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Understanding Relationships:  

One Sibling at a Time
 

Oh, Brother… 

Walking into a fast food restaurant, 

you see a young woman sitting with 

two small children. The mother’s 

meal is interrupted by her children 

screaming at each other over the 

toys that came with 

their kids’ meals. 

Through her 

exhausted yelling at 

the kids, you can tell 

that she is frustrated 

with having to deal 

with this familiar 

situation. Towards the 

other side of the 

eatery, a small group 

of teenagers is talking 

and laughing; 

however, you notice that there is a 

much younger boy with this group. 

Despite this age difference, 

everyone in this group continues to 

enjoy each other’s company even 

though one of the older teenagers 

decided to let their younger 

brother tag along. Both of these 

situations are similar because each 

instance involves siblings 

interacting with one another. 

However, the contrasting general 

feelings between these  

 

particular relationships is the main 

difference you observe (i.e. the 

negative relationship between the 

young children and the positive 

bond of the teenagers). Personally, 

I have encountered similar 

experiences because my 

relationship with my 

younger sister has 

seemed to evolve 

throughout our lives, 

but the reasons behind 

this shifting is 

unknown to us. In 

today’s world, the idea 

of having siblings is so 

prevalent that being 

an only child is viewed 

as unusual. Despite the 

frequency with which 

this situation occurs, 

there is not much common 

knowledge as to why no two 

connections among siblings are 

exactly the same. 

Left in the Dark 

The overwhelming lack of 

knowledge in the realm of sibling 

relationships is somewhat 

unsettling. In the modern world, a 

majority of people have siblings 

and are therefore affected by this 

Even from an early age, 
siblings can be an important 

part in our lives.
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relationship. While a large 

percentage of the population feels 

the results of this connection, the 

ways in which each of these 

relationships differ is challenging 

to pinpoint. This may 

be the reason as to why 

there isn’t a large 

concern in finding out 

what causes these 

sibling connections to 

be so different. If we 

can discover what 

causes this variety, 

people can work to 

consciously improve 

these bonds. Sibling 

relationships are often 

a person’s longest 

interconnection with 

another human being, and the 

skills used to positively change this 

partnership can also be used to 

improve other interpersonal 

connections. Therefore, delving 

more fully into this new 

understanding can allow for a more 

satisfying life in general. 

A Guiding Light 

Although there is little prior 

research on the topic of sibling 

relations, this doesn’t mean the 

academic world has turned a blind 

eye on this subject. Many 

unchangeable factors seem to 

influence the overall feeling of a 

sibling relationship, including age 

differences, gender, birth order, 

and number of siblings. D.H. 

Sailor, author of the sub-article 

Influences on Sibling Relationships, 

observes that “the warmth-

closeness characteristic appears 

greater between same-

gender siblings and 

increases with the 

closeness of their 

ages” (Supporting 

Children in Their 

Home, School, and 

Community). Having 

the same gender and 

being similar in age to 

someone usually 

allows people to have 

common interests and 

are more likely to get 

along, so there is 

evidence to support this 

hypothesis. However, Sailor 

exposes that “conflict and 

competition are also more intense 

when siblings are close in age and, 

particularly, the same gender.” 

When two people are too like-

minded, differing ideas and 

opinions can lead to brutal 

conflicts. The common mental 

image of bickering siblings can 

attest to the legitimacy of this 

suggestion. Because gender and 

age gaps can act as both positive 

and negative forces, you can safely 

assume that these are some of the 

most influential factors on sibling 

relationships. For this same 

reason, it is difficult to predict how 

Sibling 

relationships are 

often a person’s 

longest 

interconnection 

with another 

human being. 
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close siblings are based on gender 

and age alone. 

She Started It! 

As common knowledge exists at 

the moment, people only focus on 

sibling relationships when 

speaking negatively of these 

connections. Although it is 

challenging to identify the 

indicators of a negative relations, 

there are already a few attempts to 

highlight the origins of conflict. 

Shreyas Bhayana, who is the author 

of an article that lists some common 

explanations as to why siblings 

argue, verifies Sailor’s point that 

age gaps can have a negative 

impact (Sibling rivalry: 10 common 

reasons why siblings fight). 

Bhayana also reports that each 

sibling’s connections to their 

parents can sour the bond among 

brothers and sisters because 

parental affection is desirable 

among children. Other 

justifications for siblings fighting 

that are included in this list seem 

quite superficial and childish, such 

as being unable to share various 

items; these behaviors are often 

noticed when siblings are young 

children. This concept is 

maintained by stating that “sibling 

rivalry is most intense in the early 

years and diminishes, at least on 

the conscious level, as siblings 

approach maturity” (Sailor). 

Therefore, it is reasonable to 

believe that negative sibling 

relationships can shift to be more 

positive. Although some of the 

causes of fighting can continue on 

past childhood, most of these 

connections seem to improve due 

to an increase of age and maturity. 

This concept is exemplified 

through the opening story 

involving the two pairs of siblings 

at a restaurant because the young 

children are trivially fighting while 

the teenagers are comfortable in 

the same friend group. Based on 

this research, you can predict that 

the small kids will eventually have 

a similar friendship to the 

teenagers. 

Give It Time 

Once sibling relationships are 

beyond the point of childhood, 

maturity often leads to bettering 

Tensions can be high between 
siblings, so fighting over 

something like food or other 
material objects is not an 

uncommon sight during childhood.
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this bond; however, there are other 

common factors that can easily 

explain this occurrence as well. In 

childhood, siblings are usually 

forced to be in contact with one 

another, so the relationship can 

feel forced or strained. As time 

progresses, the siblings grow and 

eventually move away from each 

other to begin their own lives. It is 

at this point in the relationship that 

the bond will change since this 

connection has become voluntary. 

Assumedly, the same factors that 

affected these relationships during 

childhood will continue to have the 

same result later in life. Co-authors 

Michele Van Volkom and Elizabeth 

Beaudoin of an article in the 

College Student Journal affirm that 

“close relationships in childhood 

were an indicator of close 

relationships in adulthood” (349). 

In my experience, this assumption 

seems to be true because my 

younger sister and I continually 

improve our strong relationship. 

However, I also wanted to discuss 

these trends in relations with a set 

of brothers, so I posed these facts 

to personal friend who is a younger 

brother. He commented that his 

relationship with his brothers, who 

are four and eight years older than 

himself, is similar now to when they 

were growing up together 

(Hodges). He continues by 

explaining that his current 

relationship with his brothers is 

overwhelmingly positive because 

his “brothers are [easily] [his] two 

best friends.” For this reason, it can 

be seen that various factors work to 

change the outcome of this bond in 

the same ways throughout the 

siblings’ lives; therefore, although 

a relationship may shift, the 

process in which it fluctuates 

remains consistent. 

He Said, She Said 

Drawing from the hypotheses 

presented by other voices that 

have been brought into this 

conversation, there are some 

noble attempts in trying to answer 

my inquiries of how to explain the 

influences on sibling relationships. 

After sifting through the exhibited 

information, the research obtained 

from journals and more structured 

articles seemed to be more 

convincing in that the displayed 

As siblings grow and mature, it 
is common to see their 
relationship improve.
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hypotheses could be potentially 

proven as fact. This is due to the 

fact that the way this information is 

presented is more formal and 

seems more rooted in science than 

in opinion. However, the less 

structured sources provided 

information that continued to 

support the more formal theories, 

providing these lesser works with 

increased credibility. As a result of 

obtaining this research, we can see 

that different factors take various 

tolls on a sibling relationship, both 

for better and for worse, and it 

seems that some of these aspects 

are more influential than others. 

However, this topic is difficult to 

research objectively because all 

people are influenced in some 

form or another by any findings 

that may arise. 

Human nature wants 

to present 

information that is 

proven in a person’s 

own life. Therefore, 

attempting to 

discuss findings that 

may contradict how 

a person views their 

own relationship with their siblings 

may unconsciously be presented 

as unreliable. No matter what 

efforts a person may put forth in 

trying to remain unbiased, all 

hypotheses which are rooted in 

such a general topic will 

incorporate some type of 

inclination as to what the research 

should suggest. As a result of this, 

trying to answer these questions 

asked cannot be done to its full 

extent until scientific research has 

been conducted to either prove or 

dispute the hypotheses.  

Moving Forward 

As a result of viewing these various 

hypotheses, some personal 

theories are seen more clearly as 

plausible, such as the idea that 

brothers and sisters can actually 

grow out of the negativity in their 

relationship through aging and 

maturing. Other assumptions are 

accurate like the concept that 

gender and age differences can 

potentially influence a connect 

both positively and negatively. 

While these 

alternative voices 

offer assistance in 

trying to answer my 

original questions, 

these authors also 

provide guidance to 

further questions. 

Consequently, as a 

result of these other 

voices, the further exploration of 

the factors that have already been 

discussed (i.e. age difference and 

gender) so that more specific 

details could be achieved. For 

example, subsequent research 

could reveal what the optimal age 

gap between siblings of the same 

gender and that of siblings of 

Brothers and sisters 

can actually grow 

out of the negativity 

in their relationship. 
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opposite genders is. Additionally, 

the lack of findings on the impacts 

of birth order and the number of 

siblings is interesting; therefore, 

exposing how these other aspects 

of a sibling relationship affect the 

connection’s outcome would be 

another area of inquiry. 

What Now? 

Following the exploration of this 

topic, new perspectives have been 

gained as a result of 

consulting available 

sources and building off 

of what is presented in 

these works. Beginning 

this search for new 

information, I assumed 

that various aspects of 

sibling relationships all 

equally contributed to 

make the connection 

positive or negative. 

Therefore, as a result of 

my explorations, I now 

understand that 

different characteristics have 

corresponding weight factors 

when determining the strength of 

this bond. Additionally, the same 

part of a relationship can be 

simultaneously beneficial and 

detrimental, depending on the 

current situation between these 

family members. Gender, age 

difference, birth order, and family 

size work together to produce 

healthy or unhealthy relationships 

between siblings. Identifying how 

these influences affect one another 

is more complex than I originally 

anticipated, and this psychology-

rooted study is definitely worth 

further research. Because an 

emphasis has now been placed on 

a normal part of human life, being 

aware of these characteristics in 

personal relationships is crucial to 

improving or maintaining this part 

of our lives. Similarly, making an 

effort to realize how these factors 

are affecting people’s 

lives is impactful since a 

large portion of people 

deal with these types of 

connections. While a 

few of my questions 

have been discussed, 

these questions have 

not technically been 

proven. Since there is 

work to suggest that the 

information presented 

could be factual, there 

have not been extensive 

studies conducted to 

scientifically prove these 

hypotheses to be true. Therefore, if 

I were to continue researching, I 

would most benefit from sources 

rooted in psychology or other 

sciences. Until this fact-based 

study can be conducted, scientists 

should continue to explore how the 

number of siblings and their birth 

order impacts these relationships 

since not much information 

available on these aspects. It may 

The same part 

of a 

relationship 

can be 

simultaneously 

beneficial and 

detrimental. 
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also be helpful to discover 

specifically how gender and age 

differences among siblings 

influence their connection to 

understand how all sibling 

relationships function rather than 

extending information on a case-

by-case basis. While there is still 

much left to learn on this topic, my 

initial understanding of sibling 

relationships has greatly 

improved, and I have a strong 

foundation when attempting to 

explore this type of interpersonal 

connection further. 
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