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Sibling Relationships in Adoption: Assessment and Intervention for Complex Family Dynamics
Faculty: Dr. Bonni Goodwin

Learning Objectives:

1. Strengthen clinician capacity to accurately assess sibling relationships in adoption using a
developmental, trauma-informed, and systemic lens.

2. Increase practitioner skill in interpreting sibling relational patterns as expressions of
attachment dynamics, trauma responses, and adaptive survival strategies.

3. Enhance clinicians’ competence in selecting and applying intervention pathways that are
matched to sibling configuration, developmental stage, and trauma history.

Timed Agenda:

SESSION 1 (2 Hours)
Understanding Sibling Relationships Through an Attachment and Trauma Lens

1. Welcome and Orientation (10 min)
Introduce key premise:
Sibling conflict is rarely just sibling conflict.
It is often an expression of:
e attachment insecurity
e trauma activation
identity disruption
e systemic relational stress
Quick chat prompt:
What is one sibling dynamic you find especially challenging clinically?

2. The Unique Role of Siblings in Adoption (20 min)
Teaching segment.
Topics:
e Siblings as the longest-lasting relationships
e Shared trauma and identity
e Psychological vs biological siblinghood
e When siblings function as attachment figures
Discussion:
How might siblings serve as both protective relationships and sources of trauma activation?

3. Why Sibling Conflict Is Often Misunderstood (20 min)
Reframing common clinical assumptions.
Surface behaviors:

e rivalry

e aggression

o withdrawal

e caregiving
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Underlying dynamics:

e attachment insecurity

e |oyalty conflicts

e rolereversal

o fear of abandonment
Clinical insight:
Sibling behavior often reflects survival adaptations rather than personality traits.
4. Clinical Framework for Sibling Assessment (30 min)
Core assessment sequence:

1. Individual child perspective

2. Dyadic sibling interaction

3. Family system dynamics
Domains to assess:

e warmth
e hostility
e rivalry

e attachment behaviors
Underlying processes:

e trauma triggers

e grief and ambiguous loss

e identity formation

e relational safety

Breakout Discussion (20 min)
Participants review a sibling scenario.
Discussion questions:
e What attachment dynamics may be present?
e What trauma responses might be activated?
e What systemic patterns may be reinforcing the conflict?
Groups report insights.

5. Introducing the Cross-Model Intervention Lens (20 min)
This section introduces the key training framework.
Across different treatment models, interventions tend to focus on:

‘ Intervention pathway H Clinical target ‘

‘Regulation-based approaches Hnervous system safety‘

‘Attachment-focused approacheereIationaI trust ‘

‘Narrative approaches Hidentity integration ‘
‘Dyadic/family approaches Hrelational repair ‘
Discussion:

Which of these pathways do you most often use in sibling work?

Closing Reflection (10 min)
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Prompt:

What shifts when sibling conflict is understood as trauma and attachment activation rather than rivalry?

SESSION 2 (2 Hours)
Intervention Pathways Across Evidence-Based Approaches

1. Opening Reflection (10 min)
Prompt:

What treatment models do you currently draw from in sibling work?

2. Shared Mechanisms Across Clinical Models (25 min)

Teaching segment.
Across treatment models we see consistent focus on:
e attachment security
e trauma processing
e emotional regulation
e relational safety
Models may emphasize different entry points:
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‘ Model orientation H Primary intervention focus ‘

‘play-based models Hco-regulation

‘attachment-based therapyHreIationaI trust

‘trauma therapies Hprocessing traumatic memory‘

‘family systems approachesHsystemic patterns

Key takeaway:

The mechanism of change is shared, even when the techniques differ.

3. Intervention Pathways for Siblings Living Together (35 min)

Deep exploration of clinical targets.
Target 1: Strengthening attachment security
Examples:

e parent coaching

e equitable attachment signals

e addressing perceived favoritism

Target 2: Supporting co-regulation
Examples:
e teaching shared emotional language
e interrupting dysregulation cycles
e helping siblings tolerate one another’s distress
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Target 3: Interrupting trauma reenactment
Examples:

e identifying triggers

e restructuring relational interactions

e supporting parental containment

Clinical Discussion (20 min)
Participants discuss:
Which intervention pathway do you most often start with when siblings are in chronic conflict?

4. Intervention Pathways for Separated Siblings (20 min)
Clinical focus shifts toward:

e grief

e ambiguous loss

e identity development

e curiosity about unknown siblings
Brief mention of narrative tools, such as Lifebook work.

Closing Reflection (10 min)
Prompt:
How might clinicians inadvertently push siblings toward reconciliation before safety or readiness exists?

SESSION 3 (2 Hours)
Applying Intervention Pathways to Complex Sibling Dynamics

1. Opening Reflection (10 min)
Prompt:
Which sibling situations feel most clinically complex?

2. When Siblings Become Trauma Triggers for One Another (25 min)
Teaching segment.
Topics:
e trauma reenactment cycles
e mutual dysregulation
e sibling aggression rooted in fear
e safety planning within family systems
Discussion:
How do clinicians distinguish between conflict and trauma activation?
3. Intervention Mapping Exercise (40 min)
Participants analyze different sibling scenarios.
Each group identifies:
1. Source of dysregulation
2. Systemic factors maintain the pattern
3. Most appropriate intervention pathway
Possible scenarios:
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e siblings with different trauma histories
e |oyalty conflicts between siblings and parents
e intense sibling alliances that block parental attachment
e siblings who retraumatize one another
e sibling estrangement
Groups report insights.

4. Sibling Estrangement and Adult Adoptee Perspectives (20 min)
Discussion of emerging clinical insights:
e adult adoptee narratives
e |oyalty conflicts across the lifespan
e challenging assumptions about reconciliation
Discussion question:
How do clinicians define therapeutic success when sibling relationships cannot be repaired?

5. Integration: The Advanced Practitioner’s Task (15 min)
Reinforce the core principle:
The goal is not mastering every treatment model.
The task is learning to:

e identify where dysregulation originates

e understand how it is maintained systemically

e select developmentally appropriate intervention pathways
Clinicians choose interventions based on:

e developmental level

e trauma history

e family structure

e relational safety

Closing Reflection (10 min)
Prompt:
What is one shift you plan to make in how you conceptualize sibling dynamics?
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