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Siblings are a fundamental part of most children’s social worlds. They can be
playmates, caretakers, teachers, sources of support, or major nuisances. The emo-
tional ties are both strong and long lasting. Although sibling relationships are
important in almost all children’s lives, the specific impact these relationships have
on children varies because the characteristics of these relationships are so diverse
(Furman & Buhrmester, 1985). For example, a critical, punitive older sister and a
supportive younger brother are likely to have different influences on their siblings;
in fact, the two children in any dyad may experience the relationship differently
(Rowe & Plomin, 1981). .

Initially, investigators studied how the characteristics of sibling relationships
were influenced by family constellation variables, such as sex, sibling sex, relative
age, and age spacing of siblings (Koch, 1960). Although the relative age of the
siblings does have a marked influence on the distribution of power, family con-
stellation variables have not been found to be very predictive of such features as
the warmth or conflict in the relationship (Furman & Buhrmester, 1985).

In a prior paper, we proposed that parent-child relationships and the cognitive,
social, and personality characteristics of the children may be more central deter-
minants of the nature of sibling relationships (Furman & Buhrmester, 1985). This
emphasis on the links between parent—child relationships and sibling relationships
is certainly consistent with contemporary theories that stress the ties among rela-
tionships (Bowlby, 1969, 1973). As yet, however, we know less about the specific
nature of these links. That is, social scientists have only begun to articulate the
means or mechanisms by which parents influence their children’s sibling relation-
ships.
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