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Sibling Rivalry

Sibling rivalry has long been described as “intense competition between brothers and sisters over various resources” (Ciccirelli 37). Many of these resources pertain to attention given to each sibling by other family members, age, and sex. Understanding sibling rivalry is important to family communication, because people need to realize a little competition is healthy in sibling relationships, however too much can strain relationships later in life. Siblings must learn to respect each other, and the family dynamic. Parents must learn to never show favoritism between children, and to never encourage violent behaviors, in general, however particularly between siblings. Because of its prominence, sibling rivalry is widely regarded as one of the most profound and persistent problems facing families today (Moser, Jones, Zaorski, Mirsalimi, & Luchner 10).

The earliest evidence of sibling rivalry is the biblical story of Cain and Abel (Karos & Aquan- Assee 588). According to the bible tale, Cain and Abel were the offspring of Adam and Eve, the first humans believed to have walked the earth according to The Bible. Cain always perceived favoritism from the Lord to Abel, and jealousy ran rampant in Cain’s soul. Cain and Abel both made offerings to the lord; however Abel’s offering was perceived to be greater than Cain’s. Cain became enraged with jealousy and murdered Abel, an action which he was punished for by the Lord. Because of the biblical evidence of sibling rivalry, it is safe to say that sibling rivalry has been around since mankind’s creation, or very early in the history of human existence. 

Through the various sources, many trends have emerged. To begin with, sibling rivalry is most intense between children close in age, of the same gender, roles, and/or in light of one child being perceive as “gifted” as or more gifted than another in various areas (Newtown 24). These children could be gifted intellectually, athletically, or even raw size. Sibling rivalry has been seen as greater in siblings closer than age, as well. Because the sibling relationship is seen as the earliest and longest relationship in peoples’ lives, and since siblings spend more time with each other, than they do with others including their parents, siblings closer in age have a greater chance of rivalry emerging. In addition, sibling rivalry has been perceived as more intense between siblings of the same gender. Because of gender roles and the need to fulfill them, siblings of the same gender experience greater sibling rivalry than siblings of the same gender. Siblings trying to fulfill the same gender role of their older or younger sibling of the same gender may experience sibling rivalry because of the societal pressures to fulfill those gender roles. In general, two siblings will experience rivalry when they are both trying to fulfill a specific role (Larmo 26). Besides gender roles, siblings will compete for role taking behaviors. When two siblings both try to fulfill the same role, they experience rivalry. This information is important in understanding how and why children experience sibling rivalry. Parents of children must remember to not show favoritism to the “gifted” children, and to never encourage sibling rivalry between children because of age, or gender.
Another trend from the literature researched is the idea that siblings experience greater rivalry when the parents of those siblings show favoritism in the least bit of one sibling to another (Myers & Bryant 271). If siblings feel inconsistencies between the way parents treat them (attention given, responsiveness, discipline, affection, ect.)  they may feel jealousy towards their sibling, bringing about feelings of sibling rivalry. It is important for parents with multiple children to never show favoritism to one child, as opposed to another. In addition, parents that have multiple children must discipline their children in the same manner, and have the same punishments for the same infractions. There must be no inconsistencies between treatments of siblings; otherwise a greater sense of sibling rivalry will emerge between the children. Parents also must pay as much attention to each child, no matter what the circumstances are. For example, if one child participates in more extra curricular activities than the other, it is very easy for parents to attend those activities, but they must remember to give the other child as much attention as the child involved in the extra curricular activities. Parents must understand that siblings are constantly experiencing rivalry because of objects (toys, who gets to use the car, ect.), as well as intangible things such as love and affection from parents. 
Another cause of sibling rivalry is age. Research suggests that younger siblings are more often the targets of aggression and rivalry (Laschewicz & Keating 128). In addition, research has shown that older siblings, who are only children at the time, feel resentment towards younger siblings when they are born, because they receive a portion of the parents’ attention that had previously gone to them. Next, sibling rivalry over the lifespan of each party seems to decrease with age; however it slowly grows until the approximate age of fifteen, and adolescence in general, and then slowly declines in adulthood (Stocker, Lantheir, & Furman 63). Because the sibling relationship is widely regarded the longest relationship humans experience in their lives, it is very easy to see why sibling rivalry is so prominent, because those individuals experience such a great deal of time together. Because siblings cannot choose the degree and amount of time spent with each other until later in life, sibling rivalry is greater in younger ages, rather than into adulthood. When a child is one year in age, they begin to understand parental treatment, and are developed enough to understand preferential treatment. After eighteen months, children begin to understand family rules, how to conform to them, and how to hurt their siblings. Sibling rivalry continues into adolescence, where it appears to be at the highest level around the age of fifteen (Branje, Lienshout, Aken, & Haselager 1388). Although studies show sibling rivalry dramatically decreasing as the individuals move into adulthood, there are instances where sibling rivalries and tensions emerge in greater or lesser force. For example, a relative becoming ill could drive the sibling relationship closer, whereas an event like marriage could drive the siblings further apart, especially if there are tensions between in-laws (Stocker, Lantheir, & Furman 66). These research findings are particularly important for society in general, because couples who want to have children should know that even infants experience sibling rivalry, and can understand preferential treatment. In addition, parents need to realize that it is perfectly normal for siblings to experience rivalry, especially in adolescence. However, parents must understand that such rivalry must be regulated, and must never condone violent, destructive behavior.
The sibling relationship is truly multifaceted, and the way siblings react with each other when they are younger determines many relationships when they grow older. One idea in conjunction with that is the manner in which older adult siblings treat their parents, and give care to them in their time of need. Studies suggest that siblings who experience rivalry earlier in life are more likely to provide care giving efforts to their parents later on in life, when the parents need it (Pollet 182). In addition, siblings who experience less rivalry earlier in their lives between themselves are less likely to provide parents with care giving actions in adulthood, when parents need to be taken care of. However, there are many factors that could skew these results. For example, studies also show that children who live closer to their parents in need of care are much more likely to give them that care, than children who live further away. While the expectations for children to provide care to their parents are equal, it is sometimes difficult for certain children because of certain factors (physical or psychological), some siblings find it difficult to meet those expectations. One psychological barrier described in research is the idea of “dominating siblings”. Dominating siblings are siblings that act as gatekeepers between other siblings and the parents (Laschewicz & Keating 127). These dominating siblings control the flow of information from other siblings to the parents. Dominating siblings have been seen as a source of dissatisfaction for the other siblings. In addition, dominating sibling behaviors lead to greater competition and rivalry. It is important for children to include their other siblings in care giving efforts to parents later on in life, or suffer the burdens associated with dominating actions.
In conclusion, the sibling relationship is unlike any other relationship human beings experience throughout their lives. Because of the sibling relationship’s longevity and intensity, sibling rivalry is experienced earlier in life. In addition, people who state that they still maintain a good relationship with their siblings experience greater satisfaction in life. Parents of more than one child must understand that the ways in which they interact with their children could drastically effect how their children interact with each other, and may cause sibling rivalry. This rivalry is deeper than it appears on the surface, and may spawn into other dilemmas later on in life, such as inadequate care giving efforts to the parents later on in life.
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