
Caring for your family and family relationships

Key messages:

- Wellbeing is influenced by the wellbeing of, and relationship with, other family

members

- A child’s delay can result in both challenging and rewarding changes in the family

- Warm, secure relationships within the family are very important and benefit

everyone

- Start small to increase your family’s wellbeing and relationships

Family

All families grow and change in response to what happens over time. Similarly, all families

have their unique strengths and challenges. When a child’s development is delayed, people

and relationships in the family may be impacted in both challenging and rewarding ways.

Family relationships can directly influence the outcomes for children with delays. It is

important that each individual in a family is nurtured to build the wellbeing and resilience of

the family. Out of all the groups we belong to, the family is the most important and valued,

and relationships between family members make a big difference. Service plans for children

with delays should include parent and family needs, not just the needs of the child.

The wellbeing of family members and the quality of their relationships are intertwined and

influence each other. Many factors contribute to how families adapt to their situations and

thrive. Families come in all shapes and sizes, so think about who forms part of your child’s

‘family’.

A parent or carer’s relationship with the child

Parents and carers may experience parental stress and caring demands when a child’s

development is delayed. Some parents and carers report that the parent-child relationship is

even more positive and rewarding than what is experienced with a typically developing

child. Sometimes the parent-child relationship becomes focused on disciplining the child

(especially if the child has behavioural difficulties) with very few warm interactions.

The parent-child relationship is strongest when there is emotional warmth and secure

attachment. Parents and carers should prioritise the development of a warm and caring

relationship with their child. Here are some tips:



- Play with, and have fun with, your child. Maybe you like dancing to the same songs

or kicking a ball together.

- Use a pleasant tone and smile when talking with your child to show you care.

- Have an optimistic outlook about your child’s future and celebrate their

achievements, even the small ones.

- Get involved with your child and their interests. You may not share your child’s

enthusiasm for trains, but getting involved shows you care.

- Be responsive and sensitive to your child’s needs. When children know they can

count on their carer to meet their needs, a stronger attachment is formed.

- When your child’s behaviour is difficult, it can result in feelings of anger. When

directing your child it is important to stay calm. The instruction can be given firmly

without damaging the warmth in the relationship.

Siblings

Sibling relationships are very important as children learn, grow and share their life. This is no

different for families of children with delays. Sometimes parents may feel that the delay has

a great impact on the sibling relationship, although children may have more positive feelings

toward their sibling than parents know.

Some parents and carers also worry about the wellbeing of their other children, when they

have a sibling with a delay. Siblings of children with delays have their own needs that require

support. They may be more likely to develop emotional and behavioural problems and may

report feelings of loneliness, embarrassment, and pressure. They may experience limited

parental time and attention, restricted family activities, or teasing.

Although having a sibling with a delay can produce some negative outcomes, many siblings

report that they experience positive outcomes such as personal, social and religious growth.

They may be more empathic and caring for example. Many develop resilience and

adaptability.

Siblings cope best when there are positive family experiences, lower parental stress, regular

family routines, open communication, shared respect, and a positive emotional climate in

the family.

The researchers Moyson and Roeyers (2012) asked a group of siblings what helped them to

feel good. They came up with nine things:

- Doing things with their sibling

- Understanding each other

- Having private time and doing things without their sibling

- Learning to accept difference

- Having ways to cope with their sibling’s difficult behaviour



- Knowing their sibling is well

- Sharing and having fun with other children with siblings with delays

- Receiving social support from parents and others

- Existing in a world that appreciates their sibling

Siblings may also benefit from connecting with others in a similar situation:

www.siblingsaustralia.org.au

This organisation provides support for brothers and sisters of people with disability.

www.livewire.org.au

Livewire is an online community for young people with disability or serious illness and their

siblings. It has facilitated chat rooms, blogs and articles. Livewire also runs events and

activities at hospitals.

Sibling video or breakout quote

Parents’ relationship

Having a child with delays can place stress and demands on parents’ time. Sometimes, this

may result in shorter and less satisfying couple relationships. Thinking about how you can

improve the quality of your relationship with your partner is important. How you resolve

conflict plays an important role in the quality of the relationship and the wellbeing of both

partners. Taking a positive, problem-solving approach is best. This means always treating

each other with respect and talking about the things you can do to improve the situation.

Low couple relationship satisfaction and partner disagreement also have a negative impact

on the family. If you require additional support contact Relationships Australia at

https://relationships.org.au/ or by phoning 1300 364 277.

If you feel distressed thinking and reading about this topic, talk to your GP or health
professional. You can also call Lifeline on 131 114.

http://www.siblingsaustralia.org.au/
http://www.livewire.org.au/
https://relationships.org.au/
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