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Raising Happy Children





Foreword


by Dr Dorothy Rowe


Raising siblings isn’t easy, and being a sibling isn’t easy. For many of us it’s one of the most difficult roles we have to play.


I’m always being given suggestions about what kind of book I should write next. When someone suggests siblings, my blood runs cold. One day I might be brave enough to tackle that one, but not yet.


One comfort I get from these conversations is the knowledge that I am not alone in finding my relationship with my sister the most difficult one I have ever encountered. People who speak to me about siblings often reveal much pain and bafflement. They may have successfully resolved many of the issues they had with their parents, but the issues they have with their siblings continue to confound them.


Of course, the issues we have with our siblings are not separate from the issues we have with our parents. One man told me how, in his childhood, his parents had been unfailingly loving and kind. The misery he suffered in childhood was at the hands of an older brother who persistently bullied and assaulted him. Why, I asked, had not his parents stopped this? The man started to find excuses for his parents, and then stopped. He had suddenly realised that his parents had not been as perfect as he had wished them to be. If our siblings are particularly unpleasant, we can idolise our parents in order not to feel completely rejected and abandoned. If our parents persistently fail us, we can turn to our siblings for comfort.


Each of us is either a sibling or an only child and, whichever we are, we feel strongly about it. Miriam Cosic, an Australian writer, in her book Only Child said:


‘I am an only child. All my life I believed this to be my single most defining characteristic and I didn’t like it. Although I knew that all the great pleasures I enjoy every day arose out of my experience as an only child, I also ascribed to it every problem I encountered. And, being of a catastrophising turn of mind, the negatives outweighed the positives whenever I contemplated my situation. As each of my friends gave birth to their first child, I started on them to have another: “Don’t have just one, it isn’t fair to the child”.1’


Many first-time parents, encouraged by friends and family to have another child, do so and then discover that a second child doesn’t just double the issues they have to face, it triples them, because they now have to support their two children and the relationship between them.


Yet compared to the volume of literature about relationships between parents and children, especially relationships between mother and child, the literature on siblings is limited.


It is very brave of the authors of this book to tackle the subject, because sibling relationships concern not just how each child sees themselves and their sibling, but also how each parent sees each child, and how each child believes they are regarded and treated. And no parent can deal with each and every conflict or crisis in a way which both children see as exactly right. If ever you come upon my dear friends Milo (aged eleven) and his sister Adele (aged eight) fighting ferociously, as they often do, don’t step in to protect Adele from her brother because, if you do, she will immediately turn against you for daring to criticise her beloved brother. It is impossible to completely separate sibling rivalry from sibling love.


Yet sibling conflict shouldn’t go unchecked. Otherwise the rivalry, the fights, the hurts can go on for the rest of the children’s lives. Family occasions, like Christmas or the reading of the parents’ will, become battlefields where the fighting is even more bitter than it was in childhood. The people we hate the most are the ones we love. Such sibling love and hate can be denied and repressed, and then reappear as bitter conflicts.


When I was writing my book Friends and Enemies2 I planned to include a chapter on the family which posed the question, ‘Can family members be friends?’ This proved to be a very long chapter because family relationships can be fraught in so many different ways, but out of it came my definition of a happy family. Friendship is a reciprocal relationship where both members see one another as an equal and who relate to one another with the very best of human virtues – affection, trust, truthfulness, loyalty, tolerance, generosity and kindness. A happy family is one where all the family members see one another as a friend.


It must be wonderful to grow up with another person and be the best of friends.


All parents who want to create an environment where their children can do this should read this book. Jan Parker and Jan Stimpson have garnered the wisdom and knowledge that parents, professionals and academics have acquired from their successes and failures in dealing with and understanding children.


As this book makes clear, it is not just what parents do which determines their children’s behaviour but how their children interpret what they do. And no two children ever interpret anything in exactly the same way.


This is what makes parenting so difficult. We each have our own way of seeing things. And it is only through understanding this about ourselves, and our children, that we can find a satisfying way of uniting sibling rivalry with sibling love.


1. Lansdowne, Sydney, 1999.


2. HarperCollins, London, 2000.
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Life support


‘Feelings rooted in our childhood relationships with our brothers and sisters can last right into adulthood and old age, influencing us in ways we’d never have imagined.’ – Professor Judy Dunn, MRC Research Professor at the Institute of Psychiatry, King’s College, London


‘My siblings certainly gave me as much and shaped me as much as my parents. Exploring sibling relationships – the good, the bad and everything in between – puts you in touch with the enormous forces of life, I think. It helps us see more clearly what it is that shapes who we are.’


– Barbara Dale, counsellor


‘I love my kids, and I hate what they do to each other.’


– Karen P.


The inspiration for this book sprang from parents’ comments, curiosity and questions. During our years of talking and working with families, and raising families of our own, common issues and concerns arose about life with more than one child:


• What helps children most when a new sibling is born?


• How can we encourage caring, sharing and considerate behaviour?


• What can we do when our children’s needs clash?


• How do we help each child feel they shine when their abilities differ?


• How can we have more good times together?


• How does what we do now affect our children’s relationships in childhood? Adolescence? Adulthood?


• What makes some siblings close and supportive, and others distant and hostile?


Most childcare books focus solely on the bond between parent and individual child, as if having two or more makes barely a difference to our lives or theirs.


Yet bringing up more than one child is far more varied, rich, complex and demanding. Different issues arise and different approaches help.


Raising Happy Brothers and Sisters shines welcome new light on these, exploring the nature and development of sibling bonds and the many ways we can help our children fight less, flourish as individuals and find mutual fun and support in their relationships.
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	Brothers and sisters
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‘The sibling relationship is very important, and one which tends to get overlooked. We don’t pay nearly enough attention to what goes on between brothers and sisters. After all, they grow up together in extraordinarily intimate, close and generative circumstances. It is a fascinating and important subject.’ – Peter Wilson, child psychotherapist and director of Young Minds


• The bond between siblings is generally the most long-lasting of all family relationships – outlasting that with parents, partners and children.


• Siblings are likely to spend far more time together in their formative early years than they spend with anyone else.


• Around eighty per cent of children grow up with siblings.1


• Most of us are siblings. Most of us have more than one child.





This matters. Our children’s relationships with each other are often the longest of their lives. How brothers and sisters play, fight and feel about each other will help shape the nature of our family life, their childhood and the people they’ll become. Their experiences of siblinghood will influence their confidence, aspirations and behaviour, and even major life decisions from career path to partner and the number of children they choose to have.


Raising Happy Brothers and Sisters brings together the collected wisdom of parents and leading professionals to offer insight into how we can help build foundations of happiness for each child, developing their respect and appreciation of themselves and each other, their tolerance of difference, their abilities to resolve disputes and problem-solve, their capacities for affection, fun and consideration, and their abilities to delight in life’s highs and cope with its knocks.


Our heartfelt thanks go to all those mothers, fathers and children who have shared their experiences with us so honestly, and to all those working with families who have offered their insights and understandings so generously. With their help, Raising Happy Brothers and Sisters has become a warm, accessible, thought-provoking and genuinely helpful book that is rooted very firmly in the real world, in real-life experiences and respected research into what really matters within our children’s relationships.


This is a book for families as they are, not as some pretend they should be. It’s for families with children who hurt, laugh, fight, bicker, play, talk, conspire, love, want and need.


It is a book for parents who value the bond between their children, and who want to help them have healthier, happier relationships from their earliest days together to adolescence and beyond. These are gifts for life.


Jan Parker and Jan Stimpson
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Mum, you can send
her back now:


a new baby arrives


‘I was excited about having a baby brother or sister and when dad came in to school to take us to the hospital I was quite glad because it got me out of maths. But when I saw him I was a bit frightened because he looked strange. He was all screwed up and had no hair.’ – Kate, aged six


‘I couldn’t believe we could really, truly keep her.’ – Daniel, aged nine


‘Amy was three. She gently tucked up her new sister in the cot blanket, snuggled up next to me in bed and whispered, “Mum, you can send her back now”.’ – Margaret N.


Life after birth is a time of huge transition for the whole family, and especially for our older child or children. Think of it from their point of view. Their parents may display the bizarre behaviour of the sleep-deprived, friends and relations may ignore their cutest or wildest antics in the rush to hold the baby, and life’s former certainties are disappearing fast.


As parents, our lives are turned upside down but at least we’ve done it before and know that it will return to something like an even keel eventually. Our children may have little idea of what their future holds. Hardly surprising, then, that older siblings, and especially first children, so often display signs of distress and resentment.


It hurts us to see it – which is why it is so important to keep a sense of proportion and perspective. Of course, they’ll sometimes view their new sibling as an unwelcome intrusion, but their new sister or brother is also a potential source of support, understanding and great fun in their lives.


If we can encourage our child’s affectionate interest in the baby, while also understanding their upset, we will lay the foundations of more positive, affectionate and fulfilling relationships between our children. And we can begin even before the baby is born.


‘It is pretty clear that how the firstborn feels about and relates to the laterborn has more influence on the sibling relationship than the other way round, how the laterborn feels about their big brother or sister. So in the early years at least, being sensitive to what that first child is experiencing or feels about the new baby is worth special attention for everyone’s sake.’


– Professor Judy Dunn, developmental psychologist


Preparing the way


‘My son was anti a girl for months. If we had to have another child at all, he said he wanted a brother. If it was a girl he said he was going to drown it. Later in the pregnancy he listened to the baby’s heartbeat. He was completely and utterly mesmerised because he realised this was a live human being. That was the turning point.’ – Adrienne Katz, founder and executive director of the youth charity, Young Voice


‘We took her with us for the ultrasound, and she seemed fascinated by the fuzzy picture of the unborn baby on the screen. But next day I heard her telling her friend it was spooky and the baby looked like ET.’ – Clare M.


Preparation for the arrival of a new baby won’t eradicate an older child’s feelings of jealousy and hurt once the baby arrives. As adults, we know in advance that moving house is stressful, but that knowledge doesn’t make the processes stress-free. Advance warning does not remove all anxiety.


Yet we can help our children feel less threatened and more relaxed about expressing hopes and concerns. We can reduce their fear of the unknown by letting them know how their lives may change and what will stay the same. And by recognising and respecting their needs and feelings – even the negative ones – we can show them that we understand and that we care (see Exploring emotions).


Timing


‘Obviously much depends on the age of the first child but, if possible, I would wait at least until the mother is changing shape before talking about it. Nine months is a very long time to make a baby, and little children can’t grasp that kind of time scale.’ – Carol Ann Hally, health visitor and community practice teacher


When we tell our child about having a new brother or sister will depend on many factors – their age and understanding of what others may discuss in their hearing, what else may be going on in their life at the time, whether they have already sensed something important is happening. Whatever we decide, it helps to remember that young children don’t have an adult’s understanding of time. When told they are going to have a new brother or sister, they often expect the baby to arrive tomorrow, or at least next week. Quite understandably, their enthusiasm and excitement may have worn off a little after months of waiting. Explaining that the baby won’t be coming until after the summer holiday, after Christmas or any other family celebration, may give them a better grasp of the time scale involved.


‘I’ve noticed time and time again that as soon as the mother is pregnant, it seems to have some impact on the behaviour of the child, even though the child supposedly still does not know. In sleep clinics, I’ve often seen toddlers whose sleep is disrupted when mum is pregnant. It is almost that they are unconsciously aware. When this happens, the sooner children know about and can be involved in discussions, the better, I think,’


– Christine Bidmead, RGN RHV, Training Facilitator, Centre for Parent and Child Support



Togetherness


When the enormity of what is about to happen begins to dawn, children are full of thoughts, feelings and questions. Sharing relaxed times with them will help them feel valued, and gives them the chance to put feelings into words, for questions and concerns to unfold gently, or for them simply to enjoy much-needed cuddles.


Playing, enjoying shared activities or snuggling up together with a book may encourage more communication than setting aside time for ‘meaningful’ conversations (see Message received?). Stories, especially, can be a gentle, indirect way of helping children explore their feelings, and may prompt questions and communicate difficult concepts, such as the mixed emotions they may feel when the new baby arrives. Even young ones can enjoy looking at picture books or listening to us read aloud. Some of the best books about siblings are extremely funny, and nothing is quite so threatening if you can laugh about it.


Talking about the baby


Some children view new babies as alien invaders – uninvited, threatening and not ‘one of us’. Helping them understand that their new brother or sister is a little person – with vulnerabilities, needs and the capacity for pleasure – seems key to encouraging friendly, affectionate relationships between them (see Encouraging affection).


Even before the birth, we can talk about how the baby may feel and how he or she may respond to their big brother or sister, emphasising the potential relationship between them: ‘I wonder if the baby will like you to blow on her toes?’ ‘I wonder if the baby will suck her thumb like you did? Maybe it’s sucking it right now.’ ‘The baby will be able to hear you singing even though it’s still in my tummy. That must be nice.’


Some children are curious and full of questions about the new baby, while others become anxious if it is a constant topic of conversation. So it helps to be alert to signs that a child is interested and wants to know more – and when they’ve maybe had enough.


The same goes for including children in preparations – choosing equipment, discussing names, getting the cot ready. Many delight in such involvement, but others may find it boring or threatening. Putting pressure on children to show interest or enthusiasm will only fuel resentment.


‘I think I went over the top. I did the books, the video, the reassurance and didn’t stop to think if he’d had enough until we went to the library and he shouted, “NO MORE BOOKS ON BABIES! I’M SICK OF BABIES!”’ – Lisa G.


‘Some toddlers are very interested in what’s going to happen. Pre-schoolers and older often ask questions. But it is not worth making a very big deal about it if the child isn’t particularly interested. Whatever you choose to tell them, keep it simple, short and truthful.’ – Professor Judy Dunn, developmental psychologist


‘My friend was telling me how well her young son was adjusting to the idea of a new brother or sister, and that buying him a baby doll to play with had helped. Just as she was saying it, he started bashing the doll and throwing it around the room.’ – Julie M.


Talking about love


This is crucial. Many adults worry whether there’ll be enough love to go round after the birth of a new baby, so it’s hardly surprising that children do, too. We need to tell our children that we will love them forever, that our love grows every day and nothing can take that away.


‘However much we know we can love as many children as we have, for the children it’s as hard as it would be for us if our partner got another girlfriend and said, “Don’t worry. I’ll still love you just as much”.’


– Sarah Darton, health visitor


Talking about the older child as a baby


Talking to our older children about what they were like as babies is a great way to introduce a positive view of newborns without being too heavy-handed. It may also reassure older children that they were once ‘babied’, too. It’s a simple point, but an important one as most children won’t have any conscious memory of their infancy and may consider our necessary attention to the new family member as grossly unfair and unequal treatment.


Before the new baby is born, we can reminisce with our older children about the moments they made us laugh or melted our hearts. They may enjoy watching family videos of their younger days, or making a book of photographs, mementos and memories of their infancy. This may become compulsive ‘reading’ in the months ahead.
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	Mind the gap?
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‘I think the gap must make a difference. I’ve got a brother who’s two and half years older than I am and a sister who’s twelve years younger and there is quite a different intensity in our relationships. Completely different. And I’m not even sure intensity means the same thing as closeness. Siblings close in age experience intense rivalrous feelings, too. You can’t have the same rivalry with someone who’s twelve years younger than you, you just can’t.’ – Pat Elliot, psychotherapist and parenting trainer, tutor at the Psychosynthesis and Education Trust


‘Every gap has its plusses and minuses.’ –Professor Judy Dunn, developmental psychologist


Some studies have indicated that an age gap of two to four years may be optimal for ‘greater mental stimulation from one another while minimising conflict’.1 But ‘optimal’ is the language of the lab, not the family home. There is no perfect gap. Each has its advantages and disadvantages and formulaic predictions tend to ignore crucial factors, such as the temperaments of the children and what else is going on in parents’ lives.


Some parents believe a larger gap makes for a less conflictual relationship; others believe that an older child responds with greater resentment after many years of being the sole focus of parental attention. Siblings born more than six years apart tend to play less together and a gap of two years may be great for children who get on well, but less so for children who don’t. Either way, a small gap may exhaust working parents coping with an infant and a toddler, and this will affect family relations.


Clearly, little about the children’s future relationships can be predicted from age gap alone. There are trends, but simple conclusions and reductionist predictions have little relevance to real life.


‘Many parents think that when the older child is about two is a good time to have another. I’m not terribly sure that’s a perfect age. That’s a personal feeling rather than a professional opinion. The two-year-old has so much going on for him developmentally. I certainly wasn’t prepared for the impact of a second child. It’s easy to forget how time-consuming a baby is and how difficult it is to share your time also with an attention-seeking toddler. It can be an enormous strain.’


– Christine Bidmead, Centre for Parent and Child Support


‘I think your experiences will depend on the age gaps. I have three children, a two-and-a-half-year gap and a four-and-a-half-year gap. With the shorter gap it is really about masterminding the care of two babies and being in twenty-five different places at once. With the larger gap, it can be difficult to keep both children happy at the same time because they have such different needs and interests.’


– Belinda Phipps, National Childbirth Trust





‘It is so helpful to remind them of the things you used to do together when they were little and to talk about special times you had with them when they were babies. Let them know just how special that was because they won’t remember and may not believe they were ever like that. Also, talk about all the things that are special about them now – how lovely it is when they give you a hug, or how much you like to talk and play with them. These sorts of things do help them feel appreciated for the baby they were and the child they have become.’


– Sarah Darton, health visitor



A dash of realism


‘One of the best times was watching the video of Rugrats the Movie. We both sat on the sofa, laughing at these anarchic cartoon babies with their smelly nappies. It was a welcome antidote to all those cutesy baby images that older kids find so off-putting.’ – Melanie P.


‘Joe doesn’t play or anything like that. He doesn’t do anything really.’


– Jemma, aged four, sister of Joe, aged three weeks


‘Attempting to prepare a child with stories of someone to play soccer with and so on can be a bit of a crushing blow when actually what they have is a wailing baby rather than a ready-made playmate.’


– Professor Judy Dunn, developmental psychologist


Our society has a tendency to airbrush images of infancy, and this can leave adults as well as children feeling guilty and confused when the reality doesn’t match the fantasy. Preparing well for the birth of new brother or sister involves talking about what real life may be like after the baby is born. Little babies do take up a lot of time, cry a lot, wake up at anti-social hours and turn everybody’s world upside down.


It helps to be honest about what babies can and can’t do, or children expecting an instant friend may feel bitterly disappointed. Contact with real young babies, especially wrinkly newborns, helps children have a better idea of what to expect.


Keeping changes to a minimum


Not surprisingly, children who have major disruptions to their usual routines around the time of the birth tend to experience more difficulties coping with the baby’s arrival. As far as possible, it makes sense to keep routines fairly predictable and to avoid too many other life changes.


Talking about care arrangements


Chatting about arrangements for our children’s care when we’re having the baby may help allay worries.


Ideally, the chosen carer should know the child well, have cared for them before and be aware of all they need to help them feel at ease – their usual routine, comforters, likes, dislikes and favourite treats. A little indulgence may go a long way right now, but an understanding of what behaviour we allow and what we don’t will reduce the risk of the carer unsettling our child further through well-meaning overindulgence or unnecessary restriction.


Thinking of our child’s world


Children often attach great importance to significant objects, so are they aware, for example, that their teddy will always be theirs and won’t have to be shared? Or that we can put special toys out of baby’s reach to keep them safe? If their cot, blankets and baby toys are to be used when the new baby arrives, do they know? Have they had time to get used to the idea?


Thinking of our child’s world from their perspective helps us recognise issues that concern them but which we may have overlooked. What matters to each child will vary, but you will know what your child cares about most.


Once the baby is born


‘I liked giving him baths. I didn’t like it that he cried and I felt a bit annoyed that he’d taken my cot without anybody asking me whether it was OK. But now I love him. He’s very funny’ – Eddie, aged seven, brother of Miles, aged two.


‘He was enthralled and delighted with his little sister. And absolutely devastated.’ – Christine F.


‘Parents say having more than one child is hard work but also that it’s more fun.’ – Belinda Phipps, National Childbirth Trust


When a new baby is born, our older children have to watch someone else hold our affectionate attention and hog the family limelight. While friends and relations seem delighted, the child may be experiencing the primal fear of loss of love and abandonment. No wonder our children sometimes seem resentful, hurt and downright furious.


How we respond and help our children manage these emotions can have an enormous impact on how they negotiate the months ahead. How we talk to them about their new brother or sister will help shape the relationship between them. And how we look after ourselves when there are so many demands on our love and attention will affect how we feel and cope.


No two family experiences can be the same as there are so many variables, from birth experience to children’s temperaments, from family size to social circumstance. So, as ever, you are the best judge of which of the following suggestions from professionals and parents will best help you, your family and the developing bond between your children.
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	The first meeting
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‘Holly came in and stood by the crib, then ever so gently stroked his head and said, “Hello you”.’ – Sally S.


‘I was in hospital for five weeks before the baby was born. My son came every day but it was hard, with all these emotions crammed into short visits and everyone trying to be jolly. When the baby finally came and they met for the first time, Tom refused to even look at him and spent the whole visit hiding under my bed.’ – Jane P.


We can hope, we can plan and prepare, but we can’t write the script. Some first meetings with a new brother or sister go blissfully well, others less so. Some firstborns show awe, some anger, some anxiety, some disinterest. And it doesn’t really matter overmuch.


Great store is set by the first introduction, but research shows children’s initial reaction has little bearing on the siblings’ long-term relationship. Their bonding and relationship-building does begin within the first few days and weeks, but does not seem greatly influenced by the first meeting itself.2 That said, parents report that some approaches do seem to help:


• Giving the firstborn a present, either from you or ‘from the baby’.


• Trying to avoid cuddling or feeding the baby when the child first arrives, so you can cuddle the child without having to ask them to be careful not to squash their new brother or sister.


• Asking visitors in advance to greet the child before the baby.


• Ensuring that the same trusted person brings the eldest child to the hospital and takes him home again, so the child ‘doesn’t feel passed around like a piece of lost property’.


• Bringing something for older children to play with so they don’t get bored. They may not want to spend much time ‘adoring’ the new arrival.


‘I had my three children at home and each new sibling was greeted with delight by the others, who couldn’t wait to help me dress the new baby and have their photo taken holding their sister. Since then, of course, they’ve fallen in and out with each other, but certainly their first meeting seemed a very positive experience for them.’


– Belinda Phipps, National Childbirth Trust.


‘I certainly remember the day I brought my second baby home from overnight stay in hospital. My first child was twenty-one months and everybody had said this first child won’t notice, she’s too young. Absolute rubbish! She looked in the cot then burst into tears. She knew things would never be the same again.’ – Mary MacLeod, chief executive, National Family and Parenting Institute





Encouraging affection


‘Mothers who encourage concern between children are helping to foster a loving relationship – Professor Judy Dunn, developmental psychologist


‘Their self-esteem must take a terrible blow when they have a sibling, but it’s not the end of the world. There are resilient parts of children and we should look to those and help them cope.’ – Brenda Meldrum, Head of Training at The Place to Be, a charity offering emotional support to children in mainstream primary schools


A groundbreaking study by British developmental psychologist Professor Judy Dunn and colleagues3 has shown that where families talk to the older child about the new baby’s needs and feelings in the first few months, the older child tends to develop an affectionate interest in the infant and both children show more friendliness towards each other over time. This is one of the most significant findings of recent research into the roots of happy sibling relationships, and it can begin in their first days and weeks together, with our help.


It is also a powerful illustration of some of the main themes of this book – the value of understanding and respecting children’s feelings, the potency of family interaction, and the importance of playing to children’s strengths rather than focusing most attention on negative behaviour.


So how does drawing attention to the baby’s feelings help affection grow?


Once our older child begins to understand the baby’s likes, dislikes and moods, and how they can influence these, they can begin to develop interest and concern for their new brother or sister. This will help them respond sensitively to the baby.


Once the baby experiences big brother or sister responding sensitively to their needs, they will respond more positively in return – smiling at the child, showing pleasure when they enter the room, etc. This will prompt even more sensitive, friendly attention from the older child. Which prompts yet more positive responses from the baby …


This is the beginning of a loving relationship, and we can encourage it by:


• Emphasising the baby’s interest in the older child: ‘I think he’s watching you, can you see?’ ‘He likes it when you make that funny face!’


• Showing our older child how to elicit smiles from the baby: with gentle strokes, rattles, etc. ‘Let’s see if he likes this. I think he does. What do you think?’ ‘Look, he’s smiling at you! You’ve cheered him up.’


• Encouraging joint play, such as peeping games or mimicking the baby’s noises and expressions. Pointing out how the baby ‘joins in’: ‘She’s watching you.’ ‘Can you see how she sticks her tongue out when you do? She’s copying you!’ (See Let the fun begin.)


• Discussing what the baby may need or feel: ‘Do you think he needs a new nappy?’ ‘He sounds upset. Do you think he needs a feed or is he just tired?’


• Giving opportunities for older children to join in the care of the baby without overloading them with inappropriate responsibility. ‘Do you think he’d enjoy a bath now? Can you run the water?’


• Pointing out when the baby begins to treat the child as an object of love by recognising, reaching out and smiling at big brother or sister.


• Talking about feelings generally within the family (see Exploring Emotions, and Feelings in the family).


It may also help to


• Emphasise a relationship by sometimes talking about ‘your sister’ or ‘your brother’ rather than simply referring to the baby’s name.


• Begin to establish rituals of affection, such as bedtime rituals of kissing and saying goodnight, etc.


• Talk about things that the child can do and the baby can’t – eating different foods, enjoying different sorts of fun, having different toys – anything that will help the child feel their life isn’t so bad in comparison.


Allowing feelings


‘How parents manage the older child’s feelings has enormous impact on how that child is going to cope. Every evening for weeks after my second baby was born, my daughter would just slap my cheeks when I was feeding her, as if to say “How dare you!” I think it’s terribly important to understand why. If you don’t handle things exactly as you’d wish, it’s not the end of the world. Things can be got over. But these first weeks and months are a critical period for everybody, and it can colour feelings for a long period thereafter.’ – Mary MacLeod, chief executive National Family and Parenting Institute


‘When an older child has a constant moan of “It’s not fair” it often helps to accept that. Instead of contradicting them, we can say, “You’re right. It isn’t fair. Now you have to share our attention and that feels hard.”’


– Brenda Meldrum, Head of Training, The Place to Be
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Feelings in the family
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Developmental psychologist Professor Judy Dunn’s research into sibling relationships highlights the importance of encouraging children to recognise and respond sensitively to the new baby’s feelings.


‘In families where the first child showed marked affectionate interest in the newborn, the young child was likely to be particularly friendly to the elder child a year later,’ she explains. ‘Even little children, as young as two years, are interested in and can reflect on a sibling’s wishes and feelings, and the baby will become more friendly because of it.


‘We can help by drawing our child’s attention to the baby’s feelings and responses. This is important and has been borne out in other studies, at least in terms of children growing up in European or American cultures. We have to be a little wary of giving too western a view of things. It might well be that there are some cultures where talking about feelings is not such a big deal, but certainly within western society generally that sort of understanding and expression of what feelings are about, that level of family interaction, does seem to be significant.’


Talking about emotions generally, as part of everyday life, is also important, suggests Professor Dunn. ‘It might be about how grandma might be feeling, or a character in a story. Some parents, reading a book with a child, will discuss why a character might be feeling as they do. It’s not simply a matter of parents explaining what the baby is feeling, it is also whether discussions of feelings are a general feature of family interaction, whether they are talked about or not. That does seem significant.’





‘If you are constantly denying that part of this process may be horrible for the child, they will feel they can’t speak about these things. That’s when feelings can build up.’ – Eileen Hayes, parenting adviser to the NSPCC and vice-chair of the Parenting Education and Support Forum


Many children feel genuine interest, affection and care for their new baby brother or sister. Yet a new baby can throw even the most eager and well-adjusted child off balance, as what they held to be safe and stable – their own family – is transformed beyond recognition.


Our children need to know it’s all right not to feel wonderful about the baby all the time and that they may sometimes feel angry, upset and jealous. Telling children off for resenting the baby or suggesting that they should be feeling otherwise will only fuel hurt and resentment. Even well-meant comments – ‘You must be thrilled!’ ‘Don’t be silly, of course you love her!’ – can make a child sense they should hide their true emotions. And hidden feelings don’t disappear, but tend to be ‘acted out’ in negative behaviour or explode with even greater force another day.


It’s far better to let children know that negative feelings are not taboo and can be admitted openly: ‘I guess it feels strange having a new baby around. I can understand that’; ‘Does her crying drive you mad? It’s so loud, isn’t it.’


Allowing our children’s feelings doesn’t mean we have to agree with them, but does require us to accept and understand them, allow them to air anxieties and ask uncomfortable questions (see Exploring emotions).


It also helps to keep a sense of proportion. A child who says they hate their baby brother or sister may well be telling the truth at that moment, but it is not an indication of long-term sibling rejection. It is a positive sign of a healthy relationship if our child loves and trusts us enough to share their thoughts and feelings with us, even if we find them hard to hear.


‘It is normal for children to feel jealousy. That is how we are as a human race. It is one of our survival techniques to make sure we get as much as everyone else, if not more.’ – Dr Sarah Newton, Consultant Clinical Psychologist and head of Clinical Psychology Services, Plymouth Primary Care Trust


‘Because we hate the idea of our children being jealous of each other, we have this resistance to acknowledging it for what it is – a completely understandable emotion. One of my twins went into a complete decline when his little brother was born. He’d been extrovert and sunny, then plunged into total misery. Then he seemed to get over it and his twin brother went downhill, perhaps because Joe was six months by then and beginning to mess with his things. Each child will find it hard, but they may find different aspects hardest to cope with.’ – Sarah P.
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Children calling …
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The following ‘snapshots’ of recent calls to ChildLine indicate some of the many worries children may have about the birth of a new baby.


• One girl called because her mum is pregnant and she’s the only child. She is worried she’ll be rejected. At the same time, she was looking forward to helping mum with the new baby.


• An eight-year-old boy felt his ‘parents are too busy, they hardly notice I’m here; they’ve given my bedroom to the baby’.


• Another boy said his mum had a new baby two weeks ago and does not pay attention to him now. ‘If I ask for something, she just shouts at me’. He feels ‘let down’.


• A girl aged fourteen called about having frequent rows with her mother. Her baby brother is now two years old. When he was born she felt ‘left out’ although the family are quite close. ‘Now I can’t imagine being without him.’


• A ten-year-old girl felt like ‘running away’ because she felt she received no attention at home since her parents had another baby.


• One eleven-year-old girl had been asked by her mother to be there at the birth as her dad was away at work. She had said no but now she wants to be there.


Reproduced with the kind
permission of ChildLine4





Understanding temperament


‘The temperament of the child is so important to the way relationships develop in the family, and to the level of exhaustion of the parents. For one thing, life is very different if you have a sleeper. I keep meeting people who had sleeping babies, and I still think “Why not me!”’


– Mary MacLeod, National Family and Parenting Institute


‘Having a second child, you realise just how different babies can be. Temperamental differences are there from the time they are born, and that can be quite a shock.’ – Sarah Darton, health visitor


How your children respond to each other will be influenced by their individual temperaments from their earliest days together. These temperamental differences, partly rooted in each child’s genetic make-up, are not set in stone but do influence how children react to each other and how others in the family react to them. They will influence each child’s development and the nature of their relationship.


Studies into the effects of temperamental differences on sibling relationships suggest, not surprisingly, that easygoing and highly adaptable children tend to cope much more easily with the birth of a brother or sister than less adaptable, more anxious children5 – which means some sibling relationships are more troubled from the start, and some parents have a much tougher job on their hands. This is worth remembering when either we’re racked with guilt or (God forbid) feel tempted to judge another’s parenting abilities by the apparent nature of the relationship between their children.


The temperament of the new baby is, of course, another essential ingredient in the mix. A distressed, fretful baby is harder for a big brother or sister to welcome into the world, while a calmer, jollier baby is easier for a sibling to recognise as a positive addition to the family. The influence of each child’s behaviour ‘style’ will continue to affect the other children in the family as they grow. The more sociable babies are at twelve months, for instance, the more sociable their older siblings tend to be towards them at eighteen months.6


That said, how we support each child and nurture their relationship will have a major impact on how they feel and behave toward each other, whatever their mix of temperaments (see But aren’t kids born that way?). How we respond to them will influence their relationships for life. We can help each child feel secure in our love, respect and understanding, and this will make them feel less threatened by their siblings’ demands on our attention and affection.


‘We can pick out the children who are going to find major change in their family life difficult to adjust to. It will show up in the way they react to the sibling birth, as it will show up in their response to other changes such as starting nursery school or moving house. Some children are simply more anxious and more easily upset than others. Parents will know if they have one of these children, and may well find their next child isn’t like that. It’s an important point to make. It may help parents feel less guilty.’


– Professor Judy Dunn, developmental psychologist


Mummy’s little helper?


‘I hear a lot of adults telling children, “You’re such a good girl, you are mummy’s helper”. I’m hesitant about placing children too much in the helper role because they can feel resentful. It is valuable to appreciate when they help, so if they bring you something you could say: “Wonderful, thank you so much, that’s a real help to me”. But that’s not the same as expecting them to always be the big, sensible helpful one. That’s what can set up problems.’


– Sarah Darton, health visitor


‘He seemed to thrive on his new role. He welcomed the attention he received by being caring and it helped him display qualities that perhaps had been harder to see when he was an only child.’ – Jenny S.


Whether and how we expect older children in the family to help with the care of the baby will vary greatly according to family culture, expectation and circumstance. It is also hard to predict how each child will respond; some are proud to assume a new role as important older brother or sister, others feel put upon and slaves to their kid sibling’s whims. Yet how they feel is also influenced by what we do, so it may help to consider the following issues:


• Allowing them to help care for the baby with our assistance and when they want to often eases tensions.


• Commenting on the baby’s responsiveness to the child will encourage the child to become more interested in the baby’s feelings. They may then want to become more involved.


• Babies can be a great audience. By making helping fun, and encouraging games, a child is more likely to enjoy it.


• Watching for mood changes can help us judge whether a child is likely to enjoy helping or feel taken for granted. This can change from one moment to the next. Pressurising them to help will only backfire.


• Avoiding labels for our children: ‘She’s an angel’; ‘He’s a nightmare’; ‘She’s such an easy baby’; ‘He’s mummy’s little helper’ (see Kids don’t fit in pigeonholes). These generalisations can begin from our children’s earliest days – and they can stick. Even positive labels delivered with good intentions may be damaging if a child feels parental love is conditional on them being the ‘good girl’ or responsible ‘big brother’.


• Think small and specific. Manageable and defined tasks that a child can do without getting bored or belligerent have a much higher chance of happy completion than time-consuming chores or vague directives to ‘help Mummy’.


• Letting older children soothe and comfort the baby may encourage the bond between them to grow, but we need to be on hand to help. Children can be frightened by the intensity of a baby’s distress, and shouldn’t be made to feel responsible if their attempts at soothing don’t work.


• Praising any help we receive will make the child feel good and increase the likelihood of them helping in this way again (see Acknowledge the good times).


The baby isn’t always first


‘We need to show the older child very clearly that their needs are still important to us, and we need to listen to them and notice them so they feel they have our love, attention and affection just as much as the little one.’


– Sarah Darton, health visitor


Studies have proved what many children already know – that older children may experience a startling drop in parental attention and happy joint activities once the baby arrives.7 The reasons are obvious. Babies are absolutely dependent on their carers and cry when in need. Older brothers and sisters are less dependent and, according to age and temperament, may use more subtle methods to make their needs known or express them in negative behaviour. Either way, older children are often pushed to the back of the attention queue.


There will be many times when the baby requires immediate and preferential care, but there will also be occasions when they can wait. By sometimes attending to our older child first, we can help redress the balance.


‘Try to put the baby down occasionally so you can give your child some time. This is so important. If your child is miserable or tired, they’ll need to take priority.’ – Carol Ann Hally, health visitor


Time together without the baby


This can feel as rare as gold-dust and is often lost under the weight of other demands, but is essential if we are to support and nurture the bond between ourselves and the older child, and the fledgling relationship between our children. Time together without the baby, to read, play or just enjoy each other’s company, can reduce resentments and help parent and child relax and chat. It may also make our lives easier by reducing ‘testing’ behaviour.


Familiar routines


Let’s be realistic. Routines are often broken in the months following the baby’s arrival because there’s no other way to get to the end of the day. We can, though, aim to keep as many basics in place as we can – and this is important. Children whose daily routines carry on pretty much as before following the birth of a sibling tend to show fewer signs of upset than those whose daily life becomes unpredictable.


Timing of meals and bedtimes seem particularly important, as does ensuring that older children continue to see friends. As sleep problems are common around the time of a sibling’s birth, it may make sense to introduce a longer calming-down time before bed.


If the older child attends nursery, playgroup or school or spends time with another carer, ask to be kept informed of what’s happening in their day so you can continue to show care and interest in their activities and achievements.


The box of tricks


After the birth of the baby, the drop in our attention and our occasional inability to respond immediately to demands may push a first child into flashes of dejection or fury, especially if they are still too young to understand the concept of waiting (see Testing, testing).


So what can we do? The first is to accept that we’re not superhuman – we can’t meet all demands at all times (see Looking after you).


On a practical note, many mothers suggested having a ‘special’ bag or box close by when feeding or attending to the baby. This could contain books to read with the older child, crayons and paper, toys, treats, anything the child may need, want or enjoy. Putting it within easy reach may help us negotiate competing demands more often and help the child feel less sidelined.


‘Lots of mothers feed the baby at the same time as the older child has a mealtime, so they can all sit at the table together. That’s helpful. Many read a story to their child while they’re feeding, or let them watch something on the box. Don’t feel guilty about letting them watch a bit of TV. These are survival techniques!’ – Carol Ann Hally, health visitor


Think positive


‘The increase in negative comments to the older child is very understandable under the circumstances because often the child is behaving diabolically and the mother is exhausted and on the whole gets much less support and help than the first time around. The practical lesson would seem to be to get as much help and as many breaks as you can.’ – Professor Judy Dunn, developmental psychologist


Studies show a dramatic increase in the number of negative, critical comments made by mothers to children after the birth of a new baby, partly in response to the older child’s demanding and challenging behaviour8 (see Understanding and managing signs of upset). Yet that challenging behaviour is likely to increase if the child feels rejected or undermined.


To break the downward spiral, we can praise our children whenever the opportunity arises, telling them exactly why we like what they are doing (see Descriptive praise). This helps them feel better about themselves, and children who feel better about themselves tend to behave better.
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Does birth order matter?
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‘I think theories are interesting but would be wary of accepting them as some sort of ultimate truth.’ – Desa Markovic, family therapist supervisor; assistant director at The Institute of Family Therapy, London


‘A lot of the folk belief about personality and birth order in my view haven’t been borne out by the careful and very large number of studies. It is one of the factors that might feed into the giant equation to explain what you are like as an adult, but it is not a major one. To be honest, the myths don’t stand up to scrutiny.’ – Professor Judy Dunn, developmental psychologist


‘I defy anyone to tell me birth order doesn’t make a difference. It made a difference to me and it makes a difference to my children.’ – Sarah P.


Birth order may make some difference to our children’s development – but not as much as we may think. Its impact will also vary between cultures, with their different expectations of eldest children and gender roles, and between families and individual children. The last child in one family may be laid back and easy going and in another demanding and competitive. Both families may put this down to them being the ‘baby’. In families generally, very few clear patterns emerge about the impact of birth order on development and personality.9 It does not determine the sorts of people our children will become. That’s not to say there aren’t clear links between birth order and behaviour.


• Firstborns tend to be more dominating in the pre-school years. Their degree of affection or hostility will influence their younger brother or sister far more than the younger child’s behaviour will influence the firstborn.


• Parents frequently expect more sooner of their firstborn, and are often far less anxious with their later born children.


• The first child generally has greater attention and interaction with parents before the second child is born, and the birth of the second child seems a greater jolt to all family members than the birth of subsequent siblings.10


Yet how these factors will influence each of our children long-term will depend on the individual child, their life experiences and family expectations and relationships. Factors other than birth order have far stronger and more significant influence on our children’s relationships and the sorts of people they will become, including:


• Individual parent-child relationships


• Family and social circumstances


• Children’s temperamental differences


• What our children learn from and feel about each other. The affection, intimacy, warmth or conflict one child feels for another have no clear link with family position and are of far greater importance to the nature of their relationship.


Childhood is not an assembly line of pre-determined experiences but a complex interplay of varied influences and circumstances. Birth order matters far less to our children’s emotional and social development than the nature of family relationships.


‘In some ways I baby my youngest. I’ve carried him for longer because I don’t have another little one to pick up. I’m more understanding and tolerant of his ways and treasure his babyness more because I know how quickly it passes. But then he has to cope with the hurly burly of family life and just get on with things in a way his older brother didn’t have to. So in that way he’s less indulged. It’s less clear cut than perhaps we think.’


– Helen B.





If we are alert to any caring and sensitive gestures made towards the new baby, we can express our approval and appreciation: ‘You’ve brought me her bottle. Thanks, that’s really helpful’; ‘You’ve put on your own shoes. Now we can get out before the baby cries. Thank you!’


If we also praise our children for being themselves and not just for their involvement with the baby, we will reassure them that the baby isn’t the sole focus of our attention. ‘That’s a beautiful picture. I like how you’ve drawn the sunshine’; ‘What a wonderful smile. That’s cheered me up.’ Our children are now actively searching for clues about our feelings for them and will pick up on conversations and remarks never intended for their ears, so it helps to keep all comments about them positive unless we are absolutely certain they are out of earshot.


Understanding behaviour changes


‘My middle daughter seemed deliberately provocative, doing and saying things she knew would annoy. My eldest became excruciatingly good – tidying her room, being very quiet, displaying impeccable manners, doing her homework without protest. It took me a long while to realise these were signs that she was struggling, too.’ – Helena V.


‘My health visitor described it as testing behaviour, and that’s exactly what it was. It was almost as if she was saying, ‘I’m not sure you love me enough now you’ve had this new baby, so I’m really going to test it to the limit.’ – Emma B.


‘It takes great patience to continue to express love unremittingly in the face of some of the awful things children do. It is very hard, and no parent should expect a totally easy ride. But behaviour problems tend to improve greatly over the first few months. It’s also important to remember that children who are particularly difficult and demanding are not especially likely to get on badly with their siblings over the years that follow.’ – Professor Judy Dunn, developmental psychologist.


Even with our love and concerned support, children may still display problematic behaviour. This is perfectly normal and perfectly understandable. Almost all behaviours associated with the arrival of a sibling will fade with time and are not a sure sign of trouble ahead. Strikingly, children who seem most disturbed after the birth are sometimes also the most interested and affectionate towards the baby.


So our first task is to not feel guilty about behaviour swings. They are not a sign of poor parenting, ruined lives or disastrous sibling relationships. The second is to help our children come to terms with their new, bigger family. Being alert to the ways children may express their confusion and hurt will help us respond more sensitively and constructively and help the child feel valued and less threatened.
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	I’ll show it my way
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All children can feel jealousy and distress at the changes in their lives caused by the birth of a sibling but the way they react tends to differ with age and temperament.


• Firstborn children tend to be more upset when a sibling is born, for the simple reason that they have tasted life as a single child and have more to lose.


• Children under two are likely to be clingy and miserable. They may temporarily lose their ability to concentrate on play. Older toddlers will often give up newfound toilet skills or experience sleep problems.


• Two, three and four-year-olds may take their feelings out on their mothers, becoming demanding, contrary and difficult. Some may be aggressive and bossy towards other children.


• Over fives seem less likely to be upset at the birth of a sibling than under fives.11





Testing, testing …


‘Firstborns often do the one thing that their mothers had expressly forbidden or which will particularly irritate them when the mother picks up the baby to feed or cuddle. I’ve watched lots of children at home with their mothers and new siblings, and seen firstborns rip wallpaper from the wall, deliberately tip water on the floor, repeatedly switch off the television while the mother was watching – the ingenuity of the actions was remarkable.’ 12


– Professor Judy Dunn, developmental psychologist


‘Often when the baby arrives, a child is between about two and four years old – when they are already testing all the boundaries. My son put a floorcloth over his baby sister’s face as well doing all sorts of other horrible things.’ – Brenda Meldrum, Head of Training, The Place To Be


‘I was two when my brother was born. It was December. My mum said that when he was a few weeks old they couldn’t find us. I’d taken him outside and tucked him down in the snow.’ – Eileen Hayes, writer and parenting adviser to the NSPCC.


Many studies have documented children’s disturbed behaviour after the birth of a sibling, and indicate increased problematic behaviour in anywhere between fifty and ninety-three per cent of children.13 That’s the bad news. The good news is that for most of them, the peak of uncooperative, disruptive behaviour will pass in the first two or three months.


Testing behaviour needs handling kindly but firmly. We can let our children know we understand their angry or upset feelings while also being firm and clear about what we regard as unacceptable: ‘I know you are feeling angry and I understand why, and you know that you are not to throw things. It could hurt someone.’


Children who suffer a particularly marked drop in parental attention are likely to be the most upset. Cuddles, stories and shared play may give a child the extra reassurance they need and shift the focus towards more positive behaviour – but it is best to wait until tempers have calmed and there’s less risk of them associating grotty behaviour with the reward of an immediate and affectionate response.


‘I often see a baby at ten days, with an older child who the mother says is being marvellous, great with the baby, great with mum, eating her food. Four or five weeks down the line, suddenly this little darling starts doing all the things she hadn’t done previously. Won’t cooperate, won’t go to nursery, won’t get dressed, won’t stay in her bed. There is a danger if the behaviour boundaries start to go – children won’t know where they are. It helps to gently but firmly remind them of the family rules, and they do eventually come through it.’ – Carol Ann Hally, health visitor


Mother bashing


‘I was prepared for her to show resentment towards the baby. I wasn’t prepared for her being so angry with me.’ – Julie M.


‘In my experience, negative feelings often come out directed at the mother rather than the baby. I’ve come across that a lot.’ – Sarah Darton, health visitor


‘Sometimes even little children realise that expressing anger towards the baby will incur them their mother’s wrath, so they express it at the mother. This can be very painful.’ – Christine Bidmead, Training Facilitator, Centre for Parent and Child Support


Some mothers report children hitting or kicking them, screaming, refusing to comply with the most reasonable of requests or, perhaps most painful of all, seeming to reject them. Children may cling to daddy or granny and glower at mum, refusing to allow her to dress them, read them a story, bath them. This is fairly common and very painful.


It doesn’t mean your child’s love for you is in any way diminished. It does mean they are feeling hurt. As ever, responding harshly is likely to be counterproductive; damaging a child’s confidence and security further is a sure way of increasing their insecurity, anxiety and jealousy. Being warm, supportive and clear about behaviour we find unacceptable is much more effective: ‘I think you’re feeling angry with me because I’ve had another baby. That must be hard. You must not hit me but you can tell me how you’re feeling.’
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