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Резюме: Системата на отношенията между братята и сестрите е 

една от най-значимите и централни системи на отношения, които има 

човек. В детството тази система има специфични характеристики и 

динамика. Редица теории предлагат обяснения на процесите, които 

протичат в системата на отношенията между братята и сестрите – 

теорията на привързаността, теорията на Адлер, теорията за 

социалното сравнение. Взаимоотношенията между здравото дете и 

неговия /нейния брат/ сестра със затруднения в развитието засягат и 

двете деца по задълбочен начин. 
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Abstract 

The system of relations between siblings is one of the most meaningful and 

central systems of relations that a person has. The system of relations between 

siblings in childhood has specific characteristics and dynamics. A number of 

theories proposed explanations of the processes that occur in the system of 

relations between siblings – attachment theory, Adler’s theory, social comparison 

theory. Relationships between a healthy child and his/her developmentally 

disabled sibling affect both siblings in a profound way. 

 

Key words: 

Siblings, disabled sibling, relationships, development, communication, 

difficulties 

 

 

Children spend a larger percentage of their free time with their siblings 

than with any one else in their lives (McHale, Updegraff, & Whiteman, 2012). 

The system of relations between siblings in childhood includes on the one hand 

mutual and equal interactions (such as play or spending time together), as existing 

in the relationship with friends, and on the other hand hierarchical interactions, as 

existing between an adult and a child (for instance, when a child teaches his 

younger sibling some ability) (Dunn, 2007; Howe & Ricchia, 2005; Slomkowski 



et al., 2001). Two additional characteristics of the system of relations between 

siblings that is different from every other interpersonal situation is that they do not 

have the possibility to escape from one another or to disconnect from the 

relationship (at least in childhood) and they share many joint experiences because 

of the fact that they grow up in the same home (Dirks, Persram, Recchia, & 

Howe, 2015; Slomkowski et al., 2001). The dynamics of the system of relations 

between siblings may be influenced by the children’s sex, age differences between 

them, personal psychological characteristics of each one of the siblings, social 

processes in the relationship between them, the relationship of each one with the 

parents, the degree of involvement of the parents in the system of relations 

between the siblings, and broader factors in the family or the close environment 

(Whiteman, McHale, & Soli, 2011). The quality of the system of relations 

between siblings is expressed in two independent dimensions: intimacy or support 

and conflicts (Kim et al., 2007). In the context of gender, it was found that the 

relationship between two sisters is more intimate and closer, relative to the 

relationship between a brother and a sister or between two brothers, which is 

characterized by greater conflict (Cole & Kerns, 2001; Furman & Buhrmester, 

1992; Kim, McHale, Osgood, & Crouter, 2007). The temper of one of the siblings 

was found to be related to a higher level of difficulties between him and the 

siblings. Conflicts and hostility between the parents (see McHale et al., 2012) or 

an authoritarian and rigid parenting style were found related to frictions and even 

violence in the system of relations between siblings (Feinberg, Solmeyer, & 

McHale, 2012).  

A number of theories proposed explanations of the processes that occur in 

the system of relations between siblings. According to attachment theory, the 

secure attachment of the child with his parents, in other words, when he is secure 

in their sensitivity to and availability for his needs, will lead him to trust the 



system of relations with other people (including siblings), thus enabling the 

creation of a close and intimate relationship between them. In contrast, the 

insecure attachment of the child may lead to the creation of conflicts and the 

retention of a distance from other people and the creation of less satisfactory 

relations with them (Ainsworth, 1989; Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; 

Bowlby, 1969). Research studies supported this theory in that they found a 

correlation between the insecure attachment of children to their mother and the 

frequency of their conflicts and hostility with their sibling at the age of daycare 

(see Whiteman et al., 2011). In addition, it was found that older siblings can serve 

as attachment figures for their siblings when they are worried about them or care 

for them, in addition to their parents, to compensate for the parent who does not 

provide the child’s needs or following the loss of the parent (Ainsworth, 1989). 

Evidence of this is found in the research of Stewart and Marvin (1984), in which 

they left two siblings in a laboratory without their mother’s presence and saw that 

about one-half of the children acted to calm their younger sibling, and this sibling 

in turn used their older sibling as a secure basis to study the unfamiliar 

environment where they are found. A number of research studies showed that the 

siblings can serve as a source of emotional security (as attachment figures) in 

cases of pressure associated with the family (such as a conflict between the 

parents) or other factors in the different stages of life (Kim et al., 2007; 

Voorposter & Blieszner, 2008). 

Adler’s theory positioned the dynamics between the siblings at the center 

of the family life and perceived it as having a significant contribution to the 

personal development of each one of them. He asserted that the power struggles 

and competition between the siblings sometimes cause the children to develop 

abilities and areas of interest different from those of their siblings, so as to 

enhance the distinction between them in their parents’ eyes. Clear differences 



between the siblings frequently enabled more harmonious and less conflictual 

relations between them (Adler, 1927). In this way, the children shape indirectly 

the characteristics and behaviors of their siblings in that they constitute a source 

for social comparison to the way in which their parents address them. A number 

of research studies supported the meaningful contribution of the dynamics of the 

system of relations between the siblings and the psychological adjustment of each 

one of the siblings, as Adler asserted (see: Dirks et al., 2015; McHale et al., 2012; 

Whiteman et al., 2011). For instance, it was found that a different reference of the 

parents to the children in the family, as expressed in privileges, discipline, parent-

child conflict, and affection, are associated with many more conflicts between the 

siblings and many more internalized and externalized problems of the children 

who were less preferred by their parents (Buist, Deković, & Prinzie, 2013).  

The social comparison theory in the field of social psychology is 

especially relevant to the explanation of the system of relations between siblings 

(Festinger, 1954).According to this theory, siblings are motivated by the need to 

strengthen their self-esteem through the identification of characteristics in 

themselves that are similar to those of older siblings they esteem and abilities in 

which they are better than their younger siblings (Suls, Martin, & Wheeler, 2002). 

In addition, learning theories provide common explanations for the dynamics that 

exist in the system of relations between siblings. According to these theories, each 

one of the siblings learns new behaviors and develops positions and beliefs 

through reciprocal reinforcements of positive and negative behaviors, 

observations, and eventually imitation of other behaviors (Bandura, 1977; Kim et 

al., 2007; Whiteman et al., 2011). These processes are central in cases in which 

children adopt the anti-social behaviors of the older siblings, such as risk 

behaviors or rebellion against the parents’ authority (see Feinberg, Sakuma, 

Hostetler, & McHale, 2013). These processes were found to be especially strong 



when the siblings are of the same sex (Rowe & Gulley, 1992). The system of 

relations between the siblings may serve as a framework for the practice of the 

training of violence when in a continuous manner one of the siblings behaves 

negatively and violently towards the other, who submits to his demands (see 

McHale et al., 2012). The quality of the system of relations between siblings was 

found to be associated with a broad range of outcomes, including mental health 

(depression, self-esteem, adjustment), negative behaviors (violence, delinquency), 

and achievements (Branje, van Lieshout, van Aken, Haselager, 2004; Kim et al., 

2007; McHale, Whiteman, Kim & Crouter, 2007; Milevsky & Levitt, 2005; 

Shortt, Stoolmiller, Smith-Shine, Eddy, & Sheeber, 2010; Stornshak, Bellanti, 

Biernan, & Group, 1996). Healthy children who grow up with a sibling who 

suffers from a developmental disability may experience many more adjustment 

problems and difficulties than children who grow up with healthy siblings. 

According to the theory of stress and coping (Lazarus & Folkham, 1984), the 

demands and pressures placed on the healthy sibling in this case may be greater 

than the resources he has for coping with the situation and may lead to his 

adjustment difficulties and internalized or externalized problems. In addition, 

concern and fear about his sibling today or who will provide care for them in the 

future may cause or exacerbate internalized symptoms such as anxiety in the 

healthy sibling. Another explanation is that healthy children in a family with a 

child who has special needs may attempt to conceal their difficulties and distress 

so as not to increase the burden on their parents, and this may exacerbate the 

internal symptoms. Conversely, some of the siblings will express their distress in 

behavior problems in order to externalize their distress and attract their parents’ 

attention to them (Giallo et al., 2012). 

The increased risk of siblings of children with special needs to suffer from 

difficulties can be explained in a number of ways. First, the adjustment difficulties 



of healthy children with a sibling who has special needs were found to be 

associated with a variety of factors connected to their sibling, to their parents, to 

their family, and to themselves. One of the most significant factors is the specific 

disorder/disability from which their sibling suffers. For instance, a research of 

Hastings (2007) found that siblings of children with Down’s syndrome report 

better adjustment than the normative population their age – they express in 

general behavior problems, hyperactivity, and behavior problems. However, 

siblings of children who have autism expressed a higher rate of behavior problems 

than did children from a normative population. In addition, the behavior problems 

of siblings who suffer from a developmental disability predicted the severity of 

the behavior problems among their healthy siblings two years later (Hastings, 

2007). 
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