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Overview

Siblings are often children’s first playmates, and throughout their lives they continue to serve as important sources of companionship, support, and entertainment. Interactions with siblings also provide a training ground for future behaviors and relationships. That is, children often learn important social skills, such as reciprocity, through their daily interactions with brothers and sisters that can transfer to their affiliations with peers. Moreover, research has shown that children’s relationships with siblings are often influenced by their daily one-on-one interactions with parents. While siblings can provide children with positive socialization experiences, there also can be a dark side to these relationships. For instance, several studies have found that high levels of sibling hostility and coercion to be linked to high levels of aggressive and antisocial behavior. Moreover, other research has shown that children who have highly conflictual relationships with their brothers and sisters often hang out with deviant peers. Finally, evidence has shown that siblings may provide unique socialization experiences that cannot be gained through parent-child interactions. Three research questions were addressed in this longitudinal study. First, what is the association between parent-child relationship quality and sibling relationship quality? Second, how are sibling interactions related to child and peer antisocial behavior during early adolescence? Third, do sibling relationships predict antisocial behavior above and beyond the influence of parent-child relationships?

Method

 
Sample. Participants in this family were part of an on-going longitudinal study that explored predictors of antisocial behavior in high-risk families with sons living in Pittsburgh, PA. This study used data from 252 families (52.5% European American, 36.5% African American, 11% other ethnic groups; average yearly income = $12,378.26) who participated in home and laboratory assessments when the sons were ages 10, 11, and 12 years old.

Measures. Children provided information on two dimensions of sibling relationship quality at age 10 (usually with respect to their older brothers): warmth/closeness and conflict. Mother-son negative relationship quality was based on mother reports, observer ratings, and interviewer post-assessment impressions at age 10. Child antisocial behavior at ages 11 and 12 years was assessed using mother, teacher, and child reports. Peer antisocial behavior (child reports) was measured at ages 11 and 12 years.
Results

For the first research question, we found that high levels of mother-son negative relationship quality were significantly correlated with high levels of sibling conflict; mother-son relationship quality was unrelated to sibling warmth/closeness. Next, the analyses indicated sibling conflict was positively related to child and peer antisocial behavior. Unexpectedly, high levels of sibling warmth/closeness also were related to high levels of antisocial behavior in children and peers. Finally, the results from the study indicated that both sibling conflict and warmth/closeness were significantly related to antisocial behavior after controlling for mother-son negative relationship quality.
Discussion


This study found that relationships within a family may be interrelated. That is, the conflict and hostility of the parent-child dyad may spill-over and influence the quality of the sibling relationship. Some researchers refer to this as cross-system contagion comparing it to how a contagious illness spreads from person to person. What is less clear from these data is whether parent-child relationships influence sibling relationships or vice-versa. Likely, these two relationships influence each other.

The analyses also indicated that children who reported high levels of sibling conflict at age 10 displayed high levels of antisocial behavior 1-2 years later. As siblings spend a great deal of time together growing up, it is possible the children learn aggressive and delinquent behaviors during hostile and coercive interactions with their siblings. Interestingly, findings also demonstrated that high levels of sibling warmth/closeness were significantly related to high levels of antisocial behavior. This unexpected finding could be attributed to the sample. Many of these boys came from high-risk families living in very dangerous and violent neighborhoods. It is possible that their siblings (who usually were older brothers) may have served as poor role models by engaging in delinquent behavior and hanging out with delinquent peers. Furthermore, because they generally got along with their older brothers and perhaps looked up to them, they were at a high risk of copying the delinquent behaviors. These results also demonstrate that just as the quality of the parent-child relationship may influence sibling relationship quality, daily interactions with siblings, in turn, may shape the types of peers children hang out with.

Finally, the results showed that sibling relationships continued to predict antisocial behavior after statistically controlling for mother-son negative relationship quality. What this indicates is that the sibling relationship provides a unique socialization context above and beyond the experiences that children gain from their daily interactions with their parents. This makes sense given that children’s relationships with siblings tend to be more balanced and reciprocal (important skills for peer relationships) compared to parent-child relationships.
IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION. This study indicates that although sibling relationship quality can be related to positive outcomes for some children, hostile and coercive interactions with brothers and sisters may lead to negative outcomes, such as engaging in antisocial behavior and hanging out with deviant peers. FCS/4-H Educators may find the information from this article helpful in understanding the unique value of sibling relationships and how these relations may influence children’s susceptibility to delinquent-reinforcing experiences and situations outside of the home. Further, this is an issue that can be emphasized through parenting education programs, especially given the link between parent-child and sibling relationships.








