
Family therapist Salvador Minuchin described siblinghood as the first social laboratory
where we learn how to be a peer. Even when fights made us cry miserably, we were growing

a thicker skin, which we would need later in life; we were learning how to forgive.
– Laura Markowitz

In a 2005 poll of parents, they were asked, “How do your children treat each other?”
46% said too much teasing and bickering
23% said they get along pretty well
22% said it is open warfare
7% said with love and affection

– Familyeduction.com

Sibling rivalry has been around forever and there are some probable causes. Each child has his own per-
sonality and temperament. This means that some children tend to be more sensitive, jealous, or more
easily angered than others. A child’s position in the family can make a difference. For example, an older
sibling may be burdened with responsibilities for the younger children in the family, or the younger child
has problems trying to “live up” to his older brother or sister. Older siblings often think that the baby of
the family is “spoiled” and “gets away with everything.” Gender issues can lead to conflict. For instance,
a son may dislike his sister because the father is more gentle with her, or the daughter may be upset with
dad because he takes her brother hunting and fishing and she never gets invited. Stressors in the home
can lead to conflict among children. When the parents discuss divorce, children may “take sides” and seek
more attention from one of the parents. Financial issues can become a factor when the parents can afford
to send one child to summer camp and not the other. 
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Recommended Resources

• 1-2-3 Magic Book & Video
• Positive Discipline A-Z

            



1. Brothers and sisters are going to have disagreements. When they do, it is called “sibling conflict,” but 
when parents intervene, it becomes “sibling rivalry,” because the children often fight for the parent’s 
attention and then the parents are put in a tough position trying to decide which child started the 
argument and which child is punished. Try your best to let the children solve their own conflicts before 
you intervene. 

2. Encourage your children to express their feelings. Let them know that it is alright to get angry, jealous, 
or sad when dealing with their siblings.

3. Teach children basic conflict resolution skills and strategies.
4. When two of your children are arguing/fighting, don’t ask who started it. 
5. Stay away from the word “why.” Instead of saying, “Why are you guys arguing?” say,”What  are you 

doing?” When you ask, “why?” you open the door to the “blaming” game. 
6. Set rules in your house about proper procedures for handling disagreements. Family psychologist 

John Rosemond suggests three basic rules: First, there will be no hurting or hitting. Second, “keep it 
down.” The argument must not interfere with other family members, and third, no tattling.

7. Don’t expect older siblings to be more mature about handling conflicts.
8. No matter “who started it,” send both parties to their rooms to cool down. This strategy is usually 

effective as it cuts down on tattling.
9. Consider putting the toy or television, or whatever is the object of conflict, in time-out.
10. Praise children when they are getting along. Plan a special meal or activity to celebrate the fact that 

they are learning how to play without major problems.
11. Play games with your children. Teach them how to play fair, follow rules, and practice good 

sportsmanship.
12. Impose a fine for “disturbing the peace.” When kids get too loud, they drop a quarter in a jar.
13. Don’t insist on “always” sharing. Each child should have two or three possessions that they do 

not have to share.
14. Set up a schedule of odd and even days to determine selection of television shows, foods to eat, games 

to choose, etc.
15. Allow older siblings to have more privileges and more responsibilities. For instance, the older sibling 

gets to stay up the latest, gets a bigger allowance, and has more chores.
16. Make sure your family photo album has a fair balance of pictures of all the children.
17. Spend special time alone with each child.
18. Don’t make unfair comparisons of your children. Each child has special gifts and talents.
19. Don’t “club” your children together. Allow one to do dance and scouts while the other child utilizes 

her special talents in gymnastics and piano lessons.
20. As much as possible, always be there for each child’s game, performance, and award ceremony.
21. Set fair time limits for using the computer, telephone, and television.
22. Psychologist Erica Goode reminds parents, “Some degree of rivalry and squabbling between siblings 

is natural. Yet in some cases, verbal or physical abuse at the hands of an older brother or sister can 
leave scars that last well into adulthood.”

23. Parents are encouraged to get professional help if…
•it is so severe that it is leading to marital problems
•it creates real danger of physical harm to one or more of the family members
•it is damaging to the self-esteem or psychological well-being of one or more of the family members
•it may be related to another psychiatric disorder such as depression or drug abuse

Strategies
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