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If you have more than one child, one of the most confounding obstacles you probably face as a parent is sibling 
rivalry.  Watching two people you love dearly engage in hostile behavior toward one another pushes all your 
parental buttons, and makes it challenging to remain calm and thoughtful as you guide your children toward 
appropriate expressions of anger and frustration.   

Every human being has two important emotional needs that lead directly to antagonism amongst siblings.  
Everyone wants to belong to a group, while at the same time feeling special and unique.  The push and pull of 
these two desires, as well as natural differences in temperament and interest can undermine the natural bond that 
exists among members of a family.  As a parent, it is important to ensure that your handling of sibling conflict is 
not adding fuel to the fire.  It’s also crucial to acknowledge natural feelings of animosity, while at the same time 
offering children the tools they need to resolve conflicts independently as they mature. 

The Pitfalls of Roles, Comparisons, and Equality 
We parents can easily be a big part of the problem when it comes to sibling rivalry.  Although it can feel quite 
satisfying to think that we have our children all figured out, putting a child into a particular role can be highly 
detrimental to your child’s overall development as well as to his relationships with his siblings.  Whether it’s the 
“problem child” role, the “overachiever” role, the “timid” role, or the “social butterfly” role, children tend to act in 
ways that fulfill their parents’ expectations, which can turn a developmental phase into a permanent characteristic, 
or put pressure on a child to attain unrealistic goals.  Well-functioning adults need to play lots of roles in order to 
be successful in life, therefore, it’s important for your children to feel capable and accepted in many roles 
throughout their childhood. 

Similarly, when talking to or about your children, refrain from comparing one child’s behavior or tendencies with 
another’s.  “Math comes so much more easily to him.” Or “She’s so much more athletic.”  This type of thinking 
leaves no room for growth for either sibling.  It’s easy enough to acknowledge one child’s accomplishments, or 
address another child’s challenges without involving a sibling comparison.  It simply has to become a routine way 
of speaking for parents.  

Often parents think that if they just treat everyone “equally” then all the siblings will feel equally loved and cared 
for.  The truth is, however, that it’s usually the case that one sibling has a higher level of need than another, and in 
this case, you have one child who is not getting what they need, and another child getting more than they need.  
Rather than always offering equality of time and treasure, try hard to discern what each child needs, and offer that 
child what is needed.  This can be tricky, but over time, each child will feel that his needs will be met when they 
arise.   

How to Handle Negative Feelings 
It can be hard to accept, but all children have negative feelings about their siblings sometimes.    Of course we 
wish this were not the case, but we must ensure that our children feel accepted and loved no matter what 
emotions they are experiencing.  When encouraging children to express their emotions, parents can coach them on 
how to handle them in a constructive way.  The process goes something like this: 

1. Acknowledge negative feelings calmly. 
a. “It sounds like you are very upset.” 
b. “Your crying tells me you’re sad.” 
c. “You seem angry.”  “You seem  frustrated.”  “You seem worried.” 

2. Listen and Reflect what your children are telling you with respect.  It’s important to listen to all parties 
without taking sides. 

a. “Tell me what happened.”  Or  “Show me what’s bothering you.” 



b. “I see.  You wish you had Mommy all to yourself, instead of having to share me with the baby.” 
c. “Ah, yes.  That’s a tough one.  One of you wants to play blocks alone, and the other wants to play 

together.” 
d. “That’s tricky.  We only have one hula hoop and you both want to use it at the same time.” 

3. Show confidence in your children’s ability to handle the situation.  Exit the situation as soon as you can, 
but be available to offer solutions if the children can’t reach them on their own. 

a. For a younger child: 
i. “You’re getting so good at being patient.  You could come and help me change the baby’s 

diaper, or you could play on your own until after dinner when we have our special time 
together.” 

ii. “Let’s figure this out!  You could either take those blocks into your room to play with 
them by yourself, or you could offer a few blocks to your sister so she’s not touching your 
work.” 

b. For older children: 
i. “I’m confident that the two of you can find a solution that everyone agrees on.” 
ii. “I bet if you talk it through you’ll come up with something.  Let me know if you can’t 

figure this one out on your own.  I’ll be in the kitchen.” 

Common Sibling Issues:  Sharing 
Of course we would like our children to share generously with their siblings, but it seems that most sibling 
arguments center around possessions and territory.  It’s best to have clear ground rules on what belongs to whom 
and what is community property.  Location can be helpful here.  For example, toys in a child’s bedroom are safe 
from siblings, while toys in a common area are first come, first serve.  You’ll find that when a child feels that his 
possessions are safe and respected, he’s more likely to share, whereas a child who does not feel this way is 
constantly on guard to get and keep what he feels is his.  Children will spontaneously share when it is their own 
idea.  This type of sharing teaches your children that generosity comes from within and results in mutual feelings 
of happiness.   

Common Sibling Issues: Physical Aggression 
At times young children – and even older children – become so overwhelmed by their frustration, fear, or anger 
that they lash out physically.  This is often a result of the human “fight or flight” response to alarming situations.  
It’s important as the adult that you stop this type of fighting immediately, but rather than increasing the hostility, it 
is more helpful to intervene calmly by reflecting the situation back to the children and enforcing a cooling off 
period.  “Oh my.  I see one sister pulling hair and another sister screaming and hitting.  I cannot allow you to hurt 
each other.  Quick, go to your cooling off spots and we’ll talk about this once you’ve calmed down.”  You can then 
calmly engage in the process outlined above regarding acknowledging negative feelings. 

The Goal 
While our children will never get along 100% of the time, take comfort in the knowledge that if your children are 
expressing negative emotions, then you are creating an environment in which everyone is accepted and loved even 
at their worst.  The above suggestions will help you create an environment where everyone is safe from physical 
harm, anger is expressed respectfully, everyone is valued individually,  cooperation is achieved independently, and 
assistance is available as needed in resolving differences 
…most of the time. 

Resources: 
Siblings Without Rivalry, Adele Faber & Elaine Mazlish 
No Bad Kids, Janet Lansbury 
Positive Discipline, Jane Nelson


