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1 What s Sibling Victimization?

The majority of children in the United States grow up with a sibling. Although the
subject is studied less often than other family relationships, a significant literature has
emerged on sibling relationships that establishes the importance of siblings to chil-
dren’s development. Since the early 2010s, greater scholarly interest in sibling victimiza-
tion has emerged, likely prompted in part by a growing interest in sibling relationships
among researchers and clinicians. Although scholars have called for a single term to
be used when studying aggressive behavior between siblings, a number of terms are
commonly employed including abuse, assault, bullying, conflict, rivalry, victimization,
and violence. Grounded in the field of developmental victimology (Finkelhor, 2007), the
inclusive term victimization characterizes the broad range of behaviors (e.g., psycho-
logical aggression, mild physical assault) that can constitute aggressive sibling behavior,
including abuse and bullying. Generally, four sibling victimization subtypes have been
examined in the literature: sexual (rarely studied), psychological (name calling, threat-
ening, or snide and hurtful remarks), physical (further distinguished between mild and
severe physical aggression depending on whether there is injury or a weapon is used),
and property aggression (having possessions stolen or destroyed). Studies of sibling vic-
timization show that childhood is the peak time for mild physical (i.e., no injuries or use
of a weapon or object), property (e.g., theft), and psychological aggression, but severe
physical aggression (i.e., injury occurs or there is use of a weapon or object) occurs as
well, although its peak time is adolescence.

Sibling aggression is a common occurrence in US families. A US national survey
showed that nearly 50% of children were victimized by their sibling over the past year,
with the peak ages being 2 to 9 years old (Tucker, Finkelhor, Shattuck, & Turner, 2013).
Notably, sibling victimization is more common than child maltreatment, including
physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, and neglect by a caregiver (Finkelhor,
Turner, Shattuck & Hamby, 2015), and children fight more often with their siblings
than they do with peers (Finkelhor et al., 2015). The risk of being victimized by a sibling
varies according to structural characteristics of the sibling relationship. For example,
boys are most likely to be victimized, and victimization is greatest in brother—brother
pairs and when siblings are close in age (Tucker, Finkelhor, Shattuck, & Turner, 2013).
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Despite its frequency, until recently, sibling victimization has been rarely researched by
the scientific community. The dearth of research is likely because sibling victimization
is generally not recognized by the public as problematic compared to other forms
of victimization experienced by children in the United States (Caffaro, 2014) Other
forms of victimization, such as being bullied by peers, have received significantly more
attention, and been the target of prevention and intervention efforts (see BIRTH ORDER
AND FAMILY CONSTELLATION).

2 Why Does Sibling Victimization Happen?

In the United States sibling victimization is considered a benign and normative
experience of childhood by parents, the general public, and some researchers (Caspi,
2012). As noted by Caspi (2012), such viewpoints serve to validate and reinforce
aggressive behavior between siblings. Therefore, when sibling victimization does
occur, parents and even victims are likely to minimize or to dismiss its frequency
and severity. In some cases, parents think such behavior is good training for their
children in learning to handle other interpersonal relationships (see Caspi, 2012).
Sibling aggressive behavior, ranging from injuring a brother or sister with a weapon
and causing injury to name calling, is often equated by parents and others to rivalry
(Caspi, 2012). Such beliefs reflect neo-Freudian and Adlerian ideas (see Whiteman,
McHale, & Soli, 2011) and evolutionary biology, which suggest that siblings are natural
competitors for parents’ attention and family resources. However, sibling aggression
and rivalry are not synonymous (Caspi, 2012). Rather, rivalry is defined by competitive
behavior and healthy rivalry does not include mentally or physically harming a brother
or sister. Rivalry may not be harmful especially when children are given opportunities
to thrive in different areas, and children are valued by parents as individuals and not
in relation to one another. Sibling victimization, though, can happen when there is
excessive or intense rivalry (Caffaro, 2014). Unfortunately, the equivocation of sibling
aggression and victimization to rivalry dismisses or minimizes the seriousness of the
aggressive behavior. It also highlights differences in the public and some researchers’
perspectives on acceptable behavior for siblings compared to other interpersonal
relationships inside and outside the family. For example, the same types of behavior
displayed between siblings (e.g., hitting, punching, kicking) are viewed very differently
if they happened between friends or spouses. The perception of normalcy and different
standards with regard to the acceptability of aggression between siblings in comparison
to other relationships has likely led to its underestimation, it being equated to rivalry,
and to a dearth of scientific research on sibling victimization (Caffaro, 2014).

In addition to neo-Freudian, Adlerian, and evolutionary psychology theories, family
systems and social learning theories are theoretical frameworks commonly offered as
explanations for sibling victimization. According to family systems theory, family mem-
bers are interdependent and exert a continuous and mutual influence on one another. As
such, the sibling relationship is not isolated from other family members and the relation-
ship experiences that transpire in the larger family context (Caffaro, 2011; Caspi, 2012).
For example, sibling aggression may be reflective of problematic relationship interaction
patterns in spousal or parent—child relationships that are modeled and repeated in the
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sibling relationship. Several studies have shown a link between dysfunctional spousal
and sibling relationship interactions (e.g., Tucker, Finkelhor, Turner, & Shattuck, 2014a).
Social learning theory posits that individuals learn behaviors through reinforcement
and the observation of salient models. Family members can also learn behaviors through
coercive interaction patterns (Patterson, 1986). In families where aggressive behavior
is rewarded and effective in reaching an interpersonal goal, it is likely that siblings view
such behavior as normal, and appropriate and then enact it in their relationship. Tucker
and Kazura (2013) found that US parents reinforced or sanctioned aggressive behavior
(e.g., kicking, hitting, pushing) between their school-aged children, and parental
sanction of this kind of behavior was linked to greater sibling conflict. Patterson (1986)
has also shown that, in addition to parents, older siblings have a unique influence on
younger siblings through the reinforcement of negative coercive behaviors exchanged
during sibling interactions. Such exchanges provide a context in which to learn and
practice aggressive behaviors that are effective at achieving a desired social goal.
Although it has not been studied directly, the role of genetic factors likely exerts
an influence on the nature of siblings’ interactions. Aggressive traits are likely to be
expressed during siblings’ interactions due to the emotionally charged nature of siblings’
exchanges and the acceptability of aggressive behavior in this relationship context.

3 Benign Versus Concerning Sibling Conflict

All sibling relationships include conflictive interactions. For some siblings, conflict can
be quite frequent, with studies showing that sibling conflict can occur up to eight times
an hour (e.g., Dunn & Munn, 1986). Many parents are dismayed at how often their
children fight (Caffaro, 2014) and are concerned about behaviors displayed by their
children during conflictive exchanges with a sibling. However, sibling relationships
are an important developmental context for children to acquire cognitive, social,
emotional, and relationship skills such as learning and practicing conflict tactics like
perspective taking and persuasion, conflict management, and resolutions skills (Dirk,
Persram, Recchia, & Howe, 2015; Ross & Lazinski, 2014; see EMOTION SOCIALIZATION
IN THE FAMILY). Recently, scholars have begun developing ideas about what is benign
versus concerning sibling conflict in childhood (e.g., Dirk et al., 2015; Tucker & Kazura,
2013). Siblings’ engagement in constructive conflict that promotes social, emotional,
and relationship skills is distinguished from destructive conflict that is unlikely to
build such skills and could include sibling victimization. Specifically, constructive
conflict is characterized as emotionally tempered, concentrated on solving a particular
issue and likely to be resolved in an agreeable way for both siblings. Constructive
conflict is associated with the development of relationship skills such as perspective
taking, problem-solving strategies, and learning to appropriately assert a personal
viewpoint (see Dirk et al., 2015; Ross & Lazinski, 2014). Constructive conflict can
result in a strengthened sibling relationship (Caffaro, 2014; Tucker & Kazura, 2013)
and be preventive of future conflicts. In contrast, destructive conflict involves intense
negative affect and can include physical aggression, multiple issues, coercion, and little
resolution/compromise and a clear winner or loser. Such conflict can include both
mild (i.e., property, psychological, and/or mild physical assault that does not include
a weapon or injury; Tucker, Finkelhor, Shattuck, & Turner, 2013) and severe (includes
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weapon and/or injury; Tucker et al., 2015) forms of sibling aggression. Destructive
conflict can escalate over time and include coercion; it is likely associated with sibling
victimization for some children (Caffaro, 2014; Caspi, 2012; Tucker & Kazura, 2013).

Parents may minimize or dismiss incidents of destructive conflict if they are infre-
quent. However, research has shown that just one incident of sibling victimization over
the past year is associated with worse mental health in children (Tucker, Finkelhor,
Turner, & Shattuck, 2013). For some sibling dyads, repetitive, intentional acts of aggres-
sion occur, with one sibling consistently being victimized by the other (Caspi, 2012).
According to Bowes and colleagues (Bowes, Wolke, Joinson, Lereya, & Lewis, 2014),
repeated incidents of sibling victimization with the intent to dominate and harm would
be characterized as sibling bullying. Creating norms of benign versus concerning con-
flict between siblings in childhood is in its initial stages but could be very useful for
parents, clinicians, and professionals working with families and children. Differentiation
of sibling conflictual interactions is also important for scholars exploring the conditions
under which sibling victimization occurs and its consequences for children’s well-being
and social, emotional, and relationship skills development.

4 Ethnicity and Sibling Behavioral Norms

The niche in which children grow up in provides a setting in which norms and expec-
tations for behavior exist, including those relating to sibling relationship interactions.
Though it has not yet been explored directly, scholars have suggested that differing
norms with regard to the acceptability of sibling aggressive behavior in level and fre-
quency exist across ethnicities in the United States (Caffaro, 2011). As suggested by
Caffaro (2011), African Americans and Hispanics are likely to view aggressive behav-
ior among siblings as normal, and are perhaps likely to minimize or dismiss aggressive
sibling behaviors. Thus, this cultural expectation may contribute to the lower reported
rates of sibling victimization for these groups compared to European Americans’ rates
(Tucker, Finkelhor, Shattuck, & Turner, 2013). However, it is possible that the lower
rates are evidence of the importance of familism, which emphasizes loyalty and sup-
port among family members in these collectivist cultures, which in turn inhibits sibling
victimization in childhood. In Mexican American families where siblings report high
levels of familism compared to siblings who reported low levels of familism, siblings
were more likely to use constructive conflict processes including solution-oriented and
nonconfrontational strategies to solve conflicts (Killoren, Thayer, & Updegraff, 2008).
Perhaps the value of familism, in conjunction with the cultural expectation in collectivist
societies that siblings are one another’s caretakers, contributes to lower aggression rates
compared to siblings from more individualistic cultures (e.g., European American).

5 Sibling Victimization and Well-Being

There are several qualities in a sibling relationship that make it a developmentally
distinct relationship context from other interpersonal relationships children have with
family members and peers, and that thus make it a unique and salient contributor to chil-
dren’s mental health. In childhood, sibling relationships are not voluntary, and siblings
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tend to spend a lot of time together engaged in a variety of shared activities, often on
a daily basis. Time-use data of US children in middle childhood show that they spend
more time with their siblings than with their mothers and fathers or with peers and
teachers or alone (McHale & Crouter, 1996). The sibling relationship is also notable for
its emotional intensity. Although there is variability in the intensity of affect across sib-
ling relationships, siblings tend to display a range of positive and negative emotions with
one another. Siblings often express support and love for one another and serve as one
another’s companions and playmates, but siblings can also be adversaries and a source
of conflict and interpersonal difficulty. Several studies have established the importance
of siblings’ warmth and conflict to children’s mental health (see Dirk et al., 2015).

The unique qualities of the sibling relationship make it a context in which children
can express a broad range of aggressive behaviors that would not otherwise be displayed
in other relationships. Such expressions of aggression are likely important to children’s
development. Few studies, however, have examined how sibling victimization is linked
to well-being. Cross-sectional work has shown that children victimized by their sibling
have higher rates of mental distress (i.e., depression, anger, and anxiety) compared to
nonvictimized children (Tucker, Finkelhor, Turner, & Shattuck, 2013). Further, children
who experience just one incidence of sibling victimization over the past year have lower
mental health than those who have not been victimized by a sibling (Tucker, Finkelhor,
Turner, & Shattuck, 2013). Exploration with longitudinal data to determine pathways of
causality and the long-term effects of being victimized by a sibling is rare. One longitu-
dinal study of sibling bullying suggested a causal relationship by showing that children
who were bullied several times a week by a sibling at the age of 12 were more likely to
be depressed and anxious and to engage in self-harm at the age of 18 (Bowes, Wolke,
Jonson, Lereya, & Lewis, 2014). Although it is often not considered when studying sib-
ling relationships, it is likely that the nature of siblings’ interactions is important for
children’s physical health. For example, other work has shown that, in families character-
ized by parent-to-child aggression, children have poor physical health (Repetti, Taylor,
& Seeman, 2002). Being victimized by a family member sets in motion a series of men-
tal and physical processes that are linked to a number of physical symptoms, but so far
no study has directly examined how sibling victimization is linked to children’s physi-
cal health. However, we do know that when parents report sanctioning sibling physical
aggression, school-aged children have worse physical health (e.g., felt like vomiting, had
trouble sleeping; Tucker & Kazura, 2013). Thus, children who are victimized by a sibling
have worse mental health and likely worse physical health than children who are not
victimized by a sibling. At this time, the majority of work on the links between sibling
victimization and mental and physical well-being is cross-sectional, and thus limits our
understanding of causality. Sibling victimization may cause mental and physical chal-
lenges but such characteristics may also contribute to children being victimized and
viewed as a target. For example, children with worse mental or physical health may be
more vulnerable and less likely to resist or seek intervention.

6 Links Between Sibling and Peer Victimization

In childhood, both siblings and peers are central figures in children’s daily experiences.
For siblings, particularly those close in age, a brother or sister can often serve as a
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primary peer relationship, especially in early childhood. Sibling relationships share
some of the same characteristics as peer relationships, including the balanced and
mutual nature of interactions. Both siblings and peers display reciprocity in their social
exchanges through activities such as sharing and collaboration. As in peer relationships,
siblings tend to spend lots of time together and often not in the presence of adults.
However, the two relationships do have distinct characteristics. For example, children’s
relationships with siblings tend to be involuntary, whereas their peer relationships
are not. A large body of research has established the nature and frequency of peer
victimization and its links with children’s mental health (see SCHOOL BULLYING).
Although sibling victimization is more common than peer victimization in childhood
(Finkelhor et al., 2015), the lack of research on sibling victimization in comparison to
the body of work focusing on peer victimization demonstrates the glaring difference in
how aggression in each of these relationships is viewed by the public and researchers.
As two central developmental contexts in childhood, children’s experiences in sib-
ling and peer relationships are not mutually exclusive, but rather, as suggested by both
attachment and social learning theories, it is likely that experiences in these two relation-
ships are linked for some children. However, these two relationships have rarely been
studied simultaneously. A small group of studies has shown that in childhood sibling vic-
timization is a risk factor for peer victimization (Tippett & Wolke, 2015; Tucker, Finkel-
hor, Turner, & Shattuck, 2014b). For example, children learn conflict management and
resolution strategies with their siblings that are generalized to peer relationships. Using
a nationally representative US sample, one study that examined victimization in sibling
and peer relationships revealed evidence for the four possible patterns of congruity and
incongruity of victimization across these two relationships in childhood (Tucker et al.,
2014b). Fifteen percent of children in the study were victimized by both a sibling and a
peer in the previous year, and the children with this particular pattern had worse mental
health compared to children who were victimized only by a sibling, or only by a peer, or
not victimized by either a sibling or a peer (Tucker et al., 2014b). These findings, unfor-
tunately, show that some children experience victimization both at home and at school.

7 Summary and Recommendations

Sibling conflict and aggression are frequently part of family life and are most commonly
viewed by researchers, practitioners, and the general public as normative and as incon-
sequential for children’s well-being. The reticence to view siblings’ aggressive behaviors
as problematic and the lack of research on sibling victimization highlight differing norms
that exist with regard to normative behavior between siblings versus peers and other
kinds of familial and extrafamilial relationships. However, the nature of siblings’ inter-
actions is important for children’s adjustment, and constructive conflict management
skills should be promoted. An emerging literature has shown that children who are
victimized by their siblings have worse mental health and potentially worse physical
health. This work has also demonstrated the variety of ways in which children are victim-
ized by their brothers and sisters, and that rates of sibling victimization vary by ethnic-
ity, suggesting different ethnicities’ expectations of normative sibling behavior. Future
work could examine ethnic differences in the perception of siblings’ behaviors with one
another. The nature of siblings’ interactions is also important for children’s experiences
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in extrafamilial relationships. As significant relationship contexts in children’s everyday
lives, siblings and peers share some relationship characteristics. Work on sibling victim-
ization has shown that it is predictive of victimization by peers in childhood, with some
children victimized both at home and at school. Practitioners working with families and
in schools must take a broader view of bullying and include siblings.

Despite these important findings, the small but emerging literature on sibling vic-
timization has been limited by several methodological inconsistencies that can make it
difficult to compare findings and discern patterns across studies, but more recent stud-
ies have sought to address some of these issues. Initially, studies of sibling victimization
consisted primarily of small and/or clinical samples, were cross-sectional, and typically
focused on preschool siblings. More recently, sibling victimization has been examined
in larger samples, including with US national-level data (e.g., Tucker, Finkelhor, Shat-
tuck, & Turner, 2013), and in childhood and adolescence. Longitudinal studies of sibling
victimization, however, are still lacking and thus causality is unclear. In addition, a vari-
ety of measures have been used to assess sibling victimization, ranging from a general
measure of aggression to analyses of subtypes in which respondents are asked to report
on sibling victimization from various time periods, including in the past year and over
a lifetime; a single widely used measure of sibling victimization does not exist.

Given that the majority of children in the United States grow up with a sibling,
researchers’ continued examination of sibling aggression and practitioners’ education
about normative and positive sibling behavior is crucial. Two areas for researchers to
address in future work is the establishment of consistency in the measurement of sibling
victimization, and the exploration of patterns of sibling victimization across childhood
and their connections to children’s and family functioning. Knowledge of the family
conditions associated with the initiation and termination of sibling victimization may
inform prevention and intervention efforts. Though a limited amount of intervention
work aimed at teaching constructive conflict management and resolution between
siblings has been carried out and has shown positive benefits to children’s interpersonal
skills and sibling relationship experiences (Ross & Lazinski, 2014), more work is needed
to show the effects for larger samples and across childhood.

SEE ALSO: Birth Order and Family Constellation; Emotion Socialization in the Family;
School Bullying
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