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Abstract 
 
This study offers qualitative insights into sibling rivalry dynamics among individuals aged 18- 
35. In-depth interviews and observations reveal diverse expressions, including verbal 
conflicts, competition for achievements, and subtle undermining behavior. Themes such as 
parental attention, resource allocation, and the impact of life events emerge, emphasizing 
the emotional intricacies within sibling relationships. The findings suggest a need for 
counseling support and highlight the role of life events and cultural influences. Despite 
limitations, this research lays a foundation for future exploration and targeted interventions 
promoting healthier sibling dynamics. 
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Introduction 

 
Sibling rivalry, a pervasive and intricate phenomenon within family dynamics, serves as a 
dynamic force influencing individuals across the various stages of their lives. It encapsulates 
a spectrum of behaviors, emotions, and interactions between siblings, exhibiting 
fluctuations in intensity and impact. The understanding of factors contributing to sibling 
rivalry is paramount, as it intricately influences emotional development, interpersonal 
relationships and the overall fabric of family dynamics. 

 
The sibling relationship is a unique tapestry woven with threads of companionship and 
competition. While siblings can offer sources of support and camaraderie, rivalry may 
emerge due to shared resources, parental attention dynamics, and the inherent 
developmental process of individuation. Exploring the complexities of sibling rivalry 
necessitates delving into the psychological and environmental factors that shape and mold 
this intricate familial phenomenon. 
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The existing literature has been a beacon, guiding our comprehension of the origins and 
repercussions of sibling rivalry. Research by Dunn and Munn (1986) has spotlighted the 
critical role of parental behavior, emphasizing how parental favoritism or differential 
treatment can become contributing factors to the emergence of rivalry. Additionally, the 
influential developmental psychologist Erikson (1964) has posited that sibling relationships 
play a pivotal role in identity formation during the crucial psychosocial stages of childhood 
and adolescence. 

 
The impact of birth order on sibling dynamics, a consistent focus in the literature, has been 
explored through the lens of Sulloway's (1996) evolutionary perspective. This perspective 
suggests that heightened competition among siblings for parental resources is rooted in 
evolutionary benefits gained through diversification. Social learning theories proposed by 
Bandura (1977) have further enriched our understanding by explaining how siblings observe 
and imitate each other's behaviors, perpetuating the cycle of rivalry. 

 
Furthermore, the sibling relationship is intricately woven into the broader family context, 
encompassing parenting styles, family structure, and cultural factors (McHale, Updegraff, & 
Whiteman, 2012). In essence, the existing literature provides a mosaic of insights into the 
intricate tapestry of sibling rivalry, offering a foundation for the exploration of its origins, 
manifestations, and implications for psychological well-being. 

 
This paper aims to contribute to the expanding body of knowledge by undertaking a 
detailed examination of the factors influencing sibling rivalry and their profound 
implications for individual development and family functioning. Through a comprehensive 
exploration of the existing literature and the subsequent methodology, this study seeks to 
unravel the intricate threads that weave the fabric of sibling relationships and their impact 
on the broader familial landscape. 

 
Literature Review 

 
Sibling rivalry, a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, has been a subject of extensive 
research, shedding light on various aspects of its origins and consequences. Dunn and Munn 
(1986) focused on the role of parental behavior, emphasizing how parental favoritism or 
differential treatment can significantly impact sibling relationships. The study suggests that 
unequal distribution of parental attention and resources can contribute to feelings of rivalry 
among siblings. 

 
Erikson (1964), a renowned developmental psychologist, highlighted the pivotal role of 
sibling relationships in the formation of identity during the psychosocial stages of childhood 
and adolescence. According to Erikson, the interactions and dynamics within sibling 
relationships play a crucial role in shaping an individual's sense of self and identity. 

 
Sulloway's (1996) evolutionary perspective brought a unique dimension to the literature by 
suggesting that competition for parental resources is heightened among siblings due to the 
benefits of diversification in evolutionary terms. This perspective implies that siblings may 
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engage in rivalry as a way of maximizing their access to essential resources and 
opportunities. 

 
Social learning theories proposed by Bandura (1977) have been applied to understand how 
siblings observe and imitate each other's behaviors, contributing to the perpetuation of 
rivalry. This theoretical framework suggests that siblings learn from one another through 
observation and modeling, which can influence their behaviors and interactions. 

 
The impact of birth order on sibling dynamics has been a consistent focus in the literature. 
Birth order studies, such as Sulloway's, often explore how firstborn, middle, and last-born 
siblings experience and express rivalry differently. These studies delve into the unique roles 
and responsibilities assigned to each sibling based on their birth order, which can influence 
their relationships and contribute to the emergence of rivalry. 

 
McHale, Updegraff, and Whiteman (2012) expanded the scope of sibling relationship 
research by considering the broader family context. They emphasized that parenting styles, 
family structure and cultural factors play crucial roles in shaping the dynamics between 
siblings. Cultural influences, in particular, can contribute to variations in communication 
patterns and expectations within diverse family contexts, impacting the manifestation of 
sibling rivalry. 

 
Beyond the foundational studies, additional research has explored the emotional and 
psychological consequences of sibling rivalry. Scholars such as Stocker, McHale, and Karniol 
(1993) have investigated children's perceptions of relationships with siblings, friends, and 
mothers. This research has contributed insights into the unique dynamics of sibling 
relationships compared to other social connections. Understanding how children perceive 
and navigate these relationships is crucial for comprehending the emotional impact of 
sibling rivalry on their overall social development. 

 
Moreover, studies have examined the long-term effects of sibling rivalry on individuals as 
they transition into adulthood. The work of McHale, Updegraff, and Whiteman (2012) 
delves into the influences of sibling relationships during childhood and adolescence. This 
longitudinal perspective allows researchers to assess how sibling rivalry shapes individuals' 
interpersonal skills, emotional well-being, and overall life outcomes over time. 

 
Cultural factors have become an increasingly significant focus in recent literature. Cultural 
nuances can greatly influence the expression and manifestation of sibling rivalry. Different 
cultural expectations, communication styles, and family structures contribute to diverse 
experiences of sibling relationships. Examining how cultural factors intersect with sibling 
rivalry provides a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon across various 
societal contexts. 

 
Furthermore, contemporary studies have explored the role of technology in sibling 
relationships. With the advent of digital communication and social media, siblings now 
engage in complex interactions that may impact the dynamics of rivalry. Virtual spaces offer 
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new arenas for competition, comparison, and support among siblings, presenting a novel 
dimension to the ongoing discourse on sibling relationships. 

 
The literature also reflects a growing recognition of the potential positive aspects of sibling 
relationships. While rivalry is a common theme, siblings can also serve as sources of 
support, companionship, and personal growth. Recent research has explored strategies for 
promoting positive sibling interactions and mitigating rivalry, emphasizing the importance of 
fostering a balanced and supportive sibling environment. 

 
Methodology 

 
Participants: The study enlisted participants aged between 18 and 35, ensuring a diverse 
representation across various demographic backgrounds. Inclusion criteria required 
participants to have at least one sibling. Efforts were dedicated to recruiting a sample with 
diverse birth orders, socio-economic statuses and cultural backgrounds, aiming for a 
comprehensive understanding of the myriad experiences within sibling relationships. 

 
Sampling Procedure: A purposive sampling strategy was implemented, utilizing a 
combination of online platformsand university campuses to recruit participants. The 
objective was to ensure diversity in sibling relationships, allowing for a richer exploration of 
the factors contributing to sibling rivalry. Informed consent was diligently obtained from all 
participants, clearly emphasizing the voluntary nature of their participation and the 
confidentiality of their responses. 

 
Data Collection: 

 
1. Surveys and Questionnaires: Participants were requested to complete self-report 

surveys designed to assess their perceptions of sibling rivalry, birth order dynamics, 
experiences of parental favoritismand the influence of cultural factors on their 
sibling relationships. 

2. Interviews: A subset of participants was selected for in-depth interviews to delve 
into nuanced aspects of sibling rivalry, family dynamics, and the role of specific life 
events in shaping their experiences. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to 
allow for flexibility while focusing on key research questions. 

3. Observations: Naturalistic observations of sibling interactions were carried out 
within a subset of families. This observational approach aimed to supplement self- 
report data with real-time insights into the day-to-day dynamics and expressions of 
rivalry within sibling relationships. 

 
Measures: Validated measures for assessing sibling rivalry, such as the Sibling Relationship 
Questionnaire (SRQ; Stocker, McHale, & Karniol, 1993), were employed. Additionally, 
customized scales were designed to capture cultural nuances and individual perspectives 
relevant to sibling relationships. The combination of established measures and tailored 
scales aimed to provide a comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing sibling 
rivalry. 
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Ethical Considerations: The study strictly adhered to ethical guidelines to safeguard the 
well-being and rights of participants. Informed consent was obtained, emphasizing 
voluntariness and confidentiality. The handling of sensitive information was carried out 
responsibly. 

 
Results 

 
In-depth interviews and observational data provided nuanced insights into the intricate 
dynamics of sibling relationships, shedding light on common themes and diverse 
expressions of rivalry. 

 

Themes in Sibling Relationships: The qualitative analysis uncovered several prevalent 
themes in sibling relationships. Participants often articulated a sense of competition for 
parental attention, with narratives emphasizing the challenges of sharing limited resources, 
both emotional and material. Siblings frequently described instances where one felt 
overshadowed or favored, contributing to feelings of rivalry. The exploration of family 
dynamics during interviews unveiled the complexities of resource allocation within families, 
emphasizing the role of parental attention as a pivotal factor in shaping sibling relationships. 

 
Additionally, life events emerged as significant factors influencing the ebb and flow of sibling 
rivalry. Participants detailed instances where major life events, such as parental divorces, 
relocations, or the birth of additional siblings, triggered or alleviated rivalry. These life 
events were often described as catalysts that reshaped the dynamics between siblings, 
either exacerbating existing tensions or fostering a sense of unity and support. 

 
Expression of Rivalry: Observational data enriched the qualitative findings by revealing 
diverse expressions of rivalry within sibling relationships. Verbal conflicts were a common 
manifestation, ranging from subtle disagreements to more overt confrontations. 
Participants described instances where communication breakdowns and misunderstandings 
fueled tensions, highlighting the challenges of effective communication within sibling 
dynamics. 

 
Competition for achievements emerged as another prevalent theme. Siblings often engaged 
in a subtle yet persistent race for accomplishments, whether academically, professionally, or 
socially. The observations underscored how this form of rivalry could influence self-esteem 
and contribute to an ongoing sense of competition between siblings. 

 
Subtle forms of undermining behavior were also evident in the observational data. 
Participants recounted instances of subtle teasing, belittlement or efforts to undermine 
each other's achievements. These behaviors, while not always overt, contributed to a 
pervasive atmosphere of rivalry within sibling relationships. 

 
Overall, the qualitative findings painted a rich tapestry of sibling relationships, emphasizing 
the interplay of competition, resource allocation, and the influence of life events. The 
multifaceted nature of sibling rivalry was further illuminated through the diverse 
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expressions observed in real-time interactions, offering a deeper understanding of the 
emotional complexities within these relationships. 

 

Data Analysis 

 
The qualitative data collected from in-depth interviews and observational records 
underwent a rigorous analysis process to uncover underlying themes, patterns, and nuances 
within sibling relationships. Thematic analysis, a systematic approach, was employed to 
identify recurring patterns and unique experiences across participants. 

 
1. Data Familiarization: Initial immersion in the data involved thoroughly reviewing 

interview transcripts and observational notes. This familiarization phase allowed 
researchers to become acquainted with the richness of participants' narratives and 
the contextual details observed during sibling interactions. 

2. Coding: Following data familiarization, a coding process was initiated. The data was 
systematically identified and labeled significant phrases, sentences and segments of 
the data that conveyed key concepts 

3. Identification of Themes: Codes were then organized into potential themes based on 
their similarities and connections. This involved clustering related codes to develop 
overarching themes that encapsulated the essence of participants' narratives. The 
identification of themes aimed to provide a structured framework for understanding 
the multifaceted nature of sibling relationships. 

4. Refinement and Review: The identified themes underwent a process of refinement 
and review. This iterative process involved revisiting the data, adjusting codes and 
refining themes to ensure they accurately reflected the participants' experiences. 
The goal was to develop a nuanced understanding of the complexities inherent in 
sibling rivalry. 

5. Thick Description: To enhance the interpretive depth of the analysis, thick 
description was employed. This involved providing detailed contextual information 
and illustrative examples within each theme. Thick description aimed to offer a 
comprehensive portrayal of participants' experiences, capturing the subtleties and 
variations within the overarching themes. 

6. Cross-Validation: To enhance the reliability and credibility of the qualitative findings, 
cross-validation was conducted. This involved comparing themes and interpretations 
across multiple researchers within the team. Consensus discussions were held to 
address any discrepancies in coding and interpretation, ensuring a collective and 
well-rounded understanding of the qualitative data. 

7. Integration with Observational Data: The observational data, capturing real-time 
interactions between siblings, were integrated into the thematic analysis. 
Observations provided context and depth to the themes identified through 
interviews, offering a more comprehensive understanding of how rivalry manifested 
in day-to-day interactions. 

8. Member Checking: To validate the accuracy of the findings, member checking was 
performed. A subset of participants was invited to review and provide feedback on 
the identified themes and interpretations. Member checking ensured that the 
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participants recognized and resonated with the way their experiences were 
portrayed in the analysis. 

 
By employing these systematic qualitative data analysis techniques, the study aimed to 
provide a nuanced and comprehensive understanding of the themes and patterns 
associated with sibling rivalry, grounded in the lived experiences of the participants. 

 

Conclusion: 

 
This study has delved into the intricate dynamics of sibling rivalry, exploring its prevalence, 
manifestations, and implications for individual development and family functioning. 
Through a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods, the research uncovered 
multifaceted aspects of sibling relationships, shedding light on themes such as competition 
for parental attention, resource allocation, and the influence of cultural factors. 

 
The findings highlight the enduring complexity of sibling relationships, showcasing the 
delicate balance between companionship and rivalry. The impact of parental favoritism, 
birth order dynamics, and cultural influences emerged as significant contributors to the 
nuanced landscape of sibling dynamics. Life events were identified as triggers or alleviators 
of rivalry, emphasizing the dynamic nature of sibling relationships across the lifespan. 
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