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First a few thoughts
The family is a fabulous learning ground for kids. Within our first family we learn so much about ourselves and others. We 
learn many basic communication and conflict resolution skills within our family. We take these skills into the school ground, the 
workplace, and into our own families. In fact, we all take the skills we learned in our first family into all our future relationships. 
That’s the way of life.

Much of the communication we learn in our original family is incidental. We copy the way significant adults talk to each other 
and to children. We often absorb the way adults resolve conflict. We also take in and reflect the culture that exists within our 
family. That’s why loud, boisterous parents often raise loud, boisterous children and tolerant parents often raise children who 
are tolerant of the differences of others.

It’s worth reflecting on the type of communication and problem-solving skills that are on display in your family. What are your 
children learning from observing you?

But there are some things children learn because they have been taught or shown by their parents. As teaching is very much 
a primary focus for effective parents, it’s useful to think about the types of communication and conflict resolution skills that you 
teach your children, that they can take with them into future relationships.

Following are twelve communication and conflict resolution skills to teach your children that will help them maintain healthy 
relationships not just within your family, but they can take with them into future interactions with other people.
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12 relationship skills
SKILL 1 ask for what you want
Help children ask for what they want. 
That means that they don’t throw tantrums, whinge or sulk and hope parents guess what’s on their minds. When children are 
young parents can help their children to find the words they need to express themselves. We become experts after a while at 
interpreting what toddlers say, repeating back to them what they are saying. We carry this on into childhood and adolescence, 
interpreting the silences of young people, sometimes second guessing grunts and shrugs. While we need to be patient with 
toddlers, we need also to give older children the chance and opportunity to ask for what they want. Sometimes we need to 
ignore shrugs and grunts and expect them to articulate their wishes. This is the basis of civil behaviour, as well as a basic 
human skill of asking for what you want.

Putting it into PraCtiCe

1. Help children find the words they need to ask for what they want from you and others. Use prompts such as: 
“Take a minute and think through what it is you want me to do.” “What would you like me to do?”

2. Encourage children to ask for what they want in the following way:

•	 Make eye contact

•	 Speak clearly and to a person.

•	 Use a moderate, firm voice as opposed to whiny or loud voice

•	 Accept that the answer they receive may not be the one they want

SKILL 2 Use the Three power words 
there are three potent words that help kids get their needs met. 
These words are very persuasive when used as they have a way of breaking down barriers and the defenses of others. These 
words can be found in every language as they have such a powerful place in human relations, regardless of the culture. These 
three words are: 1. Your name 2. Please 3. thanks. These terms are the basis of good manners, which when used, will 
increase the likelihood of getting what you want.

So when children want something they need to use that person’s name, whether it’s mum, dad or a sibling’s first name. They 
can include a simple ‘please’ following the request and follow-up with a ‘thank you’.

Putting it into PraCtiCe.

1. Model the use of manners yourself.

2. Be consistent with your insistence and reminders that kids use good manners.

3. Ignore children’s attempts to get your attention or assistance if they forget to use these basic manners.
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SKILL 3 Using i-messages
An I-message is a great way to tell someone how you feel without laying blame or being judgmental. Children can use them 
when they want to get something off their chest with a sibling, friend or even a parent.

an i-message sounds like this:
“I feel… When you…”

a child might say to a sibling:

“I don’t like it when you won’t let me play with your game boy.” 

“It sucks that you always tell me I’m stupid because it makes me feel really bad.”

‘I don’t like it when your toys are on the floor all day as I feel like everything is a mess.’

Putting it into PraCtiCe

1. Kids focus on their feelings and on their own needs.

2. The person who hears an I-message needs to respect his or her siblings’ right to say how they feel. They 
may not agree with them, but they should listen to the feelings expressed.

3. Families need to operate on the premise that it is okay to say how you feel about the actions or activities of 
others.

SKILL 4 Seeing both sides of the story
kids need some help with seeing the other side of a dispute. 
Conflict, by its nature, is usually one-sided. Both sides want their own needs met and generally there needs to be some 
compromise. If children come to you with tales of woe about a sibling and they want you to take sides, try questioning them in a 
way that leads them to consider the other side. This is not taking sides, rather leading your child to see that there are a number 
of ways to be right.  Ask questions such as: “What do you think your brother wants?”  “Why do you think your sister may have 
done that?”  “If your brother was to speak to me, what do you think he’d tell me about this?”

Putting it into PraCtiCe

1. Kids need to calm down before you attempt to ask questions.

2. Listen to their side of the story before attempting to get them to see the other side. Kids, like adults, love to 
be heard.

3. Don’t expect your child to suddenly be appeased by looking at the other side. It’s the process of getting 
them to think about the other side that’s important here.
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SKILL 5 calming down
a basic conflict resolution principle is that people need to be calm if they are to 
resolve a situation. 
That means that angry or upset kids need to find a way of calming themselves down before they resume a conversation with 
a sibling or friend.  

Help your child identify some legitimate ways to get rid of their anger. These include letting off steam with a physical activity, 
venting to a parent about a sibling or even writing a note to express their anger or disappointment. Sometimes just a little 
calming music and some quiet time will do the trick in bringing down emotional levels. When your child is calm, then it’s time 
to have a chat with a sibling to help work a problem out.

Putting it into PraCtiCe

1. When your child is angry or upset ask them what happened. They may not want to talk, which is okay. Boys 
often like to go to their bedrooms when they are upset. They tend to be cave-dwellers in this respect.

2. Cue your child that they are angry or upset, but check if you are right. “You seem really angry about this. 
Would I be right?”

3. You need to operate on the principle that there is nothing so bad you can’t talk about it, but there are 
behaviours we don’t do. That means, you can vent your spleen about a sibling, but you can’t hit or hurt them 
physically.

SKILL 6 listening to others
Children within families need to practise listening to each other. 
It seems simple, but often siblings get out of the habit, rather than into the habit of listening to each other. 

This means children have to listen to each other and ask good questions. Good questions are generally open rather than 
closed. An open question requires a long answer –e.g. ‘What do you like about school?’ and closed questions require a single 
response, short response – e.g. ‘Do you enjoy school?’

Putting it into PraCtiCe

1. Talk to children about listening without thinking about what to say next. When they do this they are really 
tuning in to the speaker.

2. Children need to show they are listening through their body language and eye contact.
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SKILL 7  ignoring a sibling who is giving 
you a hard time

teasing is common in families. 
It would be great to think it doesn’t exist, but it does. Sometimes teasing starts out as good natured banter but ends up 
being annoying or with name calling. Socially-skilled people have strategies to handle provocation effectively so they are not 
continually provoked or annoyed.

Suitable strategies include telling people to stop assertively, ignoring the annoying comments, using self-deprecating humour 
or moving away. Kids need a range of strategies they can use if one fails. Less socially-skilled kids who are reliant on one 
strategy get frustrated and can lose their temper if they haven’t a range of skills to draw on.

Putting it into PraCtiCe

1. Talk to your children about the notion of behavioural pay-offs. That is, kids will usually tease or annoy others 
when they can predict the pay-off their behaviour receives. So if teasing is met with a rather predictable 
whinge they will be more than likely to continue the teasing because they enjoy the pay-off.

2. Kids need to develop a range of responses, and practise them within their family.

3. One way children can respond to teasing or annoying behaviour is to stay cool, stand tall, look the other 
person in the eye, use a firm voice and say, “That’s enough!” or a similar, simple assertive statement. This 
should be practised in the mirror a number of times until they feel comfortable.

SKILL 8 handling f ights and disagreements
Disagreements happen in families. 
The key is to make sure disagreements don’t lead to relationships breaking down. It’s important to get across to kids that 
having an argument or disagreement doesn’t need to simmer and last a long time. 

In most arguments and fights both parties generally think they are right. This is the nature of disputes. Emotions generally 
run high and sometimes things are said that are not meant and are regretted later. Sometimes arguments can be solved 
immediately. However, arguments are often resolved after both people have calmed down, and things are sorted out at a later 
time.

Putting it into PraCtiCe

1. Draw children’s attention to the nature of arguments. They are normal, and not the end of the world. 

2. Parents, too, should be mindful that children can be worst of enemies one day and best of friends the next 
so resist getting directly involved. Rather be a friendly advisor and confidant to your child.

3. Discuss with children the importance of making up so that they can remain friends. Maintaining relationships 
should take precedence over winning arguments.
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SKILL 9 Negotiating their way to a solution
When siblings are deal-locked in a dispute and don’t seem to move forward they 
need to negotiate a solution that they can both live with. 
That means both will have to back down and give some ground. Kids then need to brainstorm some possible suggestions or 
ideas that they can both live with. They can evaluate each idea – keep the good ones and reject the bad ones. Good ideas are 
those they can both live with. Bad ideas are those that either one of them can’t accept.  They then agree to one idea… one 
they can both live with and accept. 

Putting it into PraCtiCe

1. A formal family meeting provides a great vehicle to teach kids to negotiate solutions to their dilemmas. You 
can  get more information in my manual How to conduct a family meeting at www.parentingideas.com.au

2. You may need to sit with children at times and help them mediate their issues, guiding them to find a solution 
that suits both.

3. Help children stick to the issue at hand, rather than trade verbal insults as they can do, when left to their own 
devices.

4. Recognise any effort to negotiate peacefully, and give good feedback when they resolve their disputes 
peacefully.

SKILL 10 asking a parent for support
there are times in families when children have no option but to go to a parent, or 
other adult for assistance. 
This should ideally be when despite all their efforts to work it out, their sibling continues to give them a hard time and make life 
unpleasant. Going to a parent should be, in most cases a last resort, not the first option.

Going to a parent should be about wanting annoying or difficult behaviour by a sibling to stop, rather than ‘getting them into 
trouble’. It shouldn’t be seen as dobbing or getting a parent onside. Rather it needs to be an honest call for assistance to stop 
an annoying or hurtful behaviour from happening. 

Putting it into PraCtiCe

1. Kids should choose a good time to come to their parent for help. Ideally, they should choose a good time to 
talk, unless it is an emergency.

2. Encourage your children to use a firm voice, rather than a whiny tone, and make eye contact with you. This 
will enable you to determine the seriousness and urgency of the call for assistance.

3. Ask your child: “Have you tried working this out yourself?” “What have you done to work this out yourself?”

4. Ask your child what type of help they want. This is not only a guide to the seriousness of the situation, but it 
puts the onus on the child to come up with a solution, even if they can’t implement it.
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SKILL 11  Understanding their siblings’ 
behaviour

“my sister just loved to take her time with everything, even when she ate, she 
took her time. she just loved being with people and loved to have a chat with 
everyone.”
It’s fascinating talking to adults about their siblings. With the benefit of hindsight most adults can give a fairly accurate description 
of the likes, dislikes and character traits of their siblings as kids. For kids this type of insight can be hard to fathom without 
some prompting. Parents can help kids understand their sibling’s behaviour, attitudes and temperaments. Some kids know this 
intuitively, however others need to have the obvious pointed out. Here are some examples:

“You know your brother gets upset around exam time. He’s a real worry wart so you need to give him space and don’t say things 
to upset him.” 

“Your sister is younger than you and not used to sharing. If you want her to play with you, you need to ask her calmly and quietly. 
You can’t just barge in and start playing like you do with your older brother.”

“Your brother loves the way you argue with him. He knows you like to have the last word so he baits you… and you react. He loves 
it. Next time he argues with you, don’t say a word. Just move away and go to your room.”

This type of advice is really valuable for kids. These every day little interactions that parents have with children have such a 
lasting impact on children.

Putting it into PraCtiCe

1. Look for teachable moments where 
you can give your children insights 
and advice to help them deal with their 
siblings.

2. Some children respond better to 
suggestions so be prepared to give 
your view but don’t always expect it 
to be taken up. “Look I’ve found that 
if you ignore your brother’s tantrum it 
usually stops and he forgets what he 
was mad about anyway. Do you think 
you can ignore his tantrums too?”

3. These sorts of talks need to be done in 
a friendly spirit where confidences are 
maintained and you act as a type of 
neutral ally – for everyone!
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SKILL 12  repairing relationship break 
downs

“say sorry to your sister because you hurt her!”

“no”
Ever had this situation?

Kids should restore relationships following a dispute, 
but this doesn’t necessarily mean they simply say 
they are sorry. Often these types of apologies are 
meaningless. It may be better for kids to ask for 
forgiveness instead. That means if a child hurts or 
puts down a sibling then they should be encouraged 
to ask their brother or sister to forgive them. Their 
sibling has every right to say they don’t forgive 
them. This is a more powerful form of relationship 
restoration than a simple apology. The person who 
did the hurting now needs to come up with some 
sort of solution to get back in the good books with 
their sibling.

Restoring and maintaining relationships is a lifelong skill. It can involve all or some of the following: swallowing your pride, 
asking for forgiveness, making up, giving back, not holding grudges and moving on. 

Relationship restoration between siblings is not something parents can do. We can, though, encourage kids to own their 
relationships, face up to any issues and make amends for any wrong-doing. Relationship restoration involves kids taking 
responsibility for their behaviours and their relationships. It’s a sign of their growing maturity.

Putting it into PraCtiCe

1. Discuss the concept of restoring relationships with children. When there are disputes look to develop 
empathy by talking about how the things they do and say can affect their siblings’ feelings.

2. It’s important that kids see their parents restoring relationships without using guilt or manipulation so they 
see first hand how to make amends in a giving, mature way.

3. “You need to somehow make up to your sister/brother” should become part of your family culture, or the way 
you do things in your family.
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Want more ideas and advice to help 
you raise happy, conf ident kids and 
resilient young people? 
here are two easy options:
1.   get one of my popular ready-to-go  

at Home Parenting Programs
Go to www.parentingideas.com.au and check out my six popular At Home Parenting Programs that focus on the things that 
really matter when it comes to parenting. These programs give you the knowledge and skills you need to parent your children 
with greater confidence and maximum effectiveness . . . without leaving home. The must know topics are:

•	 Bring out your child’s CONFIDENCE

•	 Dealing with SIBLING RIVALRY

•	 Bring out your child’s RESILIENCE

•	 Bring out your child’s BEST BEHAVIOUR

•	 Bring out the best in your BOYS

•	 Bring out the best in your TEENAGER

Get them at a special price now at www.parentingideas.com.au 

2.  attend my next parenting seminar
Attend one of my popular, practical parenting seminars coming to a city near you. Already thousands of parents have benefitted 
from my down-to-earth practical ideas and common sense perspective (that’s what parents say!) in these seminars . . .  
and, more importantly, so have their children. Most seminars sell out quickly, so get in fast!

You can also get DVD’s of my very best seminars including Dealing with SIBLING RIVALRY, Parenting for RESILIENCE and  
Bring out your child’s CONFIDENCE.

Find out more at www.parentingideas.com.au
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