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Abstract

Family is said to be the foundation of an individual and is an indispensable part of one’s life. Families include a bunch of
relationships such as marital relationships and intergenerational relationships like parents, grandparents, and siblings. A
positive and healthy sibling relationship in the family plays a vital role in elevating one’s overall well-being, self-esteem,
and satisfaction with life. Earlier research on the outcome of sibling relationship quality has highlighted the significant
part played by siblings throughout lives. Healthy sibling relationships help an individual to develop compassion in life
and appropriately resolve conflicts. For the present study, through a convenient sampling method, we enrolled a total of
120 adults in the age group of 18-55 years from Goa, India, having siblings. Further, we divided the sample as per sibling
dyad, i.e. same-sex siblings (sister-sister or brother-brother) and opposite-sex siblings (sister-brother or brother-sister).
The tools used for data collection included the lifespan sibling relationship scale (Riggio, 2000) and the Warwick-
Edinburgh mental well-being scale (Scottish Executive National Programme, 2006). We used Karl Pearson’s Product
Moment Correlation to study the relationship between the quality of sibling relationship and the psychological well-being
and an independent sample t-test to examine significant differences as a function of sibling dyad in adults. Our results
indicate a strong positive correlation between sibling relationship quality and psychological well-being in adults. We also
observed significant differences in the quality of sibling relationship and psychological well-being as a function of sibling
dyad.
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1. Introduction

A vast majority of research in the field developmental psychology shows that siblings influence each other’s development
throughout their early childhood, middle childhood, adolescence and later life of an individual (e.g., Cicirelli, 1995; Dunn
& Plomin, 1991; McHale & Gamble, 1989; McHale et al., 2001); however not much is known about the sibling
relationships during adulthood (Scharf, Shulman, & Avigad-Spitz, 2005). Sibling relationships are a refuge to young
people to learn and grow in their own abilities and social skills (McHale, Kim, & Whiteman, 2006; Smith & Hart, 2002).
Siblings early in life act as confidantes and sources of expressive support (Lamb & Sutton-Smith, 2014), and serve as
agents of socialization (Slomkowski et al., 2005).

Adulthood is a period in human life in which complete physical and intellectual maturity is attained. Even more so than
in infancy and childhood, evidence indicates that cognitive development in adulthood is amusing, complex, and energetic,
many factors collectively produce a systematic and dynamic variation (Yeh & Lempers, 2004). Adulthood has three
phases, namely: early adulthood is between the ages of 18 to 35 years, middle adulthood is between the ages of 35 and 65
and late adulthood is 65+ years. Career, a good physical and mental wellbeing, marriage and starting a family, or
potentially monetary autonomy coming about because of money related achievement are a part of early adulthood. The
middle adulthood fetches superior financial safety for an individual, good emotional maturity and satisfaction from family
growth are also prevalent during middle adulthood, but during this phase, health may become an issue for many
individuals. During late adulthood, one’s physical growth starts to deteriorate, however for many individuals mentally
there is likely to be a settling feeling and more peace of mind.
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Family is an important part of an individual’s life where the foundation for the future life of an individual is laid. Due to
synchronized life spans, relationships with siblings are the most enduring family relationships in a person’s life. This
relationship begins when a younger sibling is born and ends with the death of one of the siblings (Noller, 2005). Sibling
relationships are characterized by warmth and involvement in the lives of each other. Conflict and rivalry also
characterize sibling relationships and are therefore sibling relationships are best characterized as emotionally ambivalent
(Bedford, 1989; Deater-Deckard et al., 2002). Like every other relationship, sibling relationships also change with time,
however, siblings continue to remain as vital figures throughout the life span (Cicirelli, 1995; Schulman, 1999).

Despite being the longest and most enduring bond experienced by most individuals, sibling relationships remain relatively
unexplored during adulthood (Hamwey et al., 2018). The present study thus examined the relationship between the quality
of sibling relationship and psychological well-being among adults and the impact of sibling dyad on the individual’s
sibling relationship quality and psychological well-being. There is ample research carried out on family relationships
influencing the psychological well-being of an individual but sibling relationships, in particular, influencing a person's
psychological well-being is understudied. Also, among adults, studies on sibling relationships in early adulthood and later
adulthood are vast as compared to middle adulthood. Further, there is a vast majority of sibling research that focuses on
relationships in childhood, sibling attachments, rivalry, birth order, and other related topics (Dunn, 1983; Furman &
Buhrmester, 1985; Kennedy & Kramer, 2008; Stocker et al., 1989) but there is less known about sibling dyad influencing
sibling relationship.

Cicirelli (1995) acknowledged the lack of a cohesive image of the sibling relationships' developmental path.

This study will provide one with an insight into how sibling relationship quality can impact an individual's psychological
well-being. Siblings can directly impact one another’s growth by serving as role models, social associates, and sometimes
as foils. Siblings can also impact one another meanderingly due to the wider family subtleties (McHale et al., 2006).
Regardless of one’s role as a sibling, the relationship represents a long-term bond that impacts many aspects of an
individual’s life. Since sibling relations begin early and usually last long, the relationship patterns developed may be
generalized to other relationships such as those with peers and even relationships in adult life (Newman, 1994). The study
will also provide an insight into how sibling dyad (same-sex siblings and opposite-sex siblings) can influence sibling
relationship quality and psychological well-being among adults.

Sibling Relationship

The sibling bond as defined by Bank and Kahn (1982) is “many things including a tie that unites, an obligation or an
agreement, and a connection or a system of connections”. The role that siblings play in the lives of one another is
inimitable. Siblings represent the companionship of parents as well as the support like that provided by peers (Furman &
Buhrmester, 1985). Even if the relationship between siblings is difficult or uncomfortable, living in the same family
environment and sharing the same history helps create a level of comfort with siblings (Welander, 1997). According to
Bank and Kahn (1982), the collaboration between siblings is highest during stressful times and during times of change.
Also, research evidence indicates that the interaction among siblings is more during different phases of life such as
childhood and adolescence and then this relationship is rebooted again in late adulthood (Welander, 1997). The overall
family cohesiveness is often reflected through sibling relationships (East & Khoo, 2005).

The crucial role that siblings play throughout the life span has been highlighted by numerous research studies. Positive
relationships with siblings not just increase an individuals’ wellbeing (Sherman et al., 2006), life satisfaction (Milevsky,
2005), and self-esteem (Yeh & Lempers, 2004) but it also aids in developing strategies to resolve conflicts (Howe et al.,
2002) and it also helps in developing empathy (Lam et al., 2012). Positive and close relationships with siblings could also
decrease the risk of depressive symptoms by acting as a shield (Buist et al., 2013). In contrast, negative and conflictual
sibling relationships could lead to negative outcomes like engaging in risky behaviours and problems with adjustment due
to the negative attitudes and high levels of conflict that they have towards each other (Natsuaki et al., 2009; Rende et al.,
2005).

Siblings frequently act as a strong positive or negative influence in each other’s lives as they grow up together. In fact,
some studies show that siblings often play a more influential role in the lives and development of youth than the actual
parents (e.g., Slomkowski et al., 2005). Prominently, a family systems perspective (Cox & Paley, 2002) advocates that
these dynamics mostly infuse into all family relationships.

Research by Welender (1997) on sibling relationships among young, middle-aged siblings revealed that the level of
physical association between siblings during these years is low unless one of the siblings is married or has no children.
The amount of physical association grows as people age, their children move out, and their parents are no more and
siblings become the only tie to the family of origin during late adulthood. Research by Avioli (1989) also found that
sibling relations become more central through the years as they serve a social support function.
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Psychological Well-being

Psychological wellbeing as defined by Diener (1997) refers to how people evaluate their lives which may be in the form
of cognition or in the form of affect. Cognitive evaluations are information-based appraisals of one’s life based on the
satisfaction with one’s life. While affective evaluations are hedonic evaluations that are guided by emotions and feelings.
Ryff (1995) classified six distinct components of psychological wellbeing which include self-acceptance, personal growth,
purpose in life, positive relations with others, environmental mastery, and autonomy.

Llewellyn et al. (2008) found a positive correlation between psychological well-being and cognitive performance in adults.
Previous research evidence also demonstrates a positive correlation between environmental mastery and episodic memory
performance (Klaming et al., 2016), purpose in life (Windsor et al., 2015; Boyle et al., 2010), and positive relationships
with others (Seeman et al., 2001; Krueger et al., 2009). Also, increased levels of purpose in life (Boyle et al., 2010) and
social engagement in later life (Wang et al., 2002; Marioni et al., 2015) have been linked to a decreased risk of developing
Alzheimer’s dementia.

Sibling Dyad

Majority of people grow up with at least one sibling. Sibling relationships are one of the closest relationships a person has
throughout life but it can also be marked with conflict and rivalry (Buhrmester & Furman, 1990; Volling, 2003). Though
for every individual, parents are the most important people, a major role is also played by siblings since they live in the
same family (Caplan, 1983). Siblings compete with one another for a share of the attention and affection of their parents.
On the other hand, similar interests among siblings enable them to unite and support one another especially in times of
distress, loneliness or other major crises. Nonetheless, siblings also experience contradictory feelings and they may fight
and be angry with each other which is entirely natural (Caplan, 1983). Hence, the actions and reactions of siblings and
their identification or lack of identification aids in the formation of sibling relationships (Bank & Kahn, 1982). According
to Caplow (1968), the formation of a dyad is common among siblings of the same sex and among siblings who are close
in age. Sex combinations could also contribute to the development of feelings of closeness on one hand and feelings of
rivalry on the other. Buhrmester and Furman (1990) in their study found that same-sex siblings were more attached to one
another than opposite-sex siblings. A similar finding was reported by Tucker et al., (1997) who found that same-sex sibling
dyads were more open toward each other and more supportive toward each other and were also much more influenced by
each other as compared to opposite-sex sibling dyads.

The connection between sibling quality and its psychological outcomes in adulthood was analyzed by Marotta (2015).
The findings of the study revealed that sibling relationship quality as measured by warmth, rivalry, and conflict was
significantly related to psychological outcomes like self-esteem, altruism, and affectivity. Another study that explored
how sibling structure influences adolescents' mental health and whether sibling relationship quality mediates or interacts
with sibling structure found that sibling structure had few associations with mental health and sibling relationship quality
generally does not mediate (or suppress) these associations. However, sibling structure moderates the association between
sibling relationship quality and adolescents' mental health (Anastasia & Yuan, 2009).

2. Materials and Method

Hypotheses of the study

Ha 1: There exists a positive correlation between the quality of sibling relationship and psychological well-being in adults.
Ha 2: There exists a significant difference in the quality of sibling relationship as a function of sibling dyad in adults.

Ha 3: There exists a significant difference in psychological well-being as a function of sibling dyad in adults.

Participants

Our study involved a total of 120 adults having siblings aged 18-55 years (M= 37.3, SD = 7.39). Of these, 62 participants
were male, and 58 participants were female chosen from Goa, India. Further, 34 participants were male and older siblings;
28 were male and younger siblings. 31 participants were female and older siblings; 27 were female and younger siblings.
After the explanation of the study objectives, the participants gave their verbal consent to participate in the study and
voluntarily filled out the questionnaires. Honest answers were encouraged, and confidentiality was assured to the
participants. For the purpose of the study, we grouped the participants as per sibling dyad i.e. (N = 65) same-sex siblings-
sister-sister or brother-brother and (N=55) opposite-sex siblings- sister-brother or brother-sister. All the siblings were
biological siblings and were selected from intact families. The participants were requested to select one of their siblings
as their reference in the study. Most of the participants in our study (53.3%) had one sibling, 27.5% had two siblings, 15.5
% had three siblings, and 3.7% had four siblings.

Procedure

For the smooth administration of the instruments, we established rapport with the participants after obtaining their consent
for participation. The participants of the study were assured of confidentiality and the lifespan sibling relationship scale
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and the Warwick-Edinburgh mental well-being scale were administered for the purpose of data collection. Upon
completion of the questionnaires, the participants were debriefed about the study and were thanked for their participation.

Instruments

Lifespan Sibling Relationship Scale (LSRS)

The lifespan sibling relationship scale developed by Heidi R. Riggio (2000) is a self-report instrument that measures one’s
attitude towards sibling relationships in childhood and adulthood. As per the scale instructions, while answering the
questionnaire items, the individual must keep only one sibling in mind to sustain the uniformity of answers. The degree
of agreement or disagreement with the 48 statements is rated using a Likert scale 5-points from 1 strongly disagree to 5
strongly agree. A total score is calculated, the scores range from 48-240. Higher scores on the instrument indicate more
optimistic feelings, beliefs and behaviours individuals have towards their siblings. Thus, higher scores indicate a better
quality of the sibling relationship.

The Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale (WEMWBS)

The Warwick-Edinburgh mental well-being scale (2006) is developed by the University of Warwick and the University
of Edinburgh and is jointly owned by NHS Health Scotland. The scale is a short and psychometrically robust and measures
mental wellbeing by focusing on the positive aspects of mental health. The scores on the scale range from 14 — 70, such
that higher the score, higher is the individual’s psychological well-being.

3. Results

Tablel: Correlation Coefficient for Quality of Sibling Relationship and Psychological Well-being
Measures Correlation Coefficient
Quality of Sibling Relationship 0.94**
Psychological Well-being
**p < 0.01: Highly Significant

Table 1 indicates the correlation coefficient for the quality of the sibling relationship and psychological well-being. Karl
Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation was computed to explore the relationship between the variables under study. The
correlation coefficient for the quality of sibling relationship and psychological well-being was computed to be (r = 0.94,
p < 0.01). A strong positive correlation between the quality of sibling relationship and psychological well-being was
observed thus indicating that better the quality of the sibling relationship, better will be the psychological well-being in
adults and vice versa.

Table 2: Mean, Standard Deviation and t-value for Quality of Sibling Relationship as a function of Sibling Dyad
Measure Sibling Dyad Mean Standard Deviation t-value

same sex siblings 124.37 64.28
Quality Of Sibling Relationship ~ opposite sex siblings 84.70 52.11 3.71**

Table 2 indicates mean, standard deviation and t-value for quality of sibling relationship as a function of sibling dyad.
Independent sample t-test was used to find significant differences in the sample groups. For the quality of sibling
relationship, the mean score for siblings of the same dyad and siblings of the opposite dyad were 124.37 and 84.70
respectively with corresponding standard deviations of 64.28 and 52.11, respectively. The t-value was computed to be (t
= 3.71, p < 0.01). By comparing the mean score it is observed that adults with same-sex siblings have a better quality of
sibling relationship as compared to adults with opposite-sex siblings.

Table 3: Mean, Standard Deviation and t-value for Psychological Well-being as a function of Sibling Dyad

Measure Sibling Dyad Mean Standard Deviation  t-value
Psychological ~ Same sex siblings 3490 17.24
Well-being 2.76**

Opposite sex siblings  26.30 16.77
**p < 0.01: Highly Significant
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Table 3 indicates mean, standard deviation and t-value for psychological well-being as a function of sibling dyad.
Independent sample t-test was used to find significant differences in the sample groups. The mean score for same-sex
siblings and opposite-sex siblings were 34.90 and 26.30 respectively with a corresponding standard deviation of 17.24
and 16.77 respectively. The t-value was computed to be (t = 2.76, p < 0.01). By comparing mean score it is observed that
adults with same-sex siblings have higher psychological well-being as compared adults with opposite-sex siblings.

4, Discussion

The correlation coefficient for the quality of sibling relationship and psychological well-being

As indicated in table 1, there was a strong positive correlation between the quality of sibling relationship and psychological
well-being. This finding is probably because sibling relationship is likely to be the most influencing and enduring
relationships of one’s lives that begins with the birth of a younger sibling and continues until the end of the lifespan. The
impact that siblings have on one’s young and adult lives is enormous. Growing up with people different than oneself in
terms of their personalities and aptitudes inspires high emotional and social understanding of the ones they live with and
this continues throughout life. An individual’s communication loop could be fortified by observing and listening to their
siblings. One swiftly comprehends unique techniques to negotiate with their siblings and thus, growing up with siblings
would help an individual to manage conflict which is learnt during the negotiations that the individual has with their
siblings. Siblings can also impact one’s physical and mental wellbeing thus shaping us into the individuals we become
later in life. Individuals who share healthy relationships with their siblings may feel more braced and sheltered during
their adult years because siblings know almost everything about each other since they share the same parents, live in the
same home environment, receiving the same conditioning and similar discipline, and even the same discontents. Though
siblings may not always like each other or may not always agree with one another, they will still care and love and show
great interest in one another which is not easy to duplicate in other relationships. In times when they experience traumatic
events or serious illnesses, siblings provide psychological, emotional, and social support to one another.

Sibling relationships if cordial can bring out the best in people, but unfortunately, not all sibling relations are affable.
Sometimes siblings could have frequent conflicts and these conflicts could be highly aggressive, violent, and abusive.
Such conflicts could lead to poor adjustment. Resentments and negative feelings towards ones’ siblings are easier to
express during childhood years but as one ages, unpleasant feelings like anger and jealousy are suppressed which only
drifts siblings apart. If allowed to persevere over time, any kind of unfavourable sibling interactions could have an impact
on mental health which could in turn influence an individual’s psychological wellbeing. A study by Buist et al. (2013)
revealed that sibling conflicts that are of extreme levels are associated with violent tendencies in adult years. Caffaro
(2011) also reported that sibling violence in extreme forms is linked to emotional maladjustment. On the other hand,
research by Milevsky (2005) that compared individuals with high and low degrees of sibling support, found that
individuals with high levels of support from siblings obtained higher scores on life satisfaction and self-esteem and
obtained lower scores on depression and loneliness. Bedford and Avioli (2001) also reported that higher levels of
wellbeing were associated with high-quality relationships among siblings.

Significant differences exist in the quality of sibling relationship as a function of sibling dyad

As shown in table 2, the quality of sibling relationship as a function of sibling dyad was better among same-sex siblings
as compared to opposite-sex siblings. This finding is probably obtained because as an individual grows, he or she is
exposed to traditional gender roles through their homes, society, schools, and other places. For instance, brothers are
taught to be valiant and to protect their sisters because being females they may not be strong enough to protect themselves.
No matter how independent sisters are, they usually approach their brothers for advice and help concerning things that
society considers ‘masculine’ such as moving some heavy object or if she perceives some threat or for advice on fixing
something, etc. When brothers approach their brothers for any help or advice, it usually pertains to finances, sports, threats,
politics, and so on. On the other hand, when sisters approach their sisters for any advice, it usually pertains to things that
are emotional or things that are fashion and beauty related. Sisters together usually enjoy doing activities like shopping,
gossiping, and other things that are considered ‘girly’ by society and hence, there is a certain level of affection present in
the sister-sister dyad which may not be present in the brother-sister dyad. Since most brothers share similar interests with
their brothers, the brother-brother dyad may also show some amount of affection, but this may not be as much as the
affection seen in the sister-sister dyad. Also, based on gender norms, warmth-closeness is greater between siblings of the
same gender which could probably be due to the predetermined ideals of what is considered as appropriate behaviour for
a male versus a female. While men according to these preconceived notions are expected to be reserved with their
affections and to endure pain or hardship without complaining or showing how they feel, women, on the other hand, are
accepted as emotional, openly affectionate, and sensitive.

Another reason for this finding could be the similarities that same-sex siblings share with one another. According to social
psychologists, people who are alike, are attracted to one another (Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1954). Also, according to Homans
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(1974), “people who share similar values or status have rewarding interactions as they express their views to each other,
which leads to liking the other person”. Research by Kim et al. (2006) also found higher intimacy in same-sex siblings
than mixed-sex siblings.

Significant differences exist in psychological well-being as a function of sibling dyad

As specified in table 3, psychological well-being was higher among same-sex siblings as compared to opposite-sex
siblings. Family relationships are a significant source of social influence and connection throughout ones’ life. Through
every stage of life, family members are connected in crucial ways. The quality of relationship shared with family members
that include the social support received from family members in the form of love, advice, and care and also the strain
experienced in the form of arguments, critical behaviour, unrealistic demands, etc., can impact one’s wellbeing through
behavioural and psychosocial pathways. The relationship that a person shares with his or her siblings is one such family
relationship that has the potential to influence a person’s psychological well-being. In times of crisis, most siblings help
and support one another. They also provide care and give and receive emotional support from each other. Siblings may
also have similar interests that bring them closer to each other and helps them to get along with each other and this is
especially true for siblings of the same sex. Further, as previously mentioned, the differences in psychological well-being
could be due to gender roles which influences how males or females must feel, think, and behave that can affect their
psychological well-being. Research findings by Voorpostel and Blieszner (2008) indicate that “general social support
exchanges with siblings may be influenced by gender and larger family context; sisters exchanged more support with their
siblings when they had higher-quality relationships with their parents, but brothers exhibited a more compensatory role,
exchanging more emotional support with siblings when they had lower quality relationships with their parents”. Research
evidence by Hartwell and Benson (2007) also indicates that families provide meaning and purpose along with social and
tangible resources that can benefit the wellbeing of family members. Volkon (2006) found that higher-quality relationships
with sisters were linked to higher wellbeing.

5. Conclusion

Siblings help one another learn about the world in numerous ways. They provide an innocuous and sheltered place in
which one can learn ways to interact with others who are stimulating and engaging playmates, learn the management of
differences, and the regulations of emotions that are both positive and negative in ways that are socially acceptable.
Siblings also provide numerous prospects to each other for using cognitive skills to prove their viewpoints as well as to
teach or emulate the actions of each other. Warm and positive sibling relationships may positively benefit us for a lifetime
while early sibling relationships that are difficult may be associated with poor developmental outcomes.

6. Limitations of the study

The current research generates important findings concerning adolescents from single and two parenting homes. However,
although the study has yielded some preliminary findings, it is not without limitations. Larger sample size may have
provided more reliable results. Literature analysis is a vital aspect of any study, as it helps to identify the type of work that
has been performed so far in research. The results of the literature analysis are used as the basis by the researcher to
achieve his research objectives. There was little prior research available on how sibling relationship quality can influence
the individual’s psychological well-being. The difference in age between siblings was not taken into consideration.
Additionally, the participants for the study comprised of adults from intact families and therefore, the results of the current
study may be extended to adults with biological siblings and who belong to intact families (families where both biological
parents are present within the family).

7. Suggestions for future research

In line with the results obtained from the research, future studies need to be conducted to understand the potential
connection between sibling relationship quality and psychological well-being considering the various factors affecting
this connection because if not understood in the right manner, it can affect the individual’s psychological well-being as
sibling relationship is considered to be the longest-lasting family relationship. Similar research can be conducted by
extending the sample size and conducting it in a larger geographical area. Among same-sex siblings, separate subgroups
of sister-sister and brother-brother dyad can be included. The connection between the quality of sibling relationships and
family relationships under various parenting styles could be examined. Additionally, a study on factors affecting sibling
relationships can also be examined such as age spacing, birth order, the type of parenting style received, current living
circumstances and so on.
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8. Implications of the study

While the importance placed on sibling relationships within families may vary across cultures and societies, the sense of
belonging generally inherent in a sibling relationship is significant. This study highlights the associations between the
quality of sibling relationships and psychological well-being among adults. It is important for treatment providers,
particularly therapists, to consider the role siblings play in one another’s life, especially when working with clients who
present with limited or atypical social networks. It is important to keep in mind the possible influence that a positive
sibling relationship can have on an individual’s psychological well-being. Both, family therapists as well as individual
therapists should consider including the sibling in the therapeutic process. Therapy can be a safe place to explore the
nature of one’s sibling relationships, thus allowing an individual to explore their relationship with their siblings as a means
for increasing support and psychological well-being.

The present study also has insinuations related to society. Parents need to have a good understanding of the potential
impacts of the sibling relationship. Having an awareness that the sibling relationship can both positively and negatively
influence an individual’s psychological well-being, can help parents to be more in tune to fostering more warmth, and
positive relationships among their children from childhood and not imposing upon them gender norms but dealing with
them fairly irrespective of whether their child is a male or female because the quality of relationship siblings share with
each other in childhood is likely to be carried on throughout one’s lifespan. Workshops and/or training can offer parent’s
support and education on the various facets of the sibling relationship (affect, cognition, behaviour, warmth, conflict,
rivalry), advice on how to promote healthy sibling relationships in their children and for adults to improve their
relationship with their siblings.
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