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Sibling Relationships 


Children who grow up in the same house amongst the same family will create unique and dynamic relationships throughout their years together. They teach each other, convince each other, blame each other and love each other for better or worse. As children mature into adulthood many of those relationships will endure through college, marriage, children and even into old age. The sibling relationship is capable of fulfilling emotional, social and psychological needs throughout early, middle and late adulthood in many different ways. This research paper will explore different findings when sibling relationships were researched with a focus on relationships of siblings ages 18 to 25. 

The primary article referenced in this paper was completed at Monmouth University in New Jersey and focused on adult relationships of siblings aged 18 through 25 years old. The research was completed by Michele Van Volkom, Carly Machiz, and Ahsley E. Reich in the North American Journal of Psychology, 2011, Vol, 13, No. 1, 35-50. Their researched combined with others previous works were published in a journal entitled “Sibling Relationships in the College Years: Do Gender, Birth Order and Age Spacing Matter?” In this paper the findings of their study will be discussed and explored. 


An obvious distinguishing factor in a sibling relationship is that brothers and sisters don't get to choose each other as the majority of other relationships we enter into. Their relationships are forced, which can result in exceptional bonds forming. These bonds last though adulthood, but may transform into more supportive and emotional connections as the siblings age. These transformations occur through life struggles such as divorce, death amongst family and friends, or other life altering experiences. "In general, sibling relationships are thought of as being one of the most consistent and supportive relationships that a human being has throughout life." (Myers & Bryant, 2008a 37) 

Research suggests that if siblings have committed relationships with one another this results in higher likelihood of healthier romantic relationships (Myers and Bryant 2008a 37). When siblings don't have good relationships with their parents, many will overcompensate for it by sustaining strong relationships with their siblings. Throughout our lifetime relationships come and go, but sibling relationships continue with their unique bond and attributes. 

Not all aspects of relationships between brothers and sisters are positive. Some studies suggest sibling rivalry is one factor than might harm individuals. Early work by Ciricelly (1989) showed that conflict between siblings both decreases well-being and increases levels of depression (Van Vokom, Machiz and Reich 38).    These disputes might arise with a second child coming into the family or with parents showing differential treatment between children. Some researches don't agree that sibling rivalry is a bad thing. They suggest when kids have conflict between one another they learn to cooperate and compromise. As long as sibling rivalries are solved in a healthy manner there is minimal negative impact on the long term relationship (Moser et al 2005 38). Other studies centered on sibling rivalry believe there is too little evidence that supports how much sibling rivalry between siblings affects adult relationships. Stocker, Lanthier, and Furman (1997) stated that conflict and rivalry are commonly seen in childhood as children compete for attention and affection from parents. However, they contended that whether or not that conflict continues into adulthood is largely unknown. (Van Volkom, Machiz, and Reich 38) 

As adolescents transition into their college years and early adulthood, the relationships they share with their siblings may change dramatically. Some fall away from their families while they take time to discover their new found freedom and to find themselves. Some will experience life in a whole new light and choose to distance themselves from parents and siblings. This stage of life hasn't been a focus for a lot of researchers, but the study completed by Monmouth University focuses on this stage. Another unique aspect of this study is the subjects were asked if they believe they would be friends with their sibling if not related. The study gains understanding of many other angles of these relationships as well. 

The participant in this specific study involved 28 men and 98 women. These were undergraduate students attending Monmouth University. The first area of study focused on the parental relationships. 72% of these individuals had parents that were still married. 15.1% reported said their parents were divorced. 6.3% stated their parent was a widower/widow and 6.3% stated their parents were separated.  The next piece of the questionnaire was regarding the position within their family. 34.1% of the participants were the youngest, 17.5% of them were middle children and 48.4% were the oldest of their siblings. Last, the questionnaire covered how many brothers and sisters the participant had. 44.4% had one sibling, 33.3% had two siblings, 3.5% had three siblings, 6.3% had four siblings 1.6% had five siblings, and .8% had six siblings. 2.4% reported being a twin (Van Volkom, Machiz, and Reich.)

The materials included a questionnaire that asked for back ground information, but also asked specific questions. Was there a "favorite in the family", if so who was the "favorite"? Was there ever a rivalry in the relationship between siblings, of so what part of life was it the worst? With which sibling are you closest to and do you predict this closeness will last to middle adulthood (50) and late adulthood (70)? How often does a parent compare you to this sibling? Do you believe you would be friends with this person if he/she wasn't your sibling? (Van Volkom, Machiz, and Reich).

The study required students to go online for the questionnaire and the participant needed to have at least one sibling. The results of the study found that while 37.3 % reported there was a favorite child, (only (10.3%) saw themselves as the favorite).  Additionally, 61.1% did not agree that there was a favorite in the family and 2 participants didn't respond to this question. The results of the sibling rivalry questions showed the rivalry happened in a lot childhood and even more in adolescence. Most adult relationships didn't have considerable rivalry. When gender differences were compared, women were significantly more likely than men to believe they would be friends with their sibling if they were not related. Women were also significantly more likely than men to compare themselves to the sibling that was closest in age to them. No other significant gender differences were found.  The research in marital status of parents showed that siblings with married parents were more likely to turn to their sibling during difficult times than participants with divorced parents (Van Vohkom, Machiz, and Reich) 

Although this study revealed some interesting information, there were areas that could have been reviewed in more detail. Unfortunately there was not enough ethnic diversity, men, or individuals from large families involved in the study. There were also some subjects that didn't answer every question. "Given the findings of this study, much more work needs to be done to gain a better understanding of the ties between siblings while one sibling is a college student." (Van Volkom, Machiz, and Reich)

I can relate to this study through my own sibling experiences. I always considered myself the favorite of the family. I was a pleaser to my parents and was always on my best behavior around them. My little brother and I had a strong rivalry when we were young. I was always the sibling that he took his frustrations out on. Unlike the results of the study where most sibling rivalries got worse with adolescence, ours got better. Our childhood rivalry was the worst. I am closest to my older sister. There is five years difference in our ages. I imagine our bond will only get stronger as we approach middle adulthood and then enter late adulthood. I don't remember my parents every comparing any of us kids each other nor do they do it now to us as adults. I doubt I would be friends with my brothers if we didn't have our forced relationship that we do. We don't have much in common and we don't try very hard to make a better relationship between us. As for my sister, we would definitely be close friends if we weren't sisters. Even with my brothers and myself not being very close, we still enjoy our time together. My siblings and I are lucky because our parents have stayed married.  When we gather as a family we reminisce and laugh a lot. The older I get the more I appreciate each of them and our differences. Sibling relationships are fascinating to it will be interesting to see how my own kids' relationships develop with time. 
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