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Welcome to
THE
EVERYTHING®

PARENT'S GUIDES

As a parent, you're swamped with conflicting advice and parenting techniques that tell you what is best for your child. THE EVERYTHING® PARENT'S GUIDES get right to the point about specific issues. They give you the most recent, up-to-date information on parenting trends, behavior issues, and health concerns—providing you with a detailed resource to help you ease your parenting anxieties.

THE EVERYTHING® PARENT'S GUIDES are an extension of the bestselling Everything® series in the parenting category. These family-friendly books are designed to be a one-stop guide for parents. If you want authoritative information on specific topics not fully covered in other books, THE EVERYTHING® PARENT'S GUIDES are the perfect resource to ensure that you raise a healthy, confident child.

Visit the entire Everything® series at www.everything.com




THE
EVERYTHING®

PARENT'S GUIDE TO

Raising Siblings

Dear Reader,

In too many households, children's spats, squabbles, testing, tattling, bickering, dickering, and arguments undermine the quality of family life. Popular wisdom has it that most sibling conflict stems from rivalry. Many people think an inborn urge to complete causes most toddler upsets, preschool children's clashes, elementary school arguments, teenage sibling fights, and adult sibling rifts. Since popular wisdom has it that sibling rivalry is innate, many parents think there isn't much they can do to shore up their children's relationships and help them get along. Many professionals urge parents to ignore as much of the unpleasantness as possible and keep a stiff upper lip amid the shrieks of “it's my turn” and “it's not fair!” But ignoring problems doesn't make them go away; they need to be addressed and solved! Research shows that parents are the key factors in how well children get along.

What unites siblings is the bond that develops as they interact and take care of one another. But little humans aren't born knowing how to serve as helpmates, much less as one another's companions and friends. Even dear friends step on one another's toes from time to time. Children must be taught to resolve their disputes without damaging their relationship. Once you know how to nurture sibling bonds and help children of all ages build and maintain positive relationships, you will be ready to tackle the project at home. It is in your power to make your one-big-happy-family dream come true!
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Introduction

Until the first few decades of the 1900s, most brothers and sisters enjoyed warm, loving relationships. In fact, many siblings were closer to one another than to their parents. The downhill slide in sibling relationships began when the theories of the father of psychiatry, Sigmund Freud, became popular. As Freud studied adults suffering from serious mental illness, he noted that sibling rivalry was a recurring theme in their family backgrounds. Freud maintained that every child's instinctive goal is to gain exclusive possession of his mother. Even siblings who don't actively compete for her attention harbor terrible desires buried deep in their unconscious to oust potential rivals from the family nest.

At first, Freud's notions struck the general public as ridiculous. It was obvious that most siblings were protective and loving, and they served as lifelong companions and friends. But Freud maintained that small sibling conflicts over minor issues betrayed the dangerous emotions swirling inside. Eventually, psychiatrists embraced Freud's theories. As his views gained in popularity, parents became afraid. The biblical story of Cain and Abel seemed to prove that nasty bouts of sibling rivalry could be triggered unexpectedly with disastrous consequences. Small sibling squabbles set off alarm bells in parents' minds. Parents began protecting their children from one another and tried to suppress conflict for fear it might turn vicious. This weakened sibling bonds and made it harder for youngsters to settle their disputes. Sibling relationships began to deteriorate.
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In the 1960s, psychologists agreed that harboring negative emotions caused lots of problems but believed that suppressing anger made matters worse. Mental health professionals used the example of a pressure cooker to explain how keeping a lid on anger could cause uncontrolled, out-of-the-blue explosions. The way to prevent them was to vent when tensions started to heat up. They viewed sibling squabbles and spats as serving as psychological safety valves. “Let it all hang out” became a popular strategy for building better relationships. When children were perturbed or irritated with one another, many parents encouraged them to say exactly what was on their minds. Professionals soon discovered that words spoken in anger were more likely to undermine relationships than improve them. Psychologists stopped recommending that people vent anger to prevent explosions. Instead, anger was likened to garbage, and people were warned about the danger of dumping it on loved ones. Behavioral psychologists discovered that rewarding good behavior and withholding rewards when children misbehaved could eliminate most problems. Parents were told to reward siblings when they got along and ignore the rest. Some children's behavior improved, but ignoring troublesome behavior doesn't necessarily make it go away and certainly doesn't teach children how to solve conflicts. Squabbles became more frequent and intense in many homes.

To explain why so many siblings who lived in luxury battled over bread crumbs, Darwin suggested that the age-old struggle for the survival of the fittest was encoded in children's genes. He maintained that the urge to outdo others was inborn, and there was no way that parents could hope to eliminate competitive struggles. Since competing at home prepared children to compete and win in the bigger game of life, siblings' determination to outdo one another might actually be beneficial. The theory made sense, and most parents came to accept a lot of conflict as normal, if very trying. Some encouraged their children to compete, hoping to prepare them for the dog-eat-dog world they would encounter as adults. But the notion that human possess an inborn urge to compete was in error. Sibling infighting does not give human families an advantage. In The Science of Good and Evil, author Michael Shermer points out that the time-tested strategy for survival has been for family members to cooperate and work together. In this way, they can more effectively compete with predators and other families when food and water are scarce.

Outdated psychiatric theories and misunderstandings about evolutionary theory continue to color professionals' opinions about the challenges modern families face. In Linked for Life: How Our Siblings Affect Our Lives, author Marvin D. Todd writes, “Sisters and brothers respond to each other with rivalry, hate, love, envy, jealousy, resentment and more.” This statement would shock most parents around the globe, just as Freud's negative statements shocked parents in the early 1900s. But now that so many siblings relate more like enemies than friends, many parents consider advice from authors like Katherine Schlaerth very sensible. In her book, Raising a Large Family, Schlaerth states that sibling fights are to be expected and that family rules against fighting will be impossible to enforce. Like most parenting experts, Schlaerth seems to assume that because infighting among U.S. toddlers, tweens, and teens is now so common, it has always gone on everywhere. Ignorance about the past and about the current state of sibling relationships in most of the world have led many people to believe that the problems have always existed and are universal.

The first step to helping your children get along is to ignore friends and experts who say that sibling rivalry is a given and that sibling relationships are destined to be poor. The next step is to help your children bond and form strong positive attachments. Finally, you must teach siblings how to resolve their disagreements and settle their conflicts so they can sustain healthy relationships. Don't doubt your ability to help your children grow in understanding and love. Parents around the world have been succeeding since the beginning of time. So can you.


CHAPTER 1

Sibling Myths and Realities

Contrary to what many people believe, children don't need compatible personalities or similar interests to get along. Experiences do more to shape personality than genes, and as siblings interact, they mold and shape one another. Sibling rivalry is not innate. Although sibling competition can be fun and inspires many children to improve, it can also be very negative and destructive. Children are not harmed by being actively involved in taking care of one another, as many people think. Caregiving enhances bonding.

Myth 1: Siblings Need to Be Compatible to Get Along

Many parenting books and articles say that some siblings simply cannot get along because they lack common interests and their personalities are incompatible. Millions of siblings like Rebecca and her brother prove that siblings can be as different as night and day and still enjoy one another as friends and companions.

There was only a two-year age difference between Henry and me. But we don't even look alike, and our personalities are totally different. As kids, Henry was a daredevil, and I didn't like to roughhouse. There wasn't anybody else near our age in our neighborhood; so, if we wanted a playmate, we had to make do with one another. When we roller-skated or rode bikes, Henry jumped curbs, raced, and did tricks while I coasted along. That didn't stop us from having fun. When Henry wanted to build a tree house, he had to do it on the ground because I was afraid of heights. When we finished, Henry wanted to turn it into a jail and play cops and robbers. Hiked to line up my dolls and play school or house. We started off taking turns, doing things his way for awhile and then switching. Then we combined our games. I was the teacher in an old-time schoolhouse, and my dolls were my students. We pretended a robber broke in, and Henry rescued us. When I was the policeman, I put Henry in jail and sentenced him to do homework and take tests. We had a lot of fun.
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Henry was kind of wild as a teenager. He dropped out of high school and worked at odd jobs before getting his GED and joining the military. I went straight to college and got a degree. We still don't really have much in common. I'm married with kids, and Henry is single. He only likes action and thriller movies, which I really can't stand. He bowls, fishes, hunts, likes football, and keeps up with the news. I could care less about those things. But I can tell him anything. When I have a problem, Henry gives me a lot of very sound, down-to-earth, brotherly advice. Often, it's me giving him sisterly advice about women. I guess our only real shared interest is each other and our parents. That seems to be enough.

Like Rebecca and Henry, all siblings have at least two common interests: their relationship and their families. Many children with other shared interests might seem to have what it takes to get along but relate like rivals, not friends. No personalities are essentially incompatible, and even children with many of the same personality traits don't get along well. Many strong-willed children with similar personalities butt heads because they try to dominate and control one another. Rather than having their parents write them off as incompatible, they need to be taught how to compromise, negotiate, and take turns making decisions. Meanwhile, mild-mannered youngsters who are as alike as two peas in a pod may invent disagreements to try to establish separate identities. Their difficulties getting along are often a reaction to all the pressure to be exactly alike.
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Sibling relationships typically outlast all others, enduring longer than relationships with children, parents, and spouses. Because childhood experiences are so formative, siblings help mold and shape one another's personalities. Many siblings are deeply involved in providing end-of-life care.



Myth 2: Genes Determine How Siblings Behave

In the last few decades, news flashes from genetic researchers have given rise to the myth that heredity dictates everything from eye color to alcoholism. That should make siblings more alike than different because each youngster inherits half of his genes from his mother and half from his father. But it doesn't. Even identical twins with identical genes react differently to the very same experiences. They have different tastes in everything from clothes to hobbies to food. Many excel in different sports and academic subjects. Although you are likely to note some similarities among your children, the differences between your newborns are likely to be pronounced. You can expect them to differ even more as separate life experiences mold and shape them.

The findings that geneticists find so impressive are likely to leave the average man and woman wondering what the excitement is all about. The fact that siblings are 50 percent alike regarding a certain trait also means that they are 50 percent different. In Separate Lives: Why Siblings Are So Different, authors Judy Dunn and Robert Plomin point out that one of the areas of strongest similarity for siblings of the same sex is height. But even here, the similarities hardly seem meaningful. Francis Galton found that the average difference between the brothers he studied was only 1.5 inches and that between unrelated boys the difference was about 2.5 inches. So brothers are more similar. However, the author goes on to ask, “But how important is the difference between 1.5 and 2.5 inches?” Of course, these figures are merely group averages. When siblings from the same family are examined, their differences tend to be much more dramatic. The average difference in height for the brothers Galton studied was only 1.5 inches, but when individual pairs of brothers were measured, their height varied from under one-half inch to more than one foot!

Authors Dunn and Plomin also point out that 80 percent of siblings have differences in the color of their eyes that can be easily detected. For other physical features such as hair color and curliness, the detectable differences rise to 90 percent. If one sibling suffers from hay fever, there is only a 14 percent chance that a sibling will also be afflicted. Allergies are believed to be partly hereditary, but when another child is chosen at random from the general population, the chance of that child having hay fever is also 14 percent!
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Because siblings are different, they react differently to the very same experiences. The child-rearing methods that work for one may not work for another. You need to treat each child differently: like an individual!



Genes are not written in stone, as most high school biology students conclude when they learn how baby peas inherit traits from their parents. Genes turn on and off all the time in response to the environment. For example, too much sun exposure can turn on the genes that cause skin cancer. So even if both children inherit the skin cancer gene, parents who insist that their children slather on sunscreen can help protect them from developing what is in essence a genetic disease.

Many parents believe they can do nothing about their children's poor relationships. “They have strong-willed temperaments,” parents say. “One is especially spirited. Even as a baby, he was stubborn and had a fit if he didn't get his way.” “My son is a sweet, easy-going sort,” other parents report. “He and the baby just took to each other right away.” In the realm of behavior, siblings' degree of similarity for personality traits, mental disorders, and even IQ are so low as to be quite useless for purposes of prediction. Knowing one child's peculiarities, problems, or intellect won't help you guess whether another of your children will be similarly blessed or cursed. That even goes for schizophrenia, which strikes both members of sets of identical twins often enough for doctors to have declared it a genetic mental illness. Identical twins have all the same genes; yet in over half of the identical twin sets in which one twin has schizophrenia, the other twin does not. Chronic stress and trauma are believed to turn on the genes that cause certain mental and behavioral disorders, but the roller-coaster ride that one child considers fun may be much too scary for another. Each parenting decision must be tailor-made for each child.
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My child has a genetic disorder and wants a sibling. Dare I have another?
Ask your doctor how often the disorder occurs in the general population and among siblings. Ask if there are other factors that increase the risk, such as being an older mother or having had previous pregnancies. Then ask him to help you calculate the risk.



Myth 3: Siblings Aren't That Important

When Freudian theories became popular early in the 1900s, mothers came to be viewed as critical for their children to the virtual exclusion of everyone else, including fathers. Freud regarded siblings as more of a threat than an asset. Many parents in countries where he had an influence wonder whether siblings actually benefit children. Researchers haven't provided many clear-cut answers. Following siblings across the decades to see how their personalities and relationships unfold poses daunting challenges. The results of the few research studies that have been carried out are hard to assess. Most investigations are conducted in the United States, where many children have very poor relationships. Statistical studies are in vogue, and there's no way to calculate the benefit of crawling into an older sibling's bed when the monsters living in the closet slip into a darkened bedroom or penetrate a dream. Many children make one another miserable because they fight over toys and won't share. But they share worries when their parents drink or are late getting home, and undoubtedly, that has far more value. Many children say they would rather be an only child because their sibling is so difficult. But would they feel better spending their after school hours alone in an empty house while their parents are at work or prefer to play those endless video games by themselves?

The little research that has been done shows that the effects of having siblings are mixed. Children who put one another down erode one another's self-esteem. Positive sibling relationships protect against some of the negative effects of certain childhood traumas, such as parental divorce and child maltreatment, according to a 2003 article in the Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry.

Intellectual Stimulation

Later-born children learn a lot from watching and interacting with their older siblings. Younger children tend to finish potty training earlier, thanks to their sibling role models. It was long assumed that the youngest sibling in a pair reaps most of the intellectual benefits, but a 2005 study found that “First-born children seem to learn from teaching their younger siblings, contrary to the common notion that younger children benefit by learning from their elders,” according to Kjell Salvanes, one of the authors of an article published in Harvard's Quarterly Journal of Economics. This is consistent with findings that a good way to boost academic achievement is to tutor someone else. Peer tutors typically learn about as much as they teach.

Social Stimulation

Several studies have concluded that siblings may actually play a larger role than parents in teaching important social skills. By learning to share and take turns with siblings, children learn the interpersonal skills needed to maintain good relationships with classmates and other peers. Siblings provide more compelling lessons than parents about the need to be considerate and respectful of other peoples' boundaries and personal possessions. That's because children tend to be less tolerant of misbehavior and are quicker to impose consequences than adults, who commonly back down and give in when a persistent youngster begs, wheedles, and whines. From the toddler who pushes a brother to punish him for grabbing a toy to the teen who slams his bedroom door in his sister's face to keep her out, siblings deliver messages that are hard to miss. They are more consistent about confronting misbehavior than parents, who often look the other way.
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However well or poorly siblings get along, by simply being present during one another's formative years, they serve as witnesses to what occurred and provide vital links to the past. That helps children stay connected to themselves.



Siblings can also have a decidedly negative influence on one other. A host of researchers has found that negative or coercive sibling interactions lead to problem behavior in other social settings. G. R. Patterson and L. Bank reported in Sibling Relationships: Their Causes and Consequences that if parents fail to monitor their children, don't discipline them to control aggressive interactions, and don't reinforce their positive attempts to relate to one another, all of the siblings tend to become increasingly aggressive and antisocial. A lot of sibling conflict during early childhood leads to increased acting out and poorer social relationships in elementary school. Negative sibling exchanges during elementary school are associated with antisocial behavior in adolescence and with criminal activity in young adult life, according to research conducted by L. Bank and B. Burraston and reported in 2001 in the Journal of Community Psychology. The lessons siblings teach one another about getting along with others can be very destructive. You need to be in charge to be sure that your children's lessons are good ones!

Myth 4: Sibling Rivalry Is Innate

Sociobiologists have observed that in other species sibling rivalry is often fierce from the start. Baby birds push one another aside when a parent arrives with food, caring only about their own survival. The life-and-death struggle seems heartless and brutal, but given that survival is at stake, it is understandable that the war for worms would be waged without empathy or compassion. Humans are animals, too, and it seems reasonable to assume that little Homo sapiens would also be genetically programmed to engage in a lot of no-holds-barred competition. This would certainly explain why so many U.S. siblings work overtime to land the biggest piece of cake and the first place in line at the zoo. But in most human cultures, sibling rivalry is not considered normal at all, perhaps because youngsters are not treated like peers. When they act like peers, they are helped to embrace their role as older and younger siblings by being taught how to behave toward one another. It is generally understood that siblings get upset with one another for many different reasons. Caring for one another is regarded as an important responsibility. Even two-year-olds gladly dedicate themselves to tending to the baby and are proud of their ability to help him. Older children trot off to school hand in hand and play together after school. They are friends, but there is little squabbling because older children are in charge. They have been carefully taught how to lead without bossing. Adult siblings tend to be more egalitarian; though in some cultures, the firstborn continues to take the lead in making family decisions. Adult siblings are friends and may help raise one another's children. Aging siblings take care of one another when they are ill or injured and provide one another's end-of-life care.

The biblical story of Cain and Abel describes how sibling rivalry reared its ugly head when one child's offerings were praised and accepted, while his brother's were scorned and rejected. Rivalry has long been a part of the human condition, but most cultures have many safeguards to ensure that it doesn't poison families. Many of the traditional protections have vanished in industrialized nations, where traditional sibling hierarchies have been toppled and children are commonly raised to relate to one another as peers. Nevertheless, the problem of sibling rivalry is vastly overblown, according to The Sibling Bond. Authors Stephen P. Bank and Michael D. Kahn state, “What used to be called sibling rivalry still does occur, but it is often due to the disorganization and fragmentation of the American family in a world of jarring and confusing change.” Children growing up in chaotic homes are more likely to fight with one another, as well as with their classmates, teachers, neighbors, coaches, employers, and everyone else. Their stormy sibling relationships undoubtedly add to their turmoil, but it really doesn't make sense to attribute their sibling arguments and ill will to rivalry. But because parents are so sensitive to the problem of rivalry, many imagine it to be the cause of virtually every sibling clash.

Even in the United States, children tend to leave their childhood squabbles behind in adolescence and turn to one another as companions, confidantes, and friends. They help raise one another's children, aid one another during times of trouble, share responsibilities for aging parents, and care for one another in their own old age. They function as lifelong sources of love, nurturance, and support.

Myth 5: Competing with Siblings Is Healthy

In Beyond Good and Evil: Why People Cheat, Gossip, Care, Share, and Follow the Golden Rule, author Michael Shermer reviews the age-old struggle for survival of the fittest and comes up with a different conclusion. He notes that when humans first appeared on earth about 100,000 years ago, they lived in small bands of related individuals. Tribes are a relatively recent development, having appeared about 10,000 years ago. Humans didn't begin to form larger social groupings until the last 5,000 years, when they banned together in chiefdoms, states, and finally empires. Still, the family remains the basic social institution, existing in all cultures present and past. Although there have always been wars over food, land, water, and other resources that people regarded as essential, each family had a better chance of surviving if its members worked together. That meant cooperating and holding infighting to a minimum. Competition with other families and with other species aided survival. But individuals were more likely to survive if they were part of a family that could work cooperatively. It is now understood that the same holds true for many other species. Even lion cubs cuddle together for warmth and play together to practice the skills they will need to tend to families of their own. They may appear quite fierce as they stage mock battles, but they avoid using their sharp teeth and claws to hurt one another.
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The family is the most basic social institution, and it has withstood the test of time. When modern families fail, the cause is usually internal. Eliminate destructive infighting, control competition among family members, and teach siblings to cooperate.



To help ensure that individuals don't put their personal interests above the common good, families have rules, just as larger human social institutions have laws to promote harmony and lessen strife among their members. Otherwise, infighting saps too many resources, and the members split into warring factions or are defeated by outsiders. Even in the dog-eat-dog world of the modern corporation, managers now recognize that unfettered competition is destructive when it occurs in-house because individual employees or departments end up functioning like rivals. Employee softball teams provide opportunities for people to compete in ways that won't hurt the company. Sales groups may compete with other districts or regions, but competition within a team is bad for the bottom line. Productivity improves when employees who must work together to do their jobs get along. Cooperation and collaboration are rules of the modern corporate game.

Whether or not it is beneficial for families to compete in an effort to keep up with or outdo the Joneses, competition within a family is likely to do more harm than good. Children devote time and energy to trying to outdo and tear down one another instead of dedicating their efforts to improving. They are more likely to win when they work together to give one another a leg up as they try to climb to the top. Spending their time trying to pull one another down to subvert each other's progress makes it harder for them to get anywhere.

Some parents consider a certain amount of competition among siblings to be desirable. They believe that as siblings strive to outdo and outshine one another, they develop competitive skills that will serve them well in the outside world. If parents consider sibling competition to be healthy they may pit their children against one another, hold them up to one another as examples, and in other ways work to promote competition. Competition among siblings may in fact provide the motivation that spurs youngsters to try to better themselves. But for competition to be effective the children must not undermine one another or try to advance at one another's expense. Otherwise too much of their time and energy will be devoted to warding off attacks from other family members.

Myth 6: Sibling Responsibilities Are Harmful

Until just a few generations ago, siblings worked at home when they weren't in school. Parents taught older children to take care of younger ones, and older siblings related to younger ones like little parents. This pattern changed in some countries when reliable birth control reduced family size, time-saving household appliances eased mothers' workloads, and a combination of social and economic factors made child-rearing a full-time job for most women. After World War II, mothers did the housework during the day while children attended school and fathers worked. After school and on weekends, parents entertained children, or they entertained themselves with toys and television. Older siblings began relating as playmates and peers instead of as helpmates and caregivers. As traditional sibling roles dissolved, the chain of command became fuzzy. Siblings clashed more as they struggled for dominance and control, and sibling bonds weakened. Children attended school, did homework, completed a small chore which had been assigned to help them develop self-discipline, and had a lot of latitude about how to spend their leisure time. The notion of childhood as a carefree life stage came into vogue and took on a life of its own. It came to be considered a necessary ingredient for a happy childhood.

When women began entering the labor force en masse in the 1960s, parents' workloads increased dramatically. They feared that giving children more chores would ruin their chances for a happy childhood; so, parents were hesitant to put them back to work. Older siblings didn't know what to do or how to help with younger ones, and many resented having to forfeit their leisure time. Younger children resented having the siblings they had come to regard as peers take charge and tell them what to do. Older children found it hard to nurture them. When younger children were upset, they wanted Mommy or Daddy, not the child they squabbled with over toys. With the proliferation of dual-income families and single-parent households, teachers and psychologists noted that many children were more troubled. Often their problems could be traced to a single cause: The youngsters weren't getting enough time and positive attention from their busy parents. Since stormy sibling relationships were also a major source of childhood stress, professionals urged parents to set aside one-on-one time to provide individual time and attention. As parents and children retreated behind closed doors for private chats, siblings fell behind on one another's news. They lost track of what was happening in one another's lives and lost touch with one another as people.

Although families remain small, it is likely that siblings have become substantially more important in the last half-century. Family moves have reduced many children's involvement with extended family members to occasional holiday gatherings. The many single-parent households, dual-income families, and longer workweeks have further reduced parent/child contact, but many siblings spend more time together than in the past. Many toddlers and preschool children share a babysitter; elementary and high school students spend time alone together until their parents return from work.

Siblings now average more time with one another than with their parents, and their need for one another may never have been greater. But for many children, siblings are sources of considerable anxiety, frustration, and suffering. The child-rearing practices that promoted strong sibling attachments have been abandoned. Many older siblings don't know how to care for younger ones, and younger siblings resist when older children try. Many siblings relate like peers when no adult is on hand to supervise or mediate their disputes. They argue incessantly or take pains to avoid so much unpleasantness by keeping a distance, which causes them to become even more alienated. Parents who want to help their children get along face some significant challenges. The first is to find ways to nurture the sibling bond.


CHAPTER 2

Nurturing Sibling Relationships

Researchers have turned up some startling facts about what makes for good sibling relationships. The children's personalities and interests are really not that important. Siblings who are as different as night and day—or as alike as two peas in a pod—are likely to be very close if they treat one another with respect, empathy, and compassion. But little humans aren't born knowing how to relate to others. You need to help them understand one another's feelings.

Parent Role Models

Ken isn't sure why he and his sister are so close. But like so many siblings who are dear friends, all of his family relationships are warm.

When you live under the same roof with another person, you are bound to rub one another the wrong way from time to time, but I don't remember having argued with my sister. Once when I was about twelve and Karen was about six, she borrowed the favorite baseball cap my grandfather had given me just before he died. It was very special to me. I kept it hanging on my bedroom wall. Karen had begged me to let her wear it, and I gave in. She lost it. Karen felt so bad that I couldn't be mad at her. In fact, I ended up comforting her. She couldn't stand for anything bad to happen to me, and I felt the same way about her. We are still that way.
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My friends didn't think girls were cool, and they teased me if I let my sister play with us. So sometimes I talked to Karen before my friends came over, explaining that we needed to be by ourselves to do guy stuff. I'd promise to do something special to make it up to her after my friends left. Usually that worked, but not always. Once she accused me of caring more about my friends than her. I explained they wouldn't play with me anymore if I let a girl play with us, which was dumb, but there was nothing I could do to change it. I felt like a heel. Sometimes when my friends wanted to play, I told them I wanted to get together but had to babysit my sister; so, I had to let her play, too. They never objected, but once a friend who came over to play asked how come I had to babysit when my mom was home. I said my mom was busy and didn't want to be disturbed too much. I was lying, but at least I was better than some of the other kids. When my best friend's little brother tried to play with us, my friend would yell at him to leave us alone and didn't care if he cried. My parents probably would have killed me for pulling a stunt like that. They're really into respecting everybody.

Research investigations have found that how well siblings get along has more to do with the kind of example their parents set than with the children's personalities and temperaments. The best way to nurture positive sibling relationships is to be a good role model. Treat your children and spouse with respect, empathy, and compassion, and your youngsters are likely to behave similarly toward one another. Are you modeling enough of these positive qualities for your children to absorb them? A good way to find out is by observing what your children say and do during creative play. While playing house with dolls and puppets and inventing stories about pretend mommies, daddies, and children, youngsters demonstrate an amazing ability to capture and reenact what transpires at home. They imitate their parents' body posture, use the same tone of voice, and even repeat some of the phrases their family members use.

Children learn more impressive lessons from watching how their parents handle their personal upsets than from being told what to do. Beware of barking commands such as “Don't talk that way to your brother!” and “Be nice to your sister!” Some parents punish a child who violates the “no hitting” rule by spanking. They grab a disputed toy away from a child to teach him not to grab. Such disciplinary methods actually teach children to bark commands at one another and to hit and grab. At best, they learn to behave in your presence and mimic you by mistreating one another behind your back.
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Is your child mimicking your harsh words, strident tones, angry threats, derogatory asides, and sarcastic comments? Stress management, parenting classes, anger management classes, and therapy can help you learn to cope so you can set a good example!



Boosting Emotional Intelligence

Psychologists now recognize that emotional intelligence (EQ) is as important as intellectual ability (IQ) for long-term success in everything from relationships to academics and employment. Schools help children develop their intellect, but the job of teaching youngsters about the world of human emotions falls to parents. No infant can identify his emotions, and all handle upsets by crying. They must be taught. Girls are generally more adept at identifying feelings—the necessary first step to being able to manage them appropriately. It is unclear whether the structure of girl's brains or the way they are raised gives them an advantage. Parents generally do a better job of recognizing and responding to their little girls' feelings than their little boys'. When a toddler girl picks up the family cat by the ears, parents are generally more able to comprehend that their daughter simply likes the kitty, wants to play with it, but doesn't know how. When the cat bites a daughter, her parents are likely to comfort her and explain that kitties don't like being picked up by the ears because it hurts them. Parents are apt to take the time to show her how to make friends by petting the cat gently so as not to scare it. The end result is that little girls learn how to get along with kitties. When a little boy picks up the family cat by the ears, parents tend to view him as being aggressive and perhaps cruel. If they simply punish him for bothering the cat and admonish him to leave it alone, the same unhappy scene is likely to be repeated the next time he tries to interact with the cat. He may behave even more aggressively toward a cat if it repays his friendly overtures by biting him and getting him into trouble. Little boys need to learn the language of feelings, too. It is important to take the time to teach them!

Feelings Children Need to Know







	Abandoned    
	Enchanted      
	Mad
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