Early Puberty

It’s A Girl Thing
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Perhaps because they’ve been through it themselves, parents might believe they’re prepared for their pre-teen kids to enter puberty. What they might not expect, or understand, are the implications of early puberty, especially in girls. 

    “Girls are starting puberty at an earlier age than they did just a generation ago,  and it can be difficult,” explains Dr. Tim Jordan,  LN parenting columnist and behavioral pediatrician, author and speaker. He has seen many girls in his practice who were the first in their peer group to develop. “Early maturers are often teased, for example, if they are taller than the boys in their class. If they’re the first ones to develop breasts, the boys make fun of them and other girls are sometimes spiteful, either from jealousy or ignorance,” Jordan says.

    Parents need to be aware of potential behavioral problems that may develop if their daughter is an early maturer, he cautions. “Often, because they are self-conscious and don’t understand, they make bad decisions about themselves--I’m an ugly duckling, I don’t fit in, I’m weird. At that vulnerable age, if you believe you’re ugly and feel left out, there is a risk of having poor boundaries.” Jordan sees many girls in his practice who become more sexual than they wanted to be, because of their need to feel special and have a boy like them. “Those things are very important when you’re that age,” he notes.

    “The other thing that happens is, if a fifth-grade girl looks like an eighth grader, the older boys start to hit on her,” Jordan says. She may get harassed, especially if she has big breasts.  Girls who are physically mature aren’t necessarily emotionally mature and they don’t know how to handle the attention.  On the one hand, it’s nice because the older boys like you, and that’s a huge ‘feather in your cap.’ But the other girls are resentful because boys are noticing you and not them.” Early maturers might be ostracized by friends their own age, Jordan says. “Girls don’t need many reasons to attack each other,” he says. “So these same-age friends, who might have kept a girl grounded, have abandoned her. She may start to hang out with older kids and be exposed to things she’s not ready for.”

    Although girls are maturing as young as age 8 or 9, this is still within the normal range, says Dr. Abby Hollander, a pediatric endocrinologist at Washington University. “Part of the ongoing discussion from the medical provider’s perspective is what should be considered ‘normal’,” Hollander says. “Central precocious puberty (CPP) is a condition in which puberty starts in children as young as 4 or 5. The first sign in girls is usually breast development and parents should alert their pediatrician.” For most girls, CPP is just “something that happens” with no specific cause, and the condition can be suppressed with medication for five or six years, Hollander adds.

    There have been studies in adolescent medicine that indicate psychosocial problems are more common in girls who are early maturers, says Hollander. “A study of several hundred kids looked at the ages of first-time sexual activity and one of the risk factors was earlier puberty,” she says. “Part of the concern is that girls who are earlier maturers may find themselves in the company of older guys who may not have a normal psychological profile, and a young girl’s judgment may not be good.”

    It’s important for young girls to understand that the world can hold danger, and realize that not everyone who’s friendly can be their friend, Hollander advises. “That’s a lesson that girls need to have emblazoned in their brain whether they are early maturers or not.” In particular, she adds, girls need to be cautious with people who are friendly and more than a year or two older. ”Not suspicious, just aware.” 

