Siblings’ Direct & Indirect Effects (Brody article)

Three ways siblings can impact each other:

1.  Direct effects: siblings’ interactions with each other

2. Indirect:  occurs through a child’s impact on parents that influences the care the other siblings receive.    

3. Differential parental treatment—parents treat children differently, or children believe they’re treated differently.

Direct effects:  Older children teach younger sibs in a lot of ways, and this improves BOTH siblings’ cognitive, language, and socioemotional development.   Older sibs who assume teaching and caregiving roles earn higher reading and language achievement scores, gain a sense of competence in caregiving, and learn to balance their own self-concerns with others’ needs.   Younger children who are nurtured by older ones become sensitive to others’ beliefs and needs and learn to balance nurturance and conflict. 

Younger sibs who grow up with aggressive older sibs are more likely to develop conduct problems themselves, have poor grades in school, and have few positive experiences in their relationships with their peers.   Stronger effects for kids in poor neighborhoods. 

One of the most important roles an older sib can play is buffering younger sibs against negative family turmoil.  Younger sibs whose older sibs are supportive have less behavioral and emotional problems resulting from family stress.  

Indirect effects:   Whiteman & Buchanan (2002) found that experiences with older children influenced parents’ expectations about younger children’s behavior, both good and bad. Teachers are also not immune to the effects of having had an older child in class and then having the younger sibling. 


There are reciprocal interactions b/t parent and child.  It’s not just a parent ( child direction.  Intense children (more negative reactions from parents(can cause more behavior problems in children.   Negative experiences with an older-born child can make parents lower their expectations for younger child’s behavior and question their ability to be a good parent.  

Brody et al. found that academically & socially competent older children (increase in Mom’s self-esteem and decrease in Mom’s depression(better parenting of younger children.  A difficult older child may lead to poorer psychological functioning in parents & increased tension in the family, which then leads to poorer parenting of younger children.        

Differential treatment:  What if children believe they receive worse treatment than siblings?  Associated with poor emotional and behavioral functioning, but not in all children…only in those who perceive that the differential treatment is unjustified.  Kids know when their siblings have special needs that require more extensive parenting.  

