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PROMOTING

HEALTHY  SIBLING

RELATIONSHIPS

Sibling relationships are often some of our longest
relationships, and while they can be complex and
at times challenging, they can also be a source of
deep connection and happiness. 

Our first opportunities to practice social skills and
learn how to develop healthy relationships are
often with our siblings. In healthy sibling
relationships, we are able to learn valuable skills
like compromise, conflict resolution, listening,
communication, and emotion regulation. Our
siblings can also be a source of support and
encouragement both when we are young and well
into later life.

RESEARCH  SHOWS...

Research indicates that people who have strong
emotional connections with their sibling(s) have
increased life satisfaction and lower rates of
depression during early adulthood (Milevsky,
2005). 

A 30-year study suggests that sibling
relationships during childhood are a predictor of
mental health during later life (Waldinger,
Vaillant, & Orav, 2007).
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-Milevsky, A. (2005). Compensatory patterns of sibling support in emerging adulthood:
Variations in lonliness, self-esteem, depression, and life satisfaction. Journal of Social
and Personal Relationships, 22(6), 743-755. doi: 10.1177/0265407505056447
-Waldinger, R. J., Vaillant, G. E., & Orav, E.J. (2007). Childhood sibling relationships as a
predictor of major depression in adulthood: a 30-year prospective study. The American
Journal of Psychiatry, 164(6), 949-954.



"Siblings-the definition
that comprises love,

strife, competition and
forever friends.” – Byron

Pulsifer 
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      While these experiences are unpleasant and stressful,
sibling conflict and rivalry are quite common and can even
create opportunities to learn important relationship
building skills, such as compromise and conflict resolution.

      It’s clear that sibling relationships are important for our
social, emotional, and psychological development and can
lead to many positive outcomes. 
      However, it’s also true that these relationships are tricky
and can have a lot of ups and downs. Many people are able
to think back to   childhood experiences with siblings and
recall disagreements, teasing, or periods where you just
didn’t seem to get along.

WHAT  SIBLINGS  TEACH  US

ABOUT  RELATIONSHIPS



PROMOTING  HEALTHY

RELATIONSHIPS  AMONGST

SIBLINGS 
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RESPECT
ENCOURAGE

LOVE
I NST I L L

KINDNESS
MODEL

As a parent, there are many things you can do to
help your kids build a healthy relationship with
one another. 

Though this doesn’t mean there won’t be
arguments or conflict, you will be able to use
these moments to help guide your children
through positive ways to work through
differences or difficult feelings.

Encourage them to look out and stick up for one
another, especially in moments when you can’t be
there with them. This may be an older sibling
helping their younger sibling(s) adjust to a new
grade at school or sticking up for them if they’re
being bullied. 

These types of supportive and loving interactions
build a foundation of trust, respect, and kindness
for your children to build a healthy relationship
over time.

@HEALTHYRELATIONSHIPSINITIATIVE
(c) 2020



Another way you can promote a healthy relationship between your kids
starting at an early age is to encourage empathy and focus on feelings,

especially when working through disagreements. 

This may look like teaching kids to use “I” statements to verbalize their
feelings and promote understanding during conflict. This may also involve
asking them to put themselves in each other’s shoes to better understand

one another’s perspectives.

With younger children, it’s important to use developmentally appropriate
language and to remember that it may take them time to understand more

difficult concepts like empathy.

“Siblings are the people we practice on, the

people who teach us about fairness and

cooperation and kindness and caring – quite

often the hard way.”

 – Pamela Dugdale
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AVOIDING

COMPARING  &

EMBRACING

DIFFERENCES
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Part of fostering healthy sibling
relationships means celebrating each
child’s individuality and trying your
best to refrain from comparing your

children to one another.

"“In some ways, siblings, and especially sisters, are more influential
in your childhood than your parents.” – Deborah Tannen"
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Sibling comparisons may look like saying things
such as, “Your brother comes home from school and
does his homework right away. Why can’t you be
more like him?” 

This can lower self-esteem and lead to feelings of
shame and guilt for the child who is being
compared to their sibling. Comparing siblings can
also lead to sibling rivalry, spark feelings of
resentment between siblings, and create a rift in
the relationship. 

If you’ve compared your children in the past or
catch yourself doing it in the future, know that
you’re not the only parent finding yourself in this
situation. Parenting is hard and making mistakes
comes with the territory of having kids. 
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What matters is how you handle your
mistakes and what choices you make
moving forward. Acknowledge the times
you have compared your children and
offer an apology. 

Not only is this a great opportunity for
healing, but it’s also an opportunity to
model to your kids how to take
responsibility and apologize for their
mistakes.

You can also support a healthy
relationship between your kids by
encouraging them to embrace and
appreciate one another’s differences.
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Siblings have different interests, personalities, talents, and abilities, and sometimes, it
can be hard for them to understand these differences. 

This can lead to potential conflict, especially when siblings aren’t interested in the same
things or approach situations differently due to their unique personalities and

temperaments. 

As a parent, you can have conversations with your children about the importance of
respecting one another’s differences, even if they don’t always make sense. When you teach

your kids to love and respect one another despite their differences, you are helping them
develop lifelong skills to not only strengthen their relationship with one another, but to also

build healthy relationships of all kinds in the future!
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RESPECTFULLY  DISAGREEING  &

RESPECTING  BOUNDARIES

When your kids argue, try guiding them
through the process of effective conflict
resolution. By helping them work through
their disagreements in a healthy and
respectful way, they will learn how to solve
problems and work through conflict without
your help in the future.

Here is a a step-by-step process for you to
walk through with your kids when they’re
experiencing a disagreement or argument.

Step 1: Take a break and calm

down.

Step 2: Explain and listen

Step 3: Find a resolution

Step 4: Check-in and reflect



Step 1: If they’re feeling upset and are emotionally dysregulated, encourage them to take a
break and calm down. This is an important skill to learn when addressing conflict, as it is
much more effective to communicate and work toward a win-win solution when both
people feel calm. 
Step 2: Once both kids have calmed down, have them both explain their perspective and
what they want the outcome to be. Remind them to listen without interrupting to make sure
they are really hearing what each other has to say. This will help them learn important
active listening skills and avoid potential miscommunication.
Step 3: When each child has had a chance to express their perspective and wants,
encourage them to work together to come up with a solution that they can both agree on.
It’s important to try to step back and let them practice problem-solving on their own,
instead of providing a solution for them. This will help them learn how to compromise and
work toward win-win solutions in future disagreements. 
Step 4: Check-in with both children after the conflict has been resolved to debrief what that
interaction was like for them and how they’re feeling. This will help them learn how to
process their feelings and reflect on ways they can resolve conflict in the future.

09

HOW CAN  YOU, AS  A  PARENT, HELP  YOUR  KIDS

LEARN  HOW TO  DISAGREE  RESPECTFULLY  AND

RESOLVE  CONFLICT  EFFECTIVELY?
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