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Raising Siblings Peacefully

by Jocelyn Miller, Ph.D.

The sibling relationship is one of the most meaningful and emotionally significant relationships that your children will have in their lifetimes. Siblings share a common family history and provide a rich environment for each other to learn about power and compromise, gender roles and themselves. However, 

sibling relationships are often fraught with competition and conflict. What can parents do to maximize the positives in how their children treat each other? Here are some suggestions. 

Start by clearly stating your family values. Let your children know that sibling relationships are important and should be marked by love and affection. Tell your children, "He's your brother, and it is important for the two of you to get along. He's always going to be part of your life, and 

you will always have to deal with him." Don't just assume that your children know this. 

Be specific about your expectations. Tell your children how you expect them to treat each other. Use consequences to enforce the family philosophy that siblings may not hurt each other physically or verbally. 

Remember that it takes two to tango. Watch how you assign victim and perpetrator roles. For every kid who is doing a lot of hitting, there's usually a kid who is doing a lot of provoking. 

Help young children problem-solve. Children under the age of six need help in resolving their conflicts. Instead of playing referee and solving the problem by punishing one or both of them, take an extra few minutes to walk young children through a problem-solving process.             

a. Identify the conflict. "What's the problem here?" or "Looks like you are having trouble getting along." Listen to each child describe the 

   problem as he sees it. 

b. Encourage brainstorming. "What's the best way to this problem so you 

   can get along?" 

c. Provide ideas if children get stuck. "What about this?" The most common 

   resolutions involve sharing, taking turns or "agreeing to disagree"

   (not playing together for a while, agreeing that there are two

   different points of view). 

d. Verbalize the commitment to action. "Are you both willing to try it 

   this way for a while?" 

Effective parents treat their children as individuals. They do not apply artificial ideas of fairness or equality. If one child complains, "It's not fair! She got more pancakes than me," respond by saying, "Are you telling me you want more pancakes?" The issue of how many pancakes a child has is between the child and the pancake-maker. It has nothing to do with what the other child has or does not have. 

Effective parents respond to the child's behaviors on an indivi-dual basis. They do not compare siblings. It is easy to slip into saying, "Why can't you be more like your sister?" or "Your brother never did anything naughty like that." Speak to each child as an individual when you are 

trying to change his or her behavior. 

Effective parents reward siblings' positive interactions. Watch how much attention your children are getting from you when they argue or fight. Be careful not to reinforce conflict by paying attention to your children when they 

disagree but ignoring the times when they play well together. 

Effective parents look at themselves. They know how much sibling con-flict and competition they are willing to tolerate. Tussling with a brother or sister—either physically or verbally—can teach children how to stick up for themselves and be assertive in expressing their opinions and feelings. Be aware of the ways you might treat your sons differently from your daughters. Many parents will say, "Boys will be boys," but will they teach their daughters to 

give in rather than defend their interests? 
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