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INTRODUCTION

One of the greatest sources of stress for families with closely spaced children is also one of society’s best-kept secrets.  Harsh feelings and aggressive actions among brothers and sisters born a few years apart routinely torment their parents, but the topic is rarely talked about openly.  As a result, while thousands of mothers and fathers suffer from the scourge of severe sibling rivalry, each one tends to do so in isolation – and sometimes even in shame.
Part of the problem may be found in the television-imposed ideal of the American family.  Although the offspring of Bradys, Waltons and Huxtables do not necessarily get along ALL the time, most of their conflicts consist of good-natured teasing, and when push comes to shove, they generally can be counted on to abandon their conflicts and pull together to promote peace and prosperity for the entire clan.  When a family’s personal experience contrasts sharply with what they have seen on the screen repeatedly, they typically conclude that there must be something wrong with THEM, rather than something amiss in Hollywood’s capacity to portray reality accurately.

The fact is that if you go into hundreds of homes and spend thousands of hours watching what goes on all day long, day after day, you will learn that the overwhelming majority of families who have children spaced less than three years apart are chronically plagued by unpleasant confrontations between kids.  Of course, there are plenty of exceptions.  Such close spacing does not make severe rivalry inevitable, nor does wider spacing guarantee peace and quiet.

However, as a rule, compared to a scheme where there is an only child or where there is a four or five-year gap between brothers and sisters, the challenge of coping with three children under the age of five, for instance, often becomes a nightmare.  When the confusion and self-condemnation of the parents are added gradually to the jealousy and hostility that already exists among the children, it gets to be an increasingly sad state of affairs.
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Fortunately, if you observe very closely and examine what is going on from the perspective of the key players, you also will learn that severe sibling rivalry under such circumstances is perfectly natural.  It may even be interpreted as a healthy sign to a certain extent.  Moreover, you can achieve an understanding of the individual and interpersonal dynamics involved.  While that understanding may not enable you to eliminate the unpleasantness, it will allow you to take effective steps toward alleviating it as much as possible.

                                                                                      Michael K. Meyerhoff, Ed.D.

                                                                                      William Gladden Foundation
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WHY DO VERY YOUNG CHILDREN HAVE DIFFICULTY ACCEPTING A NEW SIBLING?
When a child is introduced to a competitor for his mother and father’s attention, it is quite normal for him to resent the intrusion.  In fact, if the child accepted the situation without reservation, one would have to worry that he had not been receiving the prompt, personal nurturing from his parents that is extremely important during the early years.  If the child is under age three when the new sibling arrives, his jealousy and hostility are especially strong for two reasons: 1) he has an awful lot of lose and 2) he has very limited mental skills to help him deal with the losses.

WHAT MORE DOES A VERY YOUNG CHILD HAVE TO LOSE THAN DOES AN OLDER CHILD?

During the first two or three years of life, a child’s world centers on his home environment, and the majority of his emotional energy is focused on establishing and defining his relationship with his parents.  In contrast, a four or five-year-old ordinarily has fully formed his essential parental attachment.  Moreover, by this age, the child usually has entered regular out-of-home activities such as nursery school, and his interpersonal interests have expanded to include age-mates and other adults.  In other words, never again will a child’s relationship with his mother and father be more intimate and intense than during infancy and toddlerhood.

WHY IS TALKING TO A VERY YOUNG CHILD ABOUT ALL THIS LIKELY TO BE FUTILE?

Infants and toddlers receive and understand messages in very basic and fundamental ways.  Verbal assurances, beyond their inflection and tone, are lost on very young children.  Only direct, mainly physical interactions have real significance, and since the child’s attention span and memory are still relatively short, the “quality” of such interactions do not completely compensate for a lack of “quantity.”  An older child may be able to figure out and eventually feel comfortable with the notion that the addition of a sibling to the family does not diminish his standing, but an infant or toddler simply is not equipped with the cognitive tools that would allow this to take place without pain.

IF THE PARENTS SHOW “ACCEPTANCE” OF THE NEW ARRIVAL, WON’T THE OLDER SIBLING FOLLOW SUIT?
As mature and rational adults, parents have difficulty appreciating the fact that their one or two-year-old cannot experience the introduction of a new sibling in the same way and on the same level as they do.  While parents are capable of entertaining ideas about love increasing the more it is shared, and can draw inspiration from the intricate tales about siblings supporting one another, their baby can only come up with a deep sense of outrage in response to what he perceives as a brutal blow that hits him square in the guts.
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WHAT IS THE EMOTIONAL EXPERIENCE LIKE FOR THE OLDER SIBLING?
Imagine a young woman who finds her Prince Charming.  He is sensitive and attentive.  She marries him, and her life becomes as wonderful as she always dreamed it would be.  Then, her husband announces something startling.  He says, “Honey, have I got great news for you!  I am going to bring home another woman to live with us.  She is a little younger than you are, and a little prettier.  Because she is new to the family, I will be spending more time with her than with you for a while, but I want you to remember that she will be OUR second wife, and I will expect you to love her just as much as I do.”  Mothers and fathers fail to realize that they are asking their infant or toddler to undergo essentially the same emotional ordeal when they present him with a new sibling.

WHAT IS THE EXPERIENCE LIKE WITH TWINS?

Although there is not enough research to give definite answers, researchers do have some tentative insights.  On one hand, it seems that rivalry between twins rarely becomes very severe, probably because neither one experiences a “Garden of Eden” existence that is later invaded by the other.  Conversely, problems with other siblings may increase because younger twins can rob older siblings of twice the parental attention they would otherwise receive, and older twins can “gang up” on a younger brother or sister.  Moreover, under either set of circumstances, adults (especially those outside the family) sometimes are inclined to treat twins as “special,” making matters even worse.

DOES A “SIBLING PREPARATION” PROGRAM HELP?

The purpose of a sibling preparation program is to help the younger sibling better understand and adjust to the concept of a new arrival by reading her relevant stories, including her in special discussions and taking her to see the maternity ward.  However, although these activities appear to provide a quick and easy solution to the sibling rivalry problem, that usually is not the case.  Remember, if the child is over three, a complex program of this sort is not necessary.  If the child is under three, it simply will not work very well because infants and toddlers do not have the language skills, memory capacity, abstract thinking ability and other cognitive tools required to reap the full benefit from such activities.
WHAT CAN ONE REDUCE THE OLDER SIBLING’S EMOTIONAL STRESS?

It helps to refrain from making a fuss over the baby in front of the older child.  This may be “common sense,” but only if one is alert enough to treat the older child like a jealous lover.  Unfortunately, many parents are so overjoyed with the new baby that they forget how hurtful their exuberance can be to their first-born.  This is not to suggest that one refrain from expressing affection toward the second-born, but there is no need for her brother to have his nose rubbed in it.
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HOW CAN PARENTS REASSURE OLDER SIBLINGS OF THEIR LOVE?
The best thing to do is to give the older sibling at least a half-hour of undivided attention every day.  Talk to an infant or toddler in language he truly understands.  Many parents mistakenly try to reassure their first-born by simply “telling” him that he is cherished as much as before the baby’s arrival.  Unfortunately, this will not work unless something that has real meaning for him backs up the words (and in his mind, attention equals love).  Wise parents set aside a daily period in which they and the older sibling do something special together ALONE (reading to him while rocking the baby does not count).

IS IT A GOOD IDEA TO GET THE OLDER SIBLING OUT OF THE HOUSE ON OCCASION?

Deciding when an infant or toddler is ready for regular out-of-home experiences (such as playgroups or nursery school) takes on a new dimension when a baby enters the mix.  Parents should not rush an older child into such activities before he is ready, but it may be wise to try pushing borderline cases to the “go” side under these circumstances.  The benefits of relieving the child from the many stresses that result from tending a newborn will compensate for the few adverse effects.  As long as the out-of-home experience is appropriate and enjoyable, it is unlikely that the child will feel he is being “kicked out.”

SHOULD THE OLDER SIBLING BE ENCOURAGED TO PARTICIPATE IN THE BABY’S CARE?

Even the most resentful infant or toddler will show some curiosity about the new arrival, and since being with his parents is what he most wants, he often may appear eager to “join in” when they are tending to the baby’s needs.  At such times, it is wide to encourage the child’s interest, as long as he performs whatever roles are within his capacities.  Unfortunately, many parents unwittingly “take advantage” of the fact that they now have a little helper around, and soon start requesting (even requiring) that he provide assistance routinely, instead of only when he is inclined to do so.  Rather than instilling responsibility, this forced participation is likely to build resentment.
WHEN WILL THE OLDER SIBLING BEGIN SHOWING HOSTILITY?

The older sibling’s initial reaction to the new baby is usually rather mild.  After all, the baby spends most of her time sleeping in a small box in another room, and thus does not pose an immediate threat.  As the months go by, however, the child slowly starts to sense he is losing some parental attention to his sibling, and he may try to win it back my imitating the new object of their affections.  Consequently, parents may find that the child refuses to walk and insist on being carried, reverts to crying instead of talking and abandons achievements in toilet training and other returns to “baby behavior.”
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HOW SHOULD ONE HANDLE THIS REGRESSION?
While the older sibling’s return to “baby behavior” may alarm and irritate the parents, they should not overact or criticize the child.  Punishing him for things that do not bother them, and even bring delight when his little sister does them, will only increase his confusion and contempt.  Treat such episodes casually.  Make an extra effort to vigorously praise and reward all instances of age-appropriate behavior.  Remember, the older sibling views the baby as a formidable foe in a battle for parental approval; discouraging him from acting “like her” may be counterproductive, while emphasizing the advantages of acting “like a big boy” and “one of us” can work like a charm.

WHEN DO SERIOUS PROBLEMS USUALLY BEGIN?

Sibling rivalry tends to explode when the baby passes six or seven months of age and begins to crawl, climb, walk and talk.  She now can claim enormous amounts of parental attention.  Her many accomplishments bring increasing and more substantial expressions from her parents.  This raises the stakes to an unbearable level for her brother, who now senses that she is actively stealing his parents from him, and he lashes out at her by hitting, pushing, biting, grabbing toys away, etc.  Much to his dismay, he finds that his attempts to regain first place in the hearts of his parents merely brings displeasure and punishment from those people he desperately is try to win back.  As a result, his loathing for his little sibling grows enormously, and his once cheerful outlook on life sours.
IS THE OLDER SIBLING LIKELY TO HURT THE BABY?

Infants and toddlers do not know their own strength, nor do they have a true concept of the consequences of their aggressive actions.  If the parents do not guard against the worst, or do not maintain vigilant control, the baby can suffer a severe “accident” at the hands of her older brother.  Lack of awareness or lax supervision can lead to serious abuse.  While it is important to recognize that the older child’s bullying is normal, it is equally important that he understand it will not be tolerated.  Respect for his feelings should never translate into tolerance for his aggressiveness.
HOW DOES THE YOUNGER SIBLING HANDLE THIS ABUSE?

The baby enters a world that is much different from the one her brother experienced during his early years.  Whereas he had nothing but nurturing and friendly adults to deal with, she experiences physical abuse on a regular basis.  Therefore, she quickly learns survival techniques, such as crying after the appearance of her sibling but BEFORE he attacks her.  The punishment he receives from the unsuspecting parents makes the older child wary for a while, and the younger one starts to realize that she has the capacity for retaliation.  As the baby’s sense of personal power develops and she passes through the phase of self-assertiveness (toward the end of the second year), she begins to turn the tables on her brother and often becomes the aggressor in their confrontations.
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DOES THE BABY’S GAINING POWER CREATE MORE PROBLEMS?
YES.  Initially, it is natural for parents to assume that the older child is at fault for all confrontations and, for a while, such assumptions are largely accurate.  However, after a few months, he often may be an innocent bystander as the baby begins to cry before he has a chance to abuse her; and later, he frequently may become a victim as the little one starts learning aggressive behaviors as well.  Many parents not prepared for these eventualities fail to take note of the critical changes in the battle between the siblings until after the older child has been unjustly punished on numerous occasions.  Each time he is punished without genuine cause, his resentment of the younger one deepens, while she becomes increasingly encouraged each time her own aggression goes unchecked.

HOW DO PARENTS TYPICALLY REACT TO THESE HOSTILITIES?

This is the point at which many parents find their frustrations and sense of failure to be overwhelming.  At first, they could not believe that their older angel was doing damage to their younger angel.  Once they had come to grips with that unpleasant notion, they then had to confront the fact that their little angel was out to harm their older angel as well.  Now the two angels seem locked in combat constantly, and the parents cannot even determine which one initiated the hostilities.  They find themselves saying words they swore never to utter, “I don’t care who started it, and you’re BOTH getting punished!”

DOES SIBLING RIVALRY CAUSE PROBLEMS BEYOND THE EMOTIONAL ASPECTS OF DEVELOPMENT?

Sibling rivalry clearly plays a part in the growth of a child’s personality and socialization.  However, some researchers have noted that family configuration also affects other aspects of development.  For instance, one study analyzed IQ scores of almost one-and-a-half million children as a function of the number of siblings they had and the space between them.  The conclusion was that the more siblings in a family and the less space between them, the lower the IQ scores.  This analysis is not enough to identify a single or inevitable villain, but it is clear that chronic stress can adversely affect a family’s capacity to foster optimal progress in many areas, including the growth of intelligence.

HOW LONG DOES THE RIVALRY LAST?

Parents suffering through the initial stages of severe sibling rivalry want to hear that their child will outgrow it.  Unfortunately, this is not always the case.  Most closely spaced siblings tend to reduce hostilities at least slightly as time passes.  However, it is rare that ill feelings disappear completely.  Sometimes former rivals become rather close.  Other times, jealousy and hostility continue to increase, as the siblings grow older.  Therefore, parents would be wise to remain aware of the potential for problems and vigilant in their efforts to promote harmony well beyond the infant and toddler years.
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STAGES IN THE GROWTH OF
SIBLING RIVALRY

Although sibling rivalry between closely spaced children is not necessarily inevitable, nor is it always severe, in most families it does follow a fairly predictable pattern.  The stages in the growth of sibling rivalry usually progress in the following ways.

THE PROGRESSION OF SIBLING RIVALRY

                                            OLDER CHILD                   YOUNGER CHILD
STAGE ONE                       JEALOUSY                                  FEAR              

STAGE TWO                     HOSTILITY                         RETALIATION

STAGE THREE                 PUNISHMENT                     PUNISHMENT

STAGE FOUR                   RESENTMENT                     RESENTMENT

STAGE ONE – For the first few months after the baby comes home from the hospital, she does not constitute a substantial rival for her older sibling when it comes to parental attention.  Consequently, hostile acts are minimal.  However, since the baby clearly receives a lot of affection from the parents, the older sibling is likely to experience some jealousy and react by imitating the adorable new arrival.  As a result, parents should expect some “regressive” behaviors.

STAGE TWO – After six months or so, the baby starts crawling, climbing, walking and talking, and she becomes a direct and powerful competitor for her older sibling when it comes to both parental attention and affection.  Consequently, he reacts by lashing out through various aggressive activities such as hitting, pushing, pinching, biting and grabbing toys.  The parents ordinarily respond to this by punishing the older sibling, causing his loathing for his sister to increase even more.
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STAGE THREE – Sometime around her first birthday, the baby starts learning and perfecting “survival” tactics, such as crying as soon as her brother appears but before he has a chance to attack her.  The parents often fail to realize what is happening and sometimes punish the older sibling unjustly, thereby causing his resentment for his sister to deepen.  However, he does become more wary about being aggressive and a temporary “stand off” situation may develop.
STAGE FOUR – As she approaches her second birthday, the baby develops her own sense of personal power and enters a phase of self-assertiveness.  Consequently, she routinely starts to “turn the tables” on her brother and begins engaging in aggressive activities herself.  At first, the parents may still assume that the older sibling is at fault for all hostilities, but it soon becomes clear that the confrontations are increasing, and the parents cannot be sure who started it in each instance.
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WAYS TO DEAL

WITH SIBLING RIVALRY

Completely avoiding sibling rivalry is nearly impossible, but, with adequate awareness of the interpersonal dynamics involved, one can do a lot to keep it from getting out of hand.  The following are steps to alleviating the natural jealousy, hostility and resentment as much as possible.

· DO NOT make a big fuss over the baby in front of the older sibling.  Expressing affection toward the new arrival is a natural act for loving parents, but her brother does not have to have his nose rubbed in it.
· DO NOT criticize the older child for regression.  Instead of confusing him by admonishing him for acting like the new object of parental attention and affection, encourage him by lavishly praising and reward him for “big boy” behavior that is impossible for his sister to imitate.

· DO NOT force the older sibling to participate in the baby’s care.  As long as he is inclined to join in, he should be welcomed, but never REQUIRE him to assist.

· Get the older sibling out of the house on a regular basis.  As long as he is ready for such experiences, his participation in playgroups, nursery schools and other activities should be encouraged.

· Give the older child at least one-half hour of undivided attention every day.  Since attention equals love in his mind, this reassures him that he is still cherished in the only kind of language he truly understands.

· DO NOT let the older sibling hurt the baby.  Never translate respect for his feelings in this situation into tolerance for his aggressive activities.

· Be prepared for the baby to start turning the tables.  “Automatic” and unjust punishment of the older sibling should be avoid and, to the extent possible, admonitions and recriminations should be addressed only to the child who is actually responsible for initiating the hostilities in each instance.
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SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES FOR

REGULAR “TIME ALONE” WITH THE OLDER SIBLING

In order to reduce sibling rivalry, it is very important to reassure the older child that he is still loved and cherished (and it is necessary to do so in a language he understands).  A half-hour or so of undivided attention every day will do the trick.  The following are some suggestions for appropriate ways to spend the time.
· A storybook session in his bedroom

· Watching a special television program together

· A game of “catch” in the backyard

· A walk around the block or a local park

· A “cooking” session wherein the child helps prepare part of the evening meal

· A drive to the library, grocery store or nowhere particular

· A “drama” session involving costumes and pretend play

· A simple construction project such as putting together a “secret clubhouse” in the basement or backyard
· A game of hide-and-seek in the house or yard

· Building and furnishing a doll house

· Taking a dip in the backyard wading pool

· A “sing along” session with the piano, radio or unaccompanied

· An arts and crafts session with clay, crayons or finger paints

· A story-telling session, featuring tales about the family’s history

· Working in the garden, particularly in a special patch of flowers or vegetables that has been reserved just for the child

· An “exercise” session involving simple calisthenics and “fun” routines such as climbing and tumbling
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WAYS TO MINIMIZE SIBLING RIVALRY

AS THE CHILDREN GET OLDER

As children pass beyond infancy and toddlerhood, they usually discover that there are advantages to having brothers and sisters.  This helps to lessen sibling rivalry to a certain extent.  However, the potential for problems still exists, so parents should be prepared to continue promoting harmony at every opportunity.  The following steps can help to reduce the likelihood of serious conflicts as the years go by.

· Allow each child to have his or her own room.  If this is not possible, try to provide each child some “personal” space that is their own.

· Avoid routinely requiring the older child to “baby-sit” the younger sibling.

· Encourage the children to share toys and equipment, but do not force them to.

· Make sure the younger child has a few things that are clearly her own and not “hand-me-downs.”

· As long as they are not hurting each other, ignore confrontations designed to get attention.

· Praise and reward the children for instances of “getting along.”

· Avoid making comparisons between the children’s performances in school, sports, social situations and other areas of life, and discourage others from doing so as well.

· Never expect one child to “hold back” in school, sports, social situations and other areas of life so as not to “outshine” a sibling who may not be doing so well.

· Give each child credit for his or her special talents and achievements.  Remember, “:different” does not necessarily imply “better” or “worse,” and “equal” does not always mean “the same.”

· Be specific in admonitions and recriminations, giving consequence-related reasons instead of simply stating “because you are older” or “because you are younger.”

· Trust your instincts in settling disputes, and do not be afraid of accusations of “playing favorites.”

· Try to treat the children as individuals, instead of lumping them together as “the kids.”
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WAYS PARENTS CAN AVOID BECOMING

OVER-STRESSED

Managing the conflicts between closely spaced siblings can be extremely difficult and distressing at times.  Therefore, in order to successfully deal with the problems between the children, it is important for parents to take good care of themselves as well.  The following are various ways in which mothers and fathers can keep from becoming overwhelmed by the task of coping with sibling rivalry.

· Make sure that neither parent is saddled with the sole responsibility for keeping the peace, nor that “shared parenting” becomes a full-fledged reality rather than a half-hearted ideal.
· Take advantage of cooperative babysitting services and other such arrangements, and do not be ashamed to enlist the aid of relatives and friends occasionally.
· Reserve a little time just for yourself each day to relax and recharge your batteries.
· Try to “get away” completely for a weekend every now and then, and do not feel guilty about it.

· Eat nutritious meals, exercise regularly and make certain to get plenty of rest.

· Take up a relaxing hobby (such as coin collecting or needlepoint) that will give you an opportunity to “mentally escape” occasionally.

· Set aside a special room in the house that is “off-limits” to the children, and stipulate that you are not to be disturbed when you are in there.

· Take turns being the “on duty” parent on weekend mornings so each parent can sleep late at least once a week.

· Let household chores or yard work slide a little rather than pushing yourself when tired.

· Avoid major projects with tight deadlines or anything else that would subject you to unnecessary pressures.

· Arrange to be a “phone pal” with another parent so you can call each other for comfort and encouragement whenever things seem to begetting out-of-hand.

· Join a parent support group and share your successes and frustrations with other mothers and fathers.
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION
The challenge of coping with closely spaced siblings can be extremely difficult and stress inducing, especially if parents are unprepared for it.  The following is a list of local professionals and national agencies to contact for information and assistance.
LOCAL PROFESSIONALS

PEDIATRICIAN – Medical professionals specializing in children can provide helpful insights to parents about the causes and solutions to sibling rivalry.

Telephone #

CHILD PSYCHOLOGIST – A mental health professional can help parents understand the interpersonal dynamics in specific sibling configurations.  They also can help formulate strategies to minimize tensions and deal with confrontations that occur.

Telephone #

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATOR – Teachers at a day care center or preschool can help parents plan appropriate in-home and out-of-home activities for children that will alleviate tensions and avoid confrontations.  They also can help put together informal support groups so mothers and fathers can share successes and frustrations.

Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

Family Support America
www.frca.org
Nemours Foundation

www.kidshealth.org
Child Development Institute

www.childdevelopmentinfo.com
American Baby
www.americanbaby.com
Troubled With
www.troubledwith.com
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