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SIBLING ABUSE

Understanding
Abuse

“My brother would begin by hitting me,
biting me, or placing a pillow over my
face. He would demand that I say uncle
or beg him to stop. When I did, he only
hurt me more. If I didn’t do what he said,
he’d hurt me more. I was in a no-win
situation. I felt helpless because I was
helpless.”

“I believed everything my sister told
me. I was dumb, homely, stupid, fat. No
one would ever love me.”

“It usually started with him [my
brother] yelling at me. Then he would
hurt me somehow — cut me, hit me, etc.
Then he would overpower me to rape me.
After this, he always told me this was my
fault.”

These words, written by adults reflecting back
on their childhoods, document a little-recognized
problem called sibling abuse.

Don't overlook cruel behavior
Sexual abuse of children, even between

siblings, is now recognized as unacceptable.
However, we often consider emotional and
physical abuse between siblings a normal
experience of growing up. “That’s just the way
kids are,” “Kids will be kids,” and “They’ll grow
out of it” are common parental responses to what
may be vicious and cruel behavior between
children in the same family.

With awareness and understanding, parents
can intervene in abusive behaviors between their
children. They can create an atmosphere in which
siblings nurture and value each other.

Parents often ignore, deny, or overlook cruel
behavior between their children. Thousands of
adult survivors of sibling abuse tell of the far-
reaching negative effects that such unchecked
behavior has had on them as children and adults.

Sibling violence appears to occur more
frequently than violence between parents and

children or spouse abuse. As many as 53 of every
100 children abuse a brother or a sister. Outside
the home, much of this mistreatment would be
considered assault. Between siblings, it usually is
ignored.

Children often abuse a brother or sister, usually
younger than themselves, to gain power and
control. Why? Perhaps the abusive child feels
powerless, neglected, or insecure. He or she may
feel strong only in relation to a sibling being
powerless. The feeling of power children
experience when they mistreat a brother or sister
often reinforces their decision to repeat the abuse.

Society pays a high price when sibling abuse
goes uncorrected. Many adult survivors have low
self-esteem and difficulty in relationships. They
continue to blame themselves for being
victimized. They stay angry toward the
perpetrator. Too often the roots of sexual
dysfunction, eating disorders, alcoholism, and
drug problems lie in sibling abuse.

Characteristics of sibling abuse
Physical

Physical abuse may involve hitting, biting,
slapping, shoving, and punching; tickling to
excess; and injurious or life-threatening
behavior such as choking or being shot with a
BB gun.

Emotional
This includes teasing, name calling, belittling,
ridiculing, intimidating, annoying, and
provoking. Children also destroy personal
possessions or torture and kill pets to get an
emotional response from their victim. (Parents,
although they dislike emotional abuse, usually
excuse it as sibling rivalry. They mistakenly
accept this mistreatment as normal childhood
behavior.)

Sexual
Sexual abuse includes unwanted touching,
indecent exposure, attempted penetration,
intercourse, rape, or sodomy between siblings.
Physical, emotional, and sexual abuse may

occur in any combination. Emotional abuse is
present in all forms of sibling abuse, and its effect
can be very damaging.
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How to identify sibling abuse
Victims often respond to abuse from a brother

or sister by:
• Protecting themselves
• Screaming and crying
• Separating themselves from the abuser
• Abusing a younger sibling in turn
• Telling their parents
• Internalizing the abusive message
• Fighting back
• Submitting

How should parents respond?
Children feel betrayed by the common

responses given by parents. A parent may
minimize or ignore the seriousness of the problem
that the victim brings to his or her attention.
Sometimes parents blame and even punish the
child who is the victim. An effective parental
response involves the following steps.

Bring all children involved into a problem-
solving process.

• Get enough fact and feeling information to
accurately assess the problem.

• Restate the problem to make sure you
understand it clearly.

• Help children to arrive at a child-set goal.
(Goals set by parents often become rules that
children will not follow.)

• Figure out alternative solutions to the
problem.

• Work together to set up a contract which states
the rights and responsibilities of each child.
Specify appropriate ways of acting and
consequences should abusive behavior occur
in the future.

Distinguishing sibling abuse from
normal behavior

1. Identify the behavior. Isolate it from the
emotions associated with it and evaluate it.

2. Is the behavior age-appropriate? Remember
that generally you should confront fighting
and jealousy even if you tend to think it is
“normal.”

3. How often does it happen and how long does
it go on? Acceptable behavior that is long and
drawn out may become abusive over time.

4. Is there a victim in the situation? A victim
may not want to participate, but may be
unable to stop the activity.

5. What is the purpose of the behavior? If it tears
down another person, it is abusive.

Prevention
Sibling abuse can happen in any family. Parents

often can trace their own behavioral, emotional or
sexual problems to sibling abuse they experienced
as children.

Listen to and believe your children. They may
be trying to tell you that they are being mistreated.
Provide good supervision for children when you
are not there. Teach them the difference between
good and bad touches, and teach them to say no to
bad ones. Encourage an open climate for airing
and discussing problems.

If you are having trouble with sibling abuse in
your family, consider professional help. Violence-
proof your home by monitoring what your
children watch on TV. Reward sensitive, positive
behavior among brothers and sisters. When you
praise positive interactions, the potential for
sibling abuse is reduced. Most importantly, make
it a point to be a model of honest and esteem-
building behavior.
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