategies for handling rumors and 
gossip.

• Practice following the steps for spreading the rumor about 
yourself.

• When relevant, practice with peers you trust when others 
might overhear (this may occur rarely) following the steps for 
spreading the rumor about yourself.

• You may want to use the FriendMaker mobile app to review 
how to use this strategy when it comes up.
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Avoiding Physical Bullying

IN OUR WORK WITH PARENTS at the UCLA PEERS Clinic, there is no topic 
more emotionally charged than bullying, particularly physical bullying. 
Understandably, parents visibly cringe and turn apprehensive when we 
raise the topic. This is of course because one of the most important roles 
you have as a parent is to make sure your child is safe and protected. No 
good parent wants to stand by and allow his or her child to be the victim 
of a tormentor.

Perhaps your teen or young adult has been bullied, too. If so, you’ve 
probably felt frustrated and helpless at times, as though your hands were 
tied, unable to help your child out of these painful and frightening cir-
cumstances. Parents often report to us that they feel angry and incensed, 
unable to understand how such behavior can be tolerated. They often 
feel heartbroken and sad, imagining the pain and the fear that their child 
must face. Many have gone to the school, demanded that the administra-
tion do something about the problem, only to be met with empty prom-
ises that things will change. Some have even changed schools, started 
homeschooling, and any number of alternative choices because they 
wanted their child to be safe, to have the security and protection he or she 
needs to live a happy and healthy life without fear or trepidation. We want 
that, too. We want that for your child and for all teens and young adults. 
That’s the purpose of this chapter and, more broadly, this book.

With the high occurrence of bullying rates among adolescents, it’s 
no wonder that the media has picked up on the epidemic. News outlets 
fl ood us with stories about bullying in our schools, reminding us of the 
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emotional impact it can have on our kids. Symptoms of depression or 
anxiety, feelings of loneliness or low self-esteem, and even increased sub-
stance abuse or poor academic performance are all possible consequences 
of bullying. Suicidal thoughts and even attempts, every parent’s worst 
nightmare and the most frightening and cruelest cost, have also been 
linked to bullying among teens and young adults.

Given the staggering number of young people victimized by bullying 
in our schools and knowing the horrifying consequences of these cruel 
acts, many schools have been swift to respond. Anti-bullying campaigns 
abound, preaching tolerance via a no-hate movement. Although these 
bully-prevention crusades certainly send a positive message to students 
and may even be helpful in promoting tolerance and acceptance, the 
notion that we can completely abolish bullying is unrealistic (a tough pill 
to swallow). Although much of the focus on bullying spotlights the per-
petrators and the movement to eradicate bullying from our schools, less 
attention is actually paid to the victims and how these innocents might 
reduce the impact of bullying.

As we continue to strive to create bully-free zones in our schools, it’s 
equally important to equip teens and young adults with useful strategies for 
handling bullying. Part 3 of this book has attempted to provide strategies 
for handling peer rejection, using skills with ecological validity—tactics that 
have been supported by research and are used by teens and young adults 
who have successfully staved off rejection from their peers. Our strategies so 
far have focused on tactics for handling teasing (verbal bullying), cyber bul-
lying (electronic bullying), and rumors and gossip (relational bullying). It’s 
important for you and your teen or young adult to understand the differ-
ences among physical bullying, verbal teasing, cyber bullying, and rumors 
and gossip because the strategies for handling each of these types of bullying 
are completely different. This chapter will focus on strategies for handling 
the fourth type: physical bullying—possibly the most severe form of social 
aggression.

By defi nition, physical bully-
ing includes any kind of behavior 
that involves intent to hurt some-
one’s body or damage someone’s 
possessions. It could include a 
range of behaviors from throwing 

Physical bullying includes any kind of 
behavior that involves intent to hurt 
someone’s body or damage someone’s 
possessions.
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bits of paper at someone in class, tripping someone in the hall, or shoving 
them into a locker, to more severe forms of physical violence such as kick-
ing, hitting, pushing, or even punching. Physical bullying also includes 
behaviors such as stealing, defacing personal effects, or destroying some-
one’s property.

As with previous chapters, the following skills don’t represent run-of-
the-mill approaches to handling physical bullying. Instead, they include 
effective strategies used by socially savvy teens and young adults who’ve 
been able to minimize the impact of physical bullying.

Strategies for Handling Physical Bullying

Consider what most teens and young adults are told to do in response to 
physical bullying. According to the teens and young adults we’ve seen in 
our clinic, when confronted with physical bullying they’re told to either 
tell an older adult or fi ght back. Although telling a supportive adult or 
authority fi gure may be a useful strategy if your teen or young adult is in 
danger, under physical threat, or is experiencing chronic bullying, tell-
ing on a bully for more minor offenses such as throwing pieces of paper, 
tripping, or shoving may be less effective in avoiding future incidents. 
What might happen if your teen or young adult were to tell on a bully 
for throwing paper at him or her? The result may be that the bully gets in 
trouble, which may make him or her want to retaliate against your teen 
or young adult even further, thus worsening the situation. The issue with 
fi ghting back, of course, is that this tactic could result in injury, get your 
teen or young adult in trouble, or even give him or her a bad reputation 
among peers and authority fi gures. Instead, when facing less severe forms 
of physical bullying, your teen or young adult may want to consider try-
ing some of the following strategies shown to be effective in either mini-
mizing or eliminating this type of social aggression.

Avoid the Bully

One of the most effective strategies for handling physical bullying is to 
avoid the bully. That means to stay out of reach of the bully and try to avoid 
being in the same place as the bully at the same time. For example, if your 
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teen or young adult knows the bully hangs out in a certain area of the 
lunchroom, avoid that area. If he or she knows the bully has a locker in a 
certain hallway, avoid walking down that hall. Or if he or she knows the 
bully likes to hang out in a certain part of campus, avoid going to that 
part of campus when possible. By staying out of reach of the bully and 
avoiding the places frequented by the bully, your teen or young adult 
may be able to successfully avoid 
being the target. In other words, if 
the bully can’t fi nd your child, he 
can’t bully him or her.

Lay Low When the Bully Is Around

One of the common social errors often committed by peer-rejected 
teens and young adults is that they draw attention to themselves when 
the bully is around. They might make jokes or act silly when the bully is 
near, reminding the bully of their presence and making the bully want to 
target them. Instead of drawing attention, one useful strategy for han-
dling physical bullying is to advise your teen to lay low when the bully 
is around. If your teen or young adult can keep a low profi le and try to 
fl y under the radar when the bully is near, he or she will be less likely to 
be targeted by the bully. In other 
words, if the bully doesn’t notice 
your child, he’s less likely to bully 
him or her.

Don’t Provoke the Bully

Your teen or young adult should also avoid provoking the bully at 
all times. Of course, this means not teasing or making fun of the bully 
or causing the bully any form of annoyance or embarrassment. When 
bullies become annoyed or embarrassed, they feel provoked and will 
often retaliate with violence. That means your teen or young adult 
should avoid any provocation that could result in the bully feel-
ing agitated or embarrassed, including using the teasing comebacks 
described in chapter 10. The strategies used for handling teasing such 
as saying, “Whatever” or “Yeah and?” or “Your point is?” often cause 

If the bully can’t fi nd your child, he 
can’t bully him or her.

If the bully doesn’t notice your child, 
he’s less likely to bully him or her.
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embarrassment to the person they’re directed toward. Therefore, your 
teen or young adult should refrain from using teasing comebacks with 
physical bullies (even those who 
tease with words) to avoid further 
upset and aggression. Instead, 
help your teen to use the strate-
gies outlined in this chapter for 
handling physical bullying.

Don’t Police the Bully

Some teens and young adults with social diffi culties have a tendency to 
point out rule violations and mistakes made by others, a behavior described 
in chapter 3 that we call policing. Apart from the peer rejection that often 
accompanies this social error, policing a bully who has a tendency to get 
physically aggressive may result in a physical attack. So obviously telling on 
bullies (or the friends of bullies) for minor offenses is highly discouraged. 
This means if the bully is passing notes in class and this behavior is not 
permitted, it’s not your teen or young adult’s job to point this out to the 
teacher. If the bully is cheating on an exam, it’s not his or her business to 
point this out to the professor. Or if the bully is late for work, it’s not his or 
her responsibility to tell the supervisor. Pointing out the offenses of class-
mates, coworkers, and peers is not your teen or young adult’s responsibility 
or business. Aside from giving him 
or her a bad reputation among the 
larger peer group, when directed 
toward the wrong individual, this 
behavior may result in physical 
bullying.

One obvious exception to the no policing rule is if the bully brings 
a weapon to school or work or is threatening physical harm to someone. 
In that case, your teen or young adult should tell someone in author-
ity immediately, such as a teacher, professor, or supervisor. But it’s very 
important that he or she do this discreetly without telling peers or cow-
orkers because you don’t want the bully to fi nd out your teen or young 
adult was the one who got him or her in trouble. That will make the bully 
want to retaliate against your child, landing him or her in hot water.

Policing a bully who has a tendency to 
get physically aggressive may result in 
a physical attack.

Refrain from using teasing comebacks 
with physical bullies (even those who 
tease with words) to avoid further 
upset and aggression.
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Don’t Try to Make Friends with the Bully

Another common social error committed by teens and young adults with 
social challenges is to try to make friends with the bully. This strategy is 
highly ineffective because it rarely works, and instead draws attention to 
the victim and enables further persecution. Yet many peer-rejected teens 
and young adults will make futile attempts to befriend those who bully 
them, perhaps thinking they can win them over with their wit and charm 
or dazzle them with their brilliant intellect. In the end, many become fur-
ther exploited and victimized. For some, this behavior draws attention to 
their differences, putting them in the spotlight, leading to more bullying. 
Others may be exploited by the perpetrator, perhaps leading to the belief 
that they’ve befriended the bully, but then are taken advantage of in some 
unkind way. Exploitation can manifest itself in many forms including 
fi nancial exploitation (taking money), material exploitation (taking pos-
sessions), behavioral exploitation (getting the victim to engage in certain 
behaviors), emotional exploitation (playing mind games and tricks), or even, 
frighteningly, sexual exploitation (demanding sexual favors). Obviously, 
your fi rst priority is to protect your 
teen or young adult from these 
types of exploitation. One pow-
erful way to do that is to make 
sure he or she doesn’t try to make 
friends with bullies.

Social coaching tip: Although some teens and young adults with 
social diffi culties may recognize the manipulative and exploitative behav-
ior often associated with new “friendships” with bullies, others may be 
resistant to suggestions that the bully’s intentions are impure. If your 
teen or young adult tends to be more trusting and socially naive than is 
safe, mistaking exploitation for friendship, you may want to return to 
the discussion in chapter 2 outlining the characteristics of a good friend 
and how you can tell when you’re accepted as a friend by another per-
son. Through that discussion, your teen or young adult may discover 
characteristics such as equality, commitment, and loyalty are lacking in 
that exploitative friendship. Although this revelation can be painful, you 
should gently remind your teen or young adult that friendship is a choice; 
there are good choices and bad choices in friendships. Your teen or young 

Many peer-rejected teens and young 
adults will make futile attempts to 
befriend those who bully them.
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adult doesn’t need to be friends with everyone, and everyone doesn’t need 
to be friends with him or her. This person may be a bad choice, but there 
will be other (better) choices.

Hang Out with Other People

In an earlier chapter we asked the question, “Whom do bullies like to pick 
on, people who are by themselves or in a group?” The answer, of course, is 
that bullies like to pick on people who are by themselves because they’re 
easier targets. Remember that when your teen or young adult is alone, 
he or she is unprotected, with no one there to defend or back him or her 
up. Bullies are keenly aware of the vulnerability of being alone, and often 
choose to pick on loners or those who are socially isolated. Consequently, 
one of the most effective strategies for handling physical bullying is to 
simply hang out with other people. That means your teen or young adult 
should never eat lunch alone, walk to class alone, or travel to and from 
school alone if there’s a history of physical bullying. Instead, eating lunch 
with a friend (or even an acquaintance), walking to class with a peer, and 
traveling to and from school with a classmate or sibling will be useful strat-
egies for staving off physical bully-
ing because bullies are less likely 
to target your teen or young adult 
if there are people around who 
could potentially offer protection.

Stay Near Authority Figures When the Bully Is Around

Another useful strategy for avoiding physical bullying is to stay near 
adults or authority fi gures when the bully is around. This tactic is effec-
tive because very few bullies are so brash as to physically bully others in 
front of authority fi gures who might discipline or reprimand them. 
Consequently, even standing or 
sitting in the general vicinity of 
an adult or authority fi gure may 
keep the bully at bay temporar-
ily. That doesn’t mean your teen 
or young adult needs to go up 

One of the most effective strategies 
for handling physical bullying is to 
simply hang out with other people.

Very few bullies are so brash as to 
physically bully others in front of 
authority fi gures who might discipline 
or reprimand them.
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and start a conversation with the lunch monitor or walk to class every 
day with the campus security guard. He or she simply needs to stay near 
authority fi gures when the bully is around to prevent physical attacks in 
the moment.

Get Help from a Supportive Adult When in Danger

Finally, in instances when the threat of physical harm or danger is immi-
nent, it’s always important to get help from a supportive adult. This 
is also true in cases when the bullying is chronic and pervasive and the 
strategies outlined previously haven’t been effective. Enlisting the help 
of parents and family members as well as school or work personnel may 
be the necessary step needed to put an end to physical bullying or any 
other form of bullying that your teen or young adult may be experienc-
ing. It’s never acceptable for others to harass or bully, and when equipped 
with effective strategies for handling these challenging social situations, 
in combination with assistance 
from you and others, your teen or 
young adult may be better able to 
minimize and even eliminate the 
occurrence of these diffi cult and 
often frightening experiences.

Social coaching tip: These are the strategies for handling physical 
bullying used by teens and young adults who’ve been able to effectively 
diminish and even eliminate this type of social aggression. You may have 
noticed as you went through the chapter that there was less emphasis on 
the emotional consequences of bullying and greater focus placed on what 
you and your teen or young adult can do in these situations to make it 
less likely that he or she will be bullied in the future. We approach most 
social challenges in this way in PEERS. Although we empathize with the 
emotionally painful aspects of bullying, we know that we can’t do much 
to help you and your teen or young adult escape these problems by simply 
sharing your pain and reminding you that you’re not alone. The truth is 
that we do share your pain and you’re absolutely not alone, but instead 
we encourage you to take a proactive approach to this problem and chan-
nel your energy into helping your teen or young adult gain the skills 
needed to overcome these social hurdles. Think of yourself as not only a 

In instances when the threat of physical 
harm or danger is imminent, it’s always 
important to get help from a supportive 
adult.
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protector but as a cheerleader, reassuring and cheering your teen or young 
adult on to greater empowerment and liberation from victimization.

Success Story: Larry Lays Low

Of all the different types of peer rejection, physical bullying, which in its 
worst form includes physical threats and violence, is perhaps the most 
concerning. No person should have to fear for his or her safety—and yet 
countless socially challenged teens and young adults do. Larry, a sixteen-
year-old boy diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) with a long 
record of peer victimization was sadly no exception.

Prior to coming to PEERS, Larry was mainstreamed in a small private 
school—his parents sought the structure of a small class size. Although 
he excelled academically in this setting, Larry was not socially success-
ful. According to his parents, the benefi ts of a small class also had a 
downside—it made his differences stand out much more. “There was 
no place for him to blend in,” his mom explained. “On a daily basis he 
would get bullied, threatened, and at times, physically punched and 
abused because he just had no idea how to fi t in. We moved him to dif-
ferent schools, trying to fi nd the right fi t.” Even with the physical threats 
and the other social challenges, Larry miraculously managed to stay posi-
tive. “At this point, his optimism was his greatest gift,” she explained. “As 
bad as his days at school were, he got up each morning happy and forgiv-
ing of everything that had gone on the previous day, and ready to start 
fresh.” But Larry’s optimism had its limits. “Eventually he became more 
and more tied to his computer,” his mother refl ected. “He didn’t like to 
leave the house, he didn’t play sports, he wasn’t involved in school activi-
ties, and he had no friends. He said he didn’t care about his lack of friend-
ships but we knew he did. He just needed incentive and the right tools to 
give him some much-needed successes, no matter how small they were.” 
This was the point when they brought him to PEERS.

Larry was an eager pupil, soaking in every new strategy like a sponge. 
A model for his fellow group members, he took the program very seriously 
and expected others to do the same. The lessons on bullying he listened to 
with intense curiosity and quiet refl ection. You could metaphorically see 
the wheels turning in his mind. Each week he reported back the exquisite 
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details of his practice attempts to use the skills. He was the model PEERS 
participant—always completing his practice assignments with enthusiasm 
and optimism. Not surprisingly, he excelled at learning the skills.

Now no longer the target of physical bullying and armed with a 
plethora of friends, Larry is a true success story. In thinking of the man 
he’s become, his mother commented, “He’s barely recognizable now as the 
child I just described. All that remains is that beautiful optimism that he 
has somehow held onto throughout all the adversity of his ‘previous’ life. 
He knows what it’s like to persevere through the hard times, and that is 
also something helping him cope with living away from home right now.” 
Larry is now nineteen years old, attending college far from home, and 
happily fl ourishing in his freshman year—the ghosts of his former life a 
thing of the past. With pride his mother shared, “He laughed after his fi rst 
semester of college ended when he said ‘Mom, I’m the kid who never even 
went to camp for a few days, and now I’m living three thousand miles away 
at college.’ He’s proud of himself. And he should be!”

Larry’s story is like countless others. No longer the innocent victim of 
bullying, this socially challenged teen blossomed into a confi dent young 
man, ready to face the world on his own. If your teen or young adult has 
also fallen victim to the frightening and lonely world of bullying, and you 
fear that he or she may never escape, think of Larry’s inspirational story of 
hope and perseverance.

STRATEGIES FOR HANDLING 
PHYSICAL BULLYING

Chapter Summary for Teens and Young Adults

Over the last several chapters, we’ve talked about different kinds 
of bullying such as teasing, cyber bullying, and rumors and 
gossip. In this chapter, we focused on physical bullying, which 
includes anything from someone throwing bits of paper at you, 

The following information is intended to be read by teens and young 
adults and contains a brief summary of the chapter.
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to tripping you in the hall, to stealing or damaging your personal 
items, to even more violent things such as shoving, kicking, 
hitting, pushing, or even fi ghting. It’s important for you to 
understand the differences between physical bullying and other 
kinds of bullying because the strategies you’ll need to use will be 
completely different.

We know that this topic can be pretty upsetting to talk 
about and we know that lots of teens and young adults have 
been tormented by bullying. Maybe you’re one of them. Like so 
many of the things we’ve talked about here, you’re not alone. 
Countless teens and young adults have been the innocent victims 
of bullying, often feeling defenseless and unprotected. That’s not 
okay and that’s why we’re here to help. Although we know how 
miserable it can feel to be pushed around and taken advantage 
of, we’re actually not going to talk about what it feels like to be 
bullied. Instead, we’re going to focus on what you can do to 
make it less likely that you get bullied in the future. If you feel like 
you need to talk about what these experiences have been like for 
you, talking to your parent or some other supportive adult might 
be a good start.

Before we talk about the specifi c tactics you can use to 
handle physical bullying, let’s think about what you’ve been told 
to do in the past. What do most older adults tell teens and young 
adults to do in response to physical bullying? You’re usually told 
to either tell someone (such as a teacher) or fi ght back. Although 
telling someone that can help is always a good option if you’re 
in danger or the bullying is too diffi cult to manage on your 
own—what could be the problem with telling an adult if someone 
were simply throwing bits of paper at you in class? Although 
that’s mean and certainly not okay, if you told a teacher or some 
other adult, the bully would probably get in trouble and want 
to retaliate against you. Now you’ve made your situation even 
worse. What if you were to fi ght back? Someone could get hurt, 

(continued ) 
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you could get in trouble, and you may even get a bad reputation. 
So instead of doing those things, we’re going to share some ideas 
that teens and young adults who’ve been successful at decreasing 
or eliminating physical bullying have done.

Avoid the Bully
One of the best strategies for handling physical bullying is to 
avoid the bully. That means you need to stay out of reach of the 
bully. For example, if the bully hangs out in a certain area of the 
lunchroom, avoid that area. If the bully has a locker in a certain 
hallway, avoid walking down that hall. Or if the bully likes to 
hang out in a certain part of campus, avoid that part of campus 
when you can. If the bully can’t fi nd you, he can’t bully you.

Lay Low When the Bully Is Around
One of the mistakes some teens and young adults make is they 
draw attention to themselves when the bully is around. They 
make jokes or act silly when the bully is near, putting them in the 
spotlight and reminding the bully of their presence. Instead of 
drawing attention to yourself, you need to keep a low profi le and 
try to fl y under the radar when the bully is around. If the bully 
doesn’t notice you, he’s less likely to bully you.

Don’t Provoke the Bully
You also want to make sure you don’t provoke the bully. 
That means you shouldn’t tease or make fun of the bully and 
you should avoid annoying or embarrassing the bully in any 
way. When bullies become annoyed or embarrassed they 
feel provoked and will often retaliate with violence. So the 
strategies you learned for handling verbal teasing such as saying, 
“Whatever” or “Yeah and?” or “Your point is?” shouldn’t be 
used with anyone who has a tendency to get violent because 
they’ll embarrass the bully, and you could end up getting hurt.
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Don’t Police the Bully
Another mistake teens and young adults sometimes make is that 
they police the bully. Remember that policing is when you point 
out mistakes that other people make. No one likes it when you 
police, especially not bullies. You’re more likely to be the target 
of bullying and physical attacks if you police others, so don’t 
point out minor mistakes or offenses. That means if the bully is 
passing notes in class, cheating on an exam, or shows up late 
for work, it’s not your job to tell on him or her. It’s none of your 
business and will only cause you problems because the bully will 
want to get back at you. However, if the bully brings a weapon 
to school or work or is threatening physical violence—that’s a 
different story. Then you should tell someone in authority such 
as a teacher or a supervisor but never let the bully fi nd out you 
told or you could be in danger of retaliation.

Don’t Try to Make Friends with the Bully
Another common mistake is trying to make friends with the 
bully. This is a horrible strategy because it usually only draws 
attention to you and opens you up to being taken advantage 
of and exploited by the bully. Some bullies will pretend to be 
your friend but really they’re just trying to manipulate you or get 
something out of you. Bullies are rarely good friends anyway—so 
don’t make the mistake of trying to become buddies. It doesn’t 
work and will probably just make things worse for you. Plus, you 
could get a bad reputation for just hanging out with the bully.

Hang Out with Other People
Remember when we talked about cyber bullying and we asked 
the question, “Whom do bullies like to pick on, people who are 
by themselves or in a group?” The answer was, of course, that 
bullies like to pick on people who are by themselves because 
they’re easier targets. When you’re alone, you look unprotected 

(continued ) 
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and weak, so you’re more likely to be bullied. However, if you 
hang out with other people, you’re less likely to be bullied 
because there are people who could have your back and stick up 
for you. So if you want to avoid being bullied, make sure you eat 
lunch with a friend (or even an acquaintance), walk to class with 
a peer, travel to and from school with a classmate or a sibling, 
and so on. Hanging out with other people is one of the most 
powerful strategies for avoiding physical bullying.

Stay Near Authority Figures When 
the Bully Is Around
Another great tactic for avoiding physical bullying is to stay near 
adults or authority fi gures when the bully is around. This is a good 
strategy because most bullies wouldn’t pull any tricks when there’s 
someone near that could punish them. Even just standing or 
sitting near an adult or authority fi gure will probably keep the bully 
away for the time being. That doesn’t mean you should go up and 
start talking to the lunch monitor or walk to class with the campus 
security guard. You should just stay near authority fi gures when the 
bully is around to prevent physical attacks in the moment.

Get Help from a Supportive Adult When in Danger
Our fi nal strategy for handling physical bullying is to get help from a 
supportive adult when you’re in danger or when the other strategies 
aren’t working for you. That means if you feel physically threatened, 
you should talk to your parent, teacher, professor, supervisor, or 
some supportive adult whom you trust. Or if the physical bullying 
feels never-ending and the strategies we’ve described previously 
don’t seem to be working, that’s also a good time to get some 
additional help. You shouldn’t feel embarrassed about asking for 
help. We all need help from time to time. So if you feel threatened, 
like you could be in danger, or you need help stopping the bullying 
because nothing seems to be working, you shouldn’t wait. Get help 
right away and remember you’re not alone in this!
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CHAPTER EXERCISES
for Teens, Young Adults, and Parents

Teens and young adults should complete the following exercises 
with parents:

• Review the information about strategies for handling physical 
bullying outlined in this chapter with your parent.

• Have a discussion with your parent about whether you or 
someone you know has ever experienced physical bullying.

• Identify a few strategies you or someone you know might 
use to effectively handle physical bullying now or in the 
future.
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Changing a Bad Reputation

MANY TEENS AND YOUNG ADULTS with a history of peer rejection are besieged 
by bad reputations, which may make it diffi cult for them to make and 
keep friends. In our experience through the UCLA PEERS Clinic, some 
parents take offense to the use of the word reputation because they 
associate it with things like doing drugs or being sexually promiscu-
ous. Although that association may have been true when the parents 
we work with were themselves teenagers, the term reputation is now 
used more broadly by teens to include a general opinion or impression 
about a person held by the larger peer group. It involves specifi c char-
acteristics, traits, habits, or abilities that are attributed to the person. 
Reputations can be good or bad. For those with a history of peer rejec-
tion, their reputation is often bad. For those with a history of social 
neglect, their reputation may be nonexistent.

The thorny issue about reputations is that teens and young adults 
typically get their reputations based on whom they hang out with. So 
when someone has a bad reputation, very few people want to be friends 
with him or her for fear of get-
ting a bad reputation by associa-
tion. This means that if your teen 
or young adult is struggling with 
a bad reputation, it may be harder 
for him or her to make and keep 
friends until this reputation has 
died down.

If your teen or young adult is strug-
gling with a bad reputation, it may 
be harder for him or her to make and 
keep friends until this reputation has 
died down.
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Knowing how to help your teen or young adult escape a bad reputa-
tion can feel like an impossible challenge. Wanting to help him or her fl ee 
or get a fresh start are common reactions. So what do you think most par-
ents do to help their child break away from a bad reputation? Many well-
intentioned parents will try to help by changing schools. Perhaps you’ve 
done the same. The idea is that with a new school comes the opportunity 
for a new beginning. Sadly, the problem with this strategy is that the bad 
reputation often follows the person. Perhaps the teen or young adult lives 
in a community where students from the new school know students from 
the old school. In this case, the reputation follows him or her through the 
metaphorical grapevine, where rumors and gossip are spread by word of 
mouth. Another explanation is that the teen or young adult continues to 
engage in the behaviors that caused the bad reputation in the fi rst place. 
Maybe he or she has a bad habit of policing or being a conversation hog. 
Perhaps your teen or young adult has a reputation for doing something 
similar. The problem then is that what gives your teen or young adult a 
reputation in one place is likely to give him or her the same reputation in 
another place if it goes unaddressed. In this case, simply changing schools 
or places of work are not always effective ways for overcoming your teen 
or young adult’s reputation. Changing the behaviors associated with the 
reputation is the fi rst step. That’s what we’ve been working on for the 
last thirteen chapters. Finding an accepting source of friends with com-
mon interests is another step. 
That’s what we worked on all the 
way back in chapter 2. Our next 
step will be to work on changing 
your teen or young adult’s reputa-
tion in the current social setting, 
which is the focus of this chapter.

To begin with, we need to fi gure out what your teen or young adult’s 
reputation is. Most teens and young adults (if they’re not experiencing 
signifi cant social neglect) have some type of a reputation with their peers. 
Even shy or withdrawn teens and young adults will at least be known for 
being shy and withdrawn, which doesn’t constitute a bad reputation. It’s 
those experiencing peer rejection who often have the bad reputations, usu-
ally preventing them from making and keeping friends within their social 
surroundings. If your teen or young adult is one of the many struggling 

Simply changing schools or places of 
work are not always effective ways for 
overcoming your teen or young adult’s 
reputation.
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with a bad reputation, it will be critical to help him or her fi nd a source 
of friends outside the unaccepting social network, at least until his or her 
reputation dies down. We hope this is something you’ve been working on 
since reading chapter 2, but if you’re still struggling to fi gure out if your 
teen or young adult has a bad reputation, you may want to revisit the 
questions outlined in chapter 2 in the section called “Understanding and 
Determining Your Child’s Reputation.”

If after careful thought, you’ve determined that your teen or young 
adult seems to be struggling with a bad reputation, don’t despair. There 
are things you can do to help. Sharing the ecologically valid steps fol-
lowed by teens and young adults who’ve been able to successfully change 
their reputation will be a big part of that help. Changing a bad reputation 
is a lengthy process, requiring time and patience. So in the meantime, 
you’ll also need to help identify an appropriate source of friends outside 
of the setting where your teen or young adult is struggling, at least until 
his or her reputation calms down. Remember that chapter 2 provides a 
comprehensive plan for fi nding sources of friends through extracur-
ricular activities and social hobbies. When a bad reputation is involved, 
the source of friends will probably be found in the community, far from 
where your teen or young adult is already known.

Now that you generally know what you’ve got to do, before we talk 
about how to do it, let’s take a moment to decompress. Similar to our dis-
cussions about peer rejection and bullying, the topic of bad reputations 
can be understandably emotional for parents. No one wants to imag-
ine his or her child feeling ostracized or disliked. You want your teen or 
young adult to feel accepted and valued, just like he or she deserves. You 
want others to see the wonderful and special qualities he or she possesses, 
to appreciate his or her differences rather than reject them. You want 
people to care for your son or daughter the way you do. We want that, 
too. The focus of this chapter is on helping you and your teen or young 
adult overcome one of the greatest social barriers he or she may face: a 
bad reputation. If that sounds daunting, believe it or not, it doesn’t have 
to be. It’s never easy to change a bad reputation and it’s never quick—but 
it can be done. We’ve seen it happen countless times in our work with 
families through our clinic. Like Michael, who had a bad reputation for 
policing, whose mother encouraged him to join the debate team (the one 
place he was allowed to police), where he made several new friends, and 
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whose love for politics and debate eventually led him to run for student 
council where he won a seat as a class representative! Or Michelle, who 
had a bad reputation for being a conversation hog, but whose parents 
helped her enroll in an anime club where she made several new friends 
who were very happy to trade information about her favorite interest, 
and whose love for comic books and anime has not only led to a success-
ful career as a graphic design illustrator but has opened up a new social 
world of comic book conventions with other self-proclaimed anime 
geeks! These are just two quick snapshots of what’s possible.

Steps for Changing a Bad Reputation

The following steps have been used by teens and young adults who’ve 
been successful at changing their reputations.

1. Lay Low

The fi rst step in changing a reputation is to lay low. This means your 
teen or young adult will need to fl y under the radar for a bit, not draw-
ing attention to him- or herself. Consider laying low a cooling-off period, 
when your teen or young adult is giving his or her reputation the oppor-
tunity to die down. In this step, the order of business is staying out of 
sight for a while—not doing any-
thing that will put the focus of 
attention on him or her. If done 
correctly, your teen or young 
adult’s peers will slowly and grad-
ually forget all about his or her 
bad reputation during this step.

Although this step may sound rather simple, the laying-low period 
can be relatively challenging for certain teens and young adults. Many 
who struggle with a bad reputation engage (either knowingly or unknow-
ingly) in unusual behaviors found unacceptable by the larger peer group. 
These behaviors might involve talking incessantly (being a conversation 
hog), being intrusive when joining group conversations, using inappropri-
ate humor, or engaging in other strange or socially unacceptable behavior. 

Consider laying low a cooling-off 
period, when your teen or young 
adult is giving his or her reputation 
the opportunity to die down.
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If your teen or young adult is attempting to change his or her reputation, 
it will be important to stop this kind of behavior immediately and keep 
a low profi le for a period of time—an adjustment that may be diffi cult 
for some. The length of time needed to lay low will vary from person to 
person, but it’s usually no less than a few months. Summer break from 
school can be a good time to lay low because there are usually fewer social 
interactions with the larger peer group during that time. During the 
school year, a semester term might be enough time, but the length of the 
laying-low period will be directly related to the severity of the reputation, 
with more negative reputations requiring more cooling-off time.

Although some may fi nd it diffi cult to alter certain behaviors or habits 
during the laying-low period, if your teen or young adult’s goal is to make 
and keep friends, then he or she will need to be motivated to try. Whereas 
some of the behaviors associated with social differences may make it diffi cult 
for teens and young adults to avoid drawing attention to themselves, using 
the social skills described in this book will help in this process.

2. Follow the Crowd

During the period of time when your teen or young adult is laying low, 
he or she will also need to follow the crowd. The buzz phrase, “follow the 
crowd,” refers to following the social norms established by the larger peer 
group rather than trying to go against them. When your teen or young 
adult is following the crowd, he or she is just trying to fi t in and not 
stand out in any unusual way. If you suspect your teen or young adult 
is doing anything outwardly that is attracting negative attention, this 
behavior will need to be stopped if he or she is going to fi t in and follow 
the crowd. To highlight this point, consider the following three examples:

• Imagine a teenage boy who isn’t mandated to wear a school uni-
form, yet he wears the same clothes to school every day, attracting 
negative attention and embarrassing feedback from his peers. This 
pattern of unusual behavior will have to stop if his reputation is 
going to change. It’s hard to lay low if people are commenting on 
your clothes every day.

• Picture a teenage girl who has a tendency to repeat lines or jokes 
from her favorite TV show, with no apparent reason or context. 
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Her behavior, which is chastised by her peers, will also have to stop 
in order to change her reputation. Attracting negative attention is 
no way to keep a low profi le.

• Visualize a young man who has issues with hygiene. He doesn’t 
bathe regularly, doesn’t wear deodorant, and constantly smells of 
body odor. His behavior, 
rebuked by his peers, will 
also need to be altered dur-
ing this cooling-off period if 
he’s to successfully change 
his reputation.

Social coaching tip: Similar to laying low, this particular step may 
be diffi cult for certain teens and young adults with social differences. In 
the event that your teen or young adult is unable to change certain behav-
iors, which seem to be contributing to a bad reputation, you may need to 
consider helping him or her fi nd an alternative source of friends separate 
from the place where the negative reputation exists. But if these behaviors 
are within your teen or young adult’s control, then it will be important 
to follow the crowd and fi t in as much as possible if changing his or her 
reputation is the goal.

Social coaching tip: If your teen or young adult isn’t interested in 
changing the behaviors associated with his or her bad reputation or 
doesn’t really care what others think, then there’s nothing you can do to 
force him or her to follow these steps. As frustrating as that may be, your 
teen or young adult’s motivation to change how people see him or her 
will be the key to making all of this work.

3. Change Your Look

After going through a period of laying low, following the crowd, and stop-
ping any unusual behaviors that may have been contributing to a bad rep-
utation, the next step is for your teen or young adult to alter his or her 
look in some dramatic way that demonstrates a change. This step—which 
should not be attempted until you’re confi dent that your teen or young 
adult’s reputation has died down—involves doing something dramatic to 
get the attention back on him or her.

When your teen or young adult is 
following the crowd, he or she is just 
trying to fi t in and not stand out in 
any unusual way.
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Changing your look is somewhat akin to a makeover, which is a way 
of changing one’s appearance to refl ect a new image. In our experience 
through the UCLA PEERS Clinic, teens and young adults who’ve been 
successful at changing their reputations have done a variety of things to 
change their look including getting new haircuts, wearing different clothes, 
getting new eyeglasses or contact lenses, wearing cosmetics for girls, and 
even losing weight or becoming more fi t. This step usually requires assist-
ance from parents and family members, so you’ll need to consider how to 
best support your teen or young adult and think of some good ways to 
change his or her look to draw positive attention. However, if your teen or 
young adult chooses to change his 
or her look, be sure that the new 
look fi ts the social norms of his or 
her school or workplace. The idea 
is still to fi t in and not stand out 
in some unusual way.

The reason this step is so important is that after a period of cooling 
down (when you hope people have forgotten all about your teen or young 
adult’s bad reputation), something dramatic and positive has to happen 
to get the attention back. Getting this attention back is critical because 
it creates an opportunity to show people that your teen or young adult 
is different. Changing your look on the outside gives the impression that 
something has changed on the 
inside—that the negative impres-
sions others used to hold are 
no longer valid because they no 
longer exist. Your teen or young 
adult’s new look will essentially be 
a physical representation of his or 
her new self.

To underscore the importance of changing your look to change your 
reputation, think of the three examples from the previous discussion. 
Imagine these three young people had successfully laid low for a period 
of months. During that time, they each followed the crowd either by 
not wearing the same outfi t every day, no longer reciting dialogue from 
a favorite TV show, or improving hygiene by bathing regularly and using 
deodorant. Now each wants to change his or her look in some dramatic 

Changing your look is somewhat 
akin to a makeover, which is a way of 
changing one’s appearance to refl ect a 
new image.

Changing your look on the outside 
gives the impression that something 
has changed on the inside—that the 
negative impressions others used to 
hold are no longer valid because they 
no longer exist.
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way to get the attention back and show others that they’re different. 
Perhaps each gets a new hairstyle, replaces old glasses with new, cooler 
frames, and wears new clothes, presumably refl ecting a new sense of self. 
What do you think their peers will do when they notice this change? Most 
socially engaged teens and young adults are interested in their surround-
ings and will notice when someone or something has changed. So when 
they notice that someone has changed his or her look, more inquisitive 
members are likely to approach and comment on these changes. They 
do this because they’re naturally curious and want to be in-the-know—to 
have inside information about something others are noticing and talk-
ing about. So what will they say when they approach? They’ll most likely 
begin by commenting on the new look. If the job was done correctly, these 
comments should be fl attering. At this point, they’re also likely to point 
out whatever negative reputation used to exist. For example, they might 
say something like the following:

• “Hey, you got some new clothes. I remember you used to wear the 
same thing every day. That was kinda weird, but this new look is 
working for you.”

• “I like this new look. You seem different, like you’ve changed or 
something. Remember how you used to quote bits from Family Guy 
all the time? You were a trip.”

• “Look at you. You cleaned yourself up. Looks like you washed your 
hair and stuff. You seriously used to reek but you look good now.”

Although these kinds of compliments are all clearly backhanded and 
could easily make anyone feel defensive and self-protective, your teen or 
young adult’s reaction to the mention of his or her previous reputation 
will literally make or break success in changing that reputation. Therefore, 
the next step is particularly vital.

4. Own Up to Your Previous Reputation

Once your teen or young adult has brought about some positive attention by 
changing his or her look, it will be critical to own up to any mention of his 
or her previous reputation. Backhanded compliments, which are essentially 
insults disguised as compliments (sometimes intentional and sometimes 
inadvertent), are usually pretty common around this time. It’s essential that 
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when confronted with references to his or her bad reputation (even in the 
form of backhanded compliments), your teen or young adult own up to 
these interpretations. That doesn’t mean he or she needs to agree with nega-
tive comments from others. Instead, simply acknowledge that these per-
ceptions existed but point out that things are different now. This might be 
communicated by saying things like the following:

• “Yeah, I know I used to do that but not anymore.”

• “I know that’s what people thought about me, but I’m kind of 
different now.”

• “Yeah, I’ve heard that before, but things are kind of different now.”

Owning up to a previous reputation will show others that your teen 
or young adult may in fact be different. To illustrate this point, imagine 
that our three young people went in the opposite direction, and instead of 
owning up to their previous reputations, said something like, “No, I wasn’t 
really like that. You just didn’t know me.” What would the other people 
think? They would probably think that nothing has changed at all—that 
these are in fact the same people, just cleaned up a bit. When people try 
to deny or disprove their previous reputation, they look defensive and 
unchanged. However, by simply acknowledging that this reputation existed 
but that he or she is now different, 
your teen or young adult will have 
more credibility in the pursuit of 
a new image and ultimately a new 
reputation.

5. Find an Accepting Social Group

Once through the lengthy process of laying low, following the crowd, 
changing your look, and owning up to your previous reputation, the next 
step is to fi nd an accepting social group. This doesn’t mean that your teen 
or young adult gets to be friends with the most popular kids in school or 
the coolest people at work—it just means that now there’s a better chance 
of fi nding a social group that will accept him or her. Remember, when 
someone has a bad reputation, very few people will want to be friends with 
that person for fear that they’ll also get that reputation. Now that your 
teen or young adult has successfully escaped the previous reputation, as 

Owning up to a previous reputation 
will show others that your teen or 
young adult may in fact be different.
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long as he or she continues to engage in socially accepted behaviors and 
avoids doing the things that contributed to the previous reputation, he or 
she is more likely to fi nd a source of accepting friends. Of course, the most 
appropriate and accepting social 
group will probably be a group of 
people with common interests. 
For a refresher on choosing appro-
priate friends, chapter 2 provides 
comprehensive suggestions for 
fi nding a social group.

Social coaching tip: Now that you know the steps for changing a 
bad reputation, you can begin to work with your teen or young adult on 
the long process of working toward that goal, if relevant. It will be critical 
for you to provide assistance during this transformation. Changing a rep-
utation is rarely an individual endeavor for teens and young adults with 
social diffi culties and will defi nitely require additional support. Families 
who’ve gone through the UCLA PEERS Clinic have sometimes enlisted 
extra help from siblings, cousins, family friends, and even personal shop-
pers (whose services are sometimes free at major department stores).

What about Individuality?

It’s probably worth mentioning that in our experience most families are 
grateful for the information provided in this chapter and are eager to 
begin the process of helping their teen or young adult change his or her 
reputation. Yet some families are less receptive to this information. One 
criticism of this strategy (more often communicated by parents rather 
than teens or young adults) relates to the steps “following the crowd” and 
“changing your look” and their relevance to the concept of individuality.

Technically speaking, individuality is a state of being independent 
and separate from others while possessing your own interests, goals, and 
self-expression. Although individuality is certainly an important charac-
teristic of personality, contributing to a sense of self, if this individual-
ity is causing harm by creating an inability to make and keep friends, a 
diffi cult choice might have to be made. If your teen or young adult’s fi rst 
priority is to make and keep friends, then he or she may be more willing 

Of course, the most appropriate and 
accepting social group will probably 
be a group of people with common 
interests.
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to make the changes prescribed in this chapter. However, if your teen or 
young adult’s fi rst priority is to maintain individuality, then he or she 
may be less inclined to make these changes. Either way, the steps involved 
in changing a bad reputation are an individual choice—not to be forced 
on anyone. Regardless of your 
personal preferences or what you 
believe to be good for your teen 
or young adult, the choice to use 
these steps will be in the hands 
of your son or daughter, just as is 
true for all of the skills taught in 
this book.

Be Patient: This May Take Some Time

Although the steps outlined in the current chapter may suggest a cer-
tain degree of simplicity, there’s nothing simple or easy about chang-
ing a reputation. It’s a long process that requires a great deal of effort. 
That means you and your teen or young adult need to be prepared 
to be patient. You also need to be ready to work hard because many of 
the changes require a lot of extra effort. However, if your teen or young 
adult follows the steps provided in this chapter and uses the other skills 
taught in this book, he or she has a far greater chance of changing how 
others perceive him or her and ultimately fi nding a source of meaningful 
friendships.

Success Story: Chandra Changes Her Reputation

Many teens and young adults with social challenges struggle with bad 
reputations—often the direct result of the social errors they make. 
They may police others, hog conversations, or use humor inappro-
priately. They may enter conversations in an intrusive manner or per-
severate on topics of personal interest. Whatever the causes of these 
bad reputations, many fi nd it diffi cult to escape them once fully 
formed. This was true for twelve-year-old Chandra, who struggled with 

Regardless of your personal prefer-
ences or what you believe to be good 
for your teen or young adult, the choice 
to use these steps will be in the hands 
of your son or daughter, just as is true 
for all of the skills taught in this book.
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making friends. Diagnosed with social anxiety disorder prior to com-
ing to PEERS, according to her mother, “Chandra couldn’t talk on the 
phone, order a meal in a restaurant, or hold a conversation with some-
one outside of the family. Her constant struggle to fi t in was heart-
breaking.” Apart from her social anxiety, Chandra also struggled with 
a bad reputation. Known for her social awkwardness, sadly few of her 
classmates wanted to be her friend. This concern was what brought her 
and her family to PEERS. 

“Throughout the program,” her mother explained, “she was forced 
to talk to kids on the phone and learn to have conversations. I never 
realized that to many kids, learning to have a conversation is like learn-
ing a foreign language. Chandra went through the program and took 
the lessons and experiences she had there to heart.” Although Chandra 
improved her social skills over time, she still struggled to break free 
from her reputation. It was like a shadow that followed her wherever she 
went—an invisible barrier to making new friends. So with the help of her 
mother, “Chandra decided to reinvent herself and enter her fi rst year of 
high school as a different person. A lesson she learned from PEERS.” Her 
mother explained, “She changed her hairstyle, bought new clothes, and 
started joining clubs, including varsity golf, the swim team, and the color 
guard.” She recalled proudly, “Chandra had lots of opportunities to ‘trade 
information’ with the new kids she met at band camp, a requirement for 
color guard. She actually used that language when she told me about it. 
Another PEERS lesson that she remembered.” Three years after going 
through PEERS, Chandra has turned a corner and escaped her previous 
reputation. Her mother refl ected, “Chandra has made a wonderful trans-
formation in high school. She has made lots of friends and has an active 
social life. Her whole life has changed.”

Success stories like these are possible because of the hard work and 
dedication of devoted parents like Chandra’s mother. Learning the skills 
needed to make friends and handle rejection is the fi rst step. Putting 
those skills into practice is the next step. Without dedicated parents like 
you, transformations like Chandra’s would more likely be a wish rather 
than a reality. If you, too, are concerned about your teen or young adult’s 
reputation, we hope you will follow the steps outlined in this chapter 
and more broadly in this book so that you, too, can revel in your own 
success story.
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STEPS FOR CHANGING A BAD 
REPUTATION

Chapter Summary for Teens and Young Adults

One of the biggest social barriers you can face in the pursuit 
of friendships is having a bad reputation. Having a reputation 
means that people know about you before they even meet you. 
Sometimes your reputation isn’t a good refl ection of who you 
truly are, which can be really frustrating—especially because 
that can make it hard for you to make and keep friends. When 
that happens, you might need to take steps for changing your 
reputation. That’s what this chapter is all about.

Before we get into the steps for changing your reputation, 
you fi rst need to think about whether you feel accepted by your 
classmates or your coworkers. If you’re not sure, you might 
want to go back and take a look at table 2.2 in chapter 2, which 
goes over the signs of acceptance and lack of acceptance from 
social groups. If you’re not feeling that accepted by the people 
you’re trying to make friends with, try not to worry. We know 
it feels bad when you don’t feel a part of the group (especially 
when you feel like you’re not getting a fair shot), maybe because 
your reputation isn’t the greatest. The good news is that if 
you’re interested in trying to change how people see you in the 
future, we’ve uncovered the steps that teens and young adults 
who’ve been successful at changing their reputations have used. 
Following these steps takes time and you’re going to need some 
help from your parent or some supportive adult, but if you’re 
patient and work at it using the other strategies you’ve learned 
in this book, you have a good shot at a fresh start! If you’re 
interested, the steps are listed in this section. Make sure you 
follow them in the order listed.

(continued ) 

The following information is intended to be read by teens and young 
adults and contains a brief summary of the chapter.
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1. Lay Low
The fi rst step in changing your reputation is to lay low. This 
means you’re going to need to fl y under the radar and not draw 
a lot of attention to yourself for a while. This is like a cooling-
off period when you’re letting your reputation die down. If you 
do this step right, people are supposed to forget all about you 
for a bit. This step usually take several months, sometimes as 
long as a semester, maybe even longer. Summer break from 
school can be a good time to lay low. Lots of people come back 
from summer break completely transformed, like a fresh start. 
Whenever you choose to lay low, it’s important that you don’t 
completely give up on trying to make friends and be social. 
Instead, you might try making friends with people outside of the 
place where you’re concerned about your reputation. Maybe join 
a club or social activity in the community where people don’t 
know or care about your reputation.

2. Follow the Crowd
While you’re laying low, you’re also going to need to follow the 
crowd. This means you don’t want to stand out from everyone 
else in some unusual way if you can help it. Instead, you want 
to try to fi t in with everyone else as much as you can. For 
example, if you’ve been paying attention to your embarrassing 
feedback and you’re discovering that there are certain things 
that people are making fun of you about, that might be 
something you need to work on to follow the crowd. Of course, 
it’s totally up to you whether you do this or not. The way you 
choose to act, dress, or present yourself to other people is a 
personal choice and completely your decision. So don’t feel 
like you’re being forced into anything. We’re just sharing the 
steps that teens and young adults have used to change their 
reputations. Like everything else in this book, it’s up to you 
what you do with this information.
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3. Change Your Look
After going through a long period of laying low, while following 
the crowd and stopping any unusual behaviors that might 
have been hurting your reputation, the next step is to alter 
your look in some dramatic way that shows you’ve changed. 
Changing your look is more than a makeover—it’s your way 
of showing people that you’re different. When you change 
your appearance in some specifi c way, it alerts people that 
something about you is different. They start to notice you 
again and pay attention. Teens and young adults we’ve 
worked with have done things such as getting new haircuts, 
wearing different clothes, getting new eyeglasses or contact 
lenses, wearing makeup for girls, and even losing weight or 
becoming more fi t. This step will probably require help from 
your parent, so it’s good he or she is working with you on 
these strategies. Changing your look is an important step in 
the process of transforming how people see you. However you 
decide to change your look, you need to be sure that it still fi ts 
in with the group you’re trying to change your reputation with. 
Otherwise, this step wouldn’t make much sense and would 
only make you stand out it some odd way, not really changing 
your reputation in a good way in the end.

4. Own Up to Your Previous Reputation
One of the things that will happen really soon after you 
change your look is that your classmates or your coworkers 
are going to notice this change and start to check you out. 
The more curious ones will actually come up to you and start 
commenting on your new look, asking you questions to fi gure 
out what’s different about you. They do this because they like 
to be in-the-know. Lots of teens and young adults like to know 
things that people are noticing and talking about. It gives them 

(continued ) 
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a kind of power to be in-the-know. So when you show up one 
day looking different, they’re going to approach you and want 
to fi gure you out. They’ll probably comment on whatever is 
different about you, but they’re also likely to mention something 
about your reputation from before. This can sound like a 
backhanded compliment. That’s when someone gives you a 
compliment sort of wrapped in an insult. For example, they 
might say, “Hey, you got some new clothes. I remember you 
used to wear the same thing every day. That was kind of weird 
but you look good now.” Even though comments like that can 
be upsetting, the way you react to them is the critical ingredient 
to making this work. Instead of getting defensive and trying to 
prove that the person is wrong, you need to own up to your 
previous reputation. That doesn’t mean you need to agree 
with them. It only means that you need to admit that people 
thought that about you but you’re different now. In response, 
you might say something like, “Yeah, I know I used to do that 
but not anymore.” Or more generally you might say something 
like, “Yeah, I know people used to say that about me but I’m 
different now.” By not getting defensive and instead owning 
up to what people thought of you, they’re more likely to think 
you’ve changed. If you say something like, “I didn’t do that!” or 
“You just didn’t know me!” they’re going to think it’s the same 
old you with a new haircut or the same old you with some new 
clothes—and then you’ve lost your opportunity to change your 
reputation. Instead, just own up to your previous reputation and 
show them that you’re different from what they thought.

5. Find an Accepting Social Group
Once you’ve gone through the lengthy process of laying low, 
following the crowd, changing your look, and owning up to 
your previous reputation, the last step is to fi nd an accepting 
social group. This doesn’t mean you get to be friends with the 
most popular people at school or work; it just means that now 
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you’ve got a better shot at making friends with people you have 
common interests with. If you’re not sure which social groups to 
try to join, go back and take a look at the chapter exercises from 
chapter 2 to identify some good sources of friends.

CHAPTER EXERCISES
for Teens, Young Adults, and Parents

Teens and young adults should complete the following exercises 
with parents:

• Discuss the steps for changing a reputation outlined in this 
chapter with your parent.

• Decide whether you’re interested in changing your 
reputation.

• If you decide to change your reputation, with the help 
of your parent, begin to follow the steps outlined in this 
chapter.

• It’s highly recommended that during the laying-low period 
you fi nd a source of friends unaware or unconcerned with 
your reputation and use the skills you’ve learned in this 
book with that new group of people. Your parent can 
help!
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Moving Forward

Friendship is the best medicine.

AS WE REACH OUR FINAL PAGES, I am reminded of a quote a parent once shared 
with me. It was the end of a PEERS training and the mother of a teenage 
boy who had struggled his whole life with making and keeping friends 
shared this story. She said that her son had been medicated through-
out much of his life for anxiety and depression. He had gone through a 
long list of psychotropic medications, yet none had worked very well for 
him. For years he lived in social isolation, wishing he could be like the 
other kids, wanting to have friends but just not sure how to go about 
it. Blaming his social challenges on his anxiety and depression, he had 
nearly given up. Then at last—he had success! He managed to make some 
friends. Suddenly his anxiety and depression didn’t feel so insurmount-
able. In the end, her son declared, “Friendship is the best medicine!” 
We happen to agree.

Is the Program Working For You?

By now you and your child have become familiar with the contents of this 
book by reading the chapter summaries for teens and young adults; you 
have practiced the strategies by following the chapter exercises; and you have 
allowed suffi cient time for the seeds of friendship to grow.

For those who have followed the guidelines outlined in this book, 
many of you will fi nd that your son or daughter is well on the way to 
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developing meaningful relationships. We have seen hundreds of teens, 
young adults, and their families benefi t from this program. We hope you 
are one of them.

For those of you who’ve followed the guidelines in this book but 
have been less successful at helping your teen or young adult make and 
keep friends, let’s consider what potential barriers might be getting in 
the way.

Potential Barriers to Social Success

Although there may be many reasons why someone may still be strug-
gling, in our experience working with families through the UCLA PEERS 
Clinic, the most common obstacles to making and keeping friends after 
going through this training relate to one or more of the following: nega-
tive reputation among peers, inability to fi nd a source of friends, or lack 
of social motivation.

Negative Reputation among Peers

Recall the behavioral signs for peer rejection identifi ed in chapter 2. If you 
suspect that your teen or young adult has a bad reputation among his or 
her peers but has been attempting to engage these same peers using the 
skills outlined in this book, this choice in potential friends might explain 
the lack of success with the program. If you’re concerned that your teen 
or young adult may have a bad reputation, you’ll need to become famil-
iar with the ecologically valid steps for changing a reputation outlined in 
chapter 14. Although changing a reputation is a lengthy process, requir-
ing time and patience, if your teen or young adult is going to be socially 
successful, you will need to fully engage in this transformation and help 
him or her fi nd a new source of friends in the interim.

Inability to Find a Source of Friends

Lack of social success at this point might also be explained by an inability 
to fi nd a source of friends. Consider whether your teen or young adult has 
identifi ed and engaged an accepting social group with common interests at 
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school or work. Also consider whether your teen or young adult is currently 
enrolled in an extracurricular activity or social hobby that meets regularly 
(at least once a week) and includes peers that do the following:

• Are accepting of your teen or young adult

• Are similar in age

• Are similar in developmental level

• Share common interests

• Are not familiar with your teen or young adult’s bad reputation (if 
he or she has one)

If not, you might consider going back to chapter 2, reviewing the 
strategies for fi nding and choosing appropriate friends and try helping 
your teen or young adult fi nd an appropriate source of potential friends. 
For those also struggling with a bad reputation, this source of friends will 
likely be found in the community, far from the place where he or she has a 
negative reputation.

Lack of Social Motivation

Lack of motivation to use the tools in this book on the part of your teen 
or young adult may be another barrier to social success. As mentioned 
in the preface to this book, motivated teens and young adults interested 
in learning the skills necessary to make and keep friends are those who 
are most likely to benefi t from what this book has to offer, whereas less 
motivated teens and young adults aren’t as likely to profi t from our tools. 
Unfortunately, regardless of your eagerness to help, without the buy-in of 
your teen or young adult, helping him or her to make and keep friends 
may feel like a painful uphill battle. We see in working with families of 
teens and young adults reluctant to learn and practice the skills we teach, 
that the experience can be extremely frustrating for parents. You want 
to do right by your kids, you want to see them fl ourish, and you worry 
for their futures. You know how important it is to have friends and 
close relationships and maybe you worry that your teen or young adult 
will never have those kinds of relationships. As frustrating as all of that 
may feel, it’s also important to remember that friendship is a choice—
you don’t get to be friends with everyone, and everyone doesn’t get to be 
friends with you. An extension of this saying is, you don’t have to be friends 
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with anyone if you choose because friendship is a choice all the way around. It’s a 
tough pill to swallow, but what that means is if your teen or young adult 
isn’t motivated to make and keep friends or doesn’t want to use the skills 
in this book, ultimately that’s his or her choice.

As hard as that choice may be to face, remember that your role in this 
process was to provide relevant information and opportunities for prac-
tice around the skills needed for making and keeping friends for your son 
or daughter. Teens and young adults were given the freedom to choose 
what to do with the information and whether to follow these guidelines. 
The information contained in this book is conveyed in the same spirit. 
We’re simply providing readers with information based on scientifi c evi-
dence of what works and what doesn’t work socially. You get to decide 
what to do with it if anything.

If you or your teen or young adult have been struggling to get moti-
vated to put these skills to work, at the very least remember that knowl-
edge is power. You may not have hit the ground running, but when you 
do take those fi rst steps, standing on your own may be easier with the 
knowledge and support of these helpful tools.

Will My Child Change His or Her Mind 
about Making Friends?

At the UCLA PEERS Clinic we often follow our clients for months and 
years after they receive training. In our long-term, follow-up studies with 
these teens and young adults, we’ve found that the vast majority not only 
get better after going through our program but also continue to improve 
months and even years after treatment. Although continued social suc-
cess is the norm in PEERS (most likely because of continued parent 
involvement in making sure the skills are used), some families don’t com-
pletely benefi t immediately following training. Yet, among those who 
were initially less successful with the program (typically no more than 10 
percent of our families), many eventually adopted the strategies taught in 
PEERS and began to come out of their shells. We fondly call this group of 
teens and young adults our late bloomers and they probably make up about 
5 percent of the families we work with. These are the clients who don’t 
begin to benefi t from our program until after the intervention is over.
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In the event that your teen or young adult isn’t interested in learning 
or using these skills at this time, we recommend that you save the tools 
and strategies contained in this book for a later time when things may 
change and the seeds of friendship are ready to sprout. When that time 
comes (we hope in the near future), you’ll be prepared to offer the same 
social coaching, with lots of support, so your late bloomer can blossom 
like so many before.

MOVING FORWARD
for Teens, Young Adults, and Parents

The following information is intended to be read by teens and young 
adults and includes some fi nal thoughts for moving forward.

As the old adage goes, there is no greater gift than friendship. 
Yet many teens and young adults with social diffi culties struggle 
with making and keeping friends. Throughout this book, we’ve 
become familiar with the major components essential toward 
developing and maintaining meaningful relationships. It’s 
important to remember that friendship is a choice, that we don’t 
need to be friends with everyone, and everyone doesn’t need to be 
friends with us. Among other things, we’ve learned the following:

• We know that friendships are based on common interests. 
These shared interests are the things we talk about and the 
things we do together.

• We now know that in order to make and keep friends, we need 
to fi nd common interests, and the way we do that is by trad-
ing information.

• We’ve learned that trading information is a way of describing 
the act of having a good conversation, which includes verbal 
and nonverbal forms of communication.

• We’ve learned the steps for starting individual conversations and 
entering group conversations, assessing when we’re accepted, 
and knowing how to exit conversations when we need to.

(continued ) 
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• We understand the components of being a good sport and 
having successful get-togethers, as well as how to use elec-
tronic communication for developing closer friendships.

• We’ve also learned how to handle confl ict and rejection, 
 critical coping skills needed for friendship protection and 
social survival.

As this book draws to a close, we fi nd ourselves feeling 
like a friend at the end of a journey who has to say good-bye 
but who hopes to always stay in touch. We hope that you’ve 
learned these strategies for making and keeping friends and 
for having lasting social success. Although not everyone is 
guaranteed to receive the full benefi t of the skills we offer, if you 
have followed the guidelines closely, received the recommended 
social coaching, and have been a willing pupil, then you should 
be well on the way to developing some potentially meaningful 
relationships. Assuming these skills continue to be used well 
into the future (we hope with continued support and social 
coaching), you can expect greater social success. This is what 
we’ve found in our research through the UCLA PEERS Clinic. 
Families who’ve gone through our program one to fi ve years 
before not only continue to do well with making and keeping 
friends but also in many cases improve even further. We attribute 
this social success to the powerful combination of the parent 
and teen or young adult duo. So don’t underestimate the work 
that you’ve done with your parent, and above all else, don’t give 
up working just because this book is coming to a close.

Although our fi nal chapter has come to an end, the book 
shouldn’t close on making and keeping friends. Moving forward 
into the next chapter of your lives, you’re now equipped with 
a new set of tools to navigate the social world. These tools are 
offered from scientists but think of us also as your partners and 
friends. Our ideas are based on scientifi c study uncovering the 
fundamental elements needed for developing and maintaining 
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friendships. Using your new scientifi cally supported, ecologically 
valid social skills, you’re closing the book on any antiquated 
notions that social behavior is an abstract art form, turning 
the page to a new chapter of social development—based on the 
science of making and keeping friends. We hope you will take us, 
our research, and our support with you wherever your journey 
takes you.
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System Requirements

PC with Microsoft Windows 2003 or later
Mac with Apple OS version 10.1 or later

Using the DVD with Windows

To view the items located on the DVD, insert the DVD into your computer’s 
DVD drive or your DVD player.

If you do not have autorun enabled on your computer, or if the autorun 
window does not appear, follow these steps to access the DVD:

1. Click Start  Run.
2. In the dialog box that appears, type d:\start.exe, where d is the letter 

of your DVD drive. This brings up the autorun window.
3. Choose the desired option from the menu. 

In Case of Trouble

If you experience diffi culty using the DVD, please follow these steps:

1. Make sure your hardware and systems confi gurations conform to the 
systems requirements noted under “System Requirements” above.

2. Review the installation procedure for your type of hardware and 
operating system. It is possible to reinstall the software if necessary.

To speak with someone in Product Technical Support, call 800–762–
2974 or 317–572–3994 Monday through Friday from 8:30 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. 
EST. You can also contact Product Technical Support and get support infor-
mation through our website at www.wiley.com/techsupport.

Before calling or writing, please have the following information available:

• Type of computer and operating system.

• Any error messages displayed.

• Complete description of the problem.

H O W T O U S E T H E D V D
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Acceptance. See Peer acceptance
Acquaintances, defi nition of, 201
Active listening, 234–235, 242
Activity-based get-togethers: allowing guests 

to choose activities during, 211–212, 225; 
beginning activities during, 210–211; 
description of, 202–203; preparing for, 
207–208; types of, 221t

Aggressive bullies, 254–255, 261–262
Anger, 233
Anime geeks: child’s natural gravitation toward, 

25; identifying, 31–32; success story about, 
37–38

Anti-bullying policies, 273, 308
Apologizing to friends, 236–237, 242
Appearance, changing, 328–330, 337
Arguments: effects of, 231, 232; social vignette 

about, 243–244; steps for handling, 232–239, 
241–243; success story about, 239–241

Art classes, 38
Authority fi gures, 255, 261, 313–314, 320
Avatars, 32–33
Average acceptance, 18

B
Backhanded compliments, 330
Bad reputation: assessment of, 27–28; from 

cheating, 182; effects of, 26; entering 
conversations and, 122; overcoming, 28–29; 
parents’ response to, 324; steps for 
changing, 325–339, 342. See also Reputation

Bad winners, 190–191, 197
Ball, hogging, 182–183
Bantering, 75

Be Different (Robison), xii
Behavioral exploitation, 312
Best friendships: defi nition of, 201; 

development of, 23
Between-group rivalries, 23–24, 45–46
Blocking bullies, 270, 277
Body boundaries: during conversations, 

66–67, 104–105, 114; social vignette about, 
84–86; when exiting conversations, 127; 
when inviting people into your home, 209

Body language, during conversations, 101, 
106–107, 124–125

Boredom: during activity-based get-togethers, 
214–215, 226; sportsmanlike behavior and, 
188–189, 196–197

Bullies: isolation and, 23; media’s coverage 
of, 307–308; rumors/gossip and, 281–282; 
teasing comebacks to, 254–255; types of, 
308; typical targets of, 248, 269. 
See also Cyber bullying; Physically 
aggressive bullies

C
Caller ID, 162
Canceling plans, 205–206
Caring: displaying, 187; importance of, 39
Casual friendships, 42, 201
Cell phones. See Mobile phones
Chapter exercises: for conversational skills, 

95–96; description of, 10; instructions for, 48
Chapter summaries, 8–9
Cheating, 182
Circles, of people, 124–125
Clans, 164
Class clowns, 19, 62
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t represents table.
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switching topics during, 59; teasing 
during, 74–75, 92–94; volume of voice 
during, 68–69

Conversations, exiting: social vignette about, 
136–137; steps for, 125–142, 135–142; 
success stories about, 133–134; times for, 
123–124

Conversations, starting/entering: bad 
reputation and, 122; body boundaries 
during, 104–105, 114; challenges of, 97–99; 
discussing common interests during, 
100–101, 104, 110; eye contact during, 99, 
104, 114; interrupting and, 105; listening 
before, 102–103, 114; rejection when, 106, 
107, 121–122; social vignettes of, 111–113, 
115–119; success stories about, 108–109, 
134

Cool, keeping your: in handling arguments, 133, 
241; when exiting conversations, 126, 128

Cosplay, 31–32
Cover stories: description of, 149; in electronic 

communication, 149–150, 154, 170; to end 
get-togethers, 216–217, 227; for exiting 
conversations, 129–130, 131–132, 133; for 
phone calls, 158, 159–160, 161

Cyber bullying: description of, 267–268, 
275–276; strategies for handling, 268–274, 
275–279; success story about, 274–275. 
See also Bullies

D
Date, of get-togethers, 203–204
Defamation, 271
Defending friends, 215–216
Disagreements. See Arguments
Dungeons and Dragons (game), 183–184
DVD demonstrations, 9, 14–15

E
Eavesdropping, 103
Ecologically valid social skills, 3–4, 14
Electronic communication: cyber bullying in, 

267–279; forms of, 145; general rules for, 
148–156, 169–171; Internet safety and, 
162–169, 174–176; versus phone calls, 
156–157; popularity of, 145. 
See also specifi c types

E-mail, 148–156
Embarrassing feedback, 255–258, 263–264
Emotion regulation, 126
Emotional exploitation, 312
Empathic listening, 234–235, 242
Employers, 272, 273
Engineering, inclination toward, 3
Equality, as friendship characteristic, 40–41
Evidence, of bullying, 271–272, 278

Cleaning, before get-togethers, 206–207, 
222, 223

Cliques: description of, 22; development of, 
23; rejection from, 122

Closed-ended questions, 60
Clothes selection, 329, 330, 337
Coaching, 184–185, 195–196
Cold calling, 151–153, 171
Cold shoulder, 101, 107
Comebacks, to teasing, 251–253, 254–255, 311
Comic book geeks: description of, 43; 

identifying, 31–32; natural interests in, 25
Comic-Con, 31
Commitment, 40
Common interests: discussion of, in 

conversation, 54–57, 100–101, 104, 110; 
exchanging contact information and, 154, 
155; fi nding friends through, 32–35; in 
identifying social groups, 25; importance of, 
in friendships, 23, 39, 43, 54–55; planning 
get-togethers and, 201–202

Competitive tendency, 185–186, 196
Compliments. See Praising others
Computer geeks: description of, 43; 

identifying, 30; natural interest in, 25
Computer science, inclination toward, 3
Concern for others, 187–188, 196
Concrete thinking, 231
Confi rming plans, 205–206, 222
Confl ict resolution: as friendship 

characteristic, 41–42; for handling 
arguments, 232–239, 241–243; importance 
of, 232

Confronting gossips, 287–288, 299
Contact information: exchanging, 153–156, 

171, 175; Internet safety and, 164
Conversational skills: chapter exercises for, 

95–96; importance of, 51, 78; success story 
about, 77

Conversations: among groups, 102–108; 
assessing rejection or acceptance in, 
124–125; avoiding, to change a bad 
reputation, 326–327; body boundaries 
during, 66–67, 124–125; discussing 
common interests during, 54–57; eye 
contact during, 65–66, 125; follow-up 
questions in, 59–60; goal of, 54; good topics 
of, 56–57; hogging, 69–71, 88–90; humor in, 
61–64; versus interviews, 71, 90–91; 
listening during, 64; open-ended questions 
in, 60–61; perseverating on topics in, 52, 
72–73; perspective taking in, 52–54; 
policing in, 73–74, 91–92; repetition in, 
72–73, 91; rules for, 54–76, 78; sharing 
personal information in, 58–59, 75–76, 
80–81, 94–95; social vignettes of, 79–95; 
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Evidence-based practices: defi nition of, xi; 
PEERS program and, 4

Excluding others, 268
Explaining your side, of arguments, 236, 242
Exploitation, 312
Extinction burst, 253–254
Extracurricular activities: choosing, 33–35; 

enrollment in, 32; fi nding friends through, 
32–35; frequency of meetings of, 34–35; in 
identifying social groups, 24–25; versus 
isolation and online life, 32–33

Eye contact: during conversations, 65–66, 99, 
104, 114, 125; overuse of, 65; social vignette 
about, 82–84

Eye-rolling, 252

F
Facebook (social media site): Internet safety 

and, 165; obtaining contact information 
for, 155

Fair play, 179
Fellowship, 179
Financial exploitation, 312
Following the crowd, 327–328, 336–337
Follow-up calls, for get-togethers, 205
Follow-up questions: in conversations, 59–60; 

social vignettes about, 81–82
FriendMaker app, 10
Friends, defending: against cyber bullying, 

269–270, 276–277; from teasing, 215–216, 
226

Friends, fi nding: on the Internet, 163–164, 
174–175; lack of success in, 342–343; 
overcoming a reputation and, 27; parents’ 
role in, 34; through extracurricular 
activities/hobbies, 32–35, 46–47, 46–48; 
through social groups, 29–32, 37–38

Friendship-matching groups, 21
Friendships: to avoid bullies, 313, 319–320; 

barriers to making, 342; with bullies, 
avoiding, 312–313, 319; caring in, 39; 
challenges of, 17–20; characteristics of, 
38–42; as a choice, 36–37, 39; common 
interests in, 23, 39; exploitive, 312–313; 
forced, 36–37; good sources of, 21, 27; with 
gossips, avoiding, 283–284, 297; lack of 
interest in, 344–345; levels of, 21–22, 201; 
teasing in, 74–75; teens’ and adults’ 
struggles with, 6

Frustration, 186

G
Gamers: description of, 22, 43; identifying, 30, 

46; Internet safety and, 164; isolation of, 
32–33; natural interest in, 25; sportsmanlike 
rules for, 180–191

Gazing away: before exiting conversations, 
126, 128–129; from source of teasing, 253

Geeks: defi nition of, 25; natural interest in, 25; 
society’s embracing of, 25–26

Gestures, friendly, 132–133
Get-togethers: beginning of, 208–211, 

223–224; description of, 199; ending of, 
216–219, 227; general rules for, 211–216, 
225–226; parents’ role in, 199–200; 
versus play dates, 199; preparing for, 
205–208; purpose of, 212; social vignettes 
about, 224–225, 227–228; steps for 
 planning, 201–205, 220–222; success 
story about, 219

Good-bye, saying: at end of get-togethers, 
217–219, 227; to end phone calls, 159, 160, 
162; to exit conversations, 132–133

Gossip: description of, 281, 296; effects 
of, 282, 296; origins of, 281–282; social 
vignettes about, 302–304; strategies for 
handling, 285–294, 298–302; success story 
about, 294–295; tips for avoiding being the 
target of, 283–285, 297–298

Greeting guests, 209, 223
Group acceptance. See Peer acceptance
Group conversations, 102–108
Group get-togethers. See Get-togethers
Guilds, 164

H
Handshakes, 102, 133
Hanging out. See Get-togethers
Harassment, 268, 271
Hobbies: fi nding friends through, 32–35; in 

identifying social groups, 24–25
Hogging ball, 182–183
Honesty: about bad reputation, 330–331, 

337–338; as friendship characteristic, 40
Hugs, 132
Humiliation, 289–290, 300
Humor: in conversations, 61–64; evaluating 

response to, 63
Hurt players, 187–188, 196
Hyperverbose teens, 19

I
“I” statements
Identity theft, 268
Ignoring friends, 213–214, 225
Impulsivity, 19
Individual activities, shortcomings of, 33–34
Individuality, 332–333
Infl exibility, 231
Instant messaging (IM): description of, 147; 

general rules for, 148–156; parent 
monitoring of, 167–168
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Nonverbal praise, 194
Normalizing rejection, 122

O
Obsessions: during conversations, 72; 

description of, 52
One-sided conversations, 58, 69–71
Online dating, 163, 164, 165–166, 176
Online life: description of, 32; versus 

extracurricular activities, 32–33; motivation 
for, 33

Open-ended questions, 60–61

P
Parallel play, 212
Paraphrasing others, 234–235
Parents: cyber bullying and, 272, 278; 

get-togethers organized by, 199–200; 
monitoring of social networking by, 166–167; 
power of, in PEERS method, 6; response of, 
to bad reputation, 324; response of, to 
physically aggressive bullies, 307; response 
of, to teasing, 248–249; role of, in fi nding 
sources of friends, 34; tips for, 7–12

Patience, 333
Pause, in activities, 216
Pause, in conversation: to end phone calls, 159; 

to exit conversation, 129, 131
Peer acceptance: assessment of, 35–36, 47t, 

124–125, 134–135; exiting conversations 
and, 125–133, 140–142; rate of, 125; types 
of, 18, 19f

Peer affi liations: most important, 22; types 
of, 21–22; usefulness of, in making friends, 
22–23

Peer entry, 121
Peer rejection. See Rejection
PEERS Clinic, UCLA, xiii, 2, 3; social 

motivation in, 12; success of, 346
PEERS (Program for the Education and 

Enrichment of Relational Skills), xii; access 
to, 7; audience for, 4; basics of, xiii–xiv; 
benefi ts of, 5; ecological validity of, 3–4; 
evidence-based research and, 4; follow-up 
studies of, 5–6; power of parents and 
teachers in, 6; rationale for, 6–7; scientifi c 
basis of, 4–6, 14; training setting for, 7

Perseverating: during conversations, 72–73; 
description of, 52

Personal information, revealing: in 
conversations, 58–59, 75–76, 80–81, 94–95, 
171; in electronic communication, 148–149, 
170; Internet safety and, 164–165

Personal interests. See Common interests
Personal space. See Body boundaries

Insults, 267, 330
Interests. See Common interests
Internet safety, 162–169, 174–176
Internet trolling, 268–269, 276
Interrupting conversations, 105, 129, 131
Interviews, 71, 90–91
Introducing friends, 209–210
Introducing yourself, 101–102, 107, 111, 115
Inviting friends: to get-togethers, 201–202, 

220; into your home, 209, 223–224
Isolation: bullies and, 23; child’s preference 

for, 12; effects of, 6; versus enrollment in 
extracurricular activities, 32–33; from social 
anxiety, 108

J
Jocks: description of, 22, 43; identifying, 29–30
Joking, 19, 62

L
Larger peer groups, 22
LARP. See Live action role-playing
Late bloomers, 344
Law enforcement, 271–272, 273, 278
Laying low: to avoid cyber bullies, 271, 

277–278; to avoid physically aggressive 
bullies, 310, 318; to change a bad 
reputation, 326–327, 336

Listening: during arguments, 233–235, 242; 
during conversations, 64; to group 
conversations, 102–103, 114

Live action role-playing (LARP), 31
Location, of get-togethers, 203
Look Me in the Eye: My Life with Asperger’s 

(Robison), xii
Looking away. See Gazing away
Losers, sore, 189–190, 197
Loud voice, 68–69
Loyalty, as friendship characteristic, 40

M
Massively multiplayer online games (MMOs), 

32
Material exploitation, 312
Math, inclination toward, 3
Messages, leaving, 150
Mobile applications, 10, 15
Mobile phones, 156
Motivation. See Social motivation
Music lessons, 33

N
Narrative lessons, 8
National Center for Educational Statistics, 247
Nonverbal comebacks, 252–253, 261
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Repeating others, 235–236, 242
Repetitive conversations, 72–73, 91
Reporting cyber bullies, 273
Reputation: assessment of, 324–325; 

defi nition of, 26, 323; determining, 27–28; 
effects of, 26; overcoming, 19–20, 27, 28–29; 
rejection and, 26. See also Bad reputation

Resistance, from child, 11
Restricted interests, 52
Rivalry, between social groups, 23–24, 45–46
Robison, J. E., xi–xii
Rolling eyes, 252
Rude behavior, 129, 131
Rules: child’s fondness for, 2, 3; for 

conversations, 54–76; playing by, 181–182; 
policing of, 2, 73–74; use of, in social skills 
training, 2–3

Rumor mill, 283, 286
Rumors: description of, 281, 296; effects 

of, 282, 296; origins of, 281–282; social 
vignettes about, 302–304; strategies for 
handling, 285–294, 298–302; success story 
about, 294–295; tips for avoiding being the 
target of, 283–285, 297–298

S
Sarcasm, 63
Scams, online, 168
Science fi ction geeks, 31
Science geeks: identifying, 31; natural interest 

in, 25
Science, inclination toward, 3
Second life, 32–33
Self-control, 179–180
Self-disclosure, 41
Sexual exploitation, 312
Sharing, 182–183, 195
Short message service. See Text messaging
Shy kids, 20
Smartphone applications, 10, 15
SMS language. See Textese
Social anxiety, 108–109
Social cognition: defi nition of, 52; response to 

teasing and, 249–250; struggles with, 52–53
Social groups: acceptance into, 35–36; 

changing bad reputation and, 331–332, 
338–339; defi nition of, 22; fi nding friends 
through, 29–32, 37–38, 46–48; identifying 
the right, 24–26, 43–46, 46; importance of, 
22–24, 45; interests and reputation and, 
26–29; rivalry among, 23–24, 45–46; 
success stories about, 37–38; types of, 
43–45, 44t

Social media: description of, 146; types of, 
146–148. See also specifi c types

Social milieu, 21–22

Perspective taking: in conversations, 52–54; 
response to teasing and, 249–250; struggles 
with, 52–53

Perspective-taking questions: description of, 
9–10; pattern for, 53

Phone calls, 151; electronic communication 
versus, 156–157; to fi nalize get-togethers, 
205; general rules for, 156–162, 171–174; 
leaving voicemail for, 161–162; social 
vignettes of, 172–174

Phone numbers: leaving, 162; obtaining, 
155–156

Physically aggressive bullies: confronting, 
254–255, 261–262; defi nition of, 308–309; 
effects of, 307–308; parents’ response to, 
307; strategies for handling, 309–315, 
316–320; success story about, 315–316. 
See also Bullies

Play dates, 199
Play skills, 51
Policing: of bullies, 311, 319; child’s tendency 

for, 2; during conversations, 73–74, 91–92; 
defi nition of, 2

Popular kids, 18
Praising others, 180–181, 191, 194
Predictability, 3, 73–74
Privacy settings, 165, 175
Private conversations, 122
Problem solving, 237–239, 242–243
Program for the Education and Enrichment of 

Relational Skills. See PEERS
Props, 100, 103, 110

Q
Questions, asking: to enter conversations, 106, 

115; for follow-up during conversations, 
59–60, 81–82

Quiet voice, 68–69

R
Raising Cubby (Robison), xi
Refereeing, 183–184, 195
Refreshments, 210, 224
Regular friendships, 42, 201
Rejection: assessing for, 35–36, 47t, 123, 

124–125; causes of, 19; child’s lack of 
awareness of, 123; effects of, 6, 17; exiting 
conversations after, 125–130, 135–140; 
normalizing, 122; overcoming, 18–19; rate 
of, 18, 125; reputation and, 26; when 
entering conversations, 106, 107, 
121–122, 134; when obtaining contact 
information, 155

Relational bullying, 281–282
Relevant information, sharing, 58–59
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Telephone calls. See Phone calls
Text messaging: description of, 146; general 

rules for, 148–156; ignoring friends while, 
214; parent monitoring of, 167–168

Textese, 167–168
Thanking friends, 217–218, 227
Time, of get-togethers, 203–204
TMI. See Personal information, revealing
Topic, of conversation: identifying, 103–104, 

114; switching, 59
Tours, of your home, 210, 224
Trading information: before 

communicating electronically, 153–154, 
171; during conversations, 100–101; 
defi nition of, 212; description of, 54, 78; 
during get-togethers, 212–213, 226; as 
goal of conversation, 54, 55; process of, 
56; social vignette of, 79; success story 
about, 77

Transportation, to get-togethers, 204
Trolls, Internet, 268–269, 276
Trust: after arguing, 237; as friendship 

characteristic, 40
Tutoring, 33–34
Two-message rule, 150–151, 170

U
Understanding, mutual, 40
Uploads, embarrassing, 268

V
Verbal bullying. See Teasing
Verbal comebacks, 251–252, 260–261
Verbal cues, 124
Verbal teasing. See Teasing
Video chatting, 147
Video gamers. See Gamers
Video models. See DVD demonstrations
Virtual coaches, 10
Voicemail, 151, 161–162, 174
Volume, of voice, 68–69, 86–88
Vulnerable situations, 313, 319–320

W
Walking away: from teasing, 253; when exiting 

conversations, 127, 130, 133
Warhammer (game), 154
Water cooler talk, 282
Weapons, 311
Webmasters, 273
Winners, bad, 190–191, 197

Y
“You” statements, 235
Young adults, 13–15

Social motivation: importance of, 12–13; lack 
of, 343–344; online life and, 33

Social neglect: defi nition of, 18; description 
of, 20; entering conversations and, 107; 
exchanging contact information and, 153

Social networking sites: description of, 
147–148; general rules for, 146–152; 
Internet safety and, 164–168, 174–176

Social norms, 327–328
Social skills: as art form, 1; training in, 1–3
Social vignettes: about handling arguments, 

243–244; about teasing, 262–263; of 
conversations, 79–95, 111–113, 115–119, 
136–142; description of, 9; of get-togethers, 
224–225, 227–228; of phone calls, 172–174; 
of rumors/gossip, 302–304

Sore losers, 189–190, 197
Spontaneous recovery, 254
Sports fans, 30, 44
Sportsmanship: description of, 179–180; rules 

for, 179–191, 193–197; success story about, 
191–193

Spreading rumors/gossip, 285, 291–294, 298, 
301–302

Stalking, 152
Staring, 65, 103
Success stories: about anime geeks, 37–38; 

about arguments, 239–241; about 
conversational skills, 77; about exiting 
conversations, 133–134; about 
get-togethers, 219; about rumors, 294–295; 
about social groups, 37–38; about 
sportsmanship, 191–193; about starting/
entering conversations, 108–109, 134; about 
teasing, 258–259; about trading 
information, 77; description of, 8

Supporting others, 39–40

T
Taking turns, 182–183, 195
Targeting, 268
Teachers, 6
Teasing: bad advice about, 250; during 

conversations, 74–75, 92–94; defending 
friends from, 215, 226; effects of, 247–248, 
307–308; as embarrassing feedback, 
255–258, 263–264; increase in, after 
implementing strategies, 253–254; lack of 
response to, 249–250; parents’ response to, 
248–249; of physically aggressive bullies, 
310–311; social vignettes about, 262–263; 
strategies for handling, 249–253, 259–262; 
success story about, 258–259; teasing in 
response to, 254–255

Techies. See Computer geeks
Teens, 13–15
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