[image: image3.png]p.‘g&:r;.c f,/cl.{.,j Netwverk,




Helping Brothers & Sisters When A Child Is Poorly
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The long term process of adjusting to having a chronic illness and managing the demands of the illness and its treatment can be a challenge for any child. Brothers and sisters are also affected – they often have to witness the impact of the illness and its treatment on the poorly child, and have to cope with all the changes that happen within the family as a result of the illness. This will include the changes that happen because their parents often have more to do, might have less time for them, and there may be less patience, money or time together. They might also have lots of worries about what is happening,. This leaflet outlines some common themes and makes some suggestions about things that might help.
When a child becomes unwell and has brothers or sisters the whole family is often affected. This means that parents often need to think about and deal with reactions in all their children, not just the poorly one. This can mean that worried and upset parents can feel pulled in different directions and feel unsure how to help everyone without upsetting the others. 
Common Reactions

Worries and Fears: Brothers and sisters need to know what is happening and to make sense of the changes they experience. They might feel frightened or anxious about the illness, its treatment, its long-term implications, or if it is “catching” and might effect them too. We know that they are more likely to be affected if the illness has a bigger effect on what happens day-to-day, or if the amount of caring you need to provide is greater. But even if the practical impact is small, siblings usually worry and will need information to help them understand.  How you talk about what is happening and how you offer support will affect how your children respond. 
Jealousy: Many siblings feel upset that their ill sibling is getting more attention than usual, from parents, family and friends and from other people like hospital professionals or teachers. They will often feel jealous even when they know that this extra attention is necessary and cannot easily be changed. Everyone needs attention, and managing without the attention you are used to from parents is difficult for any child.  Poorly children often gets lots of treats, too, and siblings can feel this is unfair. 
Anger or Resentment: Brothers and sisters can feel angry that their lives have changed so much and things are not the way they used to be. Many will feel sad that things are not like they used to be in the past before the illness happened. 
Missing Their Parents: Siblings often have to cope with having less attention from their parents, or spend less time with them while they care for the ill child. This might mean within the home or missing parents because they have to be in hospital with a poorly sibling. Siblings might worry that the parent might “disappear” unexpectedly or at short notice, and they might worry about things being so uncertain and unpredictable. 
Difficult Feelings & Behaviour: When siblings feel unsettled many will react by expressing their feelings through behaviour. They may feel anxious that they are not loved as much as before, have lost their role in the family, are not as important as their ill siblings, or that they cannot call on their parents’ support any more. 
Becoming Withdrawn: Some siblings respond by withdrawing into themselves because of their worries or because they don’t feel involved or included. Many will want to feel there is something they can do and contribute, to feel important and valued. Withdrawing sometimes means they get over-looked and they can be left without the support they need.
Worries About Their Own Health: Most siblings will worry that if something bad happened to their brother or sister, it may happen to them too. Some will worry that the illness is “catching” or that it runs in the family. They might worry that normal coughs and colds or other symptoms are much more serious than they are. They might become over-aware of their bodies and think they are ill when they are not. 
Guilt: Many siblings feel bad that their brother or sister is ill while they are not, and some feel guilty that they are healthy and can enjoy activities that their sibling can’t. Others might feel guilty that the illness is in some way their fault, or that their normal demands on their parents are now not alright. 
Problems with School: Worried or upset children often find it hard to concentrate, and some express their feelings through their behaviour in school. Teachers may need to know what is happening so they can help.
Becoming More “Mature” or Compliant: Brothers or sisters can sometimes feel that they need to be extra well-behaved or helpful when their sibling is ill and their parents are stressed. This can mean that they “grow up” and mature more quickly, which might be beneficial for the parents and family. But it can also mean that the brother or sister is not really able to talk about and show how they feel themselves, and puts too much emphasis on other people’s feelings at the expense of their own needs. 
Copying Bad Or Unusual Behaviour: Over time brothers and sisters can come to believe that because their ill sibling behaves in unusual ways, they can too. For example, if their sibling has problems with toileting they might feel that it is OK to do the same. Or they might see that you excuse poor behaviour in their ill sibling and so they should get away with it too. 
Things That Can Help

Information, Reassurance & Boundaries: Siblings need to know what is happening. This will help them with their worries and give them opportunities to ask questions. Try to give them honest answers and straightforward information that is suitable for their age and level of understanding.  Explain why things need to be done a certain way, and explain that the rules about behaviour have not changed. Try to maintain the usual rules and make it clear if things are different for one child why this is.

Involving Siblings: Although it can sometimes be difficult to include siblings in hospital appointments and clinic visits, it is often helpful to bring them so they can feel included, see what is happening, understand what their ill sibling is experiencing, and have opportunities to ask questions. They might also be able to help in practical ways. It is important that these visits don’t always mean they miss out on school or other normal activities, but there might be ways they can feel helpful and involved. Try to involve them in treatment plans and planning.
Keeping Things “Normal”: Try to maintain normal routines and rules for all your children, because these make them feel less unsettled and more secure. Reassure them that life can continue as usual and that they don’t have to feel they are losing out as far as possible. Help them believe that it is OK to have fun and to enjoy things as much as before.  
Special Time: It can be helpful to try and arrange to spend some focused “special time” with your other children. Spending time with them will help them feel that they are still important. Remember to notice when they are being helpful or well-behaved, and give them small treats and rewards in recognition of their efforts.

Visitors: Try to encourage visitors to bring a small gift for the siblings as well as the ill child. When people ask about the ill child, make a point of telling them how all the children are so that brothers and sisters hear you explaining that everyone is feeling the effect and everyone is needing to cope with things being difficult and different. 
Permission & Listening: Siblings need to know that you understand that they feel upset, angry, jealous, frightened, or worried. They need to know that these are normal feelings and that you still love them anyway. They need to know that you will try and find time for them, will understand and listen to them, and that you will try to make sure their needs are met.
If you need any more help with any of these issues, please talk to your medical team about what support or services might be available. 
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