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YOUNG CHILDREN'S SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS
WITH SIBLINGS AND FRIENDS

Brenda L. Volling, Ph. D., Lise M. Youngblade, Ph.D., Jay Belsky, Ph.D.

Relationships with a close friend and a younger sibling were investigated in 30
first-born young children. Greater positive affect and reciprocity were found be-
tween friends than between siblings. Limited support for the consistency of indi-
vidual differences in relationship quality across friend and sibling dyads was also
revealed. Implications for child development and future research are discussed.

he role of peer relationships for young
children’s social and sociocognitive
development has been of long standing in-
terest. Several theories hold that relations
with same-age peers contribute to the de-
velopment of children’s interpersonal com-
petence, conflict-resolution skills, perspec-
tive-taking, and social-reasoning skills (Pi-
aget, 1932; Sullivan, 1953; Youniss, 1980).
Indeed, poor peer relationships and peer re-
jection in childhood have been associated
with subsequent social difficulties in ado-
lescence and adulthood (Parker & Asher,
1987). Most peer relationship studies with
children focus either on peer acceptance
(e.g., popularity) or the development of
close friendships. The intimacy and famil-
iarity characteristic of children’s close friend-
ships are thought to facilitate the develop-
ment of a good sense of perspective, inter-
personal sensitivity, and companionship
(Furman & Buhrmester, 1985; Parker &
Gottman, 1989). Peer-group status and dy-

adic friendships are viewed as distinct do-
mains of children’s peer relationships (Bu-
kowski & Hoza, 1989, Parker & Asher,
1992), and recent work by Parker and
Asher (71993) has found that the quality of
children’s close friendships in middle child-
hood predict their feelings of loneliness
above and beyond the effect of peer-group
acceptance.

In addition to the close relationships
formed with friends, the sibling relation-
ship is also considered influential in the de-
velopment of young children’s social and
emotional understanding (Dunn 1983, 1988;
Howe, 1991). In fact, children’s perfor-
mance on perspective-taking tasks has been
related to individual differences in cooper-
ative and affectionate interaction between
preschool siblings (Dunn, Brown, Slom-
kowski, Tesla, & Youngblade, 1991). Pat-
terson (7986) has reported that the relation-
ship can also serve as a training ground for
the development of aggressive behavior,
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and Stocker (/994) found that sibling ri-
valry was associated with greater loneli-
ness and depression, as well as feelings of
low self-worth, in second graders.

The importance of friendships and sib-
ling relationships for children’s psycholog-
ical adjustment is now emerging, but few
studies have addressed the interplay be-
tween children’s friendships and sibling re-
lationships. Recent research has focused on
the linkages between family and peer rela-
tionships (Pettit, Dodge, & Brown, 1988,
Pettit, Harrist, Bates, & Dodge, 1991; Parke
& Ladd, 1992; Puttalaz, 1987), but much
of it has examined links with peer-group
acceptance rather than the quality of the
children’s friendships. Moreover, with the
notable exception of studies by Stocker and
Dunn (/990) and Stocker (/994), most of
this work has addressed the associations
between parent-child and peer relation-
ships and overlooked the connection be-
tween sibling and peer relationships. Inter-
action between parents and children is of-
ten complementary, whereas that between
siblings, due to the smaller difference in
age, is usually more reciprocal and egali-
tarian (Dunn, 1983). Thus, the interaction
among children, theoretically important for
the development of social-cognitive abili-
ties (Piaget, 1932; Sullivan, 1953), is like-
ly to include that amaong siblings, as well as
among peers. This being so, it would be
reasonable to expect similarities across
friendships and sibling relationships, par-
ticularly since both are relatively intense
dyadic relationships.

Because siblings differ in age, and older
children are often more dominant in their
interactions with a younger sibling, their
interaction may be complementary, as well
as reciprocal (Dunn, 1983). Therefore, chil-
dren’s interactions with younger siblings
may be quite different from those with
friends of the same age. In addition, the
characteristics and interaction histories of
dyadic participants (Hinde, 1979) will en-
gender for each a different relationship
with a sibling than with a friend.
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The study reported in this article was
part of a larger, longitudinal investigation
of children’s social development and fam-
ily relationships (Belsky, Youngblade, Ro-
vine, & Volling, 1991). The present study
sought to compare and contrast the rela-
tionships of first-born, preschool children
with a younger sibling and a close friend.
To this end, the study sought to examine
the reciprocal and complementary nature
of preschool children’s relationships with a
friend and a younger sibling; to determine
whether there were differences in affective
quality across sibling and friend dyads; and
to investigate consistency in individual dif-
ferences across young children’s friend-
ships and sibling relationships.

METHOD
Subjects

Subjects initially included 30 first-born
Caucasian children, their second-born sib-
lings, and the first-born siblings’ closest
friend. Information on the children was
gathered at two points in time over the
course of the larger study. Families had ini-
tially been recruited during the last tri-
mester of the mother’s pregnancy with the
first-born child and followed in detail
through the first year of the child’s life
(Belsky, Gilstrap, & Rovine, 1984). They
were later contacted and invited to partici-
pate in two follow-up investigations, first
when the older siblings were five (friend-
ship data collection phase), and second
when they were approximately six (sibling
data collection phase) years of age.

All the sibling families were maritally
intact, were either working- or middle-
class, and had a mean family income of
$33,454 at the time of the sibling phase of
the project. Fathers averaged 34.6 years
and mothers 32.6 years of age, while their
average education was 16 years and 15
years, respectively, at this time.

At the time of the friendship data collec-
tion, when the older sibling was five years
old, four of the 30 families declined to par-
ticipate; thus only 26 of the older siblings
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were observed with their close friend. The
mean age of the first-born child’s closest
friend was 4.9 years (range 4-6 years).
Twelve of the 15 first-born boys had same-
sex friends, and three an opposite-sex
friend; nine of the 11 first-born girls had a
same-sex friend and two an opposite-sex
friend. The children had been friends, on
average, for 38 months (SD=18 months).

The same 26 families participated in the
sibling data collection. At that time, the
older siblings averaged six years of age
(range 65-79 months), while their younger
siblings averaged 39.8 months (range 21—
56 months). The sibling dyads consisted of
seven brother and six sister pairs, eight
older brother-younger sister pairs, and five
older sister-younger brother pairs.

Procedure

The 26 five-year-olds were interviewed
with their close friend in a two-hour labo-
ratory situation (Youngblade & Belsky,
1992) during which the first-borns were
asked about their feelings with respect to
both their close friend and their younger
sibling. Maternal reports of quality of the
friendship were also collected at this time.

When the older child reached approxi-
mately six years of age, all families from
the larger study who had at least two pre-
school children were contacted for the sib-
ling phase (Volling & Belsky, 1992). Two
one-hour home observations were then
conducted in which children were observed
interacting with their second-born sibling.
Maternal reports of the quality of the sib-
ling relationship were gathered at this time.
Complete sibling and friend data were
available for 26 children.

A notable limit to the research design is
the possibility of a confound between age
and the relationship assessed. Because the
data are from an already existing data set,
no correction was possible. However,
many theoretical frameworks focusing on
the development of children’s social rela-
tionships, most notably those with peers
and friends (Parker & Gottman, [989;
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Yeates & Selman, 1989; Youniss, 1980), do
not propose substantial changes across the
early childhood period.

Measures: Friendship

Laboratory observations of friendship.
Data for the current report were taken from
the two free-play episodes of the eight
comprising the fifth-laboratory observation
procedure, since they most closely resem-
bled the free-play sessions between sib-
lings during home visits a year later. In the
first, ten-minute, unrestricted free-play epi-
sode, the children were shown four sets of
toys from which they jointly chose one.
They were then left alone to play as they
wished. In the second, 20-minute, re-
stricted free-play episode, several sets of
toys chosen to facilitate pretend play were
placed on a blanket and the children were
told they could play with any of the toys
but should stay on the blanket (no effort
was made to stop them wandering away).
From the videotape of the interaction, inde-
pendent observers coded both the dyadic
quality of the friendship and the behavior
of each child every 30 seconds, using five-
point rating scales. Cohen’s kappa coeffi-
cients of inter-rater reliability ranged from
.60 to .77, with a mean of .65.

Three ratings of dyadic friendship qual-
ity were used: /) positive connectedness—
interaction that included joint pleasure,
giggling, and laughing; 2) negative con-
nectedness—interaction that included con-
flicts, disagreements, and aversive ex-
changes; and 3) joint cognitive sophistica-
tion in play-—the quality of the children’s
play that showed how much cognitive
complexity the pair could manage collec-
tively (e.g., sustained sequences of pretend
play). Dyadic ratings were reduced, first by
summing each 30-second rating to create a
within-episode score, then by summing
across the restricted and unrestricted free-
play episodes to create composites of dyad
positivity, dyad negativity, and joint fan-
tasy play.

Behavior of both the target child and the
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friend were rated on three dimensions: //
negative initiations—spontaneous negative
or aversive bids (e.g., stealing toys) to the
other child that were not simply responses
to the other child’s actions; 2) positive ini-
tiations—spontaneous prosocial bids (e.g.,
sharing) to the other child that were not in
response to the other child’s actions; and 3)
positive reactions—prosocial behavior ex-
hibited by either child in response to a bid
by the other child (e.g., helping). Ratings
were summed to form total scores of nega-
tive initiations, positive initiations, and
positive reactions. To create close-to-equi-
valent variables across the sibling and
friend dyads, the positive initiation and
positive reaction variables were summed
together to create a prosocial behavior
score for both the child and the friend. In
an effort to reduce the ratio of subject to
variable and to increase construct validity
(Rushton, Brainerd, & Pressley, 1983), all
scores were then standardized and summed
to create the following two composites: /)
friendship conflict—the sum of dyad nega-
tivity and negative initiations by each of
the children; and 2) friendship coopera-
tion—the sum of dyadic positivity, joint
fantasy play, and prosocial behavior by
each of the children.

Children’s feelings. At the five-year as-
sessment, first-born children were also ad-
ministered the Smile Instrument (Young-
blade, 1990) which was adapted from the
Emotional Quality Subscale (EQS) of the
Rochester Assessment Package for Schools
(Wellborn & Connell, 1987). The EQS was
designed to assess children’s emotions in
close relationships, and internal consis-
tency estimates in previous work have
ranged from .75 to .84 (Mellor-Crummey,
1989). Children were asked how they felt
when they were with their sibling and
when they were with their friend. Four
emotions (happy. sad, excited, and angry)
were rated by the child by pointing to
drawings of faces displaying each emotion.
Verbal descriptions were given of each
face (often angry, pretty angry, sometimes
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angry, never angry). High scores indicated
more anger, sadness, excitement, or happi-
ness. The happy and excited scores were
combined to form composites of positive
feelings about the close friend and younger
sibling; the sad and angry scores were
summed to create a composite of negative
feelings.

Maternal reports. Mothers were asked to
rate eight items that described friendship
between the children, using five-point rat-
ing scales from l=never to S=always. A
Friendly scale was created by summing to-
gether three items that described how much
the children shared with each other, had
fun together, and enjoyed each other’s
company (Cronbach’s alpha=.65). An Un-
friendly scale was created from five items
describing how much or often the children
yelled, hit, teased, tattled on, and disliked
each other (Cronbach’s alpha=.73).

Intercorrelations between all the mea-
sures of children’s friendships (i.e., obser-
vations, child’s feelings, and maternal re-
ports) revealed no significant associations.

Measures: Sibling Relationship

Home observations. When the older child
was six years old, two one-hour home ob-
servations of sibling interaction were sche-
duled, two weeks apart. Siblings were in-
vited to play with one of two Fisher-Price
play sets brought to the home by the ob-
server, along with a bag of toys (e.g., baby
doll, spaceship). Each visit was audiotaped.

Based on observational research by Pettit
and Bates (/990), four behavioral events
were identified as relevant to the study of
sibling interaction: dyadic conflict, shared
positive affect, prosocial behavior, and the
level of playful dyadic engagement. Each
event was written up at the time of occur-
rence, and these records were supple-
mented later by reviewing the audiotape.
Sibling interaction was then coded by three
independent raters who had not coded prior
information on the friendship dyads. Inter-
rater reliability, calculated on a random ten
of the total 60 records of home observa-
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tions using Cohen’s kappa, ranged from
.52 to .81, with a mean of .71.

Each conflict between siblings was rated
on a five-point scale ranging from I=unre-
ciprocated agonistic behavior with minimal
negative affect (e.g., one child taking a toy
with no resistance from the other) to
5=highly destructive and hostile encoun-
ters between siblings. The initiator of the
conflict episode was also noted. Total
scores for conflict inititations and the dy-
adic conflict ratings were created by sum-
ming across the two home visits, and a
composite score of sibling conflict was
formed by standardizing each variable and
summing them together.

To assess the cooperative nature of sib-
ling interaction, prosocial inititations, level
of sibling play, and shared positive affect
were coded from the behavioral records.
Each initiation of a prosocial act (e.g.,
teaching, comforting) was noted and later
coded from the behavioral record. Simi-
larly, the extent of shared positive affect
between siblings was rated from the narra-
tive transcripts along a three-point scale,
from l=exchange of only brief smiles to
3=frequent sharing of positive affect and
mutual enjoyment (e.g., laughing during
fantasy play).

Sibling play episodes were also noted
and later coded as follows for engagement
level: /) nonsocial play-—children not in close
proximity, each focused on individual
tasks; 2) bystander play—one focused on
an activity and the other watching nearby;
3) parallel play—both focused on a joint
activity but no reciprocal interaction in-
volving turn-taking; 4) cooperative play—
both involved in play with a common goal
involving turn-taking; and 5) cooperative
pretend play—both cooperatively engaged
in a shared fantasy theme. Total scores were
created by summing across the two visits,
and a composite of sibling cooperation was
formed after standardizing each variable
and summing together the scores on proso-
cial initiations (older and younger sibling)
with the play and positive affect ratings.
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Maternal reports. Mothers of the sib-
lings were asked to rate eight items on a
five-point scale, ranging from 1=never to
5=always, to describe the quality of the sib-
ling relationship. The items were identical
to those they completed at the five-year
phase for quality of friendship, and in-
cluded a Friendly (Cronbach’s alpha=.66)
and an Unfriendly (Cronbach’s alpha=.63)
dimension of the sibling relationship.

Intercorrelations calculated among the
sibling relationship variables (e.g., obser-
vations, maternal, and child reports) re-
vealed several significant associations.
First, sixth-year maternal reports of Friend-
ly sibling behavior were inversely related
to maternal reports of Unfriendly sibling
behavior (r=-.46, p<.01). First-born chil-
dren’s reports of negative feelings about
their siblings at five years were inversely
related to their positive feelings about
those siblings (r=-59, p<.01), and positive-
ly associated with their mother’s reports of
Friendly sibling behavior at six years (r=
S1, p<.0l).

RESULTS
Preliminary Analyses

The first set of analyses examined the as-
sociations between various family structure
variables (i.e., age and gender of the child,
age difference between siblings) and the
sibling and friend measures. A scries of
2(older sibling gender) X 2(younger sibling
gender) ANOVAs using the sibling rela-
tionship variables revealed no significant
main effects or interactions of the chil-
dren’s gender. Therefore, the combined sam-
ple was used in all subsequent analyses.
The small number of children with op-
posite-sex friends precluded a similar anal-
ysis for the friendship variables.

No significant associations were found
between the age difference of the siblings
and any of the relationship indicators for
friends or siblings, but significant positive
correlations were found between the age of
the older child and observed sibling coop-
eration (r=42, p<.05) and observed friend
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cooperation (r=.47, p<.05). In all subse-
quent analyses using the observational
measures of sibling and friend cooperation,
the age of the older child was statistically
controlled.

Reciprocity in Relationships

To discover whether children’s role in
their relationship with their younger sibling
differed from that with the close friend,
mean differences were examined in the
prosocial and conflict behavior of each
child with the friend and with the sibling.
Paired ¢-tests revealed significant differ-
ences in the frequency that prosocial acts,
#(29)=8.38, p<.0001, and conflict, #(29)=
3.24, p<.01, were initiated by the older and
younger sibling. Older siblings were sig-
nificantly more likely than their younger
siblings to initiate prosocial (M=7.23 vs.
1.93) and conflict behavior (M=19.23 vs.
12.36). No significant mean differences
were found in the extent to which prosocial
or agonistic behavior was exchanged be-
tween the first-born child and the close
friend.

Differences in sibling and friend rela-
tionships were further investigated by con-
ducting paired t-tests for the children’s re-
ports of negative and positive feelings, and
for their mothers’ reports of friendly and
unfriendly interaction. The standardized
observational measures were not included
in this analysis, as standardization of the
variables set the means for these compos-
ites to zero and mean comparisons were
therefore not possible. Significant differ-
ences were apparent for the child’s reports
of positive feelings toward sibling and
friend, #(22)=-2.18, p<.05, and for the
mother’s reports of both Friendly behavior,
1(25)=-.76, p<.0001, and Unfriendly behav-
jor £25)=8.10, p<.0001. First-born children
reported more positive feelings about their
friends (M=7.0, SD=1.4) than they did
about their younger siblings at five years
(M=6.0, SD=2.1). Similarly, their mothers
reported more friendly behavior between
friends at five years (M=13.0, SD=1.2)
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than between siblings at six years (M=11.6,
SD=1.1) and more unfriendly behavior be-
tween siblings at six years (M=16.1, SD=
2.0) than between friends at five years
{M=10.5, SD=2.9).

Individual Differences in Relationships

In examining consistency across rela-
tionships, correlations between the friend
and sibling variables revealed that when
first-born children reported more negative
feelings for their friend at five years, they
were more likely to cooperate with a sib-
ling at six years (partial =42, p<.05). In
addition, when mothers reported more friend-
ly relations between the two friends at five
vears, the older children were significantly
more likely to report negative feelings for
their younger sibling at this time (»=.50,
p<.01). Mothers’ reports of positive friend-
ship quality at five years were positively
correlated with their reports of friendly sib-
ling relations at six years (r= .49, p<.01).
There was also a marginal association be-
tween laboratory observations of friend
conflict at five years and home observa-
tions of sibling conflict at six years (»=.33,
p<.10). In addition, children who reported
more positive feelings about their close
friend at five years were also observed in
significantly less sibling conflict at six
years (r=-.45, p<.05), and to have mothers
who reported less unfriendly behavior be-
tween the siblings (+=-.46, p<.05). In sum,
the correlational findings provided rather
limited evidence for consistency across
sibling and friend relationships.

DISCUSSION

The findings from the current study sug-
gest that young children’s relationships
with a close friend are more reciprocal and
egalitarian than those with a younger sib-
ling. Older siblings were much more likely
to initiate conflict and prosocial behavior
while interacting with their younger sib-
ling, but displayed no differences in the ex-
tent of negative and positive behavior initi-
ated with the friend. The finding that older
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siblings initiated more conflict and proso-
cial behavior than did younger siblings is
consistent with earlier studies documenting
the leadership role played by older children
in such relationships (4bramovitch, Corter,
& Lando, 1979; Dunn & Kendrick, 1982;
Lamb, 1978). The current results contribute
to the existing literature in documenting
more reciprocal interactions of young chil-
dren with a close friend than with a
younger sibling—a finding similar to that
reported in samples of school-age children
(Brody, Stoneman, & MacKinnon, 1982).
Because differences in reciprocity and
complementarity exist across the sibling
and friend dyads, each of these relation-
ships may make a unique contribution to
children’s social development and psycho-
logical adjustment. Consistent with Piage-
tian notions, the reciprocity found between
close friends in this study may foster the
development of children’s interpersonal
sensitivity, moral reasoning skills, and per-
spective-taking. The asymmetry noted be-
tween siblings suggests that sibling interac-
tion may have potentially different devel-
opmental implications for older and younger
children in the family. Indeed, this asym-
metry in sibling interaction is often under-
scored by behavioral geneticists as an as-
pect of the nonshared family environment
responsible, in part, for differences in per-
sonality, intelligence, and psychopatholo-
gy between siblings (Dunn & Plomin,
1990; Plomin & Daniels, 1987). In other
words, these behavioral differences be-
tween siblings provide different interactive
contexts for the two children (e.g., the ol-
der is bossier and more controlling to the
younger), and this can result in different
developmental outcomes for each child.
Not only did sibling and friend dyads
differ with respect to the reciprocity of in-
teraction between participants, but the af-
fective nature of these relationships also
differed. Friendships were seen by mothers
as more friendly and less unfriendly than
were children’s sibling relationships, and
older children were likely to report more
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positive feelings about their friends than
about their siblings. These findings are
consistent with earlier work reporting that
first-born children are more prosocial and
playful with a friend than with a sibling
(Abramovitch, Corter, Pepler, & Stanhope,
1986) and make more positive and fewer
negative remarks about a friend than about
a sibling (Stillwell, 1985).

Why should it be the case, though, that
children’s friendships are more positive
than their sibling relationships? It is possi-
ble that children have different goals in
friendships than in sibling relationships,
and that different social rules govern their
behavior in these relationships. As Shantz
and Hobart (7/989) have pointed out, friend-
ships and sibling relationships place differ-
ent demands on children; the former may
promote connectedness between children,
whereas the latter may foster the develop-
ment of individuation. Because children
tend to choose their friends, the establish-
ment and maintenance of friendships are
often based on mutual regard, cooperation,
and trust. Conflicts must be handled diplo-
matically, and a degree of cooperation and
mutual regard maintained to ensure contin-
uation of the relationship. Siblings, on the
other hand, share many common resources
and often fight about personal property,
parental attention, and privacy (Raffaelli,
1989).Repeated conflict may result in more
negative feelings toward a sibling than to-
ward a close friend and, because the sibling
relationship is maintained through family
ties, there is less need to focus on positive
feelings to continue the relationship. At the
same time, the nature of social conflict re-
quires that the child take a stand against
others and others take one against the
child—acts that may encourage individua-
tion and a sense of self (Shantz & Hobart,
1989).

Consistency in individual differences
across young children’s friendships and
sibling relationships was found to be lim-
ited. Maternal reports indicated that friend-
ly interaction between friends at five years
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was positively associated with friendly in-
teraction between siblings at six. Similarly,
there was a trend for observed conflict with
friends at five to be related to observed sib-
ling conflict at six. In general, though, the
findings suggest that, while the two kinds
of relationship have some dimensions in
common (e.g., warmth and friendliness),
each has unique properties and serves dif-
ferent purposes. The relative independence
of certain relationship dimensions across
sibling and friend dyads suggests that each
relationship may make independent contri-
butions to children’s adjustment and social
development.

Several inverse associations that were
found between the quality of friendship
and sibling relationships deserve comment.
It is possible that the findings reflect ran-
dom error in the data; further research
should attempt to replicate the current re-
sults. On the other hand, the findings are
consistent with a growing body of litera-
ture underscoring the compensatory role of
children’s social relationships. It is quite
likely that multiple processes mediate the
connections between children’s friend and
sibling relationships, and that children may
compensate for deficiencies in their social
relationships (East & Rook, 1992; Stocker,
1994). In the present study, children re-
ported more negative feelings about their
siblings when mothers reported more
friendly behavior between the children and
their friends at five years. A similar associ-
ation was found in a study of 5-10-year-
old children (Stocker and Dunn, 1990) in
which maternal reports of sibling hostility
were positively correlated with children’s
reports of friendship closeness. In the cur-
rent study, those children reporting more
negative feelings for their friend at five
years were observed to cooperate more
with their sibling at six; this is consistent
with East and Rook’s (1992) results indica-
ting that children isolated by their school-
age peers perceived their friendships as
least supportive and their favorite sibling
relationship as most supportive.
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The processes potentially responsible for
these compensatory linkages between the
sibling and friend dyads should be consid-
ered. One possibility is that children ac-
tively seek out warmth and support in so-
cial relationships with friends if it is not
forthcoming in their family relationships,
or vice versa (Dunn & McGuire, 1992;
East & Rook, 1992). Dunn (1993) offered
another plausible explanation for compen-
satory associations, arguing that children’s
developing capacity for social understand-
ing emerges from experiences in sibling
conflict and that these cognitive advances
allow the child to develop a close relation-
ship with a friend. Collectively, these find-
ings underscore the many different func-
tions that young children’s social relation-
ships may serve (Furman & Buhrmester,
1985) and the possibility that multiple pro-
cesses are responsible for the connections
between their social relationships (Dunn,
1993).

In addition, the social world of young
children includes many other participants
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Children’s friend-
ships and sibling relationships are embed-
ded within a complex social network that
includes parents, teachers, extended fam-
ily, and neighbors. The focus of the present
study on only two dyads may at least par-
tially explain the limited findings.

Several caveats should be mentioned re-
garding the generalizability of these find-
ings. First, because the children’s friend-
ship and sibling relationships were as-
sessed at different ages, there is a potential
confound between age and the relationship
assessed. Although most theoretical discus-
sions of the development of children’s so-
cial relationships underscore the changes
between the early and middle childhood
years (Parker & Gottman, 1989), it is pos-
sible that the age of the child at the time of
assessment played some part in the associa-
tions found. Second, first-born children
and their relationships with a younger sib-
ling and a close friend were the focus of
the present study. Different findings might
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emerge in examining differences and simi-
larities across a second-born’s relationships
with an older sibling and a close friend.
The effect of birth-order on such relation-
ship patterns is a matter for further study.
Third, the processes responsible for linking
sibling and friend relationships may not be
the same as those mediating the connec-
tions between children’s sibling relation-
ships and their peer-group acceptance. Fi-
nally, the linkages examined involved the
social relationships of preschool children.
It is highly likely that as children reach
middle childhood and adolescence and ac-
quire a greater capacity for emotional and
social understanding, different processes
will mediate the linkages (Dunn, [993).

Although the current findings need repli-
cation before they can be regarded with
confidence, they provide a direction for fu-
ture research that examines not only the de-
velopment of young children’s social rela-
tionships with siblings and friends, but also
the unique ways in which these relation-
ships contribute to the children’s psychoso-
cial functioning.
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