
You may think siblings is an unusual 
topic to highlight in a newsletter 

about marriage, and maybe it is. But the 
reality is that at least one of you is likely 
to have siblings, and those people have 
a strong influence on your life. Even if 
you’re not close, it’s very likely that they 
still have a pull on you.

Siblings are the first peers that you 
have. They are the ones who know your 
parents – the people you don’t have to 
explain your family’s dynamics to. One 
woman recently spoke of her sister as 
“Saint Becky”. That’s the way all the other 
siblings thought of her and referred to 
her. Coming into the family, that might 
take some explanation, but for that 
family, it captured her personality.

The pieces come together
“Children are biologically propelled 
by vital needs (Contact, constancy and 

permanency) to turn for satisfaction to 
any accessible person.” say researchers 
Bank and Kahn. “In worried, high-stress, 
past-paced America that person can 
be a brother or sister.” What you have 
shared with a sibling if you have one, 
or what your spouse has shared with 
their siblings, is part of one’s emotional 
inheritance. 

Bond beyond time
On an episode of “Who Wants to be 
a Millionaire?” a singer was playing a 
celebrity round, and the money he won 
was being donated to a favorite charity. 
He chose the SIDS foundation, because 
he said he’d had a brother who died in 
a crib death before this man was born. 

What a testament to the power of the 
role siblings play! He had never even 
known his brother, but he carried the 
sense of loss into his adult life.

Do siblings affect your marriage?
But how does a relationship with 
siblings affect your marriage? Well, first 
of all, anything that has significantly 
affected the way you were shaped also 
affects your marriage, and secondly, 
in most cases your siblings continue 
to interact with you today. Hopefully, 
in this issue of Foundations, you will 
discover ways that siblings impact 
your marriage, and that it is a fruitful 
look into your past as well as current 
relationships.

Siblings
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One of the most demanding of sibling roles is to be the 
brother or sister of someone with special needs. Whether 

it is a mental or a physical challenge, the extra work parents are 
doing with the challenged child impacts others in the family.

Support for Siblings
There are support groups for children who have a sibling 
with a special need, such as Down Syndrome, cystic fibrosis, 
mental illness, or multiple sclerosis. Children whose sibling is 
challenged in some way often feel guilty that they are healthy, 
resentful of the time parents need to spend on the sibling, and 
guilty about feeling resentful. But with support, they often 
become unusually nurturing and sensitive adults.

What we learn
While these disabilities can place stress on a family, both 
emotionally and financially, many families find that they have 
learned valuable lessons from having a challenged person in 
their family. Compassion, empathy, and admiration for the one 
who has to struggle every day to survive are but a few. There 
are no easy answers about why some families have such heavy 
burdens to carry, but it appears that often the burdens give 
family members a strength the rest of us can only wonder at, 
and admire.

In Sickness..
Those words in the wedding vows do not just refer to each 
other’s sickness. It encompasses our family and our spouse’s 

family too. And when there is a sibling with special needs, 
both spouses need to have a conversation about what will 
happen if  parents are deceased and the sibling needs care. That 
responsibility may well pass along to the two of you. 

Burden and Gift
Like most aspects of life, having a sibling with special needs 

is both a burden and a gift. The 
burden is the worry you have 
for your sibling’s wellbeing, the 
increased responsibility you have 
been asked to take on, maybe 
even financial obligations that 
you need to undertake. The gifts 
are the increase in understanding 
and love that you acquire by 
having this special person in 
your life. You know firsthand the 
effort your sibling takes to get 
through every day of their lives. 
You are wiser, kinder, and more 
thoughtful than many of us who 
have never had your experience. 
It’s your choice to live in the light 
of the gift rather than the shadow 
of the burden.

When Your Sibling has Special Needs
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When parents with children marry, 
they generally hope their children 

will get along with each other, and more 
often than not, they do. It’s a relationship 
than can be challenging, but usually the 
kinks get worked out.

But what happens when stepsiblings 
reach adulthood? A study done by 
researchers Lynn White and Agnes 
Reidman indicate that half/stepsiblings 
stay in touch with each other a good 
percentage of the time. It depends a lot 
on these factors:
  •  the age of the children when the 

second marriage occurred. The 
younger the children were, the more 
likely they remain close as adults.

  •  gender. Females tend to stay closer  
than males

  •  geographic location. The closer 
together they live, the more likely to 
stay in touch.

  •  having a stepfather rather than a 
stepmother increases the likelihood  
of adult contact.

Half sibling with special needs.
Dr. Thomas Neal, a professor of 
theology from New Orleans, gave a 

talk that included his relationship with 
his half brother Mikey, who has Down 
Syndrome and autism. His talk reveals 
the relationship he has with Mikey and 
the lessons Mikey has taught the family. 
He shared with the audience some of the 
difficulties faced by Mikey himself and 
by those who care for him, but also the 
love that exists in those relationships. 
You can read that talk here. Keep the 
tissues handy!

Most families
Most families will not have the 
challenges with a half or stepsibling that 
Dr. Neal’s family has had. Typically, 
mostly healthy adults just have to figure 
out how to get along, and whether they 
see value in those relationships. Just as 
with in-laws, siblings by marriage can be 
an asset, other people who care about 
you and know more about you than 
others in the world. Preserving those 
relationships could be worth the effort.

Half/Stepsiblings in Adulthood

Sibling Quiz 
Try this out with your sibling/s

What favorite game do you remember playing 
when we were kids?

What is your best memory of our mother?

What was a favorite meal when we were kids?

Do you remember my favorite toy?

Do you have a favorite story about me?

What was a trip we took that you enjoyed?

Did you like where we grew up

https://marriagepreparation.com/assets/pdf/2-122018-471-Tom_Neal_-_Marriage_is_Ground_Zero__PDF_Doc_12-20-2018.pdf
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Looking at relationships between siblings, it has been noted 
in research that it can differ widely. One thing that makes 

a difference is birth order. If your sibling is older than you, you 
may get along better with him/her. They tend to carry some 
of the authority of an adult, and so you may tend to quarrel 
less. You may turn to them as a source of support and advice. 
Younger siblings are seen in a more negative light, as in “pesky 
younger brother.”

Gender  Effect
The other big difference comes with the gender of siblings. 
Research indicates that sister-sister siblings generally are 
supportive of one another. They tend to have a warmer 
relationship than brother-sister or brother-brother pairs. Boy 
siblings tend to have a closeness based on shared interests and 
activities. If they both enjoy sports, or video games, or fixing 
things, they are more likely to share an emotional bond.

Twins
Fraternal twin siblings stand outside these categories though, 
since for all purposes there is no older and younger. The 
findings about the difference in gender pairings are also less 
applicable since they have had a bond that preceded birth. Boy-
girl twins tend to be closer than other brother – sister pairs.

Your View
Of course, these are general findings, and may not be true 
in your experience at all. It is fun to try to analyze your 
relationship based on what the findings are about siblings in 
general. Do you consider your older sibling a guide, or do you 
see them as overbearing? Do you consider your little brother 
or sister a nuisance or an ally? You have the final say on how it 
has worked out in your case. Don’t be surprised, though, if your 
sibling sees it quite differently!

What Makes Sibling Relationships Different?

“The Nest,” a 
novel by Cynthia 
D’Aprix Sweeney, 
is a compelling 
story about 
siblings. The 
Plumb family 
had four children 
who were poised 
to inherit a 
sizeable amount 

of money when the youngest child turned 
40. Each one of the siblings had a plan 
for the money that they expected, and 
were anxiously awaiting the birthday of 
the youngest, which would allow them 

to realize their dreams. But before the 
birthday arrived, the oldest son got 
involved in a situation that required him 
to be bailed out and the mother made the 
decision to give him the money to prevent 
a scandal.

That’s the setup for the rest of the book, 
and all the siblings struggle to come to 
terms with their frustrated desires.

The story is sibling interaction at its most 
intense. It requires each one to stop living 
in the future and make the best of the life 
they are currently living instead of waiting 
for the magic fix that was going to allow 
them to have their fantasies fulfilled. 

The characters grow throughout the 
course of the book. In true sibling fashion, 
some get closer, others more distant, but 
each one learns more about themselves 
and the others around them through this 
unexpected turn of events.

This is only a recent example of this 
genre. Novelists have always found family 
interactions a fruitful place to unfold the 
complexities of life. And by immersing 
ourselves in another family’s dilemmas, we 
often find clues about understanding our 
own family dynamics. If novels are your 
cup of tea, you might consider giving this 
one a try.

The Nest
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Exercise

Agree Disagree

We were rivals as kids

We were buddies

We were critical of each other

We comforted each other

We fought a lot

We told secrets to each other

We stood up for each other

Then and Now

Pick a sibling you spent a lot of time with as a child and check off the column that most applies with them in mind.

Discuss your answers with your spouse. Do problems between you and 
your sibling impact your marriage? Talk out between the two of you 
what you think should be your position regarding your siblings.

Agree Disagree

We confide in each other

We socialize together

When issues come up with our parents, we share the load

We rarely talk

We still compete with one another

This person is my best friend

Our different values have driven us apart

Now respond to the following statements thinking of the same sibling.



6

For many people a sibling is that confidant. That is what 
parents hope for when they have more than one child. But 

unfortunately that’s not always the case.

Sibling Strife
Some people have not had a happy time growing up with 
siblings. They have been abusive, or distant, greedy or 
deceptive. As in any other close relationship, those you trust 
the most can hurt you the most. If you have experienced this 
kind of sibling relationship, or if your spouse has, the virtue of 
hope can be an important spiritual lifeline for you. 

Healing the past
It may be unrealistic or even unhealthy psychologically to think 
that you will some day have an ideal relationship with that 
person, but it’s not unrealistic to hope for a healing of your sad, 
bitter, hurtful feelings. Your prayers can take place in the hope 
that you can let go of the pain you have lived with.

Effect on Your Marriage
The fruits of that healing will manifest themselves in your 
married life. Letting go of past hurts gives you so much more 
potential to grow emotionally. It allows more room for the 
love you feel for your spouse, and for your children. Letting 

go of painful sibling interactions will give your children the 
permission to develop their sibling relationships free from the 
cloud of what you experienced. If you continue to hurt, then 
that will affect the way you monitor your children’s interactions 
as brothers and sisters. If you believe that it is possible to be 
healed from your childhood hurts, you will approach your 
children with that positive and hopeful frame of mind.

Joseph and His Brothers
Look at the story of Joseph in the Bible. His brothers beat him 
and left him for dead. He had good reason to hate them and 
turn away when they came to him for help, but somewhere 
along the way he had figured out how to let go of the bitterness 
he must have felt toward them originally. When they needed 
food, he gave it to them.

Changes over Time
One of the things studies of siblings has revealed is that the 
relationship changes over time. What was burdensome may 
become surprisingly pleasant. It happens that siblings find a 
way around their intricate pasts when they are adults. It’s worth 
keeping the door open. 

Spirituality

Let your acquaintances be many,

But one in a thousand your confidant.

A faithful friend is a sturdy shelter;

A faithful friend is beyond price,

No sum can balance his worth.

A faithful friend is a life-saving remedy, 

Such as he who fears God finds
    

—Sirach 6:6,14-16
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