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 Previous research has been done on birth order affects on personality, as well as 

different types of conflict strategies.  This study focuses on the affect of birth order on 

sibling conflict.  Research participants will be selected and questioned in order to 

determine what types of strategies siblings used in conflict.  Results will be coded to 

indicate whether responses are integrative, distributive, or avoidant.  
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 Everyone with a sibling knows how common conflict is within these 

relationships.  The constant presence of another person living in close proximity as one’s 

self implies the inevitably of conflicts (Pawlowsky, Myers, & Rocca, 2000).  Despite the 

commonality of communication between siblings, there is a highly limited amount of 

research done in this genre (Fowler, 2009).  It is necessary to study the communication 

between siblings because siblings are typically present throughout a person’s life and are 

influential in how children deal with exterior conflict (Fowler, 2009, Goodboy, Myers, & 

Patterson, 2009). 

 In order to fully understand conflict between siblings, it is necessary to measure 

whether communication patterns change over adolescence.  As children develop 

cognitively throughout childhood, there is a strong possibility that resolution strategies 

change.  Ram and Ross (2008), note that young children only understand their 

perspective on an argument, thus not being able to comprehend the conflict completely.  

By applying a long-term perspective when examining sibling conflict, researches may 

gather a deeper understanding of conflict as a child’s cognitive strategies change. 

 While there have been contradictory findings (Nyman, 2001), the affect of birth 

order on personality has been debated about for the greater part of the past 50 years and 

has typically led people to believe that there is a correlation (Eckstein, 2000).  In the 

meta-analysis of 151 previous studies, many studies have been linked together to link 

personality to birth order (Eckstein, 2000).  In this study, we look to see if the differences 

in personalities within birth order are a contributing factor to how siblings resolve 

conflict.  
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Conflict 

 Wilmot and Hocker (2001), describe conflict as something that occurs when there 

are two or more parties with varying goals and each perceive that they will not be able to 

achieve their own goal due to the other party’s goal.  A large part of conflict is the 

problem of perception.  When one perceives that their goals are at risk, a conflict arises 

(Selisker, 1998).  Communication is a tool that can resolve conflict by allowing both 

parties to understand why the problem exists (Nippold, Mansfield, & Billow, 2007). 

 When a disagreement occurs, individuals typically assign the blame to someone.  

According to attribution theory, those that perceive the other person as the problem will 

respond with anger, while those that perceive themselves as part of the problem will 

respond in a more cooperative manner (Scott, 2008).  A conflict has the best chance of 

being resolved if both parties realize that both sides are part of the problem, and both 

parties play an integral part in solving the conflict.  Communication is the key to 

changing the perception from aggressive to cooperative.  Once understanding that 

everyone involved plays a role in resolving the conflict, there is a better chance for 

communication to occur, and therefore there is a much higher chance of a suitable 

resolution.  

 Closely related to how people perceive conflicts is how people react to conflicts.  

People will typically either act cooperatively, aggressively, or passively (Kimsey & 

Fuller, 2003).  When the dyad in conflict chooses to act cooperatively, there is a higher 

chance of problem solving, where people try to find a solution that satisfied both goals 

(Ram & Ross, 2008).  Ram and Ross identify two strategies among children that are 
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perceived as aggressive.  The children may try to force the other person to agree and give 

up their own goals (Ram & Ross, 2008).  Acting passively, or withdrawing from the 

argument, lends no opportunity to solve the problem (Ram & Ross, 2008). There is also 

the possibility that multiple reactions may occur, such as being passive aggressive (Scott, 

2008).  Therefore, the best chance for a problem to be solved is when both parties act 

cooperatively. 

 When both conflicted parties are acting cooperatively, conflict may actually be 

beneficial to the children involved.  Conflict may be beneficial because it can help 

children learn to negotiate in a socially acceptable way (Stein & Albro, 2001).  

Cooperative communication also consists of the integrative strategy, which is composed 

of positive traits such as maintaining composure and recognizing equality (Pawlowski, 

Myers, & Rocca, 2000).  By participating in an argument in a socially constructive way, 

children may learn to accept and effectively manage differences. 

 However, when conflict is not handled in a cooperative manner, it may be 

detrimental to children.  As seen in the study conducted by Goodwin and Alim (2010), 

girls use communication to tear down other girls by using aggressive tactics.  Young girls 

that perceive themselves to be better than the other girls use aggressive tactics such as 

name-calling and short responses, such as “whatever,” to position themselves above the 

other in the argument (Goodwin & Alim, 2010).  Rather than helping understand the 

differences between them, being aggressive only halts any effort in mediating the 

problem. 

 Another deviant strategy to solving conflict is by avoiding it.  While this may 

seem beneficial because there is no confrontation, there is also no chance of appeasing 
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both parties (Pawlowski et al., 2000, Kimsey & Fuller, 2003).  By avoiding the problem, 

it may send the message that one person is apathetic to the concerns of the other person 

(Pawlowski et al., 2000).  Therefore, if children can learn how to handle conflict in 

cooperative manners, there is the best opportunity for growth in the relationship. 

 While cooperation is key to solving conflict, children are not always inclined to 

act in a pro-social way (Ross, Ross, Stein, & Trabasso, 2006).  It appears that female 

American four-year-olds worked more collaboratively to find a solution that will appease 

both goals, while American male four- year-olds were more direct and aggressive in the 

pursuits of their own goals (Kyratzis & Guo, 2001).  Females tend to attempt to 

understand and support others, while males are characteristically more controlling and try 

to maintain their independence (Ocana, Chamberlain, & Carlson, 2005).  One noted cause 

of this difference may be because male and female children are cultured to handle 

conflict in different ways (Kyratzis & Guo, 2001).  One must keep these differences in 

mind when one looks further into childhood conflict. 

 While males and females may vary in ways to handle communication among 

same-sex groups, when the group is mixed, differences are minimized (Kyratzis & Guo, 

2001).  Research shows that male-female and female-female sibling dyads have the same 

amount of intimate communication (Fowler, 2009).  Moreover, when males and females 

play together, the boys acted as if they were trying to court the girls, which gave them a 

higher position of power than when they were in an all girl group (Kyratzis & Guo, 

2001).  However, girls’ concerns were still subordinate to males’ concerns (Kyratzis & 

Guo, 2001).  These interesting findings suggest that the situation and relationship, along 

with gender, all affect the outcome of a conflict. 
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 While gender makes an impact on how children respond to conflict, the age of the 

children is also an important factor to consider.  During adolescence (13-14 years old), 

children are changing physically and emotionally, which causes children to struggle with 

self-esteem, individualism, and rejecting authority (Comstock, 1994).  Middle 

adolescence (15-17 years old) is characterized by higher levels of reasoning, higher levels 

of self-esteem, and transitioning into adulthood (Comstock, 1994).  Late adolescence (18-

21 years old) had the easiest time expressing themselves and typically are the most 

cooperative (Comstock, 1994).  With these drastic psychological changes occurring in 

such a short amount of time, one can hypothesize that these phases cause a change in the 

way that children communicate conflict with each other. 

 Research has supported the notion that children and adults respond differently to 

conflict due to their cognitive abilities (Fowler, 2009, Goodboy & Patterson, 2009, 

Nippold et al., 2007, Scott, 2008).  Adults are aware of complex feelings such as guilt 

and relief, while children are only concerned with “feeling better” (Nippold et al., 2007).  

While adults strive to fix the reasons why the conflict occurs, children only want to fix 

the negative feelings attached to conflict.  This lack of understanding as to why the 

conflict occurred can influence how a child responds to a problem (Nippold et al., 2007).  

Scott (2008) cited the changing cognition of adolescents as a reason for the changing 

outcomes of conflict.  When children get to high school, new conflicts, such as lack of 

trust and lower confidence is a cause of more of the conflicts, and the changing problems 

causes different strategies of resolution.  Understanding that people perceive situations 

differently at different times in their life is significant to understanding the ways in which 

they resolve conflict. 
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 Another variable that influences the ways in which conflict is mediated is the 

relationship between the dyad.  In fact, the relationship between the two in conflict holds 

a significant role in the quality of the resolution (Stein & Albro, 2001).  According to 

Stein and Albro (2001), a child over the age of seven understands the competing goals 

within an argument, but the relationship between the two affects the way the difference of 

opinions is handled.  If the two children in conflict are friends, the conflict is minimized, 

while if they are not friends, the conflict is exaggerated.   

 

Birth Order 

 Research conducted has shown a correlation between birth order and personality 

traits (Nyman, 2001, Eckstein, 2000).  From 1960 to 1999, there have been at least 151 

studies done that indicate a correlation between birth order and personality differences 

(Eckstein, 2000).  

While exact personalities vary and do not strictly fit into categories (Eckstein, 

2001), generalizations may be made.  Eckstein (2000) conducted a meta-analysis to 

compare outcomes of these surveys and found that the most common traits observed in 

older siblings was a higher level of achievement, most likely to be a leader, and more 

responsible.  Older siblings are typically perceived as the leader and as more dominant 

and aggressive (Nyman, 2001).   

Middle children are more difficult to generalize about, but in general, middle 

children are passive and friendlier than their older counterparts (Nyman, 2001).  Middle 

children were recorded as more sociable, and the youngest are most popular in social 
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setting (Eckstein, 2000).  Younger children are perceived to be more independent and 

rebellious (Nyman, 2001). 

 Overall, older children have been recorded as the leaders, so it may be inferred 

that they are the controllers in conflict.  When studies show that leadership and 

dominance (Nyman, 2001, Eckstein, 2000) are two common traits in the older children, it 

raises the question as to whether this dominant personality is a contributor to resolving 

conflicts. 

 

Siblings and Conflict   

The relationship between siblings adds an interesting variable in conflict 

management.  Surprisingly, it appears that siblings are more likely to resolve everyday 

problems such as selecting a television station with cooperative strategies (Haefner, 

Metts, & Wartella, 1989).  Low-power strategies, such as turn taking and promises 

seemed to outweigh negative communication (Haefner et al., 1989).  In a broader scope, 

Pawlowsky et al. (2000) found that most siblings tried to work out their problems in an 

integrative and pro-social way, and those that did not tried to passively ignore the 

problem.  These researchers hypothesized that being passive was a way in which to bring 

the communication to a more agreeable topic.  These findings appear to be different than 

the ways in which non-related children perceive conflict management strategies. 

Studies have supported the notion that older siblings hold more power in 

relationships to negotiate the outcome, primarily because of their tendency to problem-

solve more effectively and be perceived as a leader (Ram & Ross, 2008, Eckstein, 2000, 

Nyman, 2001, Haefner et al., 1989).  Older siblings are also more experienced in 
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presenting an argument, and therefore hold a better chance with manipulating the 

younger sibling into doing as the older child desires (Ross, Ross, Stein, & Trabasso, 

2006).  Older siblings hold even more bearing on the outcome of the conflict depending 

on gender.  When the older sibling is male, they hold even more power than when the 

older sibling is female (Haefner et al., 1989).  Older siblings embrace the leadership role 

within the dyad, and therefore are typically the catalyst as to whether an agreement is 

reached or not. 

Contrary to Haefner et al. (1989), deTurk and Miller(1982) found through a 

survey completed by students in college showed that being the first-born or only child 

had no bearing on persuasion skills.  Despite appearing to oppose the previous study that 

found that older siblings have more authority in persuasion, this discrepency only 

strengthens the idea that conflict strategies and abilities change over a lifetime.  Also, it 

may be that in the relationship, the older child possesses more power, but outside the 

dyad, no real difference is present. 

While the sibling relationship may seem clearly defined that the older sibling has 

all of the control, the relationship between siblings varies over time.  Children typically 

understand the other person’s side of the argument, which helps to resolve the conflict 

cooperatively (Ram & Ross, 2008).  However, when taken over a lifetime, siblings’ 

relationships appear to resemble a marriage in that conflict is avoided.  Siblings no longer 

talk about problems that once caused conflict and tend to avoid open communication 

(Goodboy, Myers, & Patterson, 2009).  The reasoning for this is that since siblings know 

each other so well, silence may suffice (Goodboy, Myers, & Patterson, 2009).  Since 
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sibling communication changes over a lifetime, it is assumed that some changes also 

occur during adolescence. 

 The current study will attempt to combine these variables in order to see how 

conflict within siblings evolves throughout adolescence.  Previous research indicates that 

children’s perception of who is at fault in the conflict affects how they will respond to the 

problem (Scott, 2008).  The primary three management strategies of resolution are 

integrative, distributive, passive, or a combination of the three (Scott, 2008).  Siblings 

tend to use the integrative strategy when resolving daily conflicts, with the older sibling 

dictating how successful the outcome will be (Haefner et al., 1989).  Over a lifetime, 

siblings become more docile and primarily stop expressing conflict (Goodboy, Myers, & 

Patterson, 2009).  Therefore, this study will focus on the strategies used by siblings over 

adolescence to resolve conflict in order to determine what types of strategies 

predominate. 

 H1: Older children will control the outcome of the argument primarily in the early 

 and middle adolescent years, but the younger children will be more successful in  

late adolescence than in previous stages. 

Method 

Research Question: 

How does birth order affect sibling’s conflict strategies throughout childhood? 

 

Participants  

 Participants will be randomly selected from the United States Census from every 

family listed with two children.  Families will then be asked to participate in a panel 
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study in which both children must annually respond to a survey for ten years.  The 

younger respondents mean age will be approximately five at the onset of the study, while 

the older respondents mean age will be approximately eight.  There will be 200 dyads 

from all 50 states, with both male and female siblings, with variations such as older male, 

younger male, older female, younger female, mixed gendered dyads, same gendered 

dyads, and twins. 

 

Procedure  

 Research moderators will go into the children’s school and conduct the annual 

survey with the same set of children.  Participants are first asked to complete a 

demographic survey about their family structure, birth order, years between the siblings, 

and gender of their siblings.  For young participants, moderators will help the children 

read the questions and help code the appropriate answer.  Next, children are taken into 

individual rooms and watch a brief film of two siblings roughly the same age as the 

participants arguing over a toy.  Children are then asked to recall a time they argued like 

this with their sibling, and then will be asked the following open-ended questions:  

“When was the last time you argued with your sibling?  What was the argument over?  

What did you do to make the problem go away?  What did your sibling do to make the 

problem go away?  Whose fault are most arguments between the two of you?  Who fixes 

the problem: you or your sibling?  How does arguing with your sibling make you feel?” 

Multiple researchers code the responses as either integrative, distributive, or avoidant.  

Integrative will be operationalized with responses such as “It was both of our faults and 

we both tried to fix it.”  Distributive will be operationalized with responses such as “It 
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was their fault.”  Avoidant will be operationalized as any means where the participant 

explained that they did not resolve the problem.   

Participants are then asked to rate on a 5-point Likert-scale how likely they would 

use each response in Kimsey and Fuller’s CONFLICTALK (2003) scale in an argument.  

Researchers will look at the responses for the open-ended and the scale in order to make a 

decision as to what type of responses each child is most prone to use. 

 Participants complete the survey each year for ten years and the change in 

responses are measured individually, as well as aggregated.  Researchers note how each 

age group is likely to respond, as well as how each child’s response compares to their 

sibling’s response.  Researchers also will focus on who the child found more in charge of 

fixing the problem, and will probe when the child has more to say about this topic. 

 

Limitations 

 Children’s perceptions may not be an accurate representation of how they handle 

arguments with their siblings.  Similarly, children may perceive the argument completely 

differently than their sibling.  The younger children may also struggle with being able to 

articulate how they deal with problems to the researchers.  Also, when the children are 

told to envision the last argument they had, it may not be a representative example of 

how they typically handle arguments.  With such as long study, the chance of participant 

mortality is also high.  Further research may look at siblings in the natural setting in order 

to further code how they act during a conflict wit their sibling. 
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Appendix 

Survey Questions 

1.When was the last time you argued with your sibling?   

2.What was the argument over?   

3. What did you do to make the problem go away?   

4. What did your sibling do to make the problem go away?   

5. Whose fault are most arguments between the two of you?   

6. Who fixes the problem: you or your sibling?   

7. How does arguing with your sibling make you feel? 

 

Likert Responses based off of CONFLICTALK (Kimsey & Fuller, 2003) 

Okay, I give up, whatever you want. 

I don't want to do this anymore, let's quit and leave it alone. 

This isn't going anywhere, let's just forget the whole thing, okay? 

If you won't do it, forget you; I'll just ask someone else. 

We need to figure out what the problem is together. 

You can't do anything. Get out of my way and let me do it. 

Can't you see how stupid you are?  

I'm no good at this.  

I just don't know how to make you feel better.  

What's going on? We need to talk. 

 I'm no help to you, I never know what to say. 

 We need to fix this.  
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I wish we could just avoid the whole thing. 

 Let's talk about this and find an answer.  

Shut up! You're wrong! I'm not going to listen.  

It's your fault!  

And, I'm never going to help you.  

You will do as I say; I'm going to make you! 

It will work if we work together. We will work this thing out. 

Okay, I give up, whatever you want. 

I don't want to do this anymore, let's quit and leave it alone. 

This isn't going anywhere, let's just forget the whole thing, okay? 

If you won't do it, forget you; I'll just ask someone else. 

We need to figure out what the problem is together. 

You can't do anything. Get out of my way and let me do it. 

 


