
 
 

 
 

The Power of Respect: Fighting Cousins 
 

“…end up fighting every time we are together.” 
 

 

“In this column the reader is offered practical, respectful options leading 

to win-win solutions to the problems arising between adults and children 

in everyday life.” 
 



Q:  “Our family is very close. Even though my sister and I are married and have homes of 

our own, our families often get together, especially at our parents’ house. The only trouble 

is that my four year old daughter and her two year old daughter end up fighting every time 

we are together. Sometimes one ends up crying, sometimes the other. If my husband is 

there, he disciplines our daughter. Otherwise we all get along great. Is there anything we 

can do so the girls don’t end up crying and my husband doesn’t end up punishing our 

daughter?” 

L.M., Whittier, CA 

 

A:  Sometimes there are people who just don’t get along. Sometimes this is for their whole lives, 

sometimes it is just for part of their lives.  

 

In this case, it could easily be just because of the ages of the cousins. They may go through 

periods of this throughout their lives. However, it is possible to work with this and even 

overcome it or transform it. 

  

You could decide to keep them separated during these times. Maybe one or the other could have 

a babysitter at home or stay at a friend’s house when you all get together.  

 

You could hire the babysitter to come to the place where you are all getting together and watch 

the girls and help them through their difficult times, so no one else would have to be involved. 

  

The family members might take turns with the girls, helping them work through problems before 

they develop into a fight. This means that someone is available to the girls at all times, and at 

least stays within earshot.  

 

At first it might be a good idea to stay right with them until they know that someone will always 

be there to help them if either one of them seems to need help. 

  

Explain this to them simply and clearly. For example, “We want all of us to have a good time 

when we are together. If you want my help, just ask and I’ll help you so that both of you can feel 

good. If I think you need help I’ll ask you if you do.” 

  

It might take some time before they come to ask for help. So when it seems that a fight might 

develop, go up to them and ask, “Do either of you want my help?” If one or the other does, they 

might begin talking at once, explaining their side of the story.  

 

If they do not respond, it may be because they do not understand how this is going to work yet, 

you can say, “I heard...(whatever you heard), and I thought you might like my help.”  

 

If they still don’t respond: “I just want to make sure you both have a good time. So, do either of 

you want some help?” If they still don’t respond, “Okay. I just thought I’d ask. If either of you 

want help, let me know.” Then go back to where you were.  

 

Do this, or something similar, every time you feel, think or see that it’s needed. Only the people 

in the family who want to help these girls respectfully should take a turn. Or maybe there is one 



of you who would like to do this all the time. In any case, practicing respectful cooperation can 

change the pattern of interacting which these cousins have developed. 

 

When they do accept your help, then hear both sides, clearly tell them what you have understood, 

“So you both want to use this doll right now?” If you’ve got it wrong, they’ll be quick to tell you.  

 

Then go through the process of brainstorming and negotiating to find a mutually agreeable 

solution. “So how do you think we can solve this problem so that both of you feel good?”  

 

You might have to start with the ideas, but give them a chance first. Wait patiently for them to 

think, even if you do have to start.  

 

This is for them to learn the process of cooperation. After they have become skilled at it, you 

might never, or rarely have to help them again. It is a skill which will be of value for the rest of 

their lives. 

  

This should keep your husband from “disciplining” your daughter. However, if you don’t like 

what he does, it is important that you tell him.  

 

Sometime when you are both feeling good, let him know that you have a problem (it is your 

problem, unless he doesn’t like his behavior either), and tell him that you need his help to solve it 

in a way that feels good to both of you.  

 

Explain the process of brainstorming (writing down all the possible solutions that you both think 

of) and negotiating a win-win solution or solutions. And good luck. 
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