SIBLING RIVALRY: FINDING PEACE
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First, the bad news:  Kids are self-centered.  Brothers and sisters are not born loving each other.  Sibling rivalry is here to stay.  

Now, the good news:  Kids value fairness.  With guidance, they can mature into kind, loving people.  Sibling rivalry does not have to tear your home apart.

Sadly, the ferocity of sibling rivalry appears to be increasing.  Psychiatrists suggest several causes.  With smaller families, the number and intensity of interactions between siblings has increased.  When both parents work, there is less time for the adults to spend with children, so kids feel more competition for parental attention.  An increase in single parent homes has reduced the one-on-one times kids have with their parents.  Finally, increasing substance abuse in teens has created more situations where the problems of one child dominate the family, forcing the other children to fight to be noticed.

Improving on the Inevitable

Regardless of age difference, gender, personality and cultural values, children in every family quarrel.  In reality, jockeying for position within the family gives kids their first experience with goal seeking, negotiation, compromise and respect for their peers.  It also creates serious stress for parents.

Parents have developed numerous strategies to handle sibling fighting.  These include removing objects that are the source of the fights, separating the quarrelers and having them spend time alone to cool off, distraction and redirection of young children, logical reasoning, threatening, removing privileges and ignoring the fighting.  None of these methods work for long.

Parenting styles can either escalate rivalry or reduce it to manageable levels.  Instead of focusing on how to break up sibling fights, parents can concentrate on how to prevent rivalry.  Take an inventory of your parenting skills to see if you are unconsciously promoting the very friction that you detest.

It’s Not Fair

Alverda, a retired woman in her 70s, recently gave one of her four adult children $500 to pay some medical bills.  She also gave each of her other children the same amount of money, even though they had no unusual expenses.  “I’ve always treated my children the same,” she says.  “I want to be fair.”

But is treating children identically really fair?  Children are all different.  They have different needs, different interests, different problems and different levels of maturity.  Just because one child has outgrown her shoes doesn’t mean that every child in the family needs a new pair.  

Being fair is more about seeing a child’s need or recognizing a child’s talent and responding to it, than about treating every child identically.  Let your children know that you will respond to their needs as they arise.  Assure them that gifts, attention and special privileges will equal out over time.  After initial resistance at the change, many children recognize this philosophy is both more fair and more beneficial to them than being treated identically.

Finding a Place in the Family

Every child needs to find his or her special place in the family, but too often parents push children into niches by labeling their achievements.  How often have you hard, “Oh, she’s my responsible one” or “He’s the next Picasso”? Although these labels are intended to convey praise, they also send the unspoken message that other children in the family lack these qualities.  

Children spend years resenting the labels they and their siblings carry.  “My older brother and I fought all the time.  He was ‘the smart one,’ so I guess that means I was the dumb one,” says Don, a forty-three year old skydiving instructor.  I got interested in sports because I wanted our parents to notice me as much as they noticed him and his A’s, but it never happened.”

To help your child find his or her place in the family, offer specific praise – “I really appreciated the way you helped me carry in the groceries,” not “you’re mommy’s good helper.”  Listen to each child’s interests and try to support them.  Avoid holding up one child’s achievements as a model for the other children in the family to follow, and make sure the behaviors you are asking for are age-appropriate.

Spend Time to Save Time

“Some days it seems I can’t get anything done.  All I do is break up fights,” says Juanita, mother of three boys.  If this is what happens at your house, try investing time to save time.

Kids fight about all kinds of ridiculous things, but usually what they are fighting for is your attention and approval.  By spending more time with them you can actually reduce the time you spend playing referee.

By becoming an active listener you may find and eliminate the reason for conflict. Is Max having a tough time with division and coming home from school to take out his frustrations on his brother?  Is Elise determined to make everyone else miserable because she wasn’t invited to a classmate’s sleepover?

To be an active listener, you need to be emotionally available and attentive.  The last thing you may want to do at the end of a hard day is listen to a rambling recital of what happened on the playground.  However, talking abut he day may be enough to defuse the tensions that are spilling over into sibling fights.

The bottom line is that for children, negative attention, even getting punished, is better than no attention.  If your children can’t pull you into their world by talking, they will do it be fighting.  You will never eliminate sibling rivalry, but by looking at the big picture rather than each individual fight, you can bring sibling rivalry under control.
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