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Sibling Conflicts - Tips for Prevention and 
Intervention 
By Charles Inhofe, M. A. 
Reviewed by Steven Kurtz, Ph. D.  

"Dad, he's in my room and he’s using my stuff again!" 
"Mom, it’s her turn to set the table and she wants me to 
do it!" 
"He called me a stupidhead." 
 
Do these statements sound familiar? If you have more 
than one child, they probably do because these are 
common examples of sibling conflict. Arguing and 
bickering among children often cause frustration and 
concern in parents. However, this behaviour is a routine 
part of growing up in families. Only when bickering turns 
into constant arguments, fights, and the creation of 
some potentially dangerous situations, should it be 
considered a problem that should be addressed by the 
parent’s. The following are some tips to help parents 
promote sibling harmony and deal effectively with sibling 
conflict when it does occur.  

Promoting sibling peace and harmony 
 
Allow siblings to express their feelings about each 
other. "I hate him" or "I wish I had some other sister" 
are frequent declarations. Don't dismiss or suppress 
children's resentment or angry feelings. Parents often 
try to talk children out of their feelings by saying things 
like "Stop complaining about your brother." But anger is 
part of being human, and it's commonplace for siblings 
to get furious with one another from time to time. 
Children feel their parents understand them when their 
upset feelings are acknowledged. This can help them 
feel better and even treat another child better. Children 
need to know that although it’s okay to become angry, 
these feelings do not give them license to behave in 
cruel and dangerous ways. 

Don't make comparisons. It is only natural for a parent 
to notice when one child is more cooperative or better 
behaved than another, but comparing siblings does not 
encourage better behaviour. Comparison intensifies 
jealousy and envy and often causes the child who was 
unfavourably compared to want to get even with the 
child who was praised. Instead of comparison, each 
child in the family should be given individual goals and 
expectations. 

Equal distribution. If siblings frequently squabble over 
the same things, develop a system for equal distribution. 
For example, a rotation system could be set up in which 
the children take turns for such privileges as who 
decides what television program to record, who gets to 
choose where to go to eat lunch, etc. 

But—treat children individually—not always equally. 
Some parents believe that the best way to avoid 
arguments is to strive for equality among all the 
children; for example, buying something for one child 
means buying something for the other children, or 
complimenting one child means complimenting all the 
children. However, it’s a mistake to think that this will 
avoid arguments and sometimes it even encourages 
comparisons by the children. No matter how hard 
parents try to make things equal, children are bound to 
find something that’s unfair. Instead, try to give to each 
child according to individual need. Rather than tell 
children that you love them equally, point out the special 
qualities that make them unique. 

 

When and how to intervene 

Don’t become involved in routine bickering or minor 
fighting. In situations when the fighting is minor and 
does not appear to be dangerous, try to pretend that 
you are not aware of what is happening. Whenever 
possible let siblings work out their own differences. The 
longer you can stay out of the situation, the sooner they 
will learn to settle their differences themselves. In 
addition, trying to figure out who started a fight is nearly 
impossible, and even if you are sure who started the 
fight, taking sides only makes things worse. If you 
cannot ignore the situation, leave the room or ask the 
children to take their fighting somewhere else. When the 
children see that you will not get involved, the fighting 
often settles down quickly.  

In the following situations, however, parents are advised 
to step in during sibling fighting:  

 When the amount of fighting seems excessive  

 When the same fight happens over and over 
without any resolution  

 When conflict turns into real fighting in which 
one or both children may be hurt  

In conflict situations, the first step is to separate the 
children until they are calm. After waiting for a cooling 
down period, listen to each child’s point of view and 
acknowledge his or her feelings. Encourage and guide 
the children to suggest at least one idea about how their 
conflict could have been avoided or resolved, even 
children as young as four of five can suggest useful 
ideas. Use the opportunity to teach children some basic 
conflict resolution skills. For example, they can be 
taught how to use a timer to take turns. Furthermore, 
parents can teach children social skills by showing them 
the benefits of asking someone politely rather than 
grabbing or yelling.  

In situations where one child is being teased, parents 
can provide suggestions on how he/she can handle the 
situation when it occurs; for example, ignore the teasing, 
kid back in a way that is humorous, simply agree (in a 
kidding way) that whatever the teaser is saying is true, 
tell the teaser that enough is enough, and ask the 
person in charge (parent, teacher, baby sitter) for help 
when these other ideas are not working. To make sure 
that children incorporate these skills, provide practice. 
Parents can set up and role play some provocative 
situations (in a playful manner), the child can then role 
play possible responses and receive feedback about 
she/he handled the situation.  

At times making a family plan can help with a conflict 
situation. Both consequences and rewards should be 
used. For example, children might be told that when 
there is any physical fighting, they will all have a 
consequence such as a time out, but if they can go for a 
morning (or entire day) without fighting, everyone will 
earn a privilege such as an extra snack, a later bedtime 
or other meaningful privilege. In a small number of 
families, sibling conflict is so severe that the help of a 
mental health professional is necessary. Consider 
professional consultation if:  

 The sibling conflict is so severe that it is leading 
to marital problems  



 There is real danger of physical harm to one or 
more family members  
 

 The fighting is damaging to the self-esteem or 
psychological well-being of one or more family 
members  

 The conflict may be related to another 
psychiatric disorder, such as depression, or to 
drug abuse  

Think long-term  

At times, sibling conflict can be very stressful and 
overwhelming for parents. However, parents should 
consistently remind themselves that if their efforts to 
deal with the problem are successful, they would be 
providing the children with resources that will serve 
them well later in life. As children watch parents deal 
with sibling conflict with equanimity and fairness, they 
are gathering valuable knowledge. They are learning 
how to get along better with each other, to share, to 
come face-to-face with jealousy, to jointly solve 
problems and to accept individual strengths and 
weaknesses. These experiences prepare them for 
important relationships in the future with co-workers, 
spouses, and even their own children.  

Related Book: Goldenthal, P. (1999). Beyond sibling 

rivalry: How to help your children become cooperative, 

caring and compassionate. New York: Henry Holt  

Author: Charles Neuhoff, M. A., is a doctoral candidate 

in psychology at Fairleigh Dickinson University. He has 

served as an extern in the Institute of Attention-

Deficit/Hyperactivity and Behavior Disorders at the Child 

Study Center at New York University School of Medicine 

and will begin his internship at Schneider Children’s 

Hospital of Long Island Jewish Hospital in September 

2004. 

The Four Point Rule of Assertive Behavior 

Although the act of behaving in an assertive manner 
always carried with it a positive connotation, its exact 
meaning varied from one speaker to another. However, 
as a graduate student, studying under Arnold Lazarus at 
Rutgers University, I learned how to view assertive 
behavior in a very specific and operational context. The 
definition comprised four explicit behaviors that could be 
communicated to other people quite clearly. I refer to 
this definition as the Four Point Rule; I have helped a 
great number of my clients in private practice in 
increasing their assertive behavior resulting in their very 
much improved self-image. 

(1) The first of these behaviors is simply the ability to 
say No. There have been several books that one can 
find related to self-improvement that emphasizes the 
importance of an individual being able to say No.  
People that can’t say No often find that they are 
promising people things or actions that they really have 
no intention of delivering. Some reasons why a person 
will not say “no” are: 1) He/She does not want to hurt 
the other person’s feelings; 2) He/She is afraid of losing 
the other person’s friendship and/or 3) He/She may feel 
indebted to the other person for one reason or another. 
Of course, the person who responds positively to a 
request by another but makes a habit of not following 
through, more than likely, will lose the respect or trust of 
the other. On the other hand, the person who says “yes” 
but; deep down really does not want to do what she/he 
commits to, probably will feel some resentment toward 
the one requesting the favor. 

 (2) The flip side of being able to say “no” to someone is 
the ability to someone is the ability to ask for a favor. 
The implicit risk one takes in asking another for a favor 
is that the other person may say “no.” A person may not 
ask for a favor from someone he/she knows well 
because he/she may not feel worthy of a positive 

response from that friend. One type of client I have 
worked with is the shy male who is so afraid of rejection 
that he will not take the risk of asking a woman with 
whom he may be attracted out on a date.  

(3) This neatly ties in with the third feature of assertive 
behavior: The ability to initiate and/or terminate a 
conversation with a stranger. I have helped several 
single shy males by role playing and, subsequently, 
giving them the assignment to talk to any two women 
they may meet during the week. Their goal for the week 
is to be rejected by these women. This may sound 
counterproductive, at first, but the paradoxical nature of 
the assignment makes it impossible for them to fail. 
Simply stated the client cannot perceive himself being a 
loser whether he is rejected or not and, this realization 
in and of itself, has therapeutic value. 

(4) The fourth characteristic of assertive behavior is the 
ability to make positive or negative comments to a 
stranger or someone you know well. An example of the 
latter would be a non-assertive spouse who will be 
always apologetic to his/her partner never being able to 
express anything negative to that person for fear 
perhaps that the partner may leave him/her. That 
person’s mate will probably have little respect for such a 
partner. Examples of asserting oneself in less familiar 
situations would be the ability to return a steak not 
cooked the way it was ordered, at a restaurant, or the 
ability to tell people talking in a movie theater to quiet 
down. 

To conclude, when an individual asserts oneself in any 
of the above situations defining assertive behavior, that 
person takes the risk of being rejected. 

Author: Bernard F. Natelson, Psy.D., A.B.M.P.Licensed 
Psychologist (PSY #6745) 

Originally published in Real Psychology Solutions. The 
Four Point Rule of Assertive Behavior. 
https://www.realpsychsolutions.com/uploads/Four-Point-
Rule-Assertive-Behavior-Natelson-rps.pdf 

Parenting Corner 

 

Search:  Adolescent Depression and Sleep – umn connect 

Search: Dr. Dan Siegel - On Disorganized Attachment in the 

Making 

Search: The Commit to Kids Parent Guide 

 

Mobile Apps 

http://sittingtogether.com/meditations.php 

Sitting Together - Guided Meditations Downloads 

Free guided meditations for download, each 

accompanied by a handout. By  Susan M. Pollak, 

Thomas Pedulla, Ronald D. Siegel 

***Net News*** 

Here are some web sites you & your family 

may find helpful: 

Search: PTSD Coach Online 

Search: 5 Ways to Turn Happiness to Your Advantage - 

Huffington Post 

Search: How Exercise can Calm Anxiety - NYTimes 

Self-Help Corner: 

City of Edmonton Community Resources: 211 

Support Network / Distress Line: 780-482-HELP (4357) 

Kids Help Line: 1-800-668-6868 

https://umconnect.umn.edu/p53592509/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zovtRq4e2E8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zovtRq4e2E8
http://www.commit2kids.ca/app/en/commit_to_kids_parent_guide
http://sittingtogether.com/meditations.php
http://www.ptsd.va.gov/apps/ptsdcoachonline/default.htm
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/shawn-achor/happiness-leads-to-success_b_940611.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/shawn-achor/happiness-leads-to-success_b_940611.html
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/07/03/how-exercise-can-calm-anxiety/?_php=true&_type=blogs&_r=0

