
Parent Talk
 

Skills, tools and strategies for the most important job you’ll ever have

How To Be a Fair Parent
“I always try to be fair to both my kids but they continually complain that I’m not.  Where have I 
gone wrong?” 
       Every parent wants to be fair with their child, whether it’s settling arguments between siblings 
or making sure that no one is given more attention or goodies than their brother or sister.  In fact, 
most of us put a lot of energy into keeping things as equal as possible.  This is why it’s so hard to 
hear the oft-uttered phrase of a sobbing child, “You’re not fair!”  It feels like a stab in the heart.

 There are three instances when you are most likely to hear these dreaded words.  

 

      Getting involved in your children’s fights

Whenever you wade into the middle of a 
fight to listen to each of them explaining how 
awful their sibling has been, decide who’s 
guilty and mete out a punishment, you can 
be sure the one you ‘sided’ against will feel 
an injustice has taken place. They will feel 
you have not understood their side of things 
(even if you do) and may even see it as a 
sign of favouritism.  

Mom:  “You know you shouldn’t hit your 
sister even if she makes a face at you –that’s 
no excuse.  Go to your room until you can 
say you’re sorry.”

Child:  “But she’s always bugging me 
because she knows you’re going to stick up 
for her. You’re not fair!”

Making sure that everything is 
always equal

This can arise when you become overly 
concerned that everyone receives exactly the 
same amount of attention, hugs, things, 

treats, lessons, etc,.  This type of ‘fairness’ 
encourages children to think about how 
much they’re getting instead of 
cooperating.   When parents make an 
exaggerated attempt to keep the scales 
completely balanced, children tend to 
become hyper-vigilant about getting their 
due.

Dad (slicing the cake):  “Now, don’t worry, 
I’m going to make sure you both get the 
same size piece.”

Sister:  “Hey, his piece is bigger, that’s not 
fair!”

Dad:  “Here let me put a little more on 
your plate to even it up.”

Brother:  “Not fair!  Now she’s got more 
than I do!”

Dad:  “Okay let me get out the ruler.”

Saying ‘no’ 

This is a prime opportunity for your child to 
pull out the “you’re not fair” complaint.  
This ploy often strikes at a parent’s sense 
of guilt and is surprisingly effective at 
making you rethink your decision, which is 
precisely the point.

Click on image to order these 
indispensible books

Click on image to order these 
indispensible books

http://www.practicalparenting.ca/book.html
http://www.practicalparenting.ca/book.html


Parent Talk
 

Skills, tools and strategies for the most important job you’ll ever have

Fall 2012, p2

Child:  Mom can I go to a sleepover at Amanda’s tonight?

Mom:  No, not tonight.  We have to be up early tomorrow to go to your ringette game. 

Child:  That’s not fair!  You always have an excuse why I can’t go to sleepovers.  I won’t be tired, I 
promise.   Everybody else gets to do things except for me.  You’re always saying no.

Mom:  Well, I guess if you promise not to stay up too late, you can go--but I don’t want to hear any 
complaints if you’re tired tomorrow. 

Fairness basics

Remember that fairness is not necessarily about making your child happy at the moment but 
about prioritizing your family’s needs and making sure everyone’s rights are respected (including 
your own).  No one in the family should be considered more or less important than anyone else, 
and following the rules and routines that you have all agreed on is always the fair way.  

Being fair means not taking sides

Adopt the attitude that your children are capable of working out problems with siblings without your 
interference.  It’s up to them to find a way to get along with their brothers and sisters  and each 
time you settle things for them, you take away an opportunity for them to learn about each other.  
You also make tensions worse by creating feelings of favouritism.  Instead, use family meetings to 
solve problems.  Friendly discussions are more helpful than trying to settle each score for them.  

Being fair means not worrying about making everything perfectly equal –it’s an 
unrealistic goal

Have faith in your child that they can handle it when things aren’t exactly even. They won’t feel hurt 
or hard done by unless you give them reason to think they should feel that way.  Give a good logical 
reason for why you aren’t treating them all exactly the same and leave it at that.

“Your sister needs extra help with her homework because she’s having some difficulty with math 
this semester.”

“Your brother needs a new pair of shoes because he’s outgrown his old ones.  Yours still fit you for 
now.”

Being fair means considering your decisions carefully before giving your answer, then 
following through

When you stop and think before answering your child, you will have an easier time sticking to your 
decision.  Consider why you are saying no.  If it’s based on keeping to your routine, or helping your 
child keep up with responsibilities that have been agreed upon, you can feel more confident that 
your decision is ultimately fair.  Also, it’s fair to consider how the request will impact the rest of the 
family. Give the reason why you are saying no and if your child is unhappy with it, acknowledge that 
she is feeling angry or disappointed.  However, once you’ve made your decision, don’t do a flip-flop.  
It’s important to stick to a ‘no’ when it’s needed. 

“I don’t think you can go to your friend’s house today.  You have a piano lesson and it will mean a 
lot of extra driving for me to pick you up.  Perhaps you can get together another time this week.”

Final Thoughts

If your child consistently accuses you of being unfair, it’s time to pull up a chair and have a heart to 
heart.  Sometimes, without even realizing it, we do things that just don’t feel right for a child.  Our 
job is to listen to our child’s ideas and feelings and create a dialogue.  Ongoing problems should be 
addressed to keep your relationship strong and teach your child how to work through problems.  Be 
willing to keep an open mind and admit mistakes if you feel you should, but also help your child 
reframe their ideas by asking good open-ended questions.    

Ask the Parent Coach
 

Karen Skinulis

 
 905-508-5240
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Confidential. Empathetic. Call 905-508-
5240, or e-mail: 

parenttalk.ca@gmail.com  Covered by most 
insurers.

 

For information on Parent Talk workshops, call 
905-508-5240 or e-mail: parenttalk.ca@gmail.com.  

To register for a workshop online, go to our 
website at www.practicalparenting.ca.

To learn about classroom management techniques 
that really work, check out 
www.classroomthatwork.ca.

Ask the Parent Coach

Q.  My 10 year old son is really hard on 
himself. Whenever he makes a little 
mistake he calls himself stupid. We try to 
be very encouraging and point out how 
great he is but he shrugs it off.  He’s very 
smart and has lots of friends. Any 
suggestions?

A.  I hear this question a lot and I can 
appreciate how hard it is to hear your son 
put himself down in such a harsh way.  
Obviously, you’d like to help him feel less 
critical of himself.  Often, this kind of 
problem stems from the fact that he has 
such high expectations of himself that it’s 
too difficult for him to reach them.  When 
he falls short, he may feel quite upset with 
himself, and may worry about what others 
will think of him too. These are the 
moments when he puts himself down.  The 
key here is to work on improving his self-
esteem.  This will mean helping him set 
realistic standards, and also being more 
compassionate with himself when he 
makes mistakes.   Helping him learn that 
mistakes are not terrible things is essential. 

• Help him set reasonable goals for 
himself.  Try to figure out how high he 
is reaching in different areas in his life 

- --grades, sports, 
behaviour, and 
popularity.  Does he 
want to be the best 
athlete, get the highest 
grades, be the most 
popular?  Help him 
understand that it can 

be extremely difficult if he expects himself to 
always excel above others.

• Put the focus on effort--- not results.  It’s more 
important that he tries things, enjoys his 
activities, and gets involved.  His true potential 
will be realized even if he is not always the 
best.

• Whenever mistakes are made, react in an 
empathetic way and help him move into fixing 
the mistake.  Don’t let him get stuck on being 
upset.  Frame them as great opportunities to 
learn something, not as failures.  

• Labels are hard on self-esteem – even good 
ones. Instead of trying to improve his self-
esteem by using a positive label (you’re so 
smart, great looking, etc), let him know how 
much you appreciate it when he’s helpful, how 
much you like and love him, and how he makes 
the family better by being a part of it.  Focus on 
what he does, rather than labelling who he is.

 

 

Struggling with Parent Stress?
Looking for Help?

 
Work one-on-one with our parenting counselor. Learn 
strategies that increase harmony and cooperation in your 
family.

Karen Skinulis, B.A., is a parenting 
counselor in private practice in 
Richmond Hill. She is an associate of 
Dr. Dan Dalton’s Psychological 
Assessment Services and a member of 
the OACCPP. A certified Montessori 
teacher, she has been a parent 
educator for the past 20 years and has 
co-authored two books for parents and 
one book for teachers. 
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