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Dear Kathleen,

I'n your column two weeks ago called “ Siblings need to shar e responsibility”
you presumethat the brothersare avoiding their responsbility to their mother.
You did not question if the parent is contributing to the problem by playing
favorites, or essentially refusing assistance from the other children. | do not think
thisisarareproblem. Add alittle greed on the part of the favorite, unwillingnessto
discuss anything of substance on the part of the parents and you have ruined family
relationships. | enjoy your columns and would appreciate your ideas on thisfamily
dilemma.

-- Andrea

Dear Andrea,

Y ou are referring to my recent column in which Barbarawrote that she felt
responsible for taking care of her ederly mother, while her two brothers — who dso live
in the same town — never did athing to help with practica or emotiond support.

Meaculpa Meamaximaculpa You raiseanimportant point thet | should have
addressed. Parents can st in motion painful family dysfunction when they play
favorites. Thisistrue whether their “kids’ are young, or middle-aged adults. Sensing
that parents (or grandparents) prefer one' s siblings leads to fedings of excluson and low
sdf-esteem. What's more, parentd biasinevitably creates jed ousy, competition, and
conflicts between siblings. In these situations, shlings fall to create meaningful
connections with each other, and may resent each other for alifetime.

If Barbaral s mother was playing favorites with her adult children, she could have
benefited by changing her behavior early on. Like when these middle-aged baby
boomers were much younger. She could have better understood that parents should never
compare their children, or give specid time, attention, or tasks to only one.

In fact, she might have known that an idedl way for your kids to have problems,
and problems with each other, isto say thingslike: “Y ou don't need to do that, son. Y our
brother ways does a much better job at washing the car.” Or, “Y our Sster Janie has
aways been the caring one” With thiskind of intra-family labding and competition
each child can’t develop higher own identity. Celebrate their differences, but don’t
gereotype them with comments like, “ she' sthe smart one,” or “he’ s the athletic one.”
Creste opportunities for children to cooperate instead of compete. Engage in activitiesin
which every child can shine. When everyone participates, excels a something, and hasa
good time together, it strengthens family ties. Make certain that each child gets some
gpecid “done’ timewith each parent. While as adults, we might not throw tantrums or
scream, “ She got more than | did!” or Y ou wouldn’t let me do that!” but we may ill
harbor alifetime s accumulation of those fedings.

| redlly can't tell from Barbara s letter whether thiskind of favoritism iswhat's
going on in her family. Perhgps thisis so. While mogt parents dlam they give love and
attention to their children equdly, severa research studies show that, in fact, many have
favorites.
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But if it istrue that her mother is showing favoritiam, it is clear that being the
“chosen on€’ is stressing Barbara out, making her angry, and causing her to bear dl the
responghility for her mother. Shewill benefit by asking a soul-searching question: “Am
| being Singled out as the favorite, when my brothers redly want to help with mom?’ In
any case, an honest and heart-to- heart conversation with her brothers can help al of them
better understand their Stuation, and each other.

If Barbara's mother is reading this column (and | certainly hope sheid), she
would be wd| advised to ask hersdlf if sheisfavoring one adult child over the others.
It's never too late to change, and she may find hersalf surrounded by all of her loving
children when she can learn to rely on, and respect each of them.

Send your persona coaching questions to kathleen@fullpotentidliving.com or cal 473

4004. Kathleen is a personal and executive coach, clinica psychologist, and writer. (©2003
Kathleen Brehony. All Rights Reserved.) Columns are archived at www.fullpotentialliving.com.
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