

[image: ]



Raising Happy
Brothers and
Sisters

Helping our children enjoy life together,
from birth onwards

[image: Image]

Jan Parker and
Jan Stimpson

[image: Image]
www.hodder.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 2002 by Hodder and Stoughton
An Hachette UK Company

Copyright © 2002, 2004 by Jan Parker and Jan Stimpson

The right of Jan Parker and Jan Stimpson to be identified as the Authors of the Work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

Epub ISBN: 9781444718010
Book ISBN: 9780340834757

Hodder and Stoughton Ltd
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


Contents

Title

Copyright

Also by Jan Parker and Jan Stimpson

Foreword

1. Life support

Why sibling relationships matter

2. Mum, you can send her back now: a new baby arrives

Preparing the way. The first meeting. Age gap. Birth Order. Encouraging affection. Understanding behaviour changes. Looking after you. Key approaches.

3. Caring and sharing: building positive relationships

Let the fun begin! Play with a new baby. Play with older babies and toddlers. Play between older children. Property principles: sharing and toy wars. Encouraging concern and cooperation. The brother and sister bond. Acknowledging the good times. Descriptive praise. Family rules for considerate behaviour.

Key approaches.

4. He started it! tackling sibling conflict

Why are they fighting? The nature of sibling conflict. What may fuel fights. Effective action: strategies for the heat of the moment – warm, heated, hot, boiling. Tale-telling. Name-calling. What to do once tempers have cooled. What won’t help. Untangling long-running feuds. Sibling bullying.

Key approaches.

5. Exploring emotions: understanding feelings in families

Understanding feelings between siblings. The positive side of negative emotions. Fast-changing feelings. Identifying, acknowledging and expressing emotions. Bereavement and emotional turmoil. Building each child’s self-esteem. Exploring our feelings as parents. Favouritism. Key approaches.

6. Kids don’t fit in pigeonholes: identity and individuality

Separate and special, not ‘the same’. Exaggerating differences. Avoiding comparisons. Why are siblings so different? The danger of labels. Letting each child shine. Key approaches.

7. Message received? family communication

Time to talk. Tuning in and chilling out. The power of listening. Helping children listen. Reflective listening. Letting each voice be heard. Making connections. ‘Sideways’ communication. Sending clear messages. Beyond words.

Key approaches.

8. Extra pressures: illness, disability and special needs

The well sibling; the ill or disabled sibling; what may help them both. Twins and more: managing time and attention; conflict; identity; language; other relationships; siblings of twins. Divorce, step families and family change: managing conflict; divided loyalties; different children, different feelings. Step-families: tolerance of difference in step-families; building a sense of belonging; reviewing boundaries; knowing our role. Key approaches.

9. Growing Pains: adolescence and beyond

Changing relationships. The pace of puberty. The impact of sibling behaviour. Siblings and delinquency. Stuck in the past? Keeping track of teenagers. Communicating with adolescents. The importance of friends. Sexual boundaries. Children as childminders. Siblings as adults: family patterns; maintaining bonds; siblings in the future; the urge to reconnect; older and wiser? Key approaches.

 

References

Contributors

Contacts

Republic of Ireland Contacts

About the Authors


Also by Jan Parker and Jan Stimpson

Raising Happy Children


Foreword

by Dr Dorothy Rowe

Raising siblings isn’t easy, and being a sibling isn’t easy. For many of us it’s one of the most difficult roles we have to play.

I’m always being given suggestions about what kind of book I should write next. When someone suggests siblings, my blood runs cold. One day I might be brave enough to tackle that one, but not yet.

One comfort I get from these conversations is the knowledge that I am not alone in finding my relationship with my sister the most difficult one I have ever encountered. People who speak to me about siblings often reveal much pain and bafflement. They may have successfully resolved many of the issues they had with their parents, but the issues they have with their siblings continue to confound them.

Of course, the issues we have with our siblings are not separate from the issues we have with our parents. One man told me how, in his childhood, his parents had been unfailingly loving and kind. The misery he suffered in childhood was at the hands of an older brother who persistently bullied and assaulted him. Why, I asked, had not his parents stopped this? The man started to find excuses for his parents, and then stopped. He had suddenly realised that his parents had not been as perfect as he had wished them to be. If our siblings are particularly unpleasant, we can idolise our parents in order not to feel completely rejected and abandoned. If our parents persistently fail us, we can turn to our siblings for comfort.

Each of us is either a sibling or an only child and, whichever we are, we feel strongly about it. Miriam Cosic, an Australian writer, in her book Only Child said:

‘I am an only child. All my life I believed this to be my single most defining characteristic and I didn’t like it. Although I knew that all the great pleasures I enjoy every day arose out of my experience as an only child, I also ascribed to it every problem I encountered. And, being of a catastrophising turn of mind, the negatives outweighed the positives whenever I contemplated my situation. As each of my friends gave birth to their first child, I started on them to have another: “Don’t have just one, it isn’t fair to the child”.1’

Many first-time parents, encouraged by friends and family to have another child, do so and then discover that a second child doesn’t just double the issues they have to face, it triples them, because they now have to support their two children and the relationship between them.

Yet compared to the volume of literature about relationships between parents and children, especially relationships between mother and child, the literature on siblings is limited.

It is very brave of the authors of this book to tackle the subject, because sibling relationships concern not just how each child sees themselves and their sibling, but also how each parent sees each child, and how each child believes they are regarded and treated. And no parent can deal with each and every conflict or crisis in a way which both children see as exactly right. If ever you come upon my dear friends Milo (aged eleven) and his sister Adele (aged eight) fighting ferociously, as they often do, don’t step in to protect Adele from her brother because, if you do, she will immediately turn against you for daring to criticise her beloved brother. It is impossible to completely separate sibling rivalry from sibling love.

Yet sibling conflict shouldn’t go unchecked. Otherwise the rivalry, the fights, the hurts can go on for the rest of the children’s lives. Family occasions, like Christmas or the reading of the parents’ will, become battlefields where the fighting is even more bitter than it was in childhood. The people we hate the most are the ones we love. Such sibling love and hate can be denied and repressed, and then reappear as bitter conflicts.

When I was writing my book Friends and Enemies2 I planned to include a chapter on the family which posed the question, ‘Can family members be friends?’ This proved to be a very long chapter because family relationships can be fraught in so many different ways, but out of it came my definition of a happy family. Friendship is a reciprocal relationship where both members see one another as an equal and who relate to one another with the very best of human virtues – affection, trust, truthfulness, loyalty, tolerance, generosity and kindness. A happy family is one where all the family members see one another as a friend.

It must be wonderful to grow up with another person and be the best of friends.

All parents who want to create an environment where their children can do this should read this book. Jan Parker and Jan Stimpson have garnered the wisdom and knowledge that parents, professionals and academics have acquired from their successes and failures in dealing with and understanding children.

As this book makes clear, it is not just what parents do which determines their children’s behaviour but how their children interpret what they do. And no two children ever interpret anything in exactly the same way.

This is what makes parenting so difficult. We each have our own way of seeing things. And it is only through understanding this about ourselves, and our children, that we can find a satisfying way of uniting sibling rivalry with sibling love.

1. Lansdowne, Sydney, 1999.

2. HarperCollins, London, 2000.
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Life support

‘Feelings rooted in our childhood relationships with our brothers and sisters can last right into adulthood and old age, influencing us in ways we’d never have imagined.’ – Professor Judy Dunn, MRC Research Professor at the Institute of Psychiatry, King’s College, London

‘My siblings certainly gave me as much and shaped me as much as my parents. Exploring sibling relationships – the good, the bad and everything in between – puts you in touch with the enormous forces of life, I think. It helps us see more clearly what it is that shapes who we are.’

– Barbara Dale, counsellor

‘I love my kids, and I hate what they do to each other.’

– Karen P.

The inspiration for this book sprang from parents’ comments, curiosity and questions. During our years of talking and working with families, and raising families of our own, common issues and concerns arose about life with more than one child:

• What helps children most when a new sibling is born?

• How can we encourage caring, sharing and considerate behaviour?

• What can we do when our children’s needs clash?

• How do we help each child feel they shine when their abilities differ?

• How can we have more good times together?

• How does what we do now affect our children’s relationships in childhood? Adolescence? Adulthood?

• What makes some siblings close and supportive, and others distant and hostile?

Most childcare books focus solely on the bond between parent and individual child, as if having two or more makes barely a difference to our lives or theirs.

Yet bringing up more than one child is far more varied, rich, complex and demanding. Different issues arise and different approaches help.

Raising Happy Brothers and Sisters shines welcome new light on these, exploring the nature and development of sibling bonds and the many ways we can help our children fight less, flourish as individuals and find mutual fun and support in their relationships.
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‘The sibling relationship is very important, and one which tends to get overlooked. We don’t pay nearly enough attention to what goes on between brothers and sisters. After all, they grow up together in extraordinarily intimate, close and generative circumstances. It is a fascinating and important subject.’ – Peter Wilson, child psychotherapist and director of Young Minds

• The bond between siblings is generally the most long-lasting of all family relationships – outlasting that with parents, partners and children.

• Siblings are likely to spend far more time together in their formative early years than they spend with anyone else.

• Around eighty per cent of children grow up with siblings.1

• Most of us are siblings. Most of us have more than one child.



This matters. Our children’s relationships with each other are often the longest of their lives. How brothers and sisters play, fight and feel about each other will help shape the nature of our family life, their childhood and the people they’ll become. Their experiences of siblinghood will influence their confidence, aspirations and behaviour, and even major life decisions from career path to partner and the number of children they choose to have.

Raising Happy Brothers and Sisters brings together the collected wisdom of parents and leading professionals to offer insight into how we can help build foundations of happiness for each child, developing their respect and appreciation of themselves and each other, their tolerance of difference, their abilities to resolve disputes and problem-solve, their capacities for affection, fun and consideration, and their abilities to delight in life’s highs and cope with its knocks.

Our heartfelt thanks go to all those mothers, fathers and children who have shared their experiences with us so honestly, and to all those working with families who have offered their insights and understandings so generously. With their help, Raising Happy Brothers and Sisters has become a warm, accessible, thought-provoking and genuinely helpful book that is rooted very firmly in the real world, in real-life experiences and respected research into what really matters within our children’s relationships.

This is a book for families as they are, not as some pretend they should be. It’s for families with children who hurt, laugh, fight, bicker, play, talk, conspire, love, want and need.

It is a book for parents who value the bond between their children, and who want to help them have healthier, happier relationships from their earliest days together to adolescence and beyond. These are gifts for life.

Jan Parker and Jan Stimpson
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