Teaching Conflict Resolution Skills to Children

Parents often wonder how to help their children reduce conflict in the home.  This can be a particular problem between siblings or even with their friends or adults.  A couple of things we can do proactively, to reduce the incidence of these conflicts, include giving your child some special time each day.  This can be difficult in our busy lives, but 20 minutes of positive adult attention per day dramatically reduces children’s aggressive behavior.  We can also teach our children to ask for attention constructively.  Sometimes the purpose of a fight is to gain attention.  Encourage your child to seek attention by expressing his needs.  Also, focus on what your child is doing right and praise her for doing well rather than just reprimanding her when mistakes are made.

However, when conflicts do occur, as parents, we can look at these situations as opportunities to teach our children how conflict can be peacefully resolved.  We want our children to understand their own feelings, so that they can communicate their feelings with words, not actions.  We want them to recognize how their behavior impacts others and to think clearly during a conflict so they can think of solutions to the problem.
Often, as parents we get right into the conflict, lecture about what is right and wrong and try to obtain a speedy resolution, giving consequences as we think appropriate.  Instead of becoming the “judge and jury” in these situations, parents can help their children learn how to resolve their own conflicts more effectively by adopting the stance of a calm, impartial mediator.  With this approach the parent has the opportunity to nonjudgmentally verbalize both parties’ feelings and guide them in thinking more clearly about solutions.

For example, two children are arguing over which television program to watch and are fighting over the remote with one kicking the other.  The parent could make the simple observation, “Seems like you guys are having a problem.”  Even though the parent may know who started the fight and who is kicking, making this statement blames neither child and does not put the children on the defensive.  The children will likely start arguing their “case”, trying to talk louder than the other.  The parent can listen for a minute and then calmly put up her hand and say, “I can’t hear when you both talk at the same time.”  Then without giving them time to reply, she continues by helping to put their feelings into words.  For example, telling one that he looks like he’s feeling angry, and the other that he seems like he’s feeling possessive of the television.  Again the parent is not trying to make one child right and one wrong, but simply stating what she observes.
The children may continue to yell and argue, but the parent should not respond to this, but instead again try to put their feelings into words.  This should help each child gain insight into his or her own feelings and how their behavior impacts the other.  The parent chooses the feeling words based on her observation, the children’s facial expressions, and their tone of voice, while considering the context of the argument.

This style of acknowledging and identifying the children’s feelings is not easy and takes patience and practice.  It’s much easier to shout “Be quiet and give me that remote.  You’ve both lost TV privileges for the day!”  However, when done correctly, this approach helps children to understand their feelings and to use words to resolve their conflicts.  The next step is to help them think clearly of possible solutions.  This is much more easily done after they have had their feelings acknowledged and have calmed down some.  The parent can then ask the children if they can come up with a way to work this out.  While they may initially say “No.” this question infers that there is a solution and that they are capable of working it out.
If they are unable to come up with ideas, the parent can begin the brainstorming – in the form of a question, so that the parent doesn’t run the risk of lecturing or taking ownership for the solution.  For example, the parent might begin with the words, “What do you think would happen if… or I wonder what would happen if…” and then suggest a possible alternative.  This allows the children to accept or reject the solution and fosters independent thinking.  Encourage the children to come up with ideas of their own, but if they don’t the parent can continue in this “mode”.

If the children continue to be angry and seem as though they may continue fighting, the parent must then implement a solution that impacts both children equally, such as sending them both to their rooms.  If they are calm, but still have not accepted a solution, the parent must be willing to walk away, encouraging the children to continue working on it, saying, “I’m sure you’ll come up with a solution.  Let me know when you do.”  This leaves the problem in their hands, therefore helping to build their own resources to resolve future conflicts.  As stated before, this style of conflict resolution takes patience and practice but will serve you and your children well over time as they increasingly learn to take ownership for problem solving.
