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unique and interesting characteristics and the intimate experiences
of childhood may either bind or separate siblings. Siblings usually
separate geographically and psychologically as they grow up, yet
adults report strong feelings of closeness towards their brothers ard
sisters. And, althougl. siblings are of little functional importance
in terms of providing instrumental services to older adults, sibling
relationzhips are characterized by the desire to help when needed.
Sibling support may be instrumental in the individual's facing the
problems of aging. Next to adult children, siblings offer the best
prospects for providing older adults with a permanent home. While
some studies have indicated that sibilings constitute an important
sourc. of social and psychological support in later life, others
report that interaction with siblings is not related to the elder's
level of moraie or feelings of insecurity, loneliness, or usefulness.
Although siblings may potentially be a supportive resource in later
life, this is not always the case. The level and type of support
between older siblings may depend on both the idiosyncracies of the
particular sibling relationship and the developmental needs
characteristic of older adults. (NR)
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Wher eas 1nteraqenerational and marital relationshrps are

routinely addressed in the discussion of family 1ssues

reqg. rding the older client, limited attention has been
devoted to sibling i1nfluence. This despite the evidence
that between 75% to 93% of all older adults have living
siblings (Brubaler, 1985:; Scott, 1983). In fact. whereas
only atout half of all women over the age of 63 have living
husbands, six out of seven older women have & living brother
or sister (Shanas, Townsend, Wedderbaum, Friis, Milhol %
Stehouwer 19268).

We have limited i1nformation as to the actual and
potential supportive role siblings play +tor older persons.
Moust research has focused on the frequency of contact and
the availability of kin for assistance, rather than the
nature of the sibling bond. Research 1n this area 1s sorely
handicapped by the lack of any clear theories of sibling
influence 1 adulthood (Cicirelli, 1980).

Given the high proportion of older adults with living
siblings and the unique characteristics of sibling
relatiioinships, I would arque that siblings constitute an
tnr ealiced potential support for the elderly. I will
briefly review the existing literature on sibling
relationships in adulthood, drawing attention to the
developmental changes and special needs of older adults.

Clearly, the sibling relationship has several very
unique and interesting characteristics. Fotentially, 1t may
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have the longest duration of any human relationship

erperienced, possibly lasting some 80 to 90 years or more.

In most cases, siblings share a common heri1tage and a common

past. Whereas siblings are theoretically equal 1n status,
differences 1n age, abilities, or favoritism may make ftor
sharp distinctions between siblings. Indeed, the i1ntimate
contact and experience2s ot childhood may serve to both bind
and separate brothers and sisters.

fAs noted by a colleaque of mine (Bed¥ford, 1986) the
nature of sibling relationships can be characterized by
"separation", "affiliation"” and "conflict”. Siblings
usually separate geographically and psychelogically as they
grow up. However., despite the acknowledgement of rivalrous
feelinqs., adults report strong feelings of closeness toward
their brothers and sisters (Ross & Milgram, 19823 Scott,
19835 Arqgvle % Furnham, 1983) and althouqgh there 1s a
negative association between age and frequency of contact
(Cicirell:, 1980), the tie that binds 15 rarely sevc ed
completely. In fact, some research suggests that older
adults feel a qreater closeness towards siblinas than
younger adults (Scott % Roberto, 19813 Cicairelli, 198, a
finding all the more i1ntriquing when one considers the
1increasing i1nteriority accompanying advancing age whiich
favors a lessening i1nterest i1in maintaining social! vonds.

In general, siblings are of little functional
1mportance 1n terms of providing i1nstrumental services to

older adults (kivett, 198%9). This retlects in part, not
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having siblings residing near enough to provide regular

direct assistance (Hays., 19845 Scott, 1981 . When adult
cthildren are available. they are more likely to be called
upon tor assistance (Cicirell:i, 1980). However., sibling

relationships are characterized by the desi

e to help when
needed. Siblings are generally ready to give aid i1n time of
trouble (Cicirelli1, 1980) as when i1mportant decision=s need
to be made. assistance when ill (Scoti, 1983 and during the
initial adjiustment at widowhood (Brubaker, 1985; Lopata,
1973). Further., widowed, single persons and those who
infrequently see their children tend to have gireater contact
(Shanas et al, 1968; Scott, 1983) and receive more
assistance from siblings.

Some researchers suggest that sibling support may be
instrumental in the individual ‘s facing the problems of
aging (Cicirell:i, 19803 Cohl=r, 1983). As noted by Lillian
Troll (1982). next to adult children., siblings are the best
prospects for providing older siblings with permanent homes. ‘
Uther theorists propose that sibling support may allow the
older adult to maintain personal autonomy i1n later life
(Cohler, 1983%).

Given the societal stereotypes regarding the elderly
and feelings of helplessness that often characterize
advancing age. some older adults find 1t difficult to
maintain personal i1nteqrity. Some researchers suqagest that

since siblings, for the most part, function within the

framework of common family values, i1nteraction patterns and
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perceptions ot reality., siblings mav Se uniquely suited to

validate each others perceptions ot self and the world
around them (Ross & Milgram, 1982).

However, the little research available with reqards to
the 1mportance of siblinas for the elder 's psychosocial

adjustment, 1s i1nconsistent. Whereas some studies indicate

that siblings constitute an i1mportant source of social and
psvychological support in later life (Ross & Milgram, 198273
Cicirell:r., 1980). Other researchers report that i1nt=araction
with siblings 1s not related to the elder s level of morale
(Scott, 1987) teelings of insecurity, lonliness, nor
usefulness (Simons, 1982-1984).

Thus 1t appears that although siblings may potentially
be a supportive resource 1n later life, this is not always
the case. Fossibly explanations include both the
1diosyncracies of the particular sibling relationship and
the developmental needs characteristic of older adults.

For example, whereas critical life events, such as the
death of a spouse or sibling gener «lly bring siblings closer
together (Ross % Milgram, 1982; Troll, Miller & Atchley,
1979), for previously contlicted relationships, these same
lite events tend to generate more neqgative reactions between
siblings (Ross & Milgram. 1982).

It 1s also the case that support may be eiperienced
negatively (Ward., 1985). Support may be a demoralizing
reminder of one’'s reduced competence particularly i1f 1t 1%

given by a younger or envied sibling. Further, 1t can be



pe.chologicecallv stresstul to deal with a dislited or
difficult sibling whose etforts are interpreted as meddlina
rrather thamn supportive.

I would also lite tou point out the need to appreciate
the perspective of a prosp=ctive sibling careqiver. With
the i1ncreasing i1nteriority of later life, the sibling mav
have little patience with the necessity of caring for
others. Further., acknowledqging the dependency needs of
others can be stressful, particularly at this stage of life
wher developmentally, the individual needs more time for

hersel f.

BEST COPY AVAILABLE



References

Argvle, M. % Furnham, A. (1987). Sources of satisfaction
and and conflict 1n long-term relationships. Journal
of Marriage & the Family., 45 (2), 481-497

Bedtord. V. H. (1986). Themes of affiliation, conflict, and
separation i1n adults’ TAT stories about siblings at
twe life periods. Unpublished doctoral dissertation.
Rutgers University, New Brunswick. NJ.

Brubalker, T. H. (198%). Later life families. Beverly
Hills: Sage.

Cicirellir. V. 6. (1982). 8Sibling i1nfluence throughout the
li1fespan. In M. E. Lamb % B. Sutton-Smith (Eds.).
Sitling relationships: Their nature and significance
across the litespan. Hillsdale, NJ: _Lawrence
Erlbaum Asscc.

Cicirelli, V. (1980). Sibling relationships in adulthood:
A li‘e span perspective. In L. Foon (Ed.). Aging 1n
the 1980°'s. wWashington, D. C.: American
Fsychological Association.

Cohler. B. J. (1983). Autonomy and i1nterdependence 1n the
family of adulthood: A psychological perspective.
The Gerontologist, 23 (1), 33-38.

Havs, J. A. (1984). Aging and family resources:
Availability and proximity of kin. Gerontologist,
24, 149-153.

Kivett, V. R. (1985). Consanguii,ity and kin level: Their
relative importance to the helping networlk of older
adults. Journal of Gerontology. 40 (2), 228-234.

Lopata., H. (1973). Widowhood in_an_ American_city.
Cambridge, MA: Schenkman.

Ross. H. G. & Milgram, J. I. (1982). Important variables in
adult sibling relationships: A gqualitative study. In
M. E. Lamb & B. Sutton-Smith (Eds.). Sibling
relationships: Their nature and significance across
the lifespan. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
ASSOC.

Scott, J. P (198%). Siblings and other lin. Im 1. H.
Brubazer (Ed.)., Family relationships 1n later 11fe,
Beverly Hills: Sage.

Scott, J. F. & Roberto, k. A. (1981). HSibling relationships
in later life. Faper presented at the meeting of the
National Council on Family Relations, Milwaukee, WI.

BEST COPY AVAILABLE 8




Shanas, E. Townsend, F., Wedderbaum, D., Friis, H., Milhoy,
F.. ¥ stehouwer, J. (1968). U0Older people in three
industrial societies. New Yorl @ Atherton.

Limons, R. L. (1985:-84). Specificity and substitution in
the social networts of the elderly. International
Journal of Aging and Human Development, 18 (2),
121-139.

Troll, L. E. (1982). Continuations: Adult development
and aging. Monterey: Brooks/Cole.

Troll, L. E., Miller, S. J., & Atchley, R. C. (1979).
Families 1n later life. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Ward, R. A. (.483). Informal networks and well-being 1n
later life: A research agenda. The Gercontologist,
29 (1), 35-61.

BEST COPY AVAILABLE



