       The New Cain and Abel:  From Sibling Rivalry to Sibling Harmony
Compiled by Paul Casey, Bethel’s Director of Family Ministries
Rivalry is based on competitiveness, exhibited in regressive, acting out, or hostile behaviors.  It stems from the threat that a brother/sister will become more important and loved by the parents. It’s very normal since we all have a default sin nature.
Harmony is 2 or more different notes/points of view that blend well to make beautiful music.  So it’s not all bad; it’s the proving ground for learning how to solve problems non-aggressively, and to respect others and their stuff.  It also can teach children how to stand up for themselves, express their feelings, and resolve conflicts.  Unaddressed, it can lead to bitter feelings that last a lifetime.

It starts with being an active, authoritative Christian parent with a consultant mindset.  Danger and dysfunction comes from dictator/drill sergeant parenting as well as the opposite extreme of doormat/helicopter parenting.  We tend to use the first style with the oldest and the other with the youngest.  Bottom line: The degree of sibling rivalry or sibling harmony depends on what parents do about it.
A. Modeling not playing favorites or taking sides (not equal treatment, but individual treatment)
1. When one child has clear giftings/talents that the other does not have, find the gifting/talent in the other and highlight it just as much.  “Every child is a favorite.”  They do need some time away from each other, pursuing their own interests.
2. Don’t spend a lion’s share of your time and money on one child.  Each child deserves special quality time and interest-pursuits (buy gifts that cater to their interests, not equality). Consider special bedtimes or dates with each parent one-on-one, in addition to all-family nights/outings.

3. Don’t contrast your children.  Point out their special God-given characteristics instead of putting value on performance.

4. Either give them both a pet nickname or neither.

5. Give them both their own special space and allow them to have their own special belongings (for the others to respect).

6. Give each child her own set of family chores, equally dividing the “dirty work”.  It will allow opportunities to help each other (positive) in stressful times, or to pay each other out of allowances  (negative) when not fulfilling responsibilities.  One family does chore time together on Friday afternoons.
7. Develop “fair” systems for working through joint interests (i.e. sharing the remote control, deciding where to go out to eat, etc.).  Work it through as parents ahead of time.  Things like “You cut; I choose.”
8. Don’t put too much pressure on the older sibling to be perfect or the model of all that is good.  Sometimes ask the younger one about an issue first.  Occasionally introduce to others your youngest one first.  The older child, though, does deserve more privileges and responsibilities.
B. Adopt the principle and emotional climate of honor as your keystone family core value.

1. It should never be OK to de-value/dishonor a sibling through teasing/name-calling/hitting/etc.   Non-negotiables.  Also, with boys, how to treat a lady (mom/sisters).   In fact, research back up that sibling rivalry is the least in homes where there are such family rules.  Head off fights at the first squabbles.  Your job is to protect them, even from each other. “When a parent is unable or unwilling to monitor the goings-on between children, it is often the siblings and their connections that suffer.”
2. Reduce the amount of time your children watch TV, especially aggressive/violent images, so they don’t frequently see poor examples of dishonoring others.  Or watch it with them and talk through pros and cons of how people related to each other.  “40% of children had hit a brother or sister with an object during the preceding year.”  Too much tolerance.
3. Spend time praying for siblings together in family devotions or before bed, or whenever a sibling is going through something difficult.

4. Teach the principle of rejoicing with those who rejoice and weeping with those who weep.  Special plate.  Laying on of hands.

5. Make official and observe Brother’s/Sister’s Day or Sibling Day. Kids spend their own money on each other and do a special outing as a family. (Dawn Kochniarczyk)

C. Active listening 

1. Time out for cooler heads to prevail. Don’t ask “Who started it?”
2. Undivided attention, listening between the lines

3. Requiring the use of “I” messages at family meetings and in conflict resolution
D. Ignoring undesirable behaviors--when appropriate.  As much as possible, stay out of the fray because you can’t referee every squabble.  “You are draining the energy out of me.”  That puts a big emphasis on teaching them conflict resolution.  Your uptight or angry reaction displaces their focus.  Drive them back to owning and resolving their issues.  For instance, “I’ll be back in ___minutes; if you haven’t worked it out, the ______ gets taken away from both of you.”    Or Freeze tag: don’t move until it’s settled.            Love and Logic process:
1. Empathize

2. Ask the power question: “What are you going to do?”

3. Help them brainstorm some solutions: “Do you want to know what some kids try?”

4. Help them evaluate the consequences of those actions: “How would that work out?”

5. Give them permission to either solve/not solve the problem: “Good luck; hope it works out for you.”

E. Giving signals/cues that are positive and encouraging, that recognize Christ-like behaviors.  Compliment kind behavior to reinforce it.  Daily compliment time: say something nice about siblings.  Consider a Brother Bank: anytime you catch one of your kids doing something nice for the other, reward it by giving him a quarter to put in their joint bank, which they can spend any way they want jointly.  (Joni Gaynor)
F. Giving natural and logical consequences for misbehavior, dependent upon who owns it (the kids can even help set the consequences in advance through a family constitution).  For mistreatment of a sibling, some options are:
1. Require them to do a chore together to force them to cooperate, with kind, respectful behavior.  Show them how you want it to look when it’s done.  They figure out how to do it. If they argue, they get another chore.  (Shannon Riggs)
2. Require the child to make a list of things he can do instead of dishonoring his sibling when he is bothered.

3. Give something to add value to the home since he de-valued the home, with an unpleasant chore.

4. Take away interaction time with friends since she is not treating people closest to her with respect.

5. Have him make amends, through a kindness given (doing one of his chores, etc.)

6. Both kids go to time-out until they can tell the parent what they themselves did wrong, apologize genuinely to the sibling, give him a hug/handshake, and a promise to do better.

7. Charge a fee (older children) for insults with the money going to the insulted sibling.

G. Teaching conflict resolution along with problem-solving

1. Admit: I’m it.  Broke the bond that’s tightly fit.
2. Apologize: Tell no lies. I hurt you, I recognize.

3. Accept: Gladly kept a consequence I won’t forget.

4. Ask you ‘fore we’re through.  Forgiveness: what I need from you.

5. Alter now this is how: “God, change my heart; please do it now!”

Dr. Sears wanted to communicate to his children: “Your brothers and sisters will ultimately be your best friends.  Friends come and go; siblings are forever.” 

Sadly one-third of adult siblings describe their relationship as rivalrous or distant.
He also reminds us that “Your job is not to control how siblings relate, but rather to shape these relationships.”
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Resource: Siblings without Rivalry for parents with kids 2-5
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Discussion questions:
1. Think back to your own childhood and describe your relationship to your siblings, your relationship to them today, and how your parents handled/didn’t handle your squabbles.

2. If you have more than one child, right now how are your kids displaying sibling rivalry, and how are you currently handling it?  (If you only have one child, without giving names, how do you observe another parent handling it?) 

3. What are the non-negotiables in your household?  Can you tie them to the core value of honor?  What dishonoring act is draining energy from your family right now, that you know needs to be addressed?

4. From today’s lesson, what are some takeaway strategies that you will seek to modify/implement in your home in order to press on toward sibling harmony?

