Sibling Caring
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“Sibling relations are like a two sided coin:  on the one side is the rivalry, the competition and sniping at each other; on the other side is the caring, their love for each other.”

I learned this metaphor years ago from Dr. T. Berry Brazelton, and it still resonates today.  Most of our attention is usually focused on the fighting and arguing, and we lose sight of how much siblings do care about each other.

The more parents get involved and take responsibility for the rivalry side, the more they are getting in the way of siblings building a life-long friendship.

I’d start with setting your own intentions about how you will be willing to get involved when siblings squabble.  The typical response is for parents to become the judge, juror and executioner in such matters.  They get into the middle of it; try to figure out who’s right and who’s wrong.  And often they end up punishing the kid they decree as the perpetrator, banishing them to their bedroom while consoling the poor victim.  Thus, a vicious cycle ensues, with everyone playing their prescribed roles.

I encourage parent’s to set a different intention.  I see their role as teacher and mediator.  Children need to learn the skills necessary for resolving conflicts peacefully and effectively.  They need to learn how to speak their truth and needs with authority, but also to listen sincerely to the needs of their sibling.  The two sides can then be guided to creating a win-win solution that works for both of them.  You mediate and teach, not take responsibility.  

These are important life skills.  If you can stand up for yourself with your siblings and talk through disagreements until you come up with workable solutions, you can easily transfer these skills to situations with friends, dating relationships, and one day a spouse.  The template can be set here in your home.

You can also toughen your children up when it comes to teasing and name-calling; two frequent tools employed by siblings to provoke each other.  Teach kids to not let any words bother them, and they then won’t give their power away to siblings or friends.  Help older siblings understand that giving a little play time to their younger sibs prevents the annoying “but your older sister” routines that result from then wanting connection.

Teach kids to ask for what they want.  Many kids feel left out because in their minds their parents are giving more time at attention to a sibling.  Their solution often is to take it out on their sibling or get into mischief.  Letting parents know how you feel and what you need is a much more appropriate and effective way to get your needs met.

Last but not least, stay calm!  Barging in with a head of steam on combative sibs just adds fuel to the fire.  Your calm presence does have a calming effect on kids.

Approach sibling rivalry in this way and you will teach kids that they are responsible for their relationships, not you.

