Sibling Rivalry

Part 1

Chief Complaint:

Sally Jones is a 25-year-old, married mother of two children.  She is attending her 3-month-old son, Ronald’s, well-baby visit with her 3 ½-year-old daughter, Justine, for her yearly physical exam.  Ms. Jones expresses concern that her daughter appears to be very jealous of her young sibling.  

History of Presenting Problem:  

Ms. Jones notes that Justine has always been “a handful.”  She describes her as an active youngster and “always into things.”   With the birth of Ronald, Justine became even more active and began to be disrespectful of her mother.  Ms. Jones states that Justine would call her names, including saying that she was a “good for nothing doormat.”  Regarding her interactions with Ronald, she would growl and grimace at the baby, would “snatch” things out of his hands, and call him “stupid ‘bucklehead’.” Justine also began to take Ronald’s toys and to hide them under beds and within closets.  On several occasions, Ms. Jones noted that Justine was surreptitiously pinching the infant. However, Ms. Jones expresses greatest concern about an event that occurred most recently.  Several weeks ago, Justine climbed into Ronald’s crib, was gripping him, shaking him by the shoulders, and telling him that he “was a big fat nobody.”  Ms. Jones states that she has tried to give Justine “special time” to decrease her jealously of Ronald;  however, she states that these efforts have not seemed to make any difference.  Ms. Jones states, “I’m completely worn out and just about at my wits end, I can’t take the stress of this any longer.”  
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Psychosocial History

Past Medical History:  Ms. Jones characterizes her pregnancy with Justine as stressful.  She states that she had to discontinue her work as a department store cashier within her second trimester due to difficulty remaining on her feet for long periods of time. Ms. Jones states that her employer was the main provider of her health insurance, leading her to attend her prenatal appointments sporadically.  Ms. Jones states that Justine was born 3 weeks early and was 5 lbs in weight and 17 inches in length.  Justine began to walk and began to say single words (“mama, dada”) at 1 ½ years.  According to Ms. Jones, Justine was always a “strong willed” child.  She states that she began to have temper tantrums at the age of 2, in which she would hold her breath when she became angry.  Justine toilet trained at the age of 3 but has been using pull-ups since the birth of her brother.  Justine does not nap during the day and goes to bed each night sometime between the hours of 7:00 pm – 10:00 pm.  

Justine has a positive medical history of childhood asthma.  Ms. Jones notes that many of Justine’s attacks seem to occur between the hours of 5:00 pm – 7:00 pm in the evening.  
Family History:  Ms. Jones states that Justine’s arrival added to the “stress” within the family.  Part of the increase in stress was due to financial pressures and disagreements over parenting.  Since Justine was 2 years old, Ms. Jones, a college graduate in marketing, has held four different department store positions.  Ms. Jones notes that she and her husband disagree on the parenting of the children.  Ms. Jones states that her husband, Jerry, sets high standards for Justine.  She states that he expects Justine to dress herself and to maintain a ‘spic and span’ room.    By Ms. Jones’ report, Mr. Jones states that she is a “push-over.”    Ms. Jones states that Justine has difficulty following instructions and just “seems to ignore me when I talk with her.”  Ms. Jones states that Justine minds her father better than her mother. 

Social History:  Justine regularly plays with two children who are both her age.  Justine attends a “parents day out” program three mornings per week.  Ms. Jones states that Justine is “very competitive” with other children and always wants to be the leader and the one in charge.

Medications:  Justine currently takes an inhaled corticosteroid for her asthma treatment.  She is not taking any other medications.   
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Assessment:  Pediatric Office

Behavioral Observations:

Ms. Jones had deep dark circles under her eyes.  She stated that she was exhausted and was getting infrequent and irregular sleep.  Ms. Jones had a quarter-shaped bruise on her upper arm.  Ms. Jones spoke slowly and deliberately.  At one point during the exam, Justine called her mother’s name and Ms. Jones startled noticeably.  

Justine was very active during the exam of her baby brother.  She attempted to sit on the physician’s seat and spin around the room.  Justine was observed to intermittently suck her thumb during the visit.  Justine appeared shy and evidenced some fear during the physical exam.  Justine had a sprinkling of dime-sized bruises on her knees and elbows.  Results from each developmental domain assessed in the exam are as follows and are based on the physician’s interview with Ms. Jones.  

Movement :  Justine has difficulty walking up and down stairs, alternating feet.  However, she can kick a ball, runs easily and can pedal a tricycle. 

Hand and Finger Skills:  Justine can make vertical, horizontal, and circular strokes with a pencil or crayon.  She can hold a pencil in writing position, as well as screw and unscrew jar lids.

Language:  Justine has difficulty following a two- or three-component command.  She can recognize and identify common objects and pictures.  Justine can speak sentences of four- and five-words, but her speech was unclear at times during the assessment. 

Cognitive:  Justine can make mechanical toys work, match objects with pictoral images, actively play “make believe,” and sort objects by shape and color. She appears perplexed at the concept of “two.”

Social :  Justine demonstrates competitive relationships with her playmates.  She has difficulty taking turns, and if she fears that she will not win in a game, she calls the other child “stupid.”  Justine is familiar with the concept of “mine” and “his/hers” but has difficulty with sharing.  

Emotional:  Justine has difficulty separating from her mother and objects to major changes in routine. She expresses a wide range of emotions.  
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Observational Findings:  Home 

Naturalistic observation commenced at the home of Sally and Jerry Jones at 5:30 pm.  All family members were present.  Mr. and Ms. Jones were instructed to commence with daily routine activities during the observational period of 180 minutes.  These activities included dinner preparation and eating the meal.  

Parental behaviors and Justine’s behavior were coded using narrative recording (anecdotal recording of noteworthy information) and event recording (each instance of a specific behavior was recorded).  The event coding system follows:

Parent’s Behavior:  Two Categories

1. Praise (verbalization indicating that the parent 
e.g., Justine, your coloring is 
was pleased with the child’s behavior)


excellent.

2. Criticism (verbalization indicating that the

e.g., Justine do not 
Parent was displeased with the child’s behavior)

tease your brother.


Child’s Behavior:  Two Categories

1. Threat or Aggression (making threatening gestures, bullying).

2. Prosocial responses (making responses to others that are kind or caring)

Narrative Observations:  During dinner preparation Justine spent time coloring in the kitchen.  Her infant brother was in the same room, and Ms. Jones was preparing dinner.  Mr. Jones alternated time coming into the kitchen and picking up items in the living room.  When Mr. Jones would enter the room, Justine would fall silent.  Mr. Jones looked over his wife’s shoulder as she prepared the meal and made observations, including “spaghetti again!” while smiling and winking at the observer.  While straightening items in the living room, Mr. Jones muttered statements under his breath, including, “what a pig sty we live in.”  At one point, Mr. Jones picked up Justine’s drawing and stated, “A purple pig, now that is ingenious!”  Justine’s lip trembled, but offered a smile.  Shortly thereafter, Justine “tweaked” her little brother’s ear, leading him to shriek and her mother to scream at Justine to “stop teasing your little brother!”  Justine then began to cough and wheeze.  Ms. Jones stopped cooking to get her daughter’s inhaler.  Mr. Jones continued to pick up items in the living room.  Dinner was a quiet event with little talking or eye contact between family members.  

Event Recording

Ms. Jones:  Praise:  4 events

Criticism:  20 events

Mr. Jones:  Praise:  1 event

Criticism:  30 events

Justine:  Threat or Aggression:  4 events
Prosocial:  1 event
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Course

Following the home and office assessments, the pediatrician referrs Justine and her family to attend counseling and parent training.  At the next scheduled pediatric visit, Ms. Jones states that Justine’s behavior is getting more and more “out of control.”  She now states that that she is afraid to leave Ronald in the same room with Justine and thinks that perhaps Justine is developing attentional deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).  She pleads with the physician to prescribe some medication.

At this appointment Ms. Jones seems to have lost weight and appears very tense.  She states that her sleep has become more sporadic and that she has recently lost another job, placing further strain on the family.  

Ms. Jones states that the family began to see a counselor for parenting training but that they discontinued with the development of further money problems.  Ms. Jones states that they both learned how to do “time out” and that she has Justine sit for 3 minutes on average, while her husband is more of a “die hard,” asking Justine to sit for 10 minutes at a time.  

Ms. Jones states that Justine’s behavior is “tearing their family apart.”   Justine’s physician schedules her for an appointment within the next two months to follow-up on the family concerns.  
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Outcome

Ms. Jones appears for the scheduled appointment.  She states that it had been an eventful period of time.  She and her husband decided to separate due to irreconcilable differences.  The couple remained separated for six weeks.  Ms. Jones states that Justine had been “miserable” during that time.  She also says that her husband, Jerry, was very sweet during the separation.  With a huge smile, she states that he sent gifts for the children and that he even sent her flowers.  The couple decided to reconcile and have been together again for one week.  Ms. Jones says that the change has been “miraculous,” and that even Justine and her brother appear to be getting along.  Ms. Jones states that she is still unemployed, but feels a renewed energy to begin the job search.  


