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A study published a few years ago in the journal Pediatrics reported that there’s more to 

sibling rivalry than a little friendly competition.  

 

Nearly 3600 children ages birth to 17 were asked to describe incidents of aggression 

perpetrated on them by a sibling over the past year (parents responded in place of their 

children ages 9 and younger).   

 

Researchers found that children who experienced aggression at the hands of a sibling, 

including physical harm, intimidation, taunting, excessive teasing, and intentional 

destruction of toys or other property, suffered mental distress severe enough to leave 

lasting emotional scars.  

 

For these children, sibling rivalry had escalated to the level of bullying. They felt unsafe 

in their homes. In fact, they were unsafe at home. 

 

Lead author of the study, Corinna Jenkins Tucker, concedes that “siblings are going to 

fight.” What was different for some of the siblings in her study was the level of 

animosity and seriousness of the conflict. Jenkins Tucker notes that sibling victims were 

much more likely than other children to be anxious, depressed, or angry, even if the 

hostility appeared to be “not that bad” or “only being mean, not actually hurting 

anyone.” 

 

Parents come to expect sibling rivalry and certainly sibling rivalry is a normal part of 

family life. But parents should be aware of what is going on between their children. They 

should take seriously a child’s complaints about his brother or sister and should 

intervene to protect a child from being bullied at home. 

 

Perhaps most important, an older child who parents suspect is taking advantage of a 

younger sibling should not be left alone with that sibling, not even playing in the next 

room.  



 

What can you do if your children seriously don’t get along? What can you do if you  

believe one child’s treatment her brother or sister is harmful? According to Jenkins 

Tucker, kids can be taught to fight fair with these four steps. 

 

1. Take time to teach children how to see another person’s point of view. 

Understanding that others have feelings and rights is a developmental process, of 

course. Older children are better able to do this than younger ones. But even 

younger children can be taught to respect other people, if the adults around them 

make an effort. 

 

2. Teach children how to negotiate a solution, instead of needing to win. 

Research has shown that children’s idea of what is fair is “I get more and you get 

less.” This strange notion persists until children are at least 8 years old. So naturally 

preschool children, kindergarteners, and even first-graders are not going to be good 
at negotiating conflict. They find sharing to be a violation of their own rights. So you 

need to help them figure this out. 

 

3. Model good behavior. We all know that children learn from watching adults, and 

children never watch us so closely as they do when we’re stressed and frustrated. 

So always avoid shaming, sarcasm, name-calling, and hitting. Avoid using threats and 

extortion to control children’s behavior. If you do these things, you are tacitly 

permitting your children do to the same, to each other. 

 

4. Model good conflict resolution skills. Life as a parent is filled with conflict, 

between parents, between parents and grandparents or neighbors, and between 

parents and children. Children copy you and when they see you being a bully or 

cheating or tricking someone to get your way, they notice, even if you didn’t do any 

of this to them. A child who bullies others often learned how to exert power over 

others by watching everyday interactions at home. Practice smoothing over disputes 

and arriving at good solutions for everyone. 

 

Being the victim of a bully doesn’t make a child stronger or tougher. It only makes him 

sad, scared, and angry. A family shouldn’t be a hierarchy, where those with the most 

power get away with treating others badly.  

 

All your children deserve to feel safe at home. Make it so. 
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