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Foreword: Sibling Studies and Sibling Lore

Philip D. A. Treffers

University of Leiden

Scientific interest in siblings is a recent development. This is surprising, because siblings have held an important place in numerous legends throughout history. The ancient Egyptian story of the love between Isis and her brother Osiris—from whom the Egyptian pharaohs are descended—is one of the oldest known. The theme returns later in Mozart’s Magic Flute and in Robert Musil’s greatest work, The Man Without Qualities.

At the beginning of the 17th century, in his essay, Of Parents and Children, Francis Bacon referred to the position of siblings in the family: “A man shall see, where there is a house full of children, one or two of the eldest respected, and the youngest made wantons; but in the midst some that are as it were forgotten, who many times nevertheless prove the best.”

Brothers and sisters play a role in the work of almost all the great writers. In one of his touching letters to his wife, Italo Svevo wrote, “I agree with Tolstoy—and Tolstoy also was an old man when he came to this conclusion— that the simplest relationships are those between brother and sister.” In Svevo’s novel Una Burla Riuscita [A Successful Joke] the—anything but simple— relation between two old brothers stood central. And in Confessions of Zeno he wrote about the complicated interactions existing among three sisters. Svevo’s three sisters lead us effortless to Chekhov … and one is tempted to associate further, because it is not difficult at all to call to mind other important books in which sibling relationships are described or even form a central theme. I cannot resist the temptation to quote once more from one of my favorite books, Speak, Memory, in which Vladimir Nabokov (1989) described his slightly younger brother:


He is a mere shadow in the background of my richest and most detailed recollections. I was the coddled one; he, the witness of coddling. (…) As a child, I was rowdy, adventurous and something of a bully. He was quiet and listless, and spent much more time with our mentors than I. At ten, began his interest in music (…) and [he] spent hours on end playing snatches of operas, on a upstairs piano well within earshot. I would creep up behind and prod him in the ribs—a miserable memory, (p 257)


If the study of siblings can teach us anything, it is how multifaceted and fascinating the relationship between brothers and sisters is. Although researchers in the past gave passing attention to this relationship, it is only during the last decade that sibling research has emerged on a larger scale. The work of Judy Dunn, professor of human development at The Pennsylvania State University is well-known: She could be considered the godmother of research in the area of siblings.

Frits Boer, lecturer at the University of Leiden, began research into siblings in 1987. The findings of this research are reported in his doctoral thesis, Sibling Relationships in Middle Childhood: An Empirical Study (1990). His work can be considered a sequel in a Leiden tradition: The founder of child psychiatry in Leiden, Dirk Arnold van Krevelen, wrote his doctoral dissertation on The Only Child. This book was published in 1946, so the time had come for a sibling!

It was at the time of Frits Boer’s graduation that the first international symposium on siblings was held at Leiden University. Scientists from the whole world presented the results of research in this field, including studies of the relationships between siblings, and studies of only children. These contributions are collected in this book, which offers a unique overview of the state of the art of sibling research.
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Introduction

Judy Dunn

The Pennsylvania State University

To many practicing clinicians, and indeed to most parents, it is obvious that the relationship between siblings is one characterized by distinctive emotion and intimacy from infancy onwards. It is a relationship that offers children unique opportunities for learning about self and other, and one that has considerable potential for affecting children’s well-being, intimately linked as it is to the relationship each child has with the shared parents. Yet, the significance of siblings in children’s development was, until the 1980s, a neglected topic in systematic research. This neglect seems particularly surprising given the interest that clinicians and family systems theorists have expressed in the part that siblings play in family relationships and in the adjustment of individuals (e.g., Levy, 1937; Minuchin, 1988; Petty, 1953; Winnicott, 1964), and given the importance that Piagetian theory attributes to children’s interactions with other children. More recently there has been a welcome increase in research on siblings, and the contributions to this volume—originally presentations to the First International Symposium on Siblings held in Leiden, in December 1990—illustrate some of the exciting directions that this new interest is taking. The first half of the book focuses on developmental issues. The first chapter (by Dunn) provides an overview of the issues in sibling research that are currently receiving particular attention: developmental changes in sibling relationships during early childhood and the nature of sibling relations in middle childhood; the links between sibling relationships and those with parents, peers, and friends; the influence of sibling relationships on individual outcome and adjustment; and the impact on children of growing up with disabled or sick siblings. Each of these issues is examined in detail in later chapters, and some topics—the connections between parent-child and sibling relationships, for instance—recur throughout the volume. A striking development in the last few years has been the growth of interest in siblings during middle childhood. In chapter 2, Buhrmester discusses the developmental changes that take place in their relationship as children move through middle childhood and adolescence, setting the developmental trajectory within the framework of children’s other relationships—those with parents and those with peers. His focus makes clear that gender and age segregation are important issues for both peer and sibling relationships over this period, in contrast to the findings on siblings during the preschool period.

In chapters 3, by Boer, Goedhart, and Treffers, and 4, by Bryant, the connections between parent-child relationships and sibling relationships come center stage. The intriguing proposal that a poor relationship with a parent can be compensated for by the relationship with a sibling is seriously called into question in the chapter by Boer and his colleagues, which focuses on a study of a nonclinical population; specific differences in the emotional support provided by the two relationships are highlighted by Bryant. In view of the vast differences between the parent-child relationship and sibling relationships—differences in nature, in dynamics, in development, and in their developmental implications—it is difficult to see how one could possibly compensate for the other—if compensation implies substitution—except in a very global sense. The developmental issues raised in these chapters—for example, Bryant’s focus on siblings as providers of support for unhappy siblings—have many implications for those concerned with the care of children.

The notion of compensation is seen in a different light in Falbo’s discussion of only children (chapter 5). She succinctly shows that the widely held and damaging views of only children are strikingly inaccurate. Only children are in fact no different from those with siblings on a wide variety of personality and adjustment measures. Does this imply that siblings have no developmental impact? Not necessarily. Falbo argues that parents compensate for the absence of siblings with their especially close relations with their only children, and outlines a study of Chinese families that provides a striking comparison with the American and European data on only children. Such comparisons between cultures are very much needed: We slip too easily into generalizations about family relationships based only on our own cultures.

In the second half of the book we move to more explicitly clinical concerns, considered in the context of research findings (McHale & Harris, chapter 6; and Jenkins, chapter 9) and their practical implications for those in a clinical role (Gath, chapter 7; Vandereycken & Van Vreckem, chapter 8; and Bank, chapter 10). Three themes are prominent. The first is the possible vulnerability of children with disabled or sick siblings (discussed by McHale & Harris, Gath, and Vandereycken & Van Vreckem), or those in disharmonious homes (discussed by Jenkins). The second, in marked contrast, is the positive supportive role that children can play for their troubled or ill siblings, discussed in the chapters by Jenkins and Vandereycken and Van Vreckem. On this issue there is an encouraging accumulation of findings showing that some siblings can and do function in supportive and helpful ways. Siblings have been seen in the literature on many disorders as having only a marginal role, as Vandereycken and Van Vreckem demonstrate, but it is chiefly the problems caused to the non-sick sibling that have been studied. In contrast, Vandereycken and Van Vreckem show us that children can have a very positive role in helping their siblings. They make the important point that the patterns of impact on siblings may differ very much in families with different problems. More research that takes account of the variation in how families deal with disabled or sick members is badly needed.

The third theme is that recurring motif of the links between these different sibling roles and experiences, and the parents’ differing relationships with their different children (Bank, Gath, McHale & Harris, and Vandereycken & Van Vreckem). The significance of children’s perceptionsof differential parental behavior is emphasized by McHale and Harris on the basis of their findings on children with disabled siblings, and this valuable point illustrates a more general matter: The lessons of the chapters that focus on clinical issues are useful, also, for those attempting to understand normal developmental principles. McHale and Harris draw our attention to the fact that it was children’s interpretation of what was happening to them, and of the behavior of their disabled sibling, that was linked to their adjustment; the lesson here is surely not confined to children with disabled siblings.

The chapters throughout this book lead us to question some of the usual assumptions concerning family experiences—assumptions about only children, about the impact of a disabled sibling, and about the compensation that one relationship can provide for another. They bring to light important developmental principles in highlighting the significance of relative and nonshared experiences within the family, the role of perceptions and attributions, and the range of different processes that link different relationships. They remind us that, although the complexity of the questions we try to answer in studying children’s development is daunting, careful systematic study can begin to shed light on those questions. If we are to understand children’s development and gain insight into ways to help them, we have to include siblings—as part of their family world—in that study.
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Part I Developmental Issues



Chapter 1 Sisters and Brothers Current Issues in Developmental Research
 
Judy Dunn

The Pennsylvania State University

DOI: 10.4324/9780203772799-2

The idea that siblings can play an important role in children’s development has a long history: brothers and sisters appear as significant figures in folk stories and in classical and biblical writing, and they are conspicuous in many biographical and autobiographical accounts of childhood and adolescence. Even though they figure prominently in our cultural stories and accounts of individual development, they have received scant attention from developmental psychologists until relatively recently. Since about the 1980s, the volume of research on siblings by both developmental psychologists and clinicians has grown rapidly, spanning a wide array of developmental issues. In this chapter I consider some of the chief themes in this work: the nature of sibling relationships and how they change with development, individual differences in sibling relationships, the links between sibling relationships and parent–child and peer relationships, sibling relationships and individual adjustment and outcome, and sibling relationships in special populations.


The Nature and Development of Sibling Relationships

Research into the nature of sibling relationships has made especially vigorous progress in two domains, namely, the study of developmental changes in the relationships of young siblings and the study of siblings’ relationships in middle childhood. Before considering these, we should note that there has been much progress on the issue of how we can best measure the relationship of siblings of different ages (e.g., Buhrmester & Furman, 1987; Dunn, Stocker, & Plomin, 1990a), and a new awareness of the importance of obtaining assessments of the relationship from different family members and sources (e.g., Boer, 1990).

How does the relationship between siblings change as children develop greater powers of understanding and communicating with each other? It is clear that, during the early years, there are marked changes in the nature of the relationship. Younger siblings play an increasingly active role in the relationship during the preschool years (Munn & Dunn, 1988), and their older siblings begin to take an increasing interest in them some time between their third and fourth birthday (Brown & Dunn, in press). The nature of collaboration and cooperation with an older sibling change as children reach 4 years old, and these studies also strongly suggest that sibling relationships become more important in children’s sociocognitive development by the time they are 4—and become both effective companions and effective antagonists. Furthermore, children’s efforts become more efficacious as they intervene in mother–sibling interactions, making them more active participants in family life (Dunn & Shatz, 1989).

Particularly exciting is the increased interest in the sibling relationship in middle childhood. We have learned that sibling relationships become more egalitarian during middle childhood, though there is some disagreement about whether the change reflects a decrease in the dominance both siblings attempt to exert (Buhrmester, this volume; Burmester & Furman, 1987) or an increase in the power exerted by younger siblings on their older siblings (Vandell, Minnett, & Santrock, 1987). There is also some inconsistency in the reports on changes in closeness and conflict, with Vandell and her colleagues reporting an increase in positive emotional tone and conflict between 8 and 11 years, and Buhrmester and his colleagues finding little change in intimacy and affection but a decline in companionship between 8 and 17 years. The changes in age depend on whether it is the perceptions of older or younger siblings that are being documented; the argument put forward by Buhrmester, that the changes in warmth during adolescence parallel those found for perceptions of relationships with parents, and are likely to reflect increasing involvement with peers outside the family, is a convincing one.

On the issue of whether there is stability in the development of the way siblings relate to one another over the period when they move into middle childhood and adolescence, we remain in need of more information. In our own studies of children in Cambridge, England, the correlations over a 4-year period (from the preschool to middle childhood periods) were for the positive aspects of the relationship, r(40) = .42 and r(40) = .60, for the younger and older siblings, respectively, and for the negative aspects of the relationship, r(40) = .28 and r(40) = .43. Although these correlations are significant, and we could choose to stress the stability they represent, they are certainly not very high, and it is clear that for many sibling pairs, there are marked changes in their relationships as they progress from preschool to middle childhood. The question of what factors lead to changes in the relationship is clearly of interest, and we consider it in the next section.


Influences on Sibling Differences

For clinicians, parents, and developmental researchers the striking differences between sibling pairs in closeness and hostility are of considerable interest. What factors influence these differences? We know more about what influences hostility and conflict between siblings than what leads to affection and closeness.

First, it is clear that the temperament of both siblings in a dyad is important in relation to the level of conflict between them, with children who are active, intense, or unadaptable in temperament having more conflicted relationships (Boer, 1990; Brody & Stoneman, 1987; Brody, Stoneman, & Burke, 1987; Stocker, Dunn, & Plomin, 1989). The match between the temperament of the two children is also important (Munn & Dunn, 1988).

Second, recent research on the impact of life events on family relationships is providing some useful leads for explaining individual differences in sibling relationships (see, e.g., Jenkins, this volume). Research on divorce, for instance, shows that after divorce the presence of a stepfather is associated with poor sibling relationships (Hetherington, 1988), and that the quality of the spouse–ex-spouse relationships contributes significantly to the quality of the sibling relationship (MacKinnon, 1989). Difficult relations between siblings after divorce are also reported to be more common in dyads with at least one boy (Hetherington, 1988; MacKinnon, 1989). The question of how normative life transitions affect siblings’ relationships is an interesting one, on which we have, as yet, little systematic information; it seems likely, for example, that the transition to secondary school, and indeed school changes more generally, may affect the sibling relationship.

How the gender of the siblings and the age gap between them affect the quality of their relationship is less clear than is the impact of temperament and of divorce. Findings are inconsistent: The recent studies of siblings in middle childhood show, for example, that family constellation effects influence the relationship in complex ways (Buhrmester, this volume; Buhrmester & Furman, 1991). However, in the preschool and early childhood periods, the data reported show few relations with these variables or simply inconsistent results (Dunn, 1988b; Stoneman, Brody, & MacKinnon, 1984; Teti, Bond, & Gibbs, 1986; Teti, Gibbs, & Bond, 1989). Whether there is a developmental pattern, with birth position, gender, and age gap increasing in importance with development remains unknown.

The issue of the extent to which individual differences in sibling dyads’ relationships are linked to differences in other family relationships is currently receiving much attention, especially the question of how the quality of the parent–child relationship is linked to that of the sibling relationship. Before turning to this issue, we should note that there is evidence that the emotional climate of the family, including marital conflict and satisfaction, is linked to the quality of the relationship between siblings (Brody & Stoneman, 1987). As Jenkins (this volume) describes, conflict is more common among siblings from disharmonious homes, but siblings also provide real support for one another in homes with unhappy marriages (Jenkins & Smith, 1990).


Links Between Sibling Relationships and Parent–Child Relationships

That parent–child relationships are important influences on the relationships that develop between siblings is an idea that has had wide currency in clinical and developmental writing from Freud onward (Boer et al., this volume). Just how extensive the links between parent–child and sibling relationships in fact are, and what processes might mediate any associations between the two, are issues that are currently the focus of much debate.

One important question is whether the security of children’s attachment to their parents is linked to the quality of their later sibling relationships. The prediction from attachment theory is that children who are insecurely attached to their parents will be more hostile to their siblings, as they “re-enact aspects of the non-nurturant caregiver role” in their interaction with one another (Teti & Ablard, 1989, p. 1520). The notion is that the child’s “internal working model” of relationships, formed within the context of the mother–child relationship, will be carried forward to the sibling relationship. There is some evidence that when both the younger and the older sibling are securely attached to their mother, they are more likely to develop non-antagonistic relationships, whereas when both were insecurely attached, they were less likely to do so (Teti & Ablard, 1989). Still, it is not clear that attachment status, per se, played a causal role in mediating these connections; it is possible that, for example, the children’s temperament might have been causally important, with each child eliciting similar reactions from the other individual in each of their dyadic relationships. Moreover, most aspects of sibling behavior in the Teti and Ablard study did not, in fact, show links to attachment status.

Compatible with the predictions of attachment theory are the findings on links between positive parental care and good sibling relationships in middle childhood, discussed by Boer, Goedhart, and Treffers (this volume). As Boer et al. note, such evidence does not fit with the argument that there is an inverse relation between parent–child and sibling relations, with intense relationships developing in sibling pairs who grow up in families in which parents are uninvolved, the “vacuum of parental care” discussed by Bank (this volume; see also Bank & Kahn, 1982). It is possible that this “compensatory” pattern is to be found chiefly in extreme groups, such as those studied by Bank, rather than in the nonclinical populations, such as those on whom Boer and his colleagues focused.

A second theme in the research on connections between parent–child and sibling relationships concerns differential parental treatment. As Boer et al. (this volume) comment, there is a notable consensus in recent research that maternal differential treatment is associated with more conflicted and hostile sibling relationships (Boer, 1990; Brody & Stoneman, 1987; Brody et al., 1987; Bryant & Crockenberg, 1980; Stocker, Dunn, & Plomin, 1987). These links appear to be especially strong in families under stress: They are reported in studies of siblings following divorce (Hetherington, 1988), in studies of siblings of cancer patients (Cairns, Clark, Smith, & Lansky, 1979), and in research on children whose siblings have disabilities (McHale & Gamble, 1987, 1989; McHale & Harris, this volume). The evidence for links between parental differential treatment and children’s adjustment (discussed further on) suggests that this aspect of family life is of considerable importance in development.

The evidence for such associations is, of course, correlational, and as Boer and colleagues emphasize in their chapter (this volume), we have to be very cautious in making causal inferences about the direction of these links. The issue of causal influence is one that arises, too, in a third theme in the parent–child–sibling research, namely, the role of parental involvement in sibling conflict. It is usually assumed that parental involvement in such conflict increases the conflict because—it is presumed—children quarrel with their siblings to gain parental attention (Dreikurs, 1964), and because if parents intervene, their children do not have the opportunity to learn how to resolve conflict themselves (Brody & Stoneman, 1987). Schachter and Stone (1987) have argued that in extreme cases, the deprivation of opportunities to practice conflict resolution can lead to serious pathological consequences, in which individuals become bullying, anti-social, and self-seeking. We have two kinds of evidence related to this matter. First, correlational studies show that the frequency of sibling conflict is indeed related to the frequency of parental intervention in such conflict (Brody & Stoneman, 1987; Brody et al., 1987; Dunn & Munn, 1986a), but it is not clear that parents’ involvement led to the frequent conflict in these data: It could well be that parents become involved in sibling quarrels when they are intense and frequent, as a result of the conflict. To answer these questions about direction of effects the second source of evidence, intervention studies, is of particular importance. However, to date such studies have been small in scale, and present some methodological problems (see Brody & Stoneman, 1983). In my view, the issue of how much parent intervention per se increases sibling conflict remains unresolved; further research that examines the impact of different kinds of parental intervention is required.

A fourth theme in the parent-sibling research concerns the effects of the birth of a sibling. The birth of a sibling is accompanied by sharp changes in the parent–child relationship, and these changes are linked to the quality of the relationship that develops between the siblings (Dunn & Kendcick, 1982). These links might be seen as one aspect of a more general increase in problems following the sibling’s birth, associated with changes in parent–child interaction; a number of studies have now replicated and extended the studies of the early 1980s documenting the increase in such problems (discussed further on). The issue of what other kinds of process might mediate the connections between the relationships is considered next.

In summary, a number of general theoretical issues concerning the mechanisms linking the parent–child and sibling relationships, then, are raised by the research just outlined. The first is that there are a range of processes of very different sorts implicated in the connections between parent–child and sibling relationships. At one level, the general emotional disturbance found to accompany the sibling birth may be important as a link; then there are a range of other processes of increasing specificity and cognitive complexity that may also be implicated (Dunn, 1988a). For example, there is evidence from two independent studies for links between how mothers talk to their firstborn children about the newborn sibling, and the quality of the behavior shown by older and younger sibling to each other over time (Dunn & Kendrick, 1982; Howe & Ross, 1990). Such evidence indicates that even with young siblings, the connections between the parent–child and sibling relationships may involve processes of attribution and reflection.

A second issue is the one explored by Boer and colleagues (this volume), concerning the notion of compensatory versus congruous patterns of relationships. Clearly the issue of whether compensatory patterns are characteristic only of extreme groups merits further study.

Third, there may be interactive effects involving both attachment security and differential treatment by parents: Some results indicate that differential treatment is particularly influential for children who are insecurely attached (Volling & Belsky, 1991).

A fourth issue concerns the degree to which parent–child and sibling relationships are in fact independent of one another, rather than closely linked in either a compensatory or congruous fashion. For example, our recent research on the development of sociocognitive skills and family relationships indicates that there is no relation between the skills of conflict management children show in disputes with their mothers and those they use with their siblings (Slomkowski & Dunn, 1991). Not only are such findings difficult to assimilate with current views of social competence as an individual capacity, they are also difficult to reconcile with the widely held assumption that it is social competence that mediates links between relationships. This idea has been explored particularly extensively in relation to the research showing links between parent–child and troubled peer relationships (Asher & Coie, 1990). It is to peer relationships that we turn next.


Sibling and Peer Relationships

The question of whether there are connections between children’s sibling relationships and those that they form with their friends and peers raises many of the same issues about mediating processes that arise in considering parents and siblings. A number of different theoretical approaches suggest we should expect such links: A social learning framework would predict that children learn particular interactional behaviors and attitudes within their family relationships that are then generalized to their relationships with children outside the family (Parke et al., 1989; Putallaz, 1987). Within an attachment framework, it is predicted that the internal working models of relationships that children form with their parents would be carried forward to affect their relationships outside the family (Bretherton, 1985; Sroufe & Fleeson, 1986). A third possibility is that children’s personality characteristics elicit similar responses from different social partners (Caspi & Elder, 1988). Although the processes thought to underlie the links are different, each of these theoretical positions would lead us to expect sibling relationships and peer relationships to have similar patterns of individual differences.

One could also argue for predicting quite different types of relations between siblings and peers. For example, although friendships and sibling relationships are both close, intimate dyadic relationships, there are striking differences between them. Siblings do not choose each other, very often do not trust or even like each other, and may be competing strongly for parental affection and interest; the sources of conflict and hostility in this relationship are likely to be very different from those leading to tension in a friendship. Indeed, a recent study documents that conflicts with siblings and with friends in adolescence differ in onset, course, and aftermath, as well as in their significance within the particular relationship (Raffaelli, 1991). In contrast to children and their siblings, children within a friendship dyad have chosen each other as companions, and they trust and feel affection for one another.

The differences between sibling relationships and popularity within the peer group are even greater. The regard of the peer group as a whole—the most widely used measure of peer relations—clearly differs very much from the intimacy of the dyadic sibling relationship, and it could well be argued that we should not expect close links between the quality of sibling relationships and peer status.

What support is there for each of these two contrasting views? The little data we have do not tell a simple story. First, in the case of peer relations, there is little evidence for connections either in the preschool period (Berndt & Bulleit, 1985) or for 5- to 10-year-olds (Stocker & Dunn, 1991); however, positive links between aggression and activity with siblings were found to be related to similar behavior with peers among 7- to 8-year-olds (Vandell, Minnett, Johnson, & Santrock, 1990). There may, however, be differences in the associations for boys and girls in adolescence; girls who were neglected by peers were found, by East (1989), to have positive relationships with siblings.

In the case of friendship, more associations have been found with the quality of sibling relationships; yet the pattern of results does not suggest a simple “carry-over” from one relationship to the other, except in the case of very young siblings. Kramer (1990) found that 3- to 5-year-olds who were close to their friends were friendlier to their infant siblings than children who had less close friendships. However, beyond the first year of the sibling relationship, studies report either no links (Abramovitch, Corter, Pepler, & Stanhope, 1986) or indications that children who were competitive and controlling to their siblings were especially positive to their friends (Stocker & Dunn, 1991).

These results could be explained in terms of a range of different mediating processes. For example, one interpretation might be to suggest that compensatory mechanisms were important: that children who had difficulties with their siblings were especially likely to seek close intimacy with their friends. A very different account of the findings would be to propose that through the experience of the competitive sibling relationship, these children developed sociocognitive abilities that helped them to form close relationships with their friends. However these findings are interpreted, we should recognize that they call into question the theoretical models that predict simple links between children’s relationships within their family, and their relationships with peers. We should also note that the mediating processes linking close relationships may differ from those connecting children’s sibling relationships with the general regard and acceptance of their peer groups.


Sibling Relationships and Individual Outcome

The question of whether children’s interactions with their siblings influence their well-being and adjustment, and their sociocognitive development more generally, is one that has attracted much interest recently.

First, how far do siblings influence children’s well-being and adjustment? Consider, as illustration, three outcome domains in which, according to recent developmental research, siblings may play a formative role, namely agressive behavior, self-esteem, and internalizing and externalizing problems. Particular interest has been shown in the impact of hostile aggressive sibling interaction, and here, the research shows consistently for children from the second year through middle childhood that aggressive behavior from one sibling is correlated with aggression by the other (Beardsall, 1986; Brody et al., 1987; Dunn & Munn, 1986a). Detailed observational work by Patterson and his group (Patterson, 1984, 1986) shows the shaping role that siblings play in the development of aggressive behavior, in both clinic and nonclinic samples, and that children who are very aggressive with their siblings are likely to be rejected by their peers (Dishion 1990). In addition, poor sibling relationships are disproportionately found in children who are later assessed as clinically disturbed (Richman, Stevenson, & Graham, 1982). With the exception of the work of Patterson’s group, the findings linking poor sibling relations and other behavior problems are all correlational, and thus we cannot assume that sibling interaction plays a causal role in the development of problems: Problems in the sibling relationship could well be an index of more general disturbance. Still, it is clear that the question of whether children’s experiences with their siblings play a role independent of other family influences is one that deserves investigation.

A novel recent approach to the issue of sibling influence on children’s adjustment considers the differences between the siblings’ experiences within the family. Siblings, who share 50% of their segregating genes and the same family background, nevertheless differ markedly in adjustment and personality. This fact, documented in a wide range of studies, presents a serious challenge to the conventional studies of family influences on adjustment, because siblings share so many of the family variables assumed to be important, such as marital adjustment, maternal mental health, and child-rearing attitudes. The question then, of why they should be so different from one another has led to a new perspective on studying the family experiences that are special to each sibling (Dunn & Plomin, 1990). Thus, the question asked is whether relative differences in affection or discipline from parents, or in the friendly or hostile experiences within the sibling relationship itself, are systematically linked to individual outcome.

The initial results from studies of these differential experiences show that there are, indeed, links with adjustment. For example, internalizing and externalizing problems were found, in a sample of 90 children, to be associated with maternal differential treatment (Dunn, Stocker, & Plomin, 1990b). Differential experiences within the sibling relationship were also implicated in these outcomes, though at a level only approaching significance. In the case of self-esteem, results from our Cambridge study show that children feel better about themselves if they “deliver” more negative behavior to the sibling than they receive. It is likely, too, that evaluative social comparisons within the family, in which one child is explicitly compared with a sibling, are also important. Consider the following example (from Dunn, 1988c), in which a child of only 30 months witnesses and comments on his mother’s evaluation of his younger sister. Andy is a cautious, anxious, and sensitive child, with an ebullient assertive younger sister, Susie, aged 14 months. He overhears his mother’s proud comment on his sister and adds a muted comment on himself in comparison:


Mother to Susie: Susie, you are a determined little devil!

Andy to mother: I’m not a determined little devil.

Mother to Andy (laughing): No you’re not! What are you? A poor old boy!


Given the evidence that children are extremely sensitive to social comparison processes within the family from the preschool period onward (Dunn, 1988c), we should surely take seriously the potential of such exchanges in the development of children’s sense of their own worth and competence, which we know to be linked to later indices of adjustment.

Finally, there are the indirect effects on children’s adjustment of the arrival of a sibling.
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