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Sibling Relationship Quality in Emerging Adulthood:  

Associations with Coping, Stress and Life Satisfaction  

 

Anna McInerney 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

90 emerging adults were asked to report on one of their sibling relationships. This cross-

sectional design, correlational study examined the qualitative features of these relationships 

and explored how they related to coping strategies, perceived stress and life satisfaction of 

the respondents. Through an online survey and using in-class questionnaires, participants 

completed the Adult Sibling Relationship Questionnaire, the Brief COPE, the Perceived 

Stress Scale and the Satisfaction with Life Scale. Results showed that sibling warmth and 

conflict were related to use of different coping strategies. Conflict levels correlated positively 

with stress. Warmth was positively related, and conflict and rivalry were negatively related to 

life satisfaction. Poor sibling relationship quality can have a negative impact on well-being 

and is associated with avoidant coping strategies which are not considered effective in the 

long-term management of stress. Findings highlight the important role siblings have in 

emerging adulthood. 
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1. Introduction 
 

This study investigates how variations in the qualitative features of sibling relationships 

in emerging adulthood are associated with the use of different coping strategies, as well 

variations in perceived stress and life satisfaction. Previous research on siblings has explored 

the relationship in childhood (Furman & Buhrmester, 1985; Brody, 1998; Kim, McHale, 

Crouter & Osgood, 2007) and late adulthood (Cicirelli, 1989). It is hoped that this research 

will make a contribution to a growing body of sibling research (Shortt & Gottman, 1997; 

Stewart, Verbrugge & Beilfuss, 1998; Van Volkom, Machiz & Reich, 2011) which is 

bridging the gap in young adulthood identified by Cicirelli (1989). There is evidence of 

children using coping strategies involving support seeking from siblings in response to 

parental conflict (Gass, Jenkins & Dunn, 2007), but, to this author’s knowledge, coping 

strategies have not been examined in relation to the sibling relationship quality in adulthood. 

It would be useful to understand the role this relationship might play in exacerbating or 

mitigating stress. The contributions, both positive and negative, which siblings make to child 

development is now more widely recognised, but for a relationship which will continue into 

old age, it is important to understand the contributions being made in later stages of 

development which might affect individual well-being.   

 

1.1 Sibling Relationships 

 

Almost 80% of adults in Ireland have at least one sibling (CSO, 2011) and it will be the 

longest-lasting relationship most people experience in their lives (Fortuna, Roisman, Haydon, 

Groh & Holland, 2011). Unlike friendships, it is not chosen, but must be endured. Thus it 

offers a special opportunity for an individual to learn to remain involved in the relationship in 

spite of conflicts (Sroufe, Egeland, Carlson & Collins, 2005). It is not easy to break family 
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ties such as those of siblings and it has been argued that even after the death of a sibling, the 

relationship persists symbolically (Stewart, 1998). However, the sibling relationship can also 

serve as a source of life long support. These aspects give rise to the unique nature of the 

sibling relationship, though it shares some commonalities with the parent-child relationship, 

such as strong emotional ties and shared genetics, as well as with peer relationships, owing to 

generational similarity (Cox, 2010).  

 

1.2 Systems Theory – Siblings in Context 

 

Bronfenbrenner (1997) conceptualised the developing person as functioning within 

multi-levelled systems and argued that the individual must be looked at within the context of 

the various nested systems of their environment which influence them. Family is one such 

social system influencing development and from systems perspective, all family relationships 

are interconnected (Minuchin, 1985). Research has shown that parent-child relationships 

influence sibling relationships (Brody, Stoneman & McCoy, 1994). In another study, 

participants reporting on their famous sibling described how sibling rivalries which began in 

youth were initiated by parents rather than by the siblings themselves (Ross & Milgram, 

1992). Cox (2010) emphasises the importance of considering sibling contributions to the 

family context in which an individual’s behaviour is regulated. It has the potential to greatly 

influence family (dis)harmony and to make contributions, both positive and negative, to the 

developmental course of individual children within the family, in childhood (Brody, 1998; 

Kramer, 2010) and beyond (Cicirelli, 1989; Sroufe, Egeland, Carlson & Collins, 2005). 

Methodologically speaking, looking at the developing person within the context of his/her 

family is a huge undertaking, which might explain some of the preference for studying 

parent-child interactions to the exclusion of siblings and more recently, as sibling research 
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has expanded, the tendency to look at sibling dyads in isolation (Brussoni, 2000; Conger & 

Little, 2010; Scharf, Shulman & Avigad-Spitz, 2005; Shortt & Gottman, 1997; Stewart, 

Verbrugge & Belifuss, 1998; Stocker & Lanthier, 1997).  

 

1.3 Sibling Relationship Quality 

 

According to Dunn (1985), who examined sibling dyads in naturalistic settings, the 

sibling relationship was best described as ambivalent, as evidenced by the rapidly alternating 

social interactions between intense positive and negative emotional displays. It is recognised 

that the presence of both positive and negative behaviours is important in this relationship, 

though the optimal proportions are not well understood (Kramer, 2010). Children’s 

perceptions of their relationship with their siblings gave rise to four distinct qualitative 

factors; warmth/closeness, relative status/power, conflict and rivalry (Furman & Buhrmester, 

1985). Conflict is distinct from rivalry in that it is considered an active interpersonal 

exchange of behaviour, such as quarrelling, antagonistic or domineering behaviours, while 

rivalry functions as a more covert sense of parental partiality (Stewart, 1998). Rivalry is 

particular to sibling relationships, having not emerged in studies of other types of 

relationships. Supporting Dunn’s (1985) assertion that sibling relationships are ambivalent is 

the coexistence of positive and negative qualities which do not function as bipolar opposites. 

Stocker, Lanthier and Furman (1997) extended this classification by developing the 

Adult Sibling Relationship Questionnaire (ASRQ). They found only that warmth, conflict 

and rivalry were still relevant, and posited that relative status/power may no longer be so due 

to the increased egalitarian nature of the relationship upon reaching adulthood.  Adult sibling 

dyads in Stocker, Lanthier and Furman’s (1997) study reported similar levels of warmth and 

conflict but they differed in their perception of parental favouritism. This attests to the covert 
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element of rivalry. The subjective perceptions of a relationship are important since their 

psychological meaning, along with the felt support and conflict provided by that relationship, 

reside internally and will guide and influence patterns of interaction. They are especially 

salient when maintaining a relationship in the absence of daily interactions (Stocker, Lanthier 

& Furman, 1997). Despite attempts at classification (Stewart, Verbrugge & Beilfuss, 1998), 

sibling relationships vary widely in their qualitative features and don’t easily fit into the neat 

categories which would make researching them significantly more straightforward (Rowe, 

2007). However, the use of three sub-scales of the ASRQ, which give rise to three 

independent factor scores, goes further towards capturing the ambivalence and apparent 

contradictory presence of positive and negative qualitative aspects which are so characteristic 

of this relationship (Dunn, 1992).  

   

1.4 Siblings and Development 

 

As individuals move through different developmental stages, their relationships with their 

siblings will necessarily evolve to accommodate these changes. Due to their close proximity 

growing up, the social and emotional development of each of the siblings influences and is 

influenced by the quality of their relationship (Stewart, Verbrugge & Beilfuss, 1998). Warm 

supportive sibling relationships which have moderate levels of conflict promote psychosocial 

competence in children. They learn to resolve their conflicts constructively by asserting 

themselves, discussing their feelings and compromising (Recchia & Howe, 2009; Brody, 

1998). This has a spill-over effect to their strategies used to resolve peer conflicts (Volling & 

Blandon, 2003). Sibling bonds also provide the opportunity to learn prosocial behaviour, 

emotional regulation and the provision of support (Conger & Little, 2010). However, some 

consequences of chronic high levels of sibling conflict highlighted by Brody (1998) include 
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aggressive behaviour, academic difficulty and poor peer relations at school. In later 

adulthood, a close relationship with a sister is related to lower levels of depression, while 

conflict or disharmony in a relationship with a sister is related to higher levels of depression 

(Cicirelli, 1989). In order to develop closer relationships with siblings over the lifespan and 

reap the benefits of warm, supportive sibling relationships later in life, it is necessary to 

resolve the conflicts and rivalries from childhood so that the developmental tasks of 

adulthood may be more easily undertaken (Conger & Little, 2010).  

In the last decade, research has expanded to fill the gap in knowledge of sibling 

relationships during emerging adulthood. Arnett (2000) has proposed emerging adulthood as 

a distinct developmental period between adolescence and adulthood, characterised by 

frequent change, self-exploration and experimentation. The fourth stage of development 

outlined by Erikson (1968) in his theory of life span development, identity-vs-role confusion, 

begins in adolescence but takes place mainly in emerging adulthood when the individual has 

the opportunity to explore their identity without the constraints of normative expectations and 

social roles (Arnett, 2000). Emerging adults are also exploring romantic relationships more 

seriously as they enter the stage of intimacy-vs-isolation and move closer towards choosing a 

committed partner.  

These developmental tasks coincide with practical changes undertaken by emerging 

adults, such as moving out of the family home, entering 3rd level education and/or the 

workforce and these changes reverberate through the family, impacting sibling relationships 

(Cox, 2010). Scharf, Shulman and Avigad-Spitz (2005) found that adult sibling relationships 

were less tied to the quality of parental relationships than adolescent sibling relationships. 

Although adult siblings spend less time together, they report more warmth and less conflict in 

their relationship than in adolescence. The relationship becomes more volitional (Conger & 

Little, 2010), yet despite spending less time together, emerging adults are more emotionally 
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involved in each other’s lives than in adolescence (Scharf, Shulman & Avigad-Spitz, 2005). 

Ross and Milgram (1982) found that comparisons between siblings seemed to have been 

strongest during this period, showing that the closeness of adult sibling relationships can be 

affected by rivalrous feelings which originating in childhood, have persisted into adulthood. 

During this period of identity exploration and formation, it seems siblings can still have a 

positive or negative impact. An important and challenging step in working through the 

identity crisis, which is characteristic of emerging adulthood, is to begin to differentiate from 

the sibling and recognise one’s own strengths as distinct from those of the sibling (Krycak, 

Murdock & Marszalek, 2012). 

 

1.5 Stress and Coping 

 

Stress has been defined as a negative emotional experience accompanied by predictable 

biochemical, physiological, cognitive and behavioural changes that are directed either toward 

altering the stressful event or accommodating its effects (Taylor, 2009). According to Lazarus 

& Folkman’s person-environment fit view, stress is the consequence of a person’s appraisal 

processes. Confronted with a new or changing environment, an individual appraises both the 

demands of the environment and also whether their personal resources are sufficient to meet 

these demands. A perception that one’s resources are not sufficient to meet an environmental 

stressor will likely result in the person feeling a considerable amount of stress, whereas the 

perception that one has more than adequate resources to meet an environmental stressor is 

more likely to result in feelings of being challenged rather than stressed. When faced with an 

event, individuals engage in primary appraisal to determine the meaning of the event. The 

consequences of the event may be perceived as positive, neutral or negative. If an event is 

perceived as negative or potentially negative, further appraisal determines whether they are 
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harmful, threatening or challenging.  

Secondary appraisal begins as the person assesses their personal resources and coping 

abilities and whether they will be sufficient to meet the harm, threat or challenge. The amount 

of stress perceived by an individual is a balance between the primary and secondary 

appraisals. Coping has been defined as the thoughts and behaviours used to manage the 

internal and external demands of situations that are appraised as stressful (Folkman & 

Moskowitz, 2004; Taylor & Stanton, 2007).  Resources such as personality, coping style and 

social support affect an individual’s ability to cope (Taylor, 2009) and the availability of 

these influence the coping strategies used (Roesch, Aldridge, Vickers & Helvig, 2005). The 

more resources available to the person, the better the coping outcome (Taylor, 2009). Coping 

effectiveness is often assessed by how much psychological distress has been reduced as well 

as in the duration of the stressful event/experience (Harnish, Aseltine & Gore, 2000). 

 

1.6 Coping Strategies 

 

Coping strategies characterise how individuals generally deal with stress. Lazarus & 

Folkman (1984) classify them into problem-focused; directly doing something about the 

problem in order to reduce the distress it’s causing, and emotion-focused coping; regulating 

the emotions experienced as a result of the stressful event (Taylor, 2009). Generally both 

strategies are used during the coping process to different degrees and neither is intrinsically 

better than the other, however, there is some evidence to suggest that tackling the source of 

the stressor is more adaptive in the long-term compared with strategies which put distance 

between the individual and the stressor but which do not get rid of the stressor (Ingledew, 

Hardy & Cooper, 1997). Approach-avoidance is another commonly used classification of 

coping styles. Approach coping requires engaging to minimise or manage the problem. 
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Methods to avoid, ignore and disengage from the problem and its emotional consequences are 

considered avoidance coping.   

 These classifications have not been without criticism. Skinner, Edge, Altman and 

Sherwood (2003) have found little consensus in 20 years of literature on these higher order 

categories of coping strategies. Lazarus & Folkman (1980) themselves accepted that both 

problem-focused and emotion-focused coping strategies were used in tandem and to 

conceptualise coping as one or another was an inadequate assessment of a person’s coping 

range. When facing stressors of different natures, both types of coping can have advantages. 

Furthermore, as Skinner et al. (2003) note, the same coping strategy can be seen as both 

problem-focused and emotion-focused. For example, making plans guide problem solving, 

but it also has an effect of calming emotions. The classification of approach or avoidance 

coping is beset with similar issues. It has been suggested by researchers that when dealing 

with a stressful encounter, a person may cycle repeatedly between the two coping styles. In 

this way, they might be seen as synergetic – avoidance allows emotional reserves to be 

replenished in preparation for the next approach (Skinner et al., 2003).  

 Despite these classification misgivings, there has been some evidence to show that 

different types of stressors elicit different coping strategies. In their analysis of young adults, 

Harnish, Aseltine and Gore (2000) found that for stressful events such as those which 

characterise the transition to adulthood and those associated with role strain, the most 

commonly employed coping strategies were the use of social support, positive reappraisal 

and active behavioural coping. They particularly highlighted the importance of social support 

to deal with transition stressors. Harnish et al. (2003) also noted that stressors were typically 

longer in duration for those who predominantly used avoidance coping strategies compared 

with those who reported using high levels of active behavioural coping strategies.  
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1.7 Coping and Development 

 
Influenced by genes and personal experience, coping is linked to an individual’s 

development in important ways. At all stages of development, individuals face stresses, 

challenges and threats as they attempt to resolve the developmental tasks ahead of them. How 

the individual responds to these stressors, whether they manage to overcome them and how 

they deal with the failures and successes will greatly determine the course of their 

development. Similarly, an individual’s stage of development will also determine the 

perception of stressful events, the degree to which they are stressful and the evaluation of the 

resources available to deal with them (Skinner & Edge, 1998).  

An early source of stress for the young infant is separation from the primary caregiver. 

According to attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) infants develop attachments with primary 

caregivers and whether the infant attaches securely or insecurely to the caregiver will 

determine how they cope with stressful events like separation and exposure to novelty. 

Repeated experiences of caregiver interactions lead to the development of internal working 

models of the self, others and the relationship between the self and others. For securely 

attached children, where the caregiver has provided responsive care, they will approach the 

world with trust and confidence. Insecurely attached children who have received indifferent 

care, are more likely to view the world as unpredictable and be untrustworthy. Internal 

working models let us know what to expect from relationships, whether other people can be 

relied upon for support, or not. These are set up in childhood but continue to impact 

throughout the life. Perhaps predictably, young adults who are securely attached were more 

likely to seek support from others. Insecurely attached young adults who were classified as 

dismissing or fearful did not seek support but instead distanced themselves from others in 

some contexts (Ognibene & Collins, 1998). Fortuna, Roisman, Haydon, Groh and Holland 
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(2011) investigated links between adult attachment states of mind and the quality of young 

adult sibling relationships. They found that these attachment representations influenced the 

perception of support from their siblings.  

Social learning theory is also useful in understanding the developmental pathway of 

coping styles. Much of human behaviour is learned from observing the behaviour of others 

and using this information to guide behaviour later (Bandura, 1977). From a very young age, 

infants are watching those around them. Siblings can be powerful role-models who model 

behaviour to their younger siblings. Older siblings pass through developmental stages just 

ahead of their brothers and sisters, and the way in which they appraise and cope with the 

stresses associated with these transitions, can leave an impression, positive or negative, on 

younger siblings. Risky behaviours, such as binge drinking, illegal drug use, and risky sexual 

behaviour, are at their peak during emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2007) and may be used to 

cope with the challenges of assuming adult roles. Older siblings can be influential and may 

act as models of either avoiding or engaging in these risky behaviours. However, siblings 

could also act as confidantes to younger siblings offering an opportunity to discuss personal 

issues which may be difficult to broach with parents.  

 

 

1.8 Life Satisfaction 

 

Life satisfaction has been defined by Shin & Johnson (1978) as “a global assessment of a 

person’s quality of life according to his chosen criteria”. It has been identified as one of three 

separable components of subjective well-being (SWB), the other two being positive affect 

and negative affect. The latter two relate to the emotional part of subjective well-being, while 

life satisfaction refers to the cognitive-judgemental aspect (Diener, Emmons, Larsen & 
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Griffin, 1985). The Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS) (Diener et al., 1985) was developed 

to assess an individual’s conscious evaluative judgements of his/her life by allowing the 

individual to choose his/her own criteria.  

Throughout history, society has formed a general consensus about what constitutes a 

“good life”, for example good health, financial stability and successful relationships. 

However the importance placed on different life domains varies between individuals and 

even within an individual at different times of their life. It is not possible for a measure to 

assess every conceivable domain which might influence an individual’s overall life 

satisfaction. Rojas (2006) argues that adding satisfaction in various life domains together to 

arrive at an overall life satisfaction score is restrictive. Thus a measure of general life 

satisfaction, which has at its heart, the individual’s own judgement of their circumstances, 

allows respondents to assign whatever weighting they choose to the various life domains and 

feeling states (Diener et al, 1985) and is arguably gives a truer account of a person’s 

subjective well-being.   

The causes of well-being were the focus of early research but recently the focus has 

shifted to the consequences. Four main areas are found to significantly improve with high 

well-being and life satisfaction – health and longevity, work and income, social relations and 

societal benefits (Diener & Ryan, 2009). In the area of social relationships, there is bi-

directionality. Greater levels of life satisfaction give rise to greater social support systems and 

good quality relationships give rise to higher levels of subjective well-being. Gilman and 

Huebner (2006) looked at the characteristics of adolescents who reported higher levels of life 

satisfaction and found they had more positive relationships with others, less intra-personal 

distress, higher levels of hope and a greater sense of personal control. 

Adolescents move on to emerging adulthood, and as discussed above, this is a period 

characterised by increased instability and change in an individual’s life. However, Arnett 
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(2007) outlines support for increased levels of well-being at the same time. Negru (2012) 

looked at differences in characteristics of emerging adults in Romania and how they related 

to life satisfaction. The perception of university life being full of opportunities and 

possibilities and having the freedom to explore them, to focus on one’s self and to make 

choices that shape one’s identity, without the constraints and pressures of responsibilities was 

predictive of higher life satisfaction scores. 

 

 

1.9 Life Satisfaction, Relationship Quality and Coping 

 

The new-found freedom experienced by emerging adults can also have some negative 

effects; increases in risk behaviours, such as binge drinking and drug taking, and an increase 

in psychopathology. Salmela-Aro, Aunola and Nurmi (2007) examined the trajectories of 

depressive symptoms of emerging adults in Finland over a 10 year period and found that 

those with a high-depression trajectory reported poorer relationship quality with parents and 

peers. Although there was no explicit question on sibling relationship quality, a similar trend 

might be expected.  These results support findings by Lewinsohn, Rohde, Seeley, Klein and 

Gotlib (2003) in which young adults who had suffered and recovered from major depressive 

disorder (MDD) in adolescence continued to show poorer functioning, including low 

relationship quality and life satisfaction. Difficulties resolving the developmental tasks of 

emerging adulthood, especially in the social domain, were found to be risk factors for 

depression. Respondents from the high-depression group in Salmela-Aro et al.’s (2007) study 

were found to use more pessimistic and avoidant strategies in social and achievement 

domains. According to Bovier, Chamot and Perneger (2006), social support has an indirect 

effect on mental health and its benefits are exerted through the strengthening of internal 
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resources and by diminishing perceived stress.  These findings indicate the protective role 

siblings might have against low well-being, by contributing to a good overall family and 

home atmosphere and maintaining close supportive relationships with each other, but there is 

a need to explore the unique contribution of siblings in more detail.  

In Milevsky’s (2005) study which examined the compensatory patterns of sibling 

support among emerging adults, results showed that those who received high sibling support 

had significantly higher scores on self-esteem and life satisfaction and significantly lower 

scores on loneliness and depression, than those with low sibling support. This was 

irrespective of gender. Interestingly, high sibling support was found to compensate for low 

support received from fathers for self-esteem and life satisfaction and for low support from 

friends for loneliness, self-esteem and life satisfaction. These results confirm the benefits of 

supportive sibling relationships in emerging adulthood, but also show the relevance of 

siblings in individual development, long after childhood. Social support is one of many of the 

strategies which individuals use in coping with the demands of life. Links between sibling 

relationships and the use of other coping strategies in individual adjustment is not clearly 

understood.  

 

This study examines these links in order to gain a better understanding of how the 

variations in the qualitative features of sibling relationships during emerging adulthood relate 

to an individual’s use of specific coping strategies and the effects on the psychological well-

being measures of perceived stress and life satisfaction.  It is expected that the following will 

be shown: 

Hypothesis 1:  Variations in sibling relationship quality will be associated with the use of 

    different coping strategies. 
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Hypothesis 2:  Perceived stress will be negatively related to warmth, but positively related 

    with sibling conflict and sibling rivalry.  

Hypothesis 3: There will be a positive relationship between sibling warmth and life   

    satisfaction but negative relationships between conflict and life satisfaction 

    and rivalry and life satisfaction.   

Hypothesis 4: Perceived stress will have a negative significant relationship with life 

satisfaction. 
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2. Method 

2.1 Participants 

 

Due to a number of inclusion criteria, participants were drawn from two sources in order 

to ensure a large enough sample. The first source was a convenience sample of 32 (17 female, 

15 male) undergraduate and higher diploma psychology students from Dublin Business 

School. Permission was sought from a number of lecturers to distribute the questionnaires in 

their classes to any willing students. The second source was accessed via snowball sampling, 

whereby friends, acquaintances and participants passed on an internet survey link to any 

eligible individuals they knew. 83 individuals completed the questionnaires online. 

 Only participants between the ages of 18-25 years of age (inclusive) were eligible to 

participate as the study focused on the developmental period of emerging adulthood. 

Furthermore, as the study was examining the quality of adult sibling relationships, 

participants must have had at least one full, biological, non-twin sibling who was at least 17 

years of age at the time of completing the questionnaire. These inclusion criteria were stated 

at the beginning of the questionnaire to ensure only those eligible participated. It was found 

that one participant reported on their twin sibling and thus their answers were excluded from 

the study. 

 Extensive missing data was identified for 24 of the online participants who were thus 

removed from further analysis. This resulted in a total sample size of 90 individuals (n=90; 

58 female, 32 male) who completed the survey over a number of weeks in February 2013. 

The mean age of the participants was 21.88 with a standard deviation of 1.889. The 

questionnaires took no longer than 15-20 minutes for participants to complete and 

participants were informed that they could withdraw at any point during completion. 
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Participants received no rewards, financial incentives or course credits for completion of the 

questionnaires. 

 

2.2 Design 

 
This study was a quantitative, cross-sectional survey design, correlational study which 

examined the relationship between adult sibling relationship quality, coping strategies, life 

satisfaction and stress of emerging adults. There was a between groups element to the study 

in that variations in sibling relationship quality was examined in same-sex versus cross-sex 

dyads.  

 The variables comprised of dimensions of adult sibling relationship quality – warmth; 

conflict; rivalry as measured by the Adult Sibling Relationship Questionnaire (see Appendix 

2), coping strategies, assessed using the Brief COPE (see Appendix 3), stress which was 

measured using the perceived stress scale (see Appendix 4) and life satisfaction as measured 

by the SWLS (see Appendix 5). 

 The study is cross-sectional in that it looks at variations in sibling relationship quality, 

coping strategies, life satisfaction and stress across a sample of emerging adults, at a specific 

point in time. The correlational aspect of the study looks at non-causal relationships between 

these variables. The correlations are bi-directional, in that they influence each other. 

Variations in the qualitative features of adult sibling relationships were looked at in relation 

to coping strategies, life satisfaction and stress to investigate any significant correlational 

relationships between these variables. Correlations between stress and life satisfaction as well 

as between stress and coping were also explored. The gender composition of the sibling 

dyads (whether same-sex or cross-sex) was considered a nominal variable when looking at its 

relationship to the qualitative features of the relationship. 
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2.3 Materials 

Demographics 

A number of standard questions were included at the beginning of the questionnaire 

booklet to gather the following demographic information (see Appendix 2): 

- age and gender of participant 

- total number of siblings of participant 

- participant’s position in the family (e.g. 1st of 3, or 4th of 5) 

- age and gender of the sibling about whom the participant will respond 

- sibling’s position in the family (e.g. 3rd of 3, or 2nd of 5) 

 

 Adult sibling relationship quality 

The Adult Sibling Relationship Questionnaire (ASRQ; Stocker, Lanthier & Furman, 

1997) was used to assess the qualitative features of the relationship between the respondent 

and one of their adult siblings. This measure is an 81-item questionnaire, which is subdivided 

into 14 subscales. These subscales are grouped in the following way to form three higher 

order factors; Warmth (similarity; intimacy; affection; admiration; emotional support; 

instrumental support; acceptance; knowledge), Conflict (quarrelling; antagonism; competition; 

dominance) and Rivalry (maternal rivalry; paternal rivalry). 

 The 81 questions assess the degree to which different behaviours and feelings occur in 

the participant’s relationship with their sibling.  The questions are designed to examine the 

participant’s perception of their feelings and behaviours towards their sibling, as well as their 

perceptions of their sibling’s feelings and behaviours towards them. Examples of questions 

relating to warmth include “How much does this sibling accept your personality?” and “How 

much do you accept this sibling's personality?”. Examples relating to conflict include “How 
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often does this sibling criticize you?” and “How often do you criticize this sibling?”. 

 There are 5 possible responses: “hardly at all”, “a little”, “somewhat”, “very much”, 

“extremely much” and participants record their response by placing a ‘tick’ in the appropriate 

column (see Appendix 1). These responses are assigned values from 1-5 respectively when 

scoring. Unit weighting of the items is done for all the warmth and conflict scales resulting in 

factor scores which range from 1-5. Reliability of these factors scales is strong with 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient values of .98 for warmth and .92 for conflict.  

 The rivalry scales are treated differently. Examples of questions relating to maternal 

rivalry include “Do you think your mother favours you or this sibling more?” and “Does this 

sibling think your mother favours him/her or you more?”. The responses for these examples 

are “I am usually favoured”, “I am sometimes favoured”, “neither of us is favoured”, “this 

sibling is sometimes favoured”, “this sibling is usually favoured” and participants record their 

response in the same fashion as above. The rivalry scales are scored as the absolute value of 

the deviation from the mid-point of the scale which results in a range of 0-2 where 0 indicates 

an absence of rivalry and 2 indicates maximum rivalry. Cronbach’s alpha reliability 

coefficient was strong for the rivalry factor with a value of .82. 

 

 Coping strategies 

The Brief COPE (Carver, 1997) scale was used to assess the general strategies which 

participants use to cope with stressful events in their lives. The measure consists of 28 

statements and is categorised into 14 subscales. Each subscale constitutes a particular strategy 

for coping and is comprised of 2 items. The 14 coping strategies assessed are: self-distraction; 

active coping; denial; substance use; use of emotional support; use of instrumental support; 

behavioural disengagement; venting; positive reframing; planning; humour; acceptance; 

religion; self-blame. Some examples of statements include “I've been getting emotional 
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support from others” (use of emotional support), “I’ve been getting help and advice from 

other people” (use of instrumental support), “I've been using alcohol or other drugs to make 

myself feel better” (substance use) and "I've been giving up trying to deal with it” 

(behavioural disengagement). Participants are asked to rate, on a 4-point Likert scale, how 

much or how frequently they have been doing what the item states, where 1 is “I haven’t been 

doing this at all” and 4 is “I’ve been doing this a lot”. Adding the two paired items on each 

subscale gave each participant a score for each coping strategy. For example, adding items 14 

and 25 gave a total score for ‘planning’. The reliability of this scale was very strong with a 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of .88.  

 

 Perceived stress 

Levels of perceived stress were assessed using the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS; Cohen, 

Kamarck, Mermelstein, 1983). This scale measures the degree to which situations in one’s 

life are appraised as stressful. It asks participants about their thoughts and feelings over the 

past month. It consists of 10 questions, for example: “In the last month, how often have you 

felt that you were unable to control the important things in your life?”; “In the last month, 

how often have you felt that you were on top of things?”; “In the last month, how often have 

you found that you could not cope with all the things you had to do?”. Participants are 

instructed to answer the questions on a 5-point Likert scale from 0 (“never”) to 4 (“very 

often”). Four items on the scale are reverse scored (4,5,7,8). These reverse scores are added 

with the scores of the remaining items to give a total amount of perceived stress that the 

person is experiencing. Higher scores indicate more perceived stress. The scores range from 0 

to 40. Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient was .83 for this scale.  

 



23 
 

 Life Satisfaction 

Life satisfaction was measured using the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, 

Emmons, Larsen & Griffen, 1985). This measure is designed to assess the cognitive-

judgemental component of subjective well-being. It consists of 5 statements: “In most ways 

my life is close to my ideal”, “The conditions of my life are excellent”, “I am satisfied with 

my life” “So far I have gotten the important things I want in life” and “If I could live my life 

over, I would change almost nothing”. Participants are asked to rate their level of agreement 

with each of the 5 statements on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 

7 (“strongly agree”). Adding the scores for each statement gives a total life satisfaction score 

ranging from 5 - 35 with higher scores indicating higher levels of satisfaction. Cronbach’s 

alpha coefficient showed strong reliability for this scale with a value of .90. 

 

2.4 Procedure 

 
Permission was got from lecturers to enter their classes as the lecture was beginning and 

the students were introduced to the research project. They were informed that for a final year 

research project in partial fulfilment of the Higher Diploma in Psychology, individuals were 

being sought to participate in research investigating adult sibling relationships by filling out a 

pencil and paper questionnaire. All inclusion criteria were explained (individuals who were 

18-25 years old and who had a full, biological, non-twin sibling aged 17 years or older). 

Those who were willing and eligible were asked to raise their hands and questionnaire 

booklets were distributed to them.  

 Their attention was drawn to the front page of the booklet which contained the name and 

contact details of the researcher along with a sentence briefly summarising the purpose of the 

research as an investigation into the quality of adult sibling relationships, coping strategies 
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and life satisfaction. On this front page, there was also an assurance of the participants’ 

anonymity and the confidentiality of their responses as well as a statement informing them 

that their completion and submission of the questionnaire would be taken as consent to 

participate in the research. Students were also informed that although they could withdraw 

from the research at any point during completion of the questionnaires, once the booklets had 

been collected, it would no longer be possible to withdraw.  

 Those who participated online were given a link to the questionnaire which was hosted 

on Survey Monkey. The first page of the survey contained the same information as the front 

page of the physical booklet, including the researcher’s contact details, summary of the 

research topic, assurances of anonymity and confidentiality and details of consent and 

withdrawal. Participants could exit the survey at any time, thereby withdrawing but once they 

had submitted the survey, it was not possible to withdraw their participation. 

 After the questions relating to demographics and family constellation, the questionnaires 

were presented in the following order: Adult Sibling Relationship Questionnaire; Brief COPE; 

Life Satisfaction. At the beginning of each questionnaire were instructions detailing how it 

should be completed. On the final page of the physical booklets was a detachable sheet 

thanking those who took part. Contact details for a number of support services were also 

included on this page for participants who felt they had been affected by any of the questions. 

See Appendix for a copy of the full questionnaire booklet. The same message was presented 

to participants who submitted the survey online. 

 

 

  



25 
 

3. Results 

3.1 Descriptive information about this sample 

 
The sample consisted of 90 participants, 58 of whom were female (64%) and 32 of 

whom were male (36%). All participants were in the age group 18-25 years old with a mean 

sample age of 21.88. The age of the adult sibling on whom the participants reported ranged 

from 17-44 years old and the mean sibling age was 23.99 years. 49 of the siblings were 

female (55%) and 40 were male (45%), while the gender of one of the siblings was not 

reported. The mean number of children in the families of participants was 3.29 (SD 1.35). Of 

the 90 sibling dyads investigated, 55 (61%) consisted of a younger sibling reporting on an 

older sibling while the remaining 35 dyads (39%) were an older sibling reporting on their 

younger sibling. 

 

3.2 Gender composition of sibling dyads 

 
There were 47 same-sex dyads; 32 female-female (F/F), 15 male-male (M/M), and 42 

different-sex dyads; 25 female-male (F/M), 17 male-female (M/F). One female respondent 

did not report the gender of her sibling. The three factors of sibling relationship quality varied 

based on the gender composition of the dyad. The levels of warmth and conflict for each of 

the four gender-type dyads - F/F, F/M, M/F, M/M (order: respondent/sibling) are shown in 

Figure 1 below.  

Females reported more warmth in their relationships whether with a sister or a brother 

than their male counterparts. Female-female dyads showed higher levels of warmth (M = 

3.45) and conflict (M = 2.62). Male-male dyads showed the lowest conflict (M = 2.20) and, 

surprisingly, males who reported on a sister (M/F) showed the lowest warmth (M = 3.00). A 
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one-way analysis of variance was run to check for significance. The ANOVA showed no 

significant differences in warmth (F (3, 78) = 1.09, p = .359) or conflict (F (3, 81) = 1.90, p 

= .136) scores between the four groups. See Table 1 below which shows the means of each 

group for warmth, conflict and rivalry. 

  

Figure 1: Differences in the Mean Levels of Warmth and Conflict across Groups 

 

 Female respondents reported the highest levels of rivalry. The F/F group had a mean rank 

of 45.17; the F/M group had a mean rank of 45.54; the M/F group has a mean rank of 44.41 

and the M/M group had a mean rank of 38.18. As rivalry scores were not normally distributed, 
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a Kruskal-Wallis one-way ANOVA was run to check for any significant differences between 

each of the four groups. It showed that the groups did not differ significantly (χ²(3) = .91, p = 

.822). 

 

Table 1: Sibling Relationship Quality of Sibling Dyads Grouped by Gender Composition 

    Sibling Relationship Quality 

 Warmth Conflict Rivalry 

 M SD N M SD N Mean rank N 

F/F 3.45 .88 31 2.62 .65 30 45.17 32 

F/M 3.23 .66 23 2.23 .70 23 45.54 24 

M/F 3.00 .86 13 2.30 .72 16 44.41 17 

M/M 3.14 .90 15 2.20 .79 16 38.18 14 

Total 3.26 .82 82 2.37 .71 85  87 
 
*Note: the range for warmth and conflict scores was 1-5 and for rivalry scores was 0-2. 

 

 There were some interesting differences in coping strategies across these four groups. 

Only substance use which had mean ranks of 36.80 (FF), 34.24 (FM), 54.03 (MF) and 43.53 

(MM) showed significant differences across the groups (χ²(3) = 10.52, p = .015).     

 The F/F group showed the highest levels of use of emotional support and use of 

instrumental support. The mean ranks for use of emotional support were 49.25 (F/F), 37.74 

(F/M), 33.06 (M/F) and 36.18 (M/M), but a Kruskal-Wallis one-way ANOVA did not find 

significant differences between the groups (χ²(3) = 6.66, p = .084). Mean ranks for use of 

instrumental support were 49.41 (F/F), 38.93 (F/M), 32.71 (M/F) and 37.60 (M/M) but again, 

a Kruskal-Wallis test did not find these differences to be significant (χ²(3) = 6.33, p = .096).   

The M/M group had higher mean ranks for denial (χ²(3) = 2.54, p = .468), behavioural 
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disengagement (χ²(3) = 3.48, p = .324), venting (χ²(3) = 5.94, p = .115), positive reframing 

(χ²(3) = 1.97, p = .580) and humour (χ²(3) = 3.28, p = .351). Kruskal-Wallis one-way 

ANOVAs were run to check for significance.  

 

3.3 Sibling Relationship Quality and Coping Strategies 

 

 Scores for the fourteen sub-scales of the Brief Cope were not normally distributed.  

Therefore Kendall’s tau b tests were run to investigate the relationships between these 

fourteen coping strategies and each of warmth, conflict and rivalry. Table 4.2 shows the 

results of the Kendall’s tau b tests. Significant correlations are highlighted in bold. 

Warmth 

Six of the fourteen coping strategies: active coping (M = 5.09; SD = 1.81); use of emotional 

support (M = 5.00; SD = 1.86); use of instrumental support (M = 4.81; SD = 2.01), venting 

(M = 4.21; SD = 1.61), positive reframing (M = 5.09; SD = 1.77) and planning (M = 5.31; 

SD = 1.72) correlated significantly with warmth. The Kendall’s tau b test revealed that the 

relationship with warmth was moderate positive significant for instrumental support (tau 

b(73) = .38, p < .01) and weak positive significant for each of the following; active coping 

(tau b(71) = .18 p = .035); use of emotional support (tau b(72) = .29 p = .001); venting (tau 

b(73) = .28, p = .006); positive reframing (tau b(73) = .21, p = .017); planning (tau b(73) = 

.17, p = .045). 
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Table 4.2 Correlations of Sibling Relationship Quality with Coping Strategies 

Coping Strategy Warmth Conflict Rivalry 

 tau b df p tau b df p tau b df p 

Self-Distraction .56 73 .517 .13 77 .129 .07 78 .400 

Active Coping .18 71 .035 .08 75 .341 -.14 7 .095 

Denial .02 73 .794 .34 77 < .001 .12 78 .191 

Substance Use .04 73 .674 .17 77 .063 .01 78 .897 

Use of Emotional Support .29 72 .001 .11 76 .180 -.02 77 .837 

Behavioural Disengagement .01 72 .950 .18 76 .046 .03 77 .744 

Instrumental Support .38 73 < .001 .07 77 .379 -.04 78 .601 

Venting .24 73 .006 .09 77 .276 .02 78 .825 

Positive Reframing .21 73 .017 .12 77 .152 -.14 78 .092 

Planning .17 73 .045 .04 77 .629 -.15 78 .077 

Humour .07 72 .413 .06 76 .458 .02 78 .833 

Acceptance .15 73 .090 -.02 77 .814 .05 78 .564 

Religion .16 72 .083 .17 77 .046 .05 77 .544 

Self-Blame .04 73 .606 .17 77 .045 .06 78 .469 

 



30 
 

 

Conflict 

The following four coping strategies correlated significantly with conflict; denial (M = 2.96; 

SD = 1.29); behavioural disengagement (M = 3.10; SD = 1.53); religion (M = 3.14; SD = 

1.64) and self-blame (M = 4.73; SD = 2.03). The Kendall’s tau b tests showed that this was a 

moderate positive significant relationship for denial (tau b(77) = .34 p < .01) and a weak 

positive significant relationship for each of behavioural disengagement (tau b(76) = .18 p = 

.046); religion (tau b(77) = .17 p = .046) and self-blame (tau b(77) = .17 p = .045). Thus the 

null hypothesis is rejected. The table above shows that rivalry did not correlate significantly 

with any of the coping strategies.  

 

3.4 Sibling Relationship Quality and Perceived Stress 

 
The mean perceived stress of the sample was 19.41 (SD = 6.76). The means for the 

dyads grouped by gender composition are as follows – F/F (M = 20.52; SD = 5.83); F/M (M 

= 19.71; SD = 7.24); M/F (M = 18.12; SD = 7.45); M/M (M = 18.47; SD = 7.12) which 

shows females reported slightly higher levels of perceived stress. A one-way ANOVA did not 

reveal the differences to be significant (F (3, 79) = .552, p = .648).  

One-tailed pearson’s correlations were run to investigate associations between sibling 

relationship quality and perceived stress (hypothesis 2). The test showed no significant 

relationship between perceived stress and warmth (r(70) = -.04, p = .368), however a one-

tailed pearson’s correlation did reveal a moderate positive significant relationship between 

perceived stress and conflict (r(72) = .33, p = .002). Using a one-tailed Kendall’s tau b, a 

weak positive significant relationship was shown between perceived stress and rivalry (tau 

b(77) = .15, p = .003). Therefore the null is rejected. 
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3.5 Sibling Relationship Quality and Life Satisfaction 

 
Life satisfaction had a mean of 22.14 (SD = 7.35). Satisfaction with life scores show 

differences when the gender composition of the sibling dyad is examined. The mean ranks of 

the four groups are F/F (40.13); F/M (49.50), M/F (33.76); M/M (36.20), showing that 

females report higher levels of life satisfaction and those females who reported on a brother 

had the highest life satisfaction. A Kruskal-Wallis one-way ANOVA was run and showed 

that these differences were not significant (χ²(3) = 5.12, p = .163). 

To investigate associations between life satisfaction and sibling relationship quality for 

hypothesis 3, three one-tailed Kendall’s tau b tests were performed. The one-tailed tests 

showed a weak positive significant relationship between life satisfaction and warmth (tau 

b(72) = .18, p = .016), a weak negative significant relationship between life satisfaction and 

conflict (tau b(72) = -.17, p = .020) and lastly, a weak negative significant relationship 

between life satisfaction and rivalry (tau b(77) = .17, p = .019). Therefore the null hypothesis 

is rejected. 

 

3.6 Sibling Relationship Quality, Life Satisfaction and Coping 

 
To investigate if the coping strategies which had positive significant correlations with 

warmth would show a similar positive relationship with life satisfaction, Kendall’s tau b tests 

were run. These one-tailed tests showed no significant relationships between life satisfaction 

and the following coping strategies; active coping (tau b(78) = .05, p = .290); use of 

emotional support (tau b(79) = .05, p = .279); use of instrumental support (tau b(80) = .02, p 

= .415); positive reframing (tau b(80) = .02, p = .406); planning (tau b(80) = .02, p = .429); 

and in fact venting showed a negative relationship with life satisfaction, though it was not 

significant (tau b(80) = -.13, p = .06).  
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Similarly, associations between life satisfaction and the coping strategies which had 

shown positive significant relationships to sibling conflict were investigated to see if they 

showed a negative relationship as conflict had done with life satisfaction.  One-tailed 

Kendall’s tau b tests revealed a moderate negative significant relationship between life 

satisfaction and self-blame (tau b(80) = -.32, p < .001). Life satisfaction also showed a weak 

negative significant relationships with denial (tau b(80) = -.26, p = .002) and behavioural 

disengagement (tau b(79) = -.25, p = .002). There was no significant relationship between life 

satisfaction and religion as a coping strategy (tau b(79) = .04, p = .340). In addition, there 

was a weak negative significant correlation found between life satisfaction and substance use 

(tau b(80) = -.23, p = .005) and humour (tau b(79) = -.16, p = .031). 

 

3.7 Perceived Stress, Coping and Life Satisfaction 

 
A number of coping strategies correlated with perceived stress. Kendall’s tau b tests 

showed perceived stress had moderate positive significant relationships with self-distraction 

(tau b(80) = .34, p < .001); behavioural disengagement (tau b(79) = .39, p < .001) and self-

blame (tau b(80) = .41, p < .001) and weak positive significant relationships with denial (tau 

b(80) = .29, p = .001) and humour (tau b(79) = .17, p = .037). 

 As expected, life satisfaction was negatively related to perceived stress. A one-tailed 

Kendall’s tau b test revealed this to be a moderate negative significant relationship (tau b(80) 

= -.45, p < .001). Therefore the null is rejected. 

Further analysis was undertaken to examine the contributions of conflict, life satisfaction, 

self-distraction, behavioural disengagement and self-blame to perceived stress, using multiple 

regression. Each of these independent variables had shown a moderate significant 

relationship with perceived stress. The results of the regression indicated that the five 
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independent variables explained 54% of the variance (R² = .54, F(5, 69) = 18.03, p < .001). It 

was found that conflict significantly predicted perceived stress (β = .17, p = .040, 95% CI .08 

– 3.31), as did self-distraction (β = .26, p = .004, 95% CI .36 – 1.81), behavioural 

disengagement (β = .11, p = .217, 95% CI -.28 – 1.28), self-blame (β = .27, p = .005, 95% CI 

.28 – 1.49) and life satisfaction (β = -.35, p < .001, 95% CI -.49 - -.153). Life satisfaction 

shows the highest beta (β) value indicating that this makes the largest contribution to 

perceived stress. The contribution of behavioural disengagement is not statistically 

significant. 
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4. Discussion 

Qualitative features of sibling relationships of a sample of emerging adults were 

examined and explored in relation to the coping strategies, perceived stress and life 

satisfaction of respondents. The main aims of this study were to examine the qualitative 

differences between sibling dyads which had been grouped according to gender, to 

investigate if variations in sibling warmth, conflict and rivalry would show correlations with 

different coping strategies and whether they would show any associations with the measures 

of perceived stress and life satisfaction. The purpose of which was to identify which 

relationship qualities might play a role in the psychological adjustment of emerging adults. 

Sibling relationship quality, as measured by the ASRQ, has three distinct factors; warmth, 

conflict and rivalry. The mean scores for this sample on each of the three factors were in line 

with other comparable samples of young adults (Scharf, Shulman & Avigad-Spitz, 2005; 

Stocker, Lanthier & Furman, 1997). There were small differences in these qualities when 

sibling dyads were grouped by gender but these differences were not significant, which 

supports Milevsky’s (2005) findings that sibling relations are uniform across gender. Rivalry 

scores were low across both genders, and this supports other studies showing that rivalry 

peaks in childhood or adolescence (Scharf et al, 2005; Van Volkom, Machiz & Reich, 2011). 

Significant positive correlations were found between warmth and six of the fourteen sub-

scales of coping; active coping, use of emotional support, use of instrumental support, 

venting, positive reframing and planning. Conflict showed significant positive correlations 

with four different sub-scales of coping; denial, behavioural disengagement, religion and self-

blame. Rivalry showed no correlation with any of the coping strategies. These results 

confirmed hypothesis 1, that variations in sibling relationship quality would correlate with the 

use of different coping strategies.  
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Coping strategies were not classified as approach-avoidance or problem-

focused/emotion-focused during the analysis stage of this study. The decision to leave coping 

strategies as fourteen subscales was taken, because it was felt that the nuances and subtleties 

in the use of coping strategies may be lost in trying to categorise them into higher order 

factors. However, in interpreting the results, the coping strategies can be looked at through 

different type of categorisation. The coping strategies associated with warmth; active coping, 

use of emotional support, use of instrumental support, venting, positive reframing and 

planning can all be classified as approach strategies which involve engaging with the stressor 

or its emotional consequences in an effort to reduce, manage or eliminate it. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly having a warm, close, relationship with a sibling might ensure that the 

necessary support is present to facilitate these types of coping. On the other hand, the coping 

strategies associated with conflict; denial, behavioural disengagement, religion and self-

blame can be considered avoidant strategies which the individual uses to disengage and avoid 

the stressor and the emotions accompanying it. According to Carver, Scheier and Weintraub 

(1989), disengagement strategies are largely ineffective in the long-term. However they have 

some use in helping the person distract themselves from a stressful encounter which may 

provide short-term relief. It would be interesting to explore whether these strategies are 

particularly adaptive when dealing with conflictual sibling relationships which must be 

endured. These results do show, however, the potential coping benefits associated with 

maintaining good quality sibling relationships in adulthood.  

Coping strategies have not previously been explored in relation to sibling relationship 

quality in adulthood. Instead these results must be interpreted within the context of social 

support provided by siblings, which previous research has focussed on. In a study by Waite, 

Shanahan, Calkins, Keane and O’Brien (2011), sibling warmth was found to be a social 

support which likely decreased the overall stress burden of adolescents when family stress 
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was high. This study also found that at this age, when dealing with personal stressors, siblings 

were not relied upon for support. The relative importance of the sibling relationship during 

adolescence and adulthood must be considered. Siblings tend to place more emphasis on 

peers during adolescence and come back to siblings in adulthood. Thus siblings might be in a 

better position to provide support during adulthood (Scharf, Shulman & Avigad-Spitz, 2005). 

Indeed, results from Milevsky’s (2005) study on emerging adults showed that high sibling 

support compensated for low support from parents and peers. At time when individuals are 

assuming adult roles and gaining independence from parents, their support system will 

inevitably shift. Sibling support was found to compensate for low friend support to greater 

degree than for parents, further emphasising the positive influence they can exert. 

Perceived stress scores for this sample were in the middle of the range, indicating 

average stress levels. Females reported slightly higher levels of stress. This is in keeping with 

other studies which looked at sex differences in stress amongst a similarly aged sample 

(Brougham, Zail, Mendoza & Miller, 2009), however none of the differences across the 

gender-dyad groups were found to be significant. Respondents who reported higher levels of 

conflict in their sibling relationships also showed higher levels of perceived stress. These 

variables showed a moderate positive significant relationship. Rivalry scores were also 

positively significantly correlated with perceived stress, but only weakly. Warmth, however, 

did not correlate significantly with perceived stress. Hypothesis 2 was partly supported in that 

the negative qualities of the sibling relationship, conflict and rivalry, were associated with 

higher levels of perceived stress. It is not possible to determine whether increased levels of 

stress that an individual experiences, carries over into their relationship with their sibling, or 

whether the conflict that is present, is a contributor to a person’s levels of stress. It seems 

reasonable to suggest that it might be a bidirectional relationship. Surprisingly, warmth did 

not show any protective effect against stress.  
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The mean life satisfaction score for this sample fell in the middle of the range and 

represents an average score. According to Diener (2006), people who score in this range of 

life satisfaction are “generally satisfied, but have some areas where they very much would 

like some improvement” (p. 1). These scores were comparable to life satisfaction scores for 

emerging adults found in other studies (Negru, 2012). Emerging adulthood is a time of 

increased instability and change, where future life directions are being explored in the 

preparation for adult roles (Arnett, 2007). Diener (2006) notes that one of the most important 

influences in understanding life satisfaction scores, is social relationships. Those who do not 

have close friends and family are likely to be dissatisfied. This is borne out in the results 

supporting hypothesis 3. Life satisfaction scores of respondents were significantly correlated 

with all three factors of sibling relationship quality. Warmth showed a weak positive 

relationship and conflict and rivalry both showed a weak negative relationship with life 

satisfaction, as expected. The associations of only one social relationship with life satisfaction 

were considered in this study. Yet despite this, the quality of the sibling relationship still 

showed significant correlation with life satisfaction.  

Three of the coping strategies which had correlated positively with conflict, showed an 

inverse relationship with life satisfaction. Self-blame, denial and behavioural disengagement 

all correlated negatively with life satisfaction. Considering that conflict also showed an 

inverse relationship with life satisfaction, this result was not surprising. As noted above, these 

coping strategies can be classified as avoidance strategies. Ben-Zur (2009) looked at coping 

strategies and affect (a measure of SWB) found that high levels of avoidance strategies were 

positively associated with negative effect and negatively associated with positive effect. Life 

satisfaction, another measure of subjective well-being, showed similar relationships with 

avoidance coping strategies.  A number of coping strategies also correlated significantly with 

perceived stress. Self-distraction, behavioural disengagement, self-blame, denial and humour 
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were all positively related to stress.  

A moderate negative significant relationship was shown between life satisfaction and 

stress, confirming hypothesis 4. Using a multiple regression, contributions of all the variables 

which had shown moderate relationships to perceived stress, were analysed and over 54% of 

the variance was explained. Life satisfaction was found to make the greatest contribution. 

Running a multiple regression, it is important that the size of this sample be large enough that 

there are 15-40 participants per predictor variable. In this analysis, five independent variables 

were used. With the exclusion of missing data, N = 75. This is the very least number of 

participants required to run this test, so caution is advised when interpreting the results. What 

an individual considers stressful is dependent on their appraisal processes - assessing a 

potential stressor as harmful, threatening or challenging as well as appraising the coping 

resources available to them. Thus a person’s coping strategies will be closely linked to their 

perception of stress. The results in this study show that avoidant coping strategies all 

correlate with higher levels of stress. This is not surprising as these strategies do not mitigate 

the stressor, but provide only brief distraction. These results show support for other research 

linking avoidant strategies with negative long-term outcomes (Mahmoud, Staten, Hall & 

Lennie, 2012).  

 

Conclusion 

This study reinforces the need to explore sibling relationship quality across the lifespan. 

To investigate the influence it has on continued development. It is a relationship which is 

maintained throughout life for a variety of reasons irrespective of its quality (Myers, 2012). 

Conflict, though not at very high levels, is still present in adult sibling relationships. It shows 

associations with higher stress and lower satisfaction with life. Resolving long-term conflicts 
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and rivalries in this relationship are tied to developmental tasks of emerging adulthood and 

beginning to differentiate from one’s family. The use of avoidant coping strategies, while 

potentially beneficial in the short-term, will not lead to long-term coping effectiveness. 

 

Strengths 

One of the main strengths of this study is that it is one of the first to explore coping 

strategies in relation to qualitative features of sibling relationships. This unique relationship 

has been shown to be influential in many aspects of child psychosocial development (Gass, 

Jenkins & Dunn, 2007; Volling & Blandon, 2003). Coping has also been strongly linked with 

development (Skinner, Edge, Altman & Sherwood, 2003). This study has shown that the 

qualities of warmth and conflict in adult sibling relationships are linked with different coping 

strategies. Siblings have previously been linked with provision of social support (Milevsky, 

2005; Sherman, Lansford & Volling, 2006), but this research shows there are links with other 

coping resources. 

There has not been much research published on sibling relationship in Ireland. Since 

approximately 80% of Irish adults have at least one sibling, it is important to look at the 

effects of this relationship in a country that has a tradition of strong family ties. This might be 

especially important with such high levels of emigration among the emergent adult 

population over the past decade.  

   

 Limitations and future directions 

There are a number of limitations of this research. Firstly, there is no way to determine 

cause and effect in the relationships examined. The warmth, conflict and rivalry qualities of 



40 
 

the relationship may predict life satisfaction and perceived stress. Warm, close relationships 

might improve life satisfaction and reduce stress, and the conflict and rivalry experienced 

might cause life satisfaction to decrease and create more stress for the individual. However, it 

could also be that lower levels of life satisfaction or higher stress give rise to more conflictual 

exchanges and feelings of rivalry between siblings. Furthermore, it is difficult to determine 

how exactly the use of coping strategies is related to sibling relationship quality. From a 

developmental point of view, attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) could be applied. Individuals 

form attachments to caregivers which result in internal working models which guide 

individuals in their expectations of relationships and where reliable support might be got 

(Howe, Karos, Aquan-Assee, 2011). These carry through into adulthood. There is some 

support for the idea that individuals also form attachments to siblings (Brussoni 2000; 

Fortuna, Roisman, Haydon, Groh & Holland, 2011). Since in times of stress, the mechanism 

for seeking the secure base is triggered, not only the development of coping strategies, but 

their continued use in coping with stressful life events might be linked to attachment figures. 

Future research might explore more fully the adult attachment to siblings and links with 

coping strategies.   

The sample size (N = 90) is quite small. A convenience sample was recruited from DBS 

psychology students and a snowball effect was used to recruit the remainder via online survey, 

where it was hoped there might be more diversity. It is expected that most of the sample are 

university students, since they were asked to pass the survey link on to friends, but this is not 

known for certain. It is also not clear, where participants are from, whether rural Ireland, 

urban Ireland or even from abroad. It is difficult to know how generalisable the results might 

be. However, despite the small sample size, a number of significant results still managed to 

be revealed.  

As outlined earlier, family systems theory emphasises the need to look at the developing 
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individual in the context of his/her entire family, rather than focussing on dyadic relationship 

such as parent-child relationships. While it is encouraging that the sibling relationship is 

being considered more in research, both in childhood (Gass, Jenkins & Dunn, 2007; Jenkins-

Tucker, Holt & Wiesen-Martin, 2013) and adulthood (Conger & Little, 2010; Scharf, 

Shulman & Avigad-Spitz, 2005; Sherman, Lansford & Volling, 2006; Shortt & Gottman, 

1997), studying the dyad in isolation may not fully capture the complexity and 

interconnectedness of the relationships in the family system (Conger & Kramer, 2010; Cox, 

2010; Minuchin, 1985). Future research which focuses on siblings might also try to include 

data on wider family dynamics (Howe, Karos & Aquan-Assee, 2011; Van Volkom, Machiz 

& Reich, 2011).  

In this study, siblings reported on only one of their siblings. Average family size was 

3.29, indicating that most of the participants had more than one sibling to choose from when 

responding. Different siblings within a family have very different relationships. By reporting 

on only one sibling, the broader experience of sibling relationships may be lost. However, by 

asking participants to choose the sibling about whom they respond, they may choose one over 

another for a specific reason. It may say something about their internal working model for 

conceptualising the sibling relationship. This limitation is common to many studies on sibling 

relationships (Sherman, Lansford & Volling, 2006). Furthermore, it was beyond the scope of 

the present study to have the other sibling report too. It is recommended for future researchers 

that both members of the dyad report on their perceptions of the relationship. 

This study is cross-sectional in design and provides only a snap-shot of the relationship 

once siblings have reached the period of emerging adulthood. It is the longest-lasting of most 

people’s lives, stretching from birth to old age, and studies at different stages of development 

have indicated that its characteristics, influence and importance changes. It is a relationship 

which has been closely linked to developmental outcomes and so would be particularly suited 
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to longitudinal study design. It is recommended that further research on siblings and coping 

strategies be studied longitudinally as they navigate the various developmental stages so that 

the contribution of siblings and the direction of effects might be clearer. 
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6. Appendices 

6.1 Appendix 1 – Cover Sheet of Questionnaire Booklet 

 

My name is Anna McInerney and I am a final year student of Psychology in Dublin Business 

School. This research is being conducted as part of my studies and will be submitted for 

examination.  

You are invited to take part in this survey which explores adult sibling relationship 

quality and how it relates to coping strategies, stress and life satisfaction. Please note that 

participation is completely voluntary and anonymous and responses cannot be attributed to 

any one participant. For this reason, it will not be possible to withdraw from participation 

after the questionnaire has been collected. 

The questionnaires will be securely stored and data from the questionnaires will be 

transferred from the paper record to electronic format and stored on a password protected 

computer. 

In case completing the survey causes some minor negative feelings I have included 

telephone numbers of support services on the final page. 

It is important that you understand that by completing and submitting the 

questionnaire that you are consenting to participate in the study. 

Should you require any further information about the research, please contact Anna 

McInerney,. My supervisor, Patricia Orr, can be contacted at  
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6.2 Appendix 2 – Adult Sibling Relationship Questionnaire 

 

Age (in years):     _____    

Gender:       _____ 

How many siblings do you have? _____ 

Position in family:    _____ of _____   e.g. 2nd of 4; 1st of 2  

 

Please choose one of your full, biological, non-twin adult siblings (17 years old or older) 

and answer the following questions about him/her. 

Sibling’s age (in years):   _____ 

Sibling’s gender:     _____ 

Sibling’s position in family:  _____ of _____ 

 

This questionnaire is concerned with your relationship with one of your siblings. Each 

question asks you to rate how much different behaviours and feelings occur in your 

relationship. Try and answer each question as quickly and accurately as you can. Try and 

answer the questions as your relationship is now, not how it was in the past, nor how you 

think it might be in the future. In the remainder of the questionnaire, whenever you see THIS 

SIBLING or YOUR SIBLING we are talking about the specific sibling you are completing 

the study about. 
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  Hardly 
Anything A Little Somewhat Very Much 

Extremely 
Much 

1 
How much do you and this sibling 
have in common? 

     

  Hardly  
At All 

A Little Somewhat Very Much 
Extremely 

Much 

2 
How much do you talk to this sibling 
about things that are important to 
you? 

     

3 
How much does this sibling talk to you 
about things that are important to him or 
her? 

     

4 
How much do you and this sibling 
argue with each other? 

     

5 
How much does this sibling think of 
you as a good friend? 

     

6 
How much do you think of this 
sibling as a good friend?  

     

7 
How much do you irritate this 
sibling? 

     

8 
How much does this sibling irritate 
you? 

     

9 
How much does this sibling admire 
you?  

     

10 
How much do you admire this 
sibling? 

     

  
I am 

usually 
favoured 

I am 
sometimes 
favoured 

Neither of 
us is 

favoured 

This sibling is 
sometimes 
favoured 

This sibling  
is usually 
favoured 

11 
Do you think your mother favours 
you or this sibling more? 

     

12 
Does this sibling think your mother 
favours him/her or you more? 

     

  Hardly  
At All A Little Somewhat Very Much 

Extremely 
Much 

13 
How much does this sibling try to 
cheer you up when you are feeling 
down? 

     

14 
How much do you try to cheer this 
sibling up when he or she is feeling 
down?  

     

15 
How competitive are you with this 
sibling?  

     

16 
How competitive is this sibling with 
you? 
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17 
How much does this sibling go to you 
for help with non-personal problems? 

     

18 
How much do you go to this sibling 
for help with non-personal problems? 

     

19 
How much do you dominate this 
sibling? 

     

20 
How much does this sibling dominate 
you? 

     

21 
How much does this sibling accept 
your personality? 

     

22 
How much do you accept this 
sibling's personality? 

     

  
I am 

usually 
favoured 

I am 
sometimes 
favoured 

Neither of 
us is 

favoured 

This sibling is 
sometimes 
favoured 

This sibling  
is usually 
favoured 

23 
Do you think your father favours you 
or this sibling more? 

     

24 
Does this sibling think your father 
favours him/her or you more? 

     

  Hardly 
Anything A Little Somewhat Very Much 

Extremely 
Much 

25 
How much does this sibling know 
about you? 

     

26 
How much do you know about this 
sibling?  

     

  Hardly  
At All 

A Little Somewhat Very Much Extremely 
Much 

27 
How much do you and this sibling 
have similar personalities? 

     

28 
How much do you discuss your 
feelings or personal issues with this 
sibling? 

     

29 
How much does this sibling discuss his 
or her feelings or personal issues with 
you? 

     

30 
How often does this sibling criticize 
you? 

     

31 
How often do you criticize this 
sibling? 

     

32 How close do you feel to this sibling?      

33 
How close does this sibling feel to 
you? 

     

34 
How often does this sibling do things 
to make you mad? 
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35 
How often do you do things to make 
this sibling mad?  

     

36 
How much do you think that this 
sibling has accomplished a great deal 
in life?  

     

37 
How much does this sibling think that 
you have accomplished a great deal in 
life? 

     

  
I usually 
get more 
support 

I sometimes 
get more 
support 

We are 
supported 

equally 

This sibling 
sometimes 
gets more 
support 

This sibling 
usually gets 

more 
support 

38 
Does this sibling think your mother 
supports him/her or you more? 

     

39 
Do you think your mother supports 
you or this sibling more? 

     

  Hardly  
At All 

A Little Somewhat Very Much Extremely 
Much 

40 
How much can you count on this sibling 
to be supportive when you are feeling 
stressed? 

     

41 
How much can this sibling count on you 
to be supportive when he or she is feeling 
stressed? 

     

42 
How much does this sibling feel 
jealous of you?  

     

43 
How much do you feel jealous of this 
sibling? 

     

44 
How much do you give this sibling 
practical advice? (e.g. household or 
car advice) 

     

45 
How much does this sibling give you 
practical advice? 

     

46 
How much is this sibling bossy with 
you? 

     

47 
How much are you bossy with this 
sibling? 

     

48 
How much do you accept this 
sibling's lifestyle?  

     

49 
How much does this sibling accept 
your lifestyle? 

     

  
I usually 
get more 
support 

I sometimes 
get more 
support 

We are 
supported 

equally 

This sibling 
sometimes 
gets more 
support 

This sibling 
usually gets 

more 
support 

50 Does this sibling think your father      
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supports him/her or you more? 

51 
Do you think your father supports 
you or this sibling more? 

     

  Hardly 
Anything A Little Somewhat Very Much 

Extremely 
Much 

52 
How much do you know about this 
sibling's relationships? 

     

53 
How much does this sibling know 
about your relationships? 

     

  Hardly  
At All A Little Somewhat Very Much 

Extremely 
Much 

54 
How much do you and this sibling 
think alike?  

     

55 
How much do you really understand 
this sibling? 

     

56 
How much does this sibling really 
understand you? 

     

57 
How much does this sibling disagree 
with you about things? 

     

58 
How much do you disagree with this 
sibling about things? 

     

59 
How much do you let this sibling 
know you care about him or her? 

     

60 
How much does this sibling let you 
know he or she cares about you? 

     

61 
How much does this sibling put you 
down? 

     

62 
How much do you put this sibling 
down? 

     

63 
How much do you feel proud of this 
sibling? 

     

  Hardly  
At All A Little Somewhat Very Much 

Extremely 
Much 

64 
How much does this sibling feel 
proud of you? 

     

  

Our 
mother is 
usually 

closer to 
me 

Our mother 
is sometimes 
closer to me 

Our mother 
is equally 

close to both 
of us 

Our mother 
is sometimes 
closer to this 

sibling 

Our mother 
is usually 

closer to this 
sibling 

65 
Does this sibling think your mother is 
closer to him/her or you? 

     

66 
Do you think your mother is closer to 
you or this sibling? 

     

  Hardly  
At All 

A Little Somewhat Very Much Extremely 
Much 
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67 
How much do you discuss important 
personal decisions with this sibling? 

     

68 
How much does this sibling discuss 
important personal decisions with 
you? 

     

69 
How much does this sibling try to 
perform better than you? 

     

70 
How much do you try to perform 
better than this sibling? 

     

71 
How likely is it you would go to this 
sibling if you needed financial 
assistance? 

     

72 
How likely is it this sibling would go 
to you if he or she needed financial 
assistance? 

     

73 
How much does this sibling act in 
superior ways to you? 

     

74 
How much do you act in superior 
ways to this sibling?  

     

75 
How much do you accept this 
sibling's ideas? 

     

76 
How much does this sibling accept 
your ideas? 

     

  

Our 
father is 
usually 

closer to 
me 

Our father is 
sometimes 

closer to me 

Our father 
is equally 

close to both 
of us 

Our father is 
sometimes 

closer to this 
sibling 

Our father is 
usually 

closer to this 
sibling 

77 
Does this sibling think your father is 
closer to him/her or you? 

     

78 
Do you think your father is closer to 
you or this sibling? 

     

  Hardly 
Anything 

A Little Somewhat Very Much Extremely 
Much 

79 
How much do you know about this 
sibling's ideas? 

     

80 
How much does this sibling know 
about your ideas? 

     

  Hardly  
At All 

A Little Somewhat Very Much 
Extremely 

Much 

81 
How much do you and this sibling 
lead similar lifestyles? 
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6.3 Appendix 3 – Brief COPE 

 

These items deal with ways you've been coping with the stress in your life. There are many 

ways to try to deal with problems. These items ask what you've been doing in general to cope 

with stressful events. Obviously, different people deal with things in different ways, but think 

about what you usually do when you are under a lot of stress. Each item says something 

about a particular way of coping. I want to know to what extent you've been doing what the 

item says. How much or how frequently. Don't answer on the basis of whether it seems to be 

working or not—just whether or not you're doing it. Use these response choices. Try to rate 

each item separately in your mind from the others. Make your answers as true FOR YOU as 

you can.  

 

  I haven't 
been doing 
this at all 

I've been 
doing this 
a little bit 

I've been 
doing this a 

medium 
amount 

I've been 
doing this 

a lot 

1 
I've been turning to work or other 

activities to take my mind off things. 

    

2 

I've been concentrating my efforts on 

doing something about the situation 

I'm in. 

    

3 
I've been saying to myself - "this 

isn't real". 

    

4 
I've been using alcohol or other 

drugs to make myself feel better. 

    

5 
I've been getting emotional support 

from others. 

    

6 
I've been giving up trying to deal 

with it. 
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I haven't 

been doing 
this at all 

I've been 
doing this 
a little bit 

I've been 
doing this a 

medium 
amount 

I've been 
doing this 

a lot 

7 
I've been taking action to try to make 

the situation better. 

    

8 
I've been refusing to believe that it 

has happened. 

    

9 
I've been saying things to let my 

unpleasant feelings escape. 

    

10 
I’ve been getting help and advice 

from other people. 

    

11 
I've been using alcohol or other 

drugs to help me get through it. 

    

12 

I've been trying to see it in a 

different light, to make it seem more 

positive. 

    

13 I’ve been criticising myself.     

14 
I've been trying to come up with a 

strategy about what to do. 

    

15 
I've been getting comfort and 

understanding from someone. 

    

16 
I've been giving up the attempt to 

cope. 

    

17 
I've been looking for something 

good in what is happening. 

    

18 I've been making jokes about it.     

19 

I've been doing something to think 

about it less, such as going to 

movies, watching TV, reading, 

daydreaming, sleeping, or shopping. 

    

20 
I've been accepting the reality of the 

fact that it has happened. 

    

21 I've been expressing my negative     
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feelings. 

22 
I've been trying to find comfort in 

my religion or spiritual beliefs. 

    

23 
I’ve been trying to get advice or help 

from other people about what to do. 

    

24 I've been learning to live with it.     

25 
I've been thinking hard about what 

steps to take. 

    

26 
I’ve been blaming myself for things 

that happened. 

    

27 I've been praying or meditating.     

28 I've been making fun of the situation.     
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6.4 Appendix 4 – Perceived Stress Scale 

Instructions  

The questions in this scale ask you about your feelings and thoughts during the last month. In 

each case, you will be asked to indicate how often you felt or thought a certain way. 

 

  Never 
Almost 
Never Sometimes 

Fairly 
Often 

Very 
Often 

1 
In the last month, how often have you 
been upset because of something that 
happened unexpectedly? 

     

2 
In the last month, how often have you felt 
that you were unable to control the 
important things in your life? 

     

3 
In the last month, how often have you felt 
nervous and stressed? 

     

4 
In the last month, how often have you felt 
confident about your ability to handle 
your personal problems? 

     

5 
In the last month, how often have you felt 
that things were going your way? 

     

6 
In the last month, how often have you 
found that you could not cope with all the 
things you had to do? 

     

7 
In the last month, how often have you 
been able to control irritations in your 
life? 

     

8 
In the last month, how often have you felt 
that you were on top of things? 

     

9 
In the last month, how often have you been 
angered because of things that happened that 
were outside of your control? 

     

10 
In the last month, how often have you felt 
difficulties were piling up so high that 
you could not overcome them? 
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6.5 Appendix 5 – Satisfaction with Life Scale 

 

Below are five statements that you may agree or disagree with. Using the 1 - 7 scale below, 

indicate your agreement with each item by placing the appropriate number on the line 

preceding that item. Please be open and honest in your responding. 

7 - Strongly agree  6 - Agree   5 - Slightly agree    

4 - Neither agree nor disagree 3 - Slightly disagree    

2 - Disagree   1 - Strongly disagree 

 

In most ways my life is close to my ideal.        _____ 

The conditions of my life are excellent.        _____ 

I am satisfied with my life.          _____ 

So far I have gotten the important things I want in life.    _____ 

If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.   _____ 

 

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey.  Anna 

 

If you have been affected by any of the issues dealt with in the questionnaire, here are some 

help-lines that may be of use to you: 

Samaritans        Support Line 

Tel: 1850 60 90 90     Tel: 01708 76 52 00 


