


Sibling rivalry is less about the relationship between
your children, than it is about their relationship with
you, their parent. Each of them wants you to iove them
and them alone. They don't want to share you.

At the beginning, parents can do a lot to influence sib-
lings feelings about each other:

.avoid making any other changes ( e.g. moving older
child out of her crib) just before or after baby's birth

.try not to use .'the baby" as the reason for not doing
something (e.g. '.We can't read right now because I have
to feed the baby.")

.encourage the older child to have her own life
outside the home ( e.g. playmates she visits, pre-

school, sports, etc.)

.promote the idea that the baby likes them espe-
ciaIly ( e.g. .'Look, Aaron is smiling at you! I think he

~ smiles the most for you.")
~ Another pamphlet in

this series,
"Bringing Home

the Second
Baby," has lots
of information
about this peri-
od in family life
that would be

helpful.
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Value Their Differences

Expectations
Your children are in the process of learning
how to be social beings. Sharing and manners
do not come naturally. They have to be
learned and they will be doing most of their
learning and experimenting on each other!
Understand, too, that children develop so
rapidly during those first couple of years, that
a two-year-old and a four-year-old will be in
vastly different stages, developmentally. The
four-year-old may be willing to share and take
turns, but the two-year-old won't have a clue.
He just knows he wants the truck and he
wants it now! This, of course, will put an
immediate end to any sharing and turn-taking
that the four-year old had been willing to do!

No Comparisons

Keeping in mind that competition for your
attention is at the root of most sibling rivalry,
eliminate any kinds of comparisons from your
vocabulary. The most obvious of course, are
things like "Why can't you sit nicely and quiet-
ly like your brother?" Less obvious but equal-
ly powerful in their negative effects on chil-
dren, are comparisons that are designed to
make a kid feel better about himself. For
example, "Wow, you sure did a great job on
this picture. I know your brother could never
draw this well." These kinds of comments are
meant well, but they reinforce the sense that
you, as the parent, are measuring your chil-
dren a!lainst each other.

Fair Doesn't Mean Equal

Parents often fall into the trap of thinking that
everything they do for one child they have to
do for the other. Instead, promote the idea
that family resources will be used to meet
everyone's needs at the times they need it.
This discourages comparisons. Start early, by
asking the kids to show you how much cereal
they each think they can eat. Encourage the
meeting of needs rather than the idea that
everything has to be equal.

Encourage children to pursue their different
interests and honour their right to have their
own friends. For example, just because your
first child was an enthusiastic swimmer from
six months of age, don't insist that your sec-
ond child should love this too. Similarly, your
children will have different friends and they
shouldn't have to share friends when they
don't want to. Teach them to respect each
other's privacy ( e.g. no banging on their sib-
ling's closed door).

Give Up Labels

Think for a minute about labels like: the big
boy, the baby, the neat one, the messy one,
the fast one, the slowpoke. As a society we
attach a lot of baggage to labels. They define
us and too often they are self-fulfilling. For
example, "the baby" grows up to be irrespon-
sible and dependant on family to bail her out
of her bad decisions.



Time Alone

Children need time alone with their parents.
Make sure this happens each day. For exam-
pie, bedtime is often a good opportunity for
private time with a parent. Having them re-tell
their day can be a good way to connect and
find out if they have anything they need to
talk about. They can look forward to this all
day and if things get a bit rushed, you can ask
them, "Could we save that and talk about it at
bedtime when just you and me are together?"

At the same time, children sometimes need
your complete attention, RIGHT NOW! When
this happens, remember that nothing else is
as important as they are. If necessary, set a
timer for three-to-five minutes and sit down
together and find out what is so important.
Very often, that short little one-on-one is all
they need to set their world right again.

The transition between daycare and home can
be a stressful time for kids. Ignore dinner
preparations for five minutes while you take
your children onto your lap, one at a time and
share a cuddle. Set a timer for five minutes
each. They will accept that this is not the time
for a long drawn-out version of their day, but
you will find that the five minutes you take
with them at this transition point will usually
mean they then happily go off to play while
you make dinner in peace.

The Timing

If your children are fighting a lot, take a look
at when it's happening. Is there a pattern?
For example: After charting their fighting for
a week, Sheila discovered that her kids were
at their worst each day from 4:00 to 5:30.
She discovered that giving the kids a whole-
some snack each day at 4:00 worked won-
ders. Another mother discovered that her
kids were very aggressive with each other
after watching a particular super-hero car-
toon. What started off as kung-fu-style play
fighting always ended up with someone get-
ting hurt. When she banned the cartoon,
the kung-fu fighting disappeared.

Encourage Sibling

Affection
Get the kids involved in doing nice things
for each other. For example, making decora-
tions for a birthday party. Don't force the
issue, but if you involve them in things that
you're doing too they'll be more likely to

participate.

Make Clear Rules

Be very clear about what behaviour is and
is not acceptable in your home. For exam-
ple: please, thankyou, and playing quietly
while sister naps are expected. Not accept-
able, however, are name calling, tattling, hit-
ting, pushing, punching, kicking, etc.

Also be clear about what kids are required
to share. If the "owner's" permission is
required to borrow a toy, make this a clear
rule and make the consequences of "bor-
rowing without permission" equally clear.



punch harder, won't let the younger one do
things herself and have the verbal skills to be
first-class name callers and tattlers.

As a parent, you can acknowledge their strong
emotions and teach them to vent those emo-
tions in non-harmful ways. Accept that how
they feel is how they feel and don't try to per-
suade them they don't really hate their sister
or brother. By listening respectfully to them,
you are teaching that these emotions can be
talked out, rather than acted out.

Discourage tattle tales by asking them to tell
you if their "tale" will get their sibling "out of
trouble" or "into trouble." Have any "discipli-
nary talks" you need to have with one sibling
in private.
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Evaluate How Serious It Is

Most of the time, children's real

objective in fighting is to draw

you, the parent, into their

world. They want YOu to

step in and say they're right.

If possible, they would really

like you to step in and make

their brother or sister sim-

ply disappear!

The best way to deal

with children fighting is

to ignore them. But to do

that, you first need to

make sure that no one is

likely to get hurt.

How would you feel if you were contentedly
reading your newspaper when suddenly your
partner snatched it out of your hands,
screeching, "I want it!" What would the emo-
tion be? Anger? How about if someone were to
come along and say, "But you're not really
mad at him, you love him. He's so cute and
sweet. How could you be mad at him?"

It wouldn't make you feel any better. And
you'd still be angry -maybe even more
angry now. That's how "big" kids feel when
they are continually asked to make allowances
for their younger siblings.

Younger siblings have their own problems.
Their older siblings are bigger, stronger and
more skilled at just about everything. They


