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Introduction



			Imagine.


			You’ve decided to go into town for the first time since your new baby, your second child, was born. You’re walking down the main shopping street in your neighbourhood, tightly holding your enthusiastic toddler’s little hand and happily telling him all about where you plan to go today. Your new baby is sound asleep, safely tucked into your baby sling.


			Turning your attention away from your son, you notice some old friends approaching from the opposite direction. Immediately, you stop talking to your toddler and prepare proudly to introduce the latest member of your family. While everyone fusses over the new arrival, your overlooked toddler’s sunny mood begins to fade, and he starts trying to pull you ahead impatiently. ‘Come on, Mummy! Let’s go!’


			You pay little attention to him, delighted by your friends’ admiration and approval of your baby. As your toddler’s protests grow ever louder, one of your friends shakes his head knowingly and glances conspiratorially in the direction of the angry little child.


			‘Bet he’s feeling a bit jealous,’ he says, observing his increasingly frantic bids for attention.


			His partner chimes in. ‘Yes, the reality must be quite a shock for him … and for you. Looks like you have your work cut out for you now! On top of taking care of two, you’ll have all that sibling rivalry to deal with. Poor you!’


			They wave goodbye cheerily, and you turn back to your tearful, unhappy little son. Your sunny mood has vanished. ‘What have I got myself into?’ you start to wonder.


			Why do so many of us regard sibling rivalry in this way – particularly when, as in this example, it’s so often inflamed by careless adult attitudes and behaviours? Why is the competition between brothers and sisters so often considered to be a dreadful – even shameful – problem, something to be avoided or eliminated, or if that’s not possible, then minimised or dealt with as perfunctorily as possible?


			Parenting books often reinforce this negative outlook. One author describes sibling rivalry as something that can’t be avoided, but at least ‘you can keep it to a minimum’ (Ford, p. 51). Another suggests that although sibling rivalry can help kids become tougher and more resilient, at the same time it can demoralise, or even cause children ‘permanent damage’ (Faber and Mazlish, p. xv). The titles of books on sibling rivalry almost always suggest a negative outlook, using phrases such as ‘how to stop the fighting’ and ‘getting beyond sibling rivalry’.


			This is not the way I see sibling rivalry – or rather sibling relationships, the term I prefer to use. I consider this phenomenon to be the best set- up we have for teaching our children to become emotionally sensitive – in other words, to develop their ‘EQ’.


			
The importance of emotional intelligence


			Emotional intelligence, or EQ, a concept promoted by the psychologist and author Daniel Goleman, is the ability to recognise and understand emotional responses, both our own and those of other people, and to learn how to manage those emotions so that we can achieve our goals – and, when we choose, to help others to do the same. It’s one of the most powerful assets we can have, and living with siblings means that your children will grow up in the best training ground they could have for developing this skill. Because they grow up having to share your time and attention as well as the family possessions, they’ll have to learn how to negotiate and compromise when there are the inevitable conflicts of interest. Numerous studies have shown that a well-developed EQ is essential for success at work, particularly for those in leadership positions. It’s also a vital ingredient for establishing and maintaining your relationships, and it’s associated with good mental health and a positive outlook on life.


			When children grow up with siblings, they’ll also have the opportunity to experience the joy of giving and helping, and at the same time to learn to receive what others offer them, gratefully and with good grace.


			Because sibling rivalry is such a powerful tool, your best approach is to make use of the occasions when it arises, rather than to try to suppress it. However, even if you did try to avoid or stamp out all instances of sibling rivalry, you’d only exhaust yourself. Your children will compete with one another no matter what you do. Sibling rivalry is not some sort of evolutionary mistake! It’s unavoidable and universal. By coming to understand more about it, you’ll no doubt stop dreading those occasions when your children confront one another, and start instead to welcome the opportunities to help them develop more fully.


			Our relationships with our siblings are almost always the most enduring relationships any of us will ever have. After all, we may split up with a partner or break up with our friends, but no one can divorce a sibling. Furthermore, these relationships are forged and developed during our formative years, the time when the brain is developing most rapidly, so their effect is profound and becomes deeply embedded in our personality. Such long- lasting, intimate relationships deserve close attention, and they should be used to advantage. They certainly shouldn’t be regarded as something to fear, minimise or avoid.


			
Celebrating sibling relationships


			Siblings is unique not only because of my thoroughly positive attitude to sibling relationships. It also differs from other parenting books because I take a long view. Not only will we discuss sibling relationships during your children’s early years, but we’ll also look both back – to your own childhood – and ahead, to their adulthood and old age. Of course it’s vital to know how best to understand and make the most of what’s going on when a new baby is born. But what happens later matters too, from the time they start primary school, and onward until they’re teenagers, then young adults who are preparing to leave home. Each of these phases presents important opportunities for your children to hone their social and emotional skills and to understand one another better, not least because at each successive stage in their development, they’ll have greater cognitive capacity. And throughout their development, I will teach you a number of ways to ‘future proof’ your children, so you can prepare them to have the best sibling relationships possible when they’re adults.


			Another special quality of this book is the practical help I offer, based on academic findings and on my own clinical experience. For more than 35 years, I’ve worked with parents and their families, and watched


			them overcome every problem imaginable, emerging more competent people, and sharing stronger, more confident bonds. Unlike other parenting books about sibling relationships, you’ll be learning about advantages and opportunities rather than focusing only on problems. And that, I believe, is the secret to great sibling relationships.


			Instead of preparing yourself to act as referee in a long- running civil war, I hope you’ll finish this book feeling as positive as I do about the tremendous advantages your children have when there’s more than one child in the family. Instead of worrying about arguments, you’ll be eager to help your children learn to solve the issues that arise between them. Instead of imagining a battlefield, you’ll consider your home to be the best natural training ground possible for healthy social, emotional and cognitive development.


			By the end of this book, you’ll know how to encourage each of your children to acquire the incredible gift of emotional sophistication. Best of all, you’ll know that the longest relationships they’ll ever have will now also be one of the strongest and most enjoyable aspects of their lives.


			
About the book


			In Part 1, you’ll learn how the quality of sibling relationships can vary depending on the number of children in your family, their gender and spacing. I’ll answer the popular question, ‘What’s the best number of children to have?’ and we’ll look at the differences in family dynamics from small through to larger families. You may be considering having a third child but are unsure of the impact on your existing two; you may have three boys and a baby girl and are already seeing signs of jealousy towards the baby; or you may be worrying what’s in store for your family with a house full of girls! The information in this section will help you understand your children’s behaviour better – in relation to each other and to you as parents. You’ll also gain a much better idea about what relationships to expect within your own family.


			We’ll take a look at sibling relationships in terms of birth order, so you can understand better how children in each birth order position regard the relationships they have with their siblings. When you’re able to see things from the viewpoint of each of your children, you’ll be better able to understand why conflicts arise, and better able to help each of them develop emotional awareness and good coping strategies. ‘Middle child syndrome’ is a term bandied about by psychologists – does your middle child show similar traits, and what can you do to alleviate some of their dilemmas? How do you make sure your youngest doesn’t get unnecessarily‘babied’ by his older siblings? And how can you relieve some of the pressures put on the eldest child, which they may feel  too keenly?


			Also in the first section, I’ll help you understand how your own experiences as a child may be influencing the way you parent your own children now. You may find that by examining your relationship with your own siblings you’ll see things you want to emulate, and elements of how you were parented you now wish to change with your own children.


			Once we’ve looked at the make- up of your family, in Part 2 we’ll move on to look at the building blocks of a great sibling relationship. This is the core of the book. Here you’ll learn how to help your children handle the challenges they’ll face as they learn to live productively together. I lay out my building blocks of a good relationship and how you as parents can encourage this with four simple actions.


			Then, in the following two sections of the book, we’ll take a look at how to apply these building blocks to common situations arising in sibling relationships. Of all the challenges that have been debated in terms of sibling relationships, probably the one cited most often is the introduction of a new baby into the family, and we’ll look at this in detail, and work through how best to deal with it. We’ll also discuss potential pressure points for siblings at school.


			Of course, our sibling relationships don’t end when we leave home.  If anything, they become more important, especially as we grow older. In Part 3, we’ll look at how to maintain good sibling relationships, particularly in later life.


			In Part 4, you’ll learn simple and practical techniques for when you’re faced with a number of specific issues. For each, I will explain the best ways to handle that situation as effectively as possible.


			Siblings with special needs, those with chronic illness, those who must endure the loss of a brother or sister, and those for whom a particularly strong ability or talent has been identified present different challenges, and we’ll consider these less common circumstances as well. There are also guidelines for what to do if you and your partner separate, or if you have a child who has taken on more responsibility than they can handle easily.


			In Part 4 we’ll also touch on the single child. Although there are many advantages for those growing up as the only child in their family, there’s no natural training ground to help them develop good social and emotional skills when interacting with peers. In this chapter I suggest ways you can help a single child develop a strong and robust EQ. 


			Throughout this book, you’ll notice boxes entitled ‘Flashpoint’. These are questions I’m often asked in clinics, and when I speak to parents and teachers in schools. My brief but practical answers to these common questions will, I hope, be directly relevant for many of you.


			
Psychological advice: is it really based on science?


			Before we begin, I want to explain how psychologists arrive at their conclusions, and on what basis they offer advice, so you know how we create guidelines for best parenting practice.


			Psychology can’t be likened to chemistry or physics or other traditional sciences, for three main reasons. First, when we study the material we need to study – ourselves – we can’t step outside ourselves so as to become totally objective. We can’t temporarily suspend our human point of view and become suddenly dispassionate. That means that psychological research can’t be carried out and analysed as even- handedly as can, for example, the study of light waves. There will always be some inbuilt bias, and this can at times cause us to overlook important information, or to see things in the wrong light.


			Second, ethical rules severely limit what we can do when we carry out psychological research. It’s absolutely essential that these safeguards are in place when we study human beings (just as they should be when we study other living creatures), but those fierce safeguards limit how much we can conclude from research efforts. For example, if we want to discover the way that learning to read benefits a child, we can’t find this out by deliberately denying some children the opportunity to learn to read, while offering to teach that skill to others. We can only choose a benefit – for example, the level of a child’s self- confidence –  and measure this before and after a child learns to read. We can then suggest – but not know for sure – that the increase in self- confidence that we’ve found is because the child can now read. In other words, psychologists can note associations between certain measurements – in our example, the ability to read and the child’s level of self- confidence – but it’s often extremely difficult to prove that the one has caused the other. In our example, it might be that the age when children are able to learn how to read is the same age when a neurological change makes them feel more self- confident. Or perhaps the attention that an adult must give a child in order to teach them to read is what accounts for the increase in self- confidence, rather than the ability to read per se.


			And third, because we don’t even begin to know yet what exactly makes each of us unique we can’t be certain that any result we get when we work with one individual will be the same result we’ll get when we work with other individuals, even if we work with them in the same way. Different people may respond differently to our approach. That doesn’t mean the approach doesn’t work, of course. However, it does mean that we still have to figure out which individuals will be helped by our intervention and which won’t respond. That’s why progress can be very slow in psychological research. We’re so much more complex, and so much more mysterious, than a molecule!


			This is also why clinical observation in psychology – that is, looking at what happens when an experienced clinician works with individuals to help them overcome the mental health problems that are troubling them – carries so much more weight in psychology than such an ‘anecdotal’ approach would carry in other fields of study. Because psychologists can do less ‘pure science’ – and by that I mean laboratory- based, controlled experiments – it means that clinical experience is a highly valued source of information.


			I hope this background information helps you as you read this book. The advice and guidelines you’ll be offered throughout are based to some extent on (limited) experimentation, but even more on clinical experience. That means the advice will apply to most of us – but it’s important always to remember that there will be exceptions.


			You may have picked up this book because your children aren’t getting along as you hope they will. Or perhaps you’ve heard that ‘siblings always argue’, and you wonder how best to handle the disagreements. If you read what I’ve written, you’ll certainly find out how to ease your worries, and you’ll feel you know how to cope better when your children don’t seem to be getting on.


			But the great thing about this book is that it offers so much more. You’ll learn how to solve problems, to be sure – even if they’ve become well- established bad habits. But you’ll also come to see the fantastic opportunities your children have because they’re living with others of a similar age. You’ll discover how they can learn from each other and acquire interpersonal skills that will set them up for life.


		




		

			Part 1 The make-up of your family
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Family size





			What is the ideal family size?


			How many children should there be in a family to ensure the best sibling relationships? Most parents are desperate to know the answer to this question! My reply is both simple, and easier to achieve than you might think.


			The optimum number of children in a family, the number that’s most likely to ensure that your family is a happy one, is the number of children you have right now. That’s because what matters most in terms of family harmony and happiness – so much so that it swamps all other factors – is your attitude to the family you have.


			This is possibly not the answer you were expecting, I know. But just think about it: your positive attitude to your family and your children, and your gratitude for the family you have right now, will permeate your children’s attitudes towards each other. If you’re looking for something other than what you have now to explain away any problems – ‘I think we need another child to “complete” the family’, or ‘A smaller family would be so much easier’ – your children will sense your disquiet. They may even feel they’re somehow to blame for your unhappiness.


			If, instead, you accept your family as it is, and work with the members you have already, everyone will benefit. You’ll all be much happier. And if there are changes in future, your accepting attitude will make it easy for you to adjust to those changes: ‘This is what we have now. Let’s enjoy it!’


			Nonetheless, there will always be differences in how your children will relate to you and to one another that is dependent on how many of them there are.


			Before we consider the effects of family size on sibling relationships in more detail, let’s take a look at some of the research that’s looked at this question, to see if there’s anyone who claims to know what the ideal number of children in a family should be.


			In 2011, the British parenting website www.bounty.com carried out a large survey to determine what makes for a happy family. They asked 2,116 parents to rate each of their children’s behaviour using criteria such as ‘ease of care’, ‘compatibility’, ‘helps around the house’ and ‘generally like each other’ (this last being a key issue for us). Here’s the list the researchers came up with to represent the ideal family size, in decreasing order of happiness according to how the parents surveyed answered the questionnaire:




				Two girls


				One boy and one girl


				Two boys


				Three girls


				Three boys


				Four boys


				Two girls and one boy


				Two boys and one girl


				Three boys and one girl


				Three girls and one boy


				Two boys and two girls


				Four girls.





			Where does your family appear on the list? According to the parents in the Bounty survey, two girls is the ideal family constellation. Why did parents rate this combination so highly? The benefits of having two girls, they told the researchers, are that they’re ‘easy to reason with’, ‘have very few fights and arguments’, ‘play nicely together’, and ‘seem to like each other’. Parents of four girls, on the other hand (rated last, the least ideal family set up), commented that when there are four of them they ‘fight and argue all the time’, ‘are difficult to reason with’ and ‘create a lot of noise around the house’. Four girls, parents added, also ‘rarely confide in us’ and ‘take ages getting ready for school’.


			Is two children, preferably both female, the answer, then? Maybe, but maybe not.


			In spring 2015 Eurostat, the Europe-wide statistics agency, published its annual report into happiness across 28 member states, as well as four other states – Switzerland, Iceland, Norway and Serbia. In total, approximately 366,650 individuals were surveyed. Among the many results that emerged from this enormous study, the researchers found that families with three or more children are considerably more likely to report that they’re ‘very happy’ than are families with just one or two children. Those with three or more children ranked their happiness as 7.4 out of a possible 11, the highest rating from parents, with 28% claiming to be ‘highly happy’.


			Across Europe, therefore, it seems that more is better.


			If we now move ahead to August 2015 and travel to western Australia, we find the results of another large survey about family size and happiness. Bronwyn Harman, a lecturer in the School of Psychology and Social Science at Edith Cowan University in Perth, spent five years interviewing 950 parents from a wide range of family set-ups – two-parent families, children raised by a single parent, and families where parents identified as LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender). Harman’s aim was to discover which families regarded their situation as optimal. She found that the families who scored highest on life satisfaction were those with four or more children.


			Therefore, in this Australian study, even bigger seems to be better. When Harman asked these parents why they rated their life satisfaction so high, they replied that their joy comes from watching their children interact with and support one another. Children in these larger families, according to their parents, grow up to be independent, socially able, and nurturing, caring individuals. According to these parents, the advantages outweighed disadvantages such as expenses and the limited time parents were able to give to each child.


			Three substantial, well-executed and carefully analysed studies, all carried out within the same five years. Three different conclusions. What do we make of this?


			What these conflicting conclusions suggest is that no one knows for sure what constitutes the ideal family size – and that’s because ‘ideal’ and ‘most satisfying’ mean different things to different people. It’s also because personal experience colours our perceptions and expectations. In particular, our own experience of childhood – the size of the family in which we grew up and the sibling relationships we knew – will bias our expectations, probably more powerfully than any other factor. If the parents in these surveys had a happy and satisfying family life themselves when they were children, they’re very likely to grow up believing that theirs is the ideal family size. If they were unhappy, they’re likely to avoid replicating their childhood family constellation.


			I hope that you now feel totally entitled to conclude that the number of children you have is the best number possible. If you truly believe this, your children will be happy, and they’ll feel fortunate to be part of an ‘ideal’ family.


			That said, it’s helpful to observe what happens in different family set-ups, because families of different sizes encourage different sorts of sibling relationships.


			Let’s take a look at the advantages and disadvantages of having different numbers of children in a family, so you’ll know how to capitalise on the positives, and at the same time, will be forewarned and prepared for the problems you’re likely to encounter.


			You may recognise many of the patterns I’m about to describe in your own family, although of course none of them will mirror your situation exactly. That’s because each family – and each child, for that matter – is unique. These are general patterns, based on research as well as clinical experience. The secret is to use them as templates and adjust them to fit your own circumstances.


			
Families with two children


			In smaller families, parents have more time to spend with each child, so their impact as a role model will be greater than it will be for parents who have more children. The child who gains most from this is the firstborn, who has the luxury of enjoying exclusive parental attention before their sibling arrives. The downside is that they find themselves having to adjust to decreased parental input as they gain a sibling.


			With only two children to look after, parents have the time to explain to each of them how best to solve problems. They’ll have the opportunities to show each by example as well as by instruction how to generate lots of possible solutions and listen calmly to those who disagree. They’ll also have relatively more opportunities to demonstrate to quarrelling children the benefits of learning to compromise.


			This relatively luxurious allocation of time means that children will also have more time to talk with their parents generally. As a result, they’ll be exposed to – and therefore learn to use – language that’s more sophisticated and nuanced than will children who spend time mainly with their peers. This in turn makes it possible for them to express their needs clearly and articulately from an early age. Children in smaller families tend to do better academically, therefore, because they’ve had more sophisticated linguistic input – although it’s important to add that this will be tempered by their parents’ level of education.


			On the other hand, research has made it abundantly clear that linguistic ability and IQ, although important, are by no means the only skills a child needs in order to have the best chance of getting what they want and need in life. Good social skills are also vital, in particular knowing how to make themselves likeable to other children while at the same time knowing how to appeal to adults without antagonising their peers. Here, children in smaller families are at a disadvantage, because these ‘street skills’ can only be learned by spending a fair amount of unchaperoned time with as wide a variety of other children as possible.


			What sort of sibling relationship is most likely to develop, then, when there are two children?


			Sibling rivalry and competition is likely to be more intense, because each child is competing with only one other individual. Therefore, whenever they feel aggrieved, all their anger is directed on the only target – their one sibling. Fortunately, any aggression they show to that sibling, particularly if they’re girls and the age gap between them is relatively large, is likely to be more verbal than physical. This is partly because children in smaller families tend to have a broader vocabulary – more accurate weapons in this armoury, if you will – and partly because they know they’re more likely to get caught if they lash out physically at their sibling, because parents who have fewer children to look after are more likely to notice this sort of socially unacceptable behaviour. They can hide verbal aggression more easily as well – snide remarks are easier to deny than scratches or bruises.


			Technically, each child in a small family should feel less deprived of parental attention than those who have to share that attention with more brothers and sisters. Unfortunately, however, it’s often the case that when there are only two children, they may not feel that way. Perhaps this is because the more there is of something, the more each of us expects and wants to have of it. Whatever the reason, children in smaller families recall more readily the occasions when they felt short-changed of parental attention.


			Sometimes, when children are caught out, they’ll unite rather than compete. It’s not unusual, particularly in families where there are two children, for one of them, usually the elder, to encourage the other to be the one who pushes parental limits; for example, to break a particular house rule. If they’re caught, however, rather than the younger one feeling aggrieved because their sibling got them into trouble, they’ll come together to share their sense of injustice – especially if their parents reprimanded both of them. Rather than competing for parental attention, what they both wanted at that moment was to avoid it. The tendency, therefore, is to turn to one another to commiserate, and to unite against the ‘common enemy’ – in this case, their parents!


			What is the course of a sibling relationship in smaller families in the longer term? The likelihood is that they’ll remain close to one another throughout their lives. You may be wondering how it’s possible, in a relationship that’s bound to be as intense – and oftentimes, as antagonistic – as it is when two children grow up together, how this could possibly be the case. The reason is that it’s the intensity of emotion rather than its ‘colour’ that counts when it comes to determining the strength of a relationship.


			It seems that when we experience any intense emotion towards another person, it causes us to feel close to them, and this will be the case whether the experience we shared was primarily negative or more positive. Think, at the very extreme end of the scale, of the Stockholm syndrome. This is a psychological condition in which hostages develop strong positive feelings for their captors, presumably as a survival strategy during their captivity.


			A strong bond in adulthood between two siblings is even more likely if the children are close in age and of the same gender, as you will learn in the next chapter.




			FLASHPOINT


			I’m feeling so guilty. I just can’t give my second child the same undivided attention that I managed to give my firstborn. Is this OK, or should we be doing something to compensate?


			Each child in a family has their own ‘built-in’ compensations as a consequence of their birth order position. Your eldest received that extra attention from you, so their linguistic skills and cognitive development enjoyed a great start. But your second child will find it easier than their older sibling to share with others and to come up with compromises when there are disagreements – and will, therefore, find it easy to be liked by their peers – because they came into a world where this was necessary from the beginning.


			That said, one of the most enjoyable – and for your children, fondly remembered – things you can do is to carve out a regular ‘special outing’ with each of your children. For example, take each one out for a meal on their own with you once a month, or offer each one a treat you know they’ll love, such as a trip to the zoo or to see a film. What you do and how often you manage to do it are less important than making sure you do something regularly, that you stick to your promise, and that while you are on your adventure together you focus entirely on the child who’s with you at that time.





			
Families with three children


			As family size increases, the amount of time parents can spend exclusively with each child decreases. This is correlated with lower verbal ability and IQ scores (although the correlation is often not significant), and of course it depends on other factors as well, such as the educational opportunities each child is offered. This association is also tempered by the age difference between the first child and subsequent children. A firstborn, remember, enjoys a period of time exclusively with their parents, no matter how many siblings follow, and this exclusive time occurs during a critical phase in their cognitive and linguistic development. They will, therefore, reap the same benefits as will firstborns in all other family constellations.


			If the firstborn in a larger family is a good deal older than their siblings (at least four years), younger children will benefit, because the older child becomes another verbal role model in the family, someone who can enrich the vocabulary of their siblings by their example. At times, an older sibling may be even more influential than a parent in this regard. Piaget, the Swiss child psychologist who taught us so much about children’s cognitive development, maintained that a child learns more from someone who is only slightly more cognitively mature than they are than they will from someone (an adult) whose development is well beyond that of the child. Furthermore, the ‘lingo’ younger children learn from an older sibling is likely to be more appropriate than the terms parents use, when children talk to their peers.


			Good social skills are paramount for the developing child, contributing to their ability to get what they want and to communicate and negotiate effectively. When we consider the development of good social skills, research suggests that children in families where there are three or more rather than just two are at an advantage. Each child has, not one, but two competitors, each with a different personality and a different way of coping. As a result, they become more adaptable. They have to learn a number of different ways to get along, and they have to perfect a number of strategies to ensure that they get what they want, because they’re interacting (and competing) with more people.


			Children in families where there are three are, therefore, more socially skilled. Their vocabulary may be slightly less advanced than it is for children from smaller families, but their ability to speak the language of their peers will be better.


			More specifically, then, what’s the relationship like between siblings when there are three children?


			First, the rivalry between them is likely to be slightly less intense than it is when there are only two of them. This is because the majority of children in a three-child family – two out of the three – come into the world expecting to share from the moment they’re born. They’ll accept sharing as the norm, and they won’t feel aggrieved that each receives less one-to-one attention from parents. Of course, the firstborn still feels the loss of exclusive parental attention, just as all firstborns do. You’ll learn more about this in Chapter 4 on birth order and Chapter 10 in Part 3. The second- and third-born children will, however, accept less parental attention relatively easily. This will be particularly so if the firstborn is substantially older than subsequent children, because the eldest can help nurture younger ones, although when it comes to understanding sibling relationships, there are always complications! The level and intensity of sibling rivalry also depends on the temperament of each child. We’ll look at this complicating factor in Chapter 3.


			The level of aggression is also different in larger families. When there are three, the type of aggression one sibling may show towards another is less predictable than when there are only two. If all three are girls, and if their parents – particularly mum, their gender role model – is generally calm and cooperative, they’re more likely to compete verbally than resort to physical aggression. If all three are boys, however, their behaviour will depend largely on their verbal agility, and on how their father – their gender role model – behaves. They’ll be more likely to talk through disagreements than to use physical aggression if their vocabulary is well developed, and if their father behaves calmly and approaches challenges logically rather than emotionally. Age also matters. Children in a three-child family, whatever their gender, are more likely to use physical rather than verbal means to sort out disagreements with their siblings when they’re very young, particularly if their vocabulary is limited and if at least one of them is impulsive.


			Finally, there’s the potential problem of ‘uneven numbers’ when there are three rather than two children. If two of them get along better with one another than they do with the third, either because they’re the same gender, are similar in age or are compatible in temperament, then unfortunately it’s quite likely that two of them will gang up on the outsider. This can be difficult to manage and parents often make the mistake of feeling kinder and more sympathetic towards the child who’s left out. When that happens, the other two only become more jealous and more aggressive towards the third. This problem is discussed in Part 3, Chapter 12, where you’ll learn how best to deal with ganging up and bullying.


			
Families with four or more children


			The biggest issue in large families is the allocation of parental time. The more children there are in the family, the less time parents have to spend with each of them. As a consequence, children in large families have fewer opportunities to hear mature language and to observe adults as they solve problems in a sophisticated and logical way. On the other hand, however (as we’ve already seen in families where there are three children), the younger siblings benefit hugely because they’ll be introduced to peer-appropriate terminology by their older siblings. Older children who enjoy teaching will also impart some problem-solving techniques to their younger siblings.


			You might think that, with so few opportunities to enjoy exclusive parental attention, the rivalry among siblings in large families would be more intense. This isn’t usually the case, because two factors work against it. First, everyone except the firstborn has always shared parental time and attention with other children. All of them – again, except the firstborn – are used to sharing adult attention. Because they’ve never expected to receive exclusive parental attention, they don’t feel resentful that they aren’t offered it.


			Second, older children learn quite quickly that if they help their parents nurture their younger brothers and sisters, their parents praise them and pay attention to them, and may even feel that they don’t need to lavish so much time on the younger ones. If, however, the older children are aggressive towards the little ones, parents are likely to turn their attention to the child who’s been attacked; so when the older ones are aggressive, they lose out. Therefore, the eldest child quickly learns that a kind and caring attitude towards their younger siblings yields better results than expressing their jealousy. There’s an added benefit, too – those who nurture feel good simply because they’ve behaved altrusitically. Research has shown that when we help someone else, it triggers the release of oxytocin, making us feel warmer towards others and more positively connected with them.


			When there is competitive behaviour in large families, the form it takes depends mainly on who’s doing the arguing. Younger children, as well as children of any age who are more impulsive by nature, are more likely to resort to physical means. Unfortunately, this is particularly likely if they’ve witnessed this sort of approach among older members of the family. On the other hand, children who are more privy to verbal arguments will themselves resort to words to sort out differences. When there’s a big age gap between them, younger children are most likely to defend themselves by calling for help, because they know their parents and older siblings are likely to come to their rescue. One of my children’s teachers once remarked that the youngest child’s most powerful weapon is a single word: ‘Mum!’


			Finally, an interesting and common phenomenon in large families is to break themselves into smaller groups, to form ‘sub-families’. Two or sometimes three children will form a close and cooperative bond. They’ll stick together and rarely fight among themselves. As you might expect, siblings close in age are less likely to make such bonds, particularly if they’re the same gender. Because they’re likely to want many of the same things from their parents, they’ll be more competitive than affiliative, at least when they’re young. These subdivisions work well within families, but can lead to division if not all children are included in a sub-family.




			FLASHPOINT


			Two of my children tend to ‘gang up’ against my little son. They can be really cliquey and leave him out of games. What can I do about this?


			Before you step in, step back! Are you sure your ‘left-out’ child really wants to join in with his siblings’ games? Is he close in age? Are his interests similar? And most important of all, are you reacting to this situation, or are you identifying with the left-out child because that’s what happened to you, and you’re forgetting that this situation isn’t necessarily the same as your own childhood experience? Try to look at what’s going on from their perspective.


			If the left-out child really does feel left out, your best approach is to suggest that the pair who play together come up with a game suitable for all three of them, and play it some of the time. Then reward the two of them for inviting their brother to join them, rather than focusing your attention on the left-out child. Meanwhile, ask your third child if he’d like to invite a friend over to play, and try to make this happen as often as you can. This approach allows the pair to feel powerful because they can help their brother and when they aren’t doing so their brother isn’t feeling left out because he has his own friend to play with.


			If you discover that the left-out child is actually not bothered about being left out – perhaps he’s even relieved – then simply make sure that all three of them, the pair and the one, are able to play the games they’ve chosen or pursue the activities that suit them best. After all, siblings rarely enjoy identical interests, and each child will differ temperamentally – particularly in terms of how much socialising is enough for each of them.





			When children in large families are growing up, the closest bonds are often between those more widely spaced in age, one acting as the caring child and the other as the cared-for child. In adulthood, however, siblings who have shared more emotional experiences – even, as we’ve already learned, if those experiences consisted primarily of arguments – are more likely to remain close to one another, whatever their age gap. So, for example, the close-in-age brothers who didn’t have much to do with each other growing up, who often clashed and who spent time with different friends, often enjoy a close relationship in adulthood as they reminisce about their parents’ approach to discipline, and other shared memories.


			In summary, despite the many disadvantages of large families – the lack of parental time, relatively fewer opportunities to learn from adults, and probably fewer material resources available for each individual – the compensations are many. There are numerous opportunities to learn different ways of behaving: as a giver, a receiver, a comforter, a teacher.


			In a larger family, the focus is taken away from the parents because the other siblings also play an important role in shaping relationships as well as cognitive and social skills.


			When there are a number of children in the family, they’ll be forced to negotiate and compromise in the face of fewer resources, and therefore become more innovative. Their greater social skills and their adaptability will serve them well throughout their lives. Finally, children in large families are likely always to have someone they can call on. They’ll be able to obtain different sorts of help and advice because of the variety of talent all around them. This is a resource they’ll have for the rest of their lives, and it’s one that’s more useful and more precious than any amount of material goods.


			
Summary



			The number of children you choose to have will affect the relationships they form with one another. In smaller families, rivalry and competition predominate, whereas in larger families there will be more cooperation and caretaking behaviours. In the longer term, however, the closeness of the bonds between siblings, however many sisters and brothers they have, will be determined not just by family size, but also by a number of mediating factors, including the spacing between your children, their gender differences and, most important of all, on your input and attitudes.


			Let’s turn now to these other factors. 
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