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Abstract

PARENTAL PERCEPTIONS AND EXPERIENCES OF PHYSICAL AND EMOTIONAL
VIOLENCE BETWEEN SIBLINGS: A MIXED-METHODS, COMPARATIVE CASE
STUDY

Nathan Hugh Perkins,

A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of
Philosophy at Virginia Commonwealth University

Virginia Commonwealth University, 2014

Chair: Mary Katherine O’Connor, PhD
Professor
School of Social Work

Sibling violence is a common occurrence for many children yet this form of family violence has
received minimal attention in research compared to other forms of child maltreatment. With
parents as an integral component in the lives of many children, parental perceptions and
experiences of violence between siblings are important to understand. Furthermore, with the
increased variation in family structures within society, inclusion of multiple types of families in
research is necessary to encompass a broad understanding of sibling violence. This case study

included seven parents from four different family structures to examine their perceptions and
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experiences of physical and emotional violence between siblings. Three phases of data collection
including both quantitative and qualitative data gathered information about participants’
experiences with siblings in childhood, witnessed behaviors between children, behaviors
associated with sibling violence and sibling rivalry, and labels used to refer to violence between
siblings. Participants were also presented with several case scenarios depicting various sibling
interactions in which they processed the degree to which they found the behaviors violent or
non-violent. Findings indicate that family structure is less important than past and present
environmental and contextual factors in understanding participant differentiation between
problematic and non-problematic behaviors between siblings. Data from all three phases helped
in the construction of a parental decision-making model of sibling interaction that included
consideration of past experiences, children factors, the context of interaction, and family rules
when classifying behaviors. Implications of the findings for social work direct practice, policy
aimed at addressing violence between siblings, advocacy through parental education, social work

education, and future directions for research in the area of sibling violence are presented.

www.manaraa.com



Sibling violence may be so common in families that we fail to recognize it as violence.
—Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz

Our children are going to have a whole host of problems, but I really hope
that they never think violence is okay. That’s my goal.
—Parent from Case Study
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Chapter One: Statement of Problem

Introduction

He sat there listening to his client discuss the physical and emotional violence she
experienced as a child. His client divulged the tremendous violence she had encountered with
her siblings and he was amazed to hear this. One incident she mentioned centered on a violent
altercation she had with her older sister. They had been discussing how her sister’s live-in
boyfriend had been treating her poorly and her sister denied that she had been treated badly.
With substantial stress in her voice, his client mentioned that verbal attacks between them
ensued which eventually escalated into physical violence. She discussed in great detail how her
sister had hit her with a broom and caused lacerations to her forehead. In retaliation, his client
disclosed how she punched her sister in the face repeatedly to make sure she was hurt.
According to her, this was not an isolated event and that violence between her and her siblings
was commonplace. She continued to discuss how violence was a common aspect of her
relationships with all of her siblings, even her brother. His client discussed being so enraged
that she would stop at nothing to make sure her siblings got what was coming to them for the
things they did to her. The violence was so bad between her and her siblings that it affected their
current relationships to the point that she and her older sister rarely communicated. She felt
alone.

She was undoubtedly affected by her experiences, and the violence she encountered was

affecting her current relationships. She discussed how she felt her relationships with her siblings
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prevented her from having friends, certainly no friends she would consider close. She always
wondered if her interactions with potential friends would lead to violence or rejection. His client
was constantly on guard for fear of being rejected or victimized both emotionally and physically
by people with whom she had contact.

While in school, siblings were never mentioned in his classes on violence in families. He
distinctly remembered learning about intimate partner violence, child abuse and neglect, elder
abuse, but never violence between siblings. As he continued listening to the various types of
physical and emotional violence she both initiated and received with her siblings, he wondered
how common violence was between siblings. Surely this was not something many children
experience with a sibling. How could the violence his client had experienced be normal? He
thought surely her experience was an anomaly.

His client then mentioned something that struck him as very odd—her parents did not do
anything to address the violence between her and her siblings. She discussed that her parents
often ignored the violent situations and even dismissed them as normal occurrences for siblings.
With tears in her eyes, his client talked about how her parents would ignore her existence as
punishment for the violence she initiated with siblings. For days, her parents would not talk to
her, not set a place for her at dinner, and basically temporarily scratch her name off as a
member of the family. Unfortunately, her siblings learned to interact with her in the same way
and often used ignoring as a weapon against her when she did something they did not like, even
if what she did was not violent in nature.

How could her parents not have addressed what was going on in her home? s this a
common reaction for parents to have when confronted with violence between their children?

How could they not have seen that their other children were going to learn what they initiated
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which just bred more emotional violence? He wondered if this happened in all types of families.
Do parents from all types of families view this type of violence similarly? The session ended and
the client left, but the questions about sibling violence and how parents view it remained.

Time and time again | heard clients discuss their violent experiences with their siblings.
Whether those experiences happened when they were children or whether | was working with a
child who was actively violent with a sibling, hearing the stories of my clients heightened my
curiosity about violence between siblings. Were the instances | was hearing about commonplace
or were my clients experiencing something that was atypical because they were themselves
atypical for needing treatment? The literature | found addressing violence between siblings
suggested that this form of family violence was not only common, but occurred for many
children and had numerous negative outcomes.

As | continued my search for answers to understand sibling violence as a phenomenon,
the questions continued. | delved deeper into the literature and questions about the differential
usage of labels and definitions (and lack thereof), the differences between violence between
siblings and sibling rivalry and the behaviors associated with each, whether this occurs in all
types of families and is intergenerational, and how parents felt about sibling violence all
emerged. These areas became focal points for me as they had been left out of the sibling violence
research and literature. It became clear to me that in order to learn how to intervene as a social
worker to help children and families who experience this form of family violence, | first needed
to know more about violence between siblings. It is my intention with the research that follows
to provide further insight into an often unrecognized form of violence many experience. My

goal is to contribute to providing mechanisms for intervention and prevention of sibling violence.
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Sibling Violence

In their seminal book, Behind Closed Doors, Violence in the American Family (1980),
Murray Straus, Richard Gelles, and Susan Steinmetz presented results from a national sample of
American families in 1976 that focused on violent behavior. This was the first time that
information related to sibling violence was collected and presented as a result of a large-scale
national data collection on family violence (Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980). The participants
for the surveys were parents, both women and men. While this study was conducted 25 years
ago, it serves as an influential guide that brought violence between siblings into the discussion of
family violence.

The study by Straus, Gelles, and Steinmetz (1980) helped present violence between
siblings as a problematic phenomenon noting that four out of every five (80%) children between
the ages of three and seventeen experience violent behavior with a sibling in any given year. The
study conducted by the authors presents a bleak picture of sibling violence permeating many
families with more than one child. What the study did not discuss were the perceptions of those
experiences by the parents who were providing the information. Parents were only asked about
behaviors in the study and, therefore, the meaning associated with the violent behaviors between
their children was not obtained. While this is helpful in understanding what violent behaviors
parents witness in the home, it does not help in understanding how parents think about those
behaviors. Information regarding how parents think about what they witness is important for
defining it as either problematic or normal.

Since the study of Straus, Gelles, and Steinmetz (1980), the research in the area of
violence between siblings has increased minimally. Today, physical abuse between siblings has

been noted as a consideration for family and public health (Sprang, 2011) and even for criminal
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justice systems (Krienert & Walsh, 2011). Rapoza, Cook, Zaveri, and Malley-Morrison (2010)
have noted sibling abuse is recognized by individuals from many cultures (Native American,
Latino/Hispanic, African American, European American, Asian Pacific American, and South
Asian American) in the United States. Research on sibling violence in Canada has demonstrated
it as a problem for families (Ellis & DeKeseredy, 1994) and the need for continued examination
in Canada has been discussed (DeKeseredy & Ellis, 1997). Despite the recognition of sibling
violence as a problem in various cultural contexts, the amount of research on this phenomenon is
scant.

As siblings are considered a subset of the familial system (Minuchin, 1974; Minuchin &
Fishman, 1981), sibling violence can be conceptualized under the umbrella of family violence.
While violent behavior between siblings can be considered a form of violence within the family,
this phenomenon often receives less attention than other forms of family violence (Straus,
Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980; 2006). When compared to the amount of literature and research that
exists regarding child abuse and neglect as well as other forms of familial violence across the life
span, sibling violence has been minimally considered. Parent-to-child violence and violence
directed towards a female partner often take center stage in the family violence literature. Gelles
(1994) describes this differential stance stating:

There has been less historical and current interest in sibling violence...compared with

concern about violence toward children and women in families. In part, this is because

social concern for victims of family violence is tied to the perceived powerlessness and
helplessness of the victims. Thus there is greater social concern for violence toward

infants and young children than violence towards adolescents... (p.263)
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If children are perpetrating violence towards their siblings as research demonstrates, would this
not be justification for investigations aimed at including this form of violence in the research and
knowledge of family violence? Most researchers of violence in the family system would
undoubtedly say, “Yes,” yet it remains very under-investigated and deserves continued attention.

Correlations and consequences of physical and emotional sibling violence.
Research has demonstrated that children at any age can experience violence from a sibling (see
Finkelhor, Turner, & Ormrod, 2005, 2006; Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980, 2006 ) and suffer
negative consequences because of it in adulthood (Wiehe, 1997). Some research has considered
factors that may contribute to the occurrence of violence between siblings (see Haj-Yahiai, &
Dawud-Noursi, 1998; Hoffman, Kiecolt, & Edwards, 2005; Green, 1984; Steinmetz, 1977b,
1978; Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980 ). Other research has focused on the consequences of
sibling violence (see Bank, Patterson, & Reid, 1996; Duncan, 1999; Graham-Bermann, Cutler,

Litzenberger, & Schwartz, 1994; Milosh, 1992; Stormshak, Bellanti, & Bierman, 1996; Wiehe,
1997). It should be noted, however, that the literature focusing on both causes and consequences
of violence between siblings is small. Also, much of the research that has focused on these areas
lacks rigor and contains problematic definitional issues. Some of the literature in the area of
sibling violence mentions variables that may be associated with the phenomenon with the ideas
being conceptual in nature and not tested. This confounds the notion of what can be definitively
considered as causes and consequences of sibling violence due to the lack of connection to
theory. Without testing the hypotheses and connections proposed by many of the researchers in
the area of sibling violence, ideas may have merit; but there is no specific, scientific evidence to

support or substantiate their claims.
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Factors contributing to sibling violence are varied. Caspi (2012) noted that considering
associations with sibling violence may be more logical as many of the factors associated with
sibling violence may be difficult to list as causes. This is due to the inability to determine which
variable precipitated the other. For example, family stress and parental discord (Hoffman,
Kiecolt, & Edwards, 2005) have been found to be associated with sibling violence, yet the
authors did not directly explain directional associations. Therefore, it is possible that family
stress could be a result of sibling violence or that stress in the family system could result in
violence between siblings. Without directional explication, factors deemed to cause sibling
violence are difficult to determine.

Some factors that have been associated with violence between siblings include gender
and sibling dyad combination (Buhrmester & Furman, 1990; Goodwin & Roscoe, 1990;
Hetherington, 1988; Hoffman, Kiecolt, & Edwards, 2005; Mangold & Koski, 1990; Roscoe,
Goodwin, & Kennedy, 1987; Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980; Straus & Gelles, 1990), age
(Noland, Liller, McDermott, Coulter, & Seraphine, 2004; Roscoe, Goodwin, & Kennedy, 1987;
Steinmetz, 1977; Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980), and income (Eriksen & Jensen, 2006). It
should be noted, however, that Hoffman, Kiecolt, and Edwards (2005) and Wiehe (1997) found
evidence that income may not predict sibling violence. The interpretation of this by the authors is
that sibling violence can happen in any home regardless of income.

Although the evidence is minimal, several studies have addressed the connection between
sibling violence and family structure. MacKinnon (1989) found siblings from divorced families
to be more violent than those siblings from biological, two-parent families. Finkelhor, Ormrod,
and Turner (2007) found sibling violence to occur more in blended and single-parent families,

whereas others have noted more violence between siblings living in biological, two-parent
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homes (Hoffman, Kiecolt, & Edwards, 2005). Deater-Deckard, Dunn, and Lussier (2002) found
sibling negativity (as defined by conflict and aggression) to be higher in single-parent families.
The understanding of family structure and sibling violence is inconclusive given current
research. This highlights the needs to incorporate more research that strives to understand the
intersection of violence between siblings and various family forms.

One aspect of sibling violence that pertains to all family structures is the absence of
policy. The phenomenon of sibling violence has yet to be considered a social problem. Reasons
for this may include disagreement about whether violence between siblings constitutes a problem
in families. Conflict and violence between siblings may be dismissed due to parents labeling the
behavior sibling rivalry and normative in nature. Until now research investigating how and why
parents label certain behaviors as problematic or normal has not been completed. Using excuses
that minimize sibling violence is inappropriate, and “a differentiation must be made between
‘sibling rivalry’ and ‘sibling abuse’” (Wiehe, 1997, p. 4). Once this distinction has been made,
policy may be considered to address those behaviors deemed abusive.

The research that has been conducted in the area of sibling violence has identified
important consequences of sibling violence. Psychological problems (Dunn, 1999), dating
violence (Noland, Liller, McDermott, Coulter, & Seraphine, 2004; Reese-Weber, 2008;
Simonelli, Mullis, Elliot, & Pierce, 2002), and depression, eating disorders, and interpersonal
relationship problems (Wiehe, 1997) have all been linked to sibling violence. In his qualitative
study of adults with an average age of 37, Wiehe (1997) notes that respondents attribute many of
their problematic functioning to their violent experiences with siblings in childhood. Again,

Caspi (2012) highlights the problems with directionality between sibling violence and other
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factors. While more research is certainly needed to better understand consequences of sibling
violence, the repercussions of this form of family violence are evident.

Missing contextual factors in sibling violence research and literature. The research
that does exist in the area of sibling violence is limited in its efforts to address contextual
variables that deserve consideration. An examination of the variables related to the context of
this phenomenon is necessary. In the case of sibling violence, several variables such as family
structure, socioeconomic status, and environmental factors, such as perceptions of parents
regarding violence between their children, have been minimally considered in their connection to
this phenomenon. Parental voice, intergenerational transmission of sibling violence, and family
structures are variables deserving attention for the role they play in sibling violence, but have
been insufficiently included in the research.

Parental Perspective. Caffaro (2011) stated that “the inability to include direct
perspectives of all family members or siblings not directly involved in the abuse limits our
understanding of the family dynamics involved in sibling violence” (p. 267). Most of the
literature regarding violence between siblings has not included the parental perspective. While
some studies have asked parents to note violent behaviors they have witnessed between their
children (Eriksen & Jensen, 2006, 2009; Finkelhor, Turner, & Ormrod, 2006; Straus, Gelles, &
Steinmetz, 1980, 2006), studies have not included their perceptions of the violence they witness.
With parents as the caretakers of children with a certain responsibility for their behaviors,
parental experiences and voice regarding violence between their children is important to
ascertain.

An understanding of how parents perceive and experience violence between their

children will allow for researchers to begin discussion of how to intervene when sibling violence
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exists as well as how to prevent it from happening. Kiselica and Morrill-Richards (2007) noted
that children are at a substantial risk of engaging in sibling violence if their parents are unable to
help them resolve disputes. Research has shown, however, that some parents dismiss, ignore, and
minimize the occurrence of sibling violence (Wiche, 1997). Despite the idea that “one of the
most promising approaches to prevention involves assisting families with parenting
responsibilities” (Kiselica & Morrill-Richards, 2007, p.158), efforts at intervening may be
misguided until it is known how parents decide what is problematic behavior between their
children.

Intergenerational Transmission of Sibling Violence. Markowitz (2001) highlighted that
there is minimal evidence that learned attitudes help explain violence in the intergenerational
context. The author also noted that parents are likely to be influential in their children’s learned
attitudes and the behaviors in which they engage. Therefore, parents are potentially influential in
how sibling violence in transmitted intergenerationally even if children never witness their
parents in a violent or conflictual context. An understanding of how parents may contribute to
intergenerational transmission of sibling violence can help in the exploration of ways in which
violence is transmitted and prevented.

In conjunction with the lack of parental perceptions of sibling violence in the literature is
the lack of consideration for potential intergenerational transmission of this type of violence in
family systems. While siblings are typically considered as being members of the same
generational cohort, behaviors and beliefs about emotional and physical violence between
siblings can potentially cross generations. Family systems theory (Bowen, 1966) and social
learning theory (Bandura, 1977) may potentially speak to how sibling violence can be

transmitted across generations as “abuse and the tolerance of abuse tend to be taught in families
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from generation to generation” (McGoldrick, Broken Nose, & Potenza, 1999, p. 471). The
intersection of these theories and how they collectively speak to sibling violence has not been
examined in the literature. However, studies incorporating theoretical frameworks to be used in
interventions for sibling abuse are needed (Caffaro, 2011).

Family Structures. Another contextual factor missing from the sibling violence literature
is that of family structures. Today, many different types of families with children exist. When
considering sibling violence, however, most of the research has focused on two-parent,
biological families containing a mother and a father. Single-parent and blended families have
been minimally considered (see Green, 1984; Hoffman, Kiecolt, & Edwards, 2005 for
examples), whereas same-sex families with children have been not been considered in the sibling
violence literature.

In their article on sibling maltreatment, Kiselica and Morrill-Richards (2007) discuss the
need to have all family members, including parents, in the counseling process to address violence
between siblings. Despite the notion that family types such as biological two-parent, blended,
single-parent, and same-sex headed are all considered legitimate for raising families (see Carter
& McGoldrick, 1999), it is possible that families of various structures experience sibling
violence differently. Parents from these assorted family structures may also perceive and
experience violence between their children differently; however, a comparison of these
differences has not yet been examined.

Inconsistencies in labeling and defining violence between siblings. Along with
missing contextual factors associated with sibling violence is the problematic way in which
violence between siblings has been labeled and defined in the literature. A plethora of labels to

refer to violence between siblings have been used in the literature including sibling abuse (e.g.
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Caffaro & Conn-Caffaro, 2005; Kiselica & Morrill-Richards, 2007; Wiehe, 1991, 1997, 1998),
sibling assault (e.g. Finkelhor & Dziuba-Leatherman, 1994; Finkelhor, Ormrod, Turner, &
Hamby, 2005), sibling conflict (e.g. Furman & Buhrmester, 1985a, 1985b; Garcia, Shaw,
Winslow, & Yaggi, 2000; Perozynski & Kramer, 1999; Reese-Weber & Kahn, 2005), sibling
violence (e.g. Noland, Liller, McDermott, Coulter, & Seraphine, 2004; Omer, Schorr-Sapir, &
Weinblatt, 2008; Steinmetz, 1981, Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980, 2006). The lack of
consistency in how labels are used has created confusion regarding what violent behaviors are

associated with particular labels. For example, Caspi’s (2012) conceptualized the terms “sibling

99 ¢¢ 99 ¢

abuse,” “sibling conflict,” “sibling violence,” and “sibling assault” as distinct concepts while
Noland, Liller, McDermott, Coulter, and Seraphine (2004) viewed the terms as synonymous.
This example is not an isolated case demonstrating the lack of cohesion surrounding how
violence between siblings is conceptualized in the research literature.

Authors and researchers of violence between siblings have used labels differently to refer
to different behaviors (Krienert & Walsh, 2011). This can lead to confusion in how violence in
the sibling subsystem is understood and contextualized. In their study of sibling violence in the
criminal justice system, Krienert and Walsh (2011) noted inconsistencies in how violence
between siblings has been defined. The authors noted that in studies of violence between siblings
“rarely do they include a legal definition of assault,” but also “the muddled conglomeration of
varying definitions leaves little opportunity for generalizations across studies” (p.332). Also,
many studies have failed to include a definition for what constitutes violent behavior leaving the

reader to assume what is meant. The combination of many labels used and the wide array of

definitions, or lack thereof, is problematic due to ambiguity.
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One way to begin to address this predicament is to begin to research how those affected
by sibling violence understand it. As parents are responsible for their children, parents can
provide insight as to what behaviors they believe to be problematic between children.
Knowledge about these behaviors and how parents make the decision as to what they find to be
concerning can help begin the process of consistency in label usage and definition of terms.

A more comprehensive understanding of how parents view sibling violence and the behaviors
associated with can help social work practitioners to educate parents when they are confronted
with addressing sibling violence in the family system.

Sibling violence and larger systemic issues. While, sibling violence is a phenomenon
entrapped in the context of the family, the repercussions of sibling violence can have systemic
implications for relationships outside of the family. Associated with the occurrence of violence
between siblings is dating violence (Noland, Liller, McDermott, Coulter, & Seraphine, 2004;
Reese-Weber, 2008; Simonelli, Mullis, Elliot, & Pierce, 2002), peer violence (Duncan, 1999;
Dunn & McGuire, 1992; Finkelhor, Turner, & Ormrod, 2006; MacKinnon-Lewis, Starnes,
Volling, & Johnson, 1997), and violence towards others in general (Mangold & Koski, 1990).
Sibling violence has even been found to be a predictor of violence in hypothetical situations
(Gully, Dengerink, Pepping, & Bergstrom, 1981). The potential implications sibling violence has
for other relationships highlight the need to intervene when this form of violence exists.

Sibling violence and its connection to bullying and peer violence. Sibling violence is a
phenomenon that has received minimal attention compared to other forms of family violence
(Straus, Gelles, Steinmetz, 1980; 2006), yet bullying is a phenomenon that has recently emerged
as a highly investigated topic. The connection between sibling violence and peer violence,

victimization, bullying, and relational aggression has been noted by several researchers (Duncan,
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1999; Dunn & McGuire, 1992; Finkelhor, Turner, & Ormrod, 2006; MacKinnon-Lewis, Starnes,
Volling, & Johnson, 1997; Menesini, Camodeca, & Nocentini, 2010; Ostrov, Crick, &
Strauffacher, 2006; Rothman, Johnson, Azrael, Hall, & Weinberg, 2010). These studies have
demonstrated a link between sibling violence and violence between peers; however, the
discussion about the link has been minimal. Ostrov, Crick, and Stauffacher (2006) have noted:

One of the most serious consequences of sibling aggression is that children often carry

these behaviors into new social contexts, particularly the peer group at school...children

learn particular behaviors and relational styles within family relationships and then

generalize what they have learned to friends and peers. (p. 243)

The sibling relationship may be where children are learning to be physically and emotionally
violent with peers. Despite sibling violence as a likely mechanism for eventual bullying and peer
violence, the research regarding peer violence and bullying has only minimally considered
violence between siblings when trying to understand the manifestation of violence between
peers. One way to better understand this connection may be to examine the contextual factors
associated with both sibling violence and bullying/peer victimization. A manner in which to
accomplish this may be to try and better understand the perspectives of all individuals confronted
with the phenomenon of sibling violence, especially those that have been excluded. One voice
deserving more attention is that of parents.

Sibling violence, bullying, and parental perspectives. In a recent study entitled “The
Missing Voice: Parents’ Perspectives of Bullying,” authors Sawyer, Mishna, Pepler, and Wiener
(2011) sought to include parents’ perceptions of bullying. The authors noted that missing from
the bullying literature has been how parents perceive bullying. Themes emerging from the

authors’ qualitative study included how parents define bullying; react to their children who have
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been bullied; their awareness of their children witnessing bullying, describe the effects of
bullying for their children, view gender and bullying, strategize to address bullying, and
experience difficulties related to their children discussing and disclosing being bullied. The
authors discussed that including parental perspectives is important in order to consider
interventions aimed at addressing bullying because parents need to have the tools necessary to
help their children when confronted with bullying.

Sibling violence is an area that has only minimally considered parental perspectives in
research. Knowing how parents define, understand, perceive, and experience sibling violence is
necessary given the importance of parents for children. With parents being the caretakers of
children, their perspectives on sibling violence can determine how it is addressed and are
imperative when considering mechanisms for all types of intervention.

Physical and emotional sibling violence, but not sexual sibling violence. It is
important here to point out that several researchers have noted the likelihood of co-occurrence of
physical, emotional, and sexual abuse between siblings (Caffaro & Conn-Caffaro, 1998; Wiehe,
1997). Research in the area of sibling violence, however, tends to focus on physical and
emotional violence with sexual abuse between siblings and sibling incest being separate research
areas. This has been evidenced in such ways as authors stating that “sibling abuse occurs in two
main forms: the act of physical violence between siblings and the act of incest” (Stock, 1993,
p.19). Justification for why these two areas are generally studied independently has not been
overtly discussed. Reasoning for this could be based on the distinction between physical and
emotional sibling violence and sibling sexual abuse and incest that exists in policy.

Sexual violence among siblings and policy. It is possible that the distinction exists

because sibling incest is a criminal behavior per policy standards, whereas emotional and
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physical violence between siblings is not considered criminal behavior (Wiehe, 1991).
According to Myers (1998) childhood sexual abuse is prohibited by law in each state of the U.S.
Although each state uses their own definitions and labels for the sexual behaviors that are
identified as criminal (Johnson, 2008), sexual violence against a child is prohibited throughout
the United States.

The same cannot be said for physical and emotional violence between siblings despite the
Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act (CAPTA; 1974). The federal definition of child
abuse and neglect created in CAPTA is “any recent act or failure to act on the part of a parent or
caretaker, which results in death, serious physical or emotional harm, sexual abuse, or
exploitation, or an act or failure to act which presents an imminent risk of serious harm”
(CAPTA, 1974). Within this definition lies the problem for considering physical and emotional
sibling violence. The definition provided in CAPTA makes parents (or caretakers) the
responsible party when a child experiences abuse or neglect. Research has shown parents to
minimize, ignore, and devalue the occurrence of violence between their children (Caffaro &
Conn-Caffaro, 1998; Wiehe, 1991; 1997), yet the reasons parents do this have minimally been
considered and to date have not been empirically examined.

For the purposes of the ensuing research, sibling incest and sexual abuse have not been
included for two reasons. First, given the nature of sexual contact between siblings already
defined as criminal there appears to be less ambiguity about the severity of this type of behavior.
Second, unlike sibling sexual violence where specific acts and behaviors are already defined as
problematic (criminal), behaviors associated with physical and emotional violence between
siblings are more ambiguous and are yet to be defined. Therefore, while both physical and

emotional sibling violence and sibling sexual abuse and incest are undeniably problematic, only
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physical and emotional sibling violence will be considered in this research process in an effort to
move towards the level of clarity currently present in the area of sibling sexual abuse.
Social Work and Sibling Violence

Two of the numerous goals for the social work profession are to combat social injustices
and provide interventions to marginalized populations. In the preamble of the National
Association of Social Work’s Code of Ethics (NASW, 2008), along with helping to empower
oppressed and vulnerable individuals, a:

Defining feature of social work is the profession’s focus on individual wellbeing in a

social context and the wellbeing of society. Fundamental to social work is attention to the

environmental forces that create, contribute to, and address problems in living. ( p.1)
Given the influence social workers have in working with individuals, families, and systems,
research in the area of sibling violence is warranted to help social workers address this form of
family violence. Social workers can be advocates for addressing violence between siblings,
especially as children are a vulnerable population and think they do not have a voice for
changing their incidents of violence with siblings (Wiehe, 1991; 1997; 2002). For children, who
are considered a vulnerable population, oppression at the hands of a sibling can be considered a
social injustice deserving attention.

Child welfare, mental health, and sibling violence. Within social work professional
practice, two areas with a substantial focus on children as a vulnerable population are child
welfare and children’s mental health. Although not commonly mentioned as a subset of either
child welfare or children’s mental health, the implications of sibling violence for both areas are
apparent. In their book on child maltreatment Miller-Perrin and Perrin (2007) discussed sibling

abuse as form of child maltreatment that is not typically considered. Also, Green (1984) in the

17

www.manaraa.com



title of his article on abusive behaviors by siblings labels sibling abuse as “child abuse by
siblings.” It has been stated that “child abuse is today the principle focus of child welfare
agencies, to the exclusion of nearly all other issues” (Lindsey, 2004, p.177). As the area of child
welfare includes the discussion of child abuse and neglect, one can envision how abusive
behaviors by siblings could be considered within child abuse and neglect. Violence against a
child, regardless the individual perpetrator, is still violence against a child; however, sibling
violence and abusive behaviors by siblings has been overlooked in the area of child abuse and
neglect.

Similar to the area of child abuse and neglect, children’s mental health has, for the most
part, disregarded the phenomenon of sibling violence. Aside from task-centered models that have
been presented in single-case design research (Caspi, 2008; Reid & Donovan, 1990) and an
intervention model that has been suggested, although not tested (Wiehe, 1997), research in the
area children’s mental health in social work regarding interventions in cases of sibling abuse is
miniscule. Wiehe (1997) has noted that adult survivors of sibling abuse can experience poor self-
esteem, problems with relationships, continued self-blame, sexual dysfunction, eating disorders,
substance abuse, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder. Mental health outcomes in
children who are experiencing or have experienced sibling violence, however, have been
overlooked in the research with most of the research being retrospective with college students.
Mental health outcomes for children experiencing sibling violence need to be assessed to
understand how to intervene and what areas of functioning need to be addressed.

While the ensuing research does not directly include mental health outcomes for children
exposed to sibling violence, it does take steps towards learning how to incorporate an

understanding of parents’ attitudes into the intervention process. Parental understanding of
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sibling violence may be associated with child mental health outcomes of the phenomenon of
sibling violence, which should be examined in future research. Before this connection can be
studied, however, a thorough understanding of parental perceptions and experiences of sibling
violence is needed first.

Interventions and sibling violence. To understand how to intervene for both addressing
sibling violence after it occurs or for preventing its occurrence, a thorough understanding of
parental perceptions of what constitutes problematic sibling interaction is needed, as parents are
the caretakers of children, responsible for their safely, growth and development. Stress within
family systems is an inevitable part of the family developmental process; however, parental
stress may be elevated by sibling negativity and conflict (Patterson, 1986). Parental perspectives
on how they experience violence between their children will provide insight into the decision-
making process parents encounter when faced with violence between their children. An
understanding of parents’ experiences with violence when they were children may lend support
to their perspectives and opinions about sibling violence as a problematic phenomenon, and thus
whether they are interested in and amendable to interventions related to sibling violence.

To address sibling violence, several interventions have been proposed. Reid and
Dononvan (1990) and Caspi (2008; 2012) have proposed task-centered treatment models social
workers can incorporate when working with families experiencing sibling violence. Despite the
potential for positive outcomes when using the treatment model, the inclusion of small samples
(one case in Reid & Donovan (1990) and three cases in Caspi (2008)) provides weak empirical
evidence to support the usage of these treatment models. Non-violent resistance has also been
proposed as an intervention to address violence against a sibling (Omer, Schorr-Sapir, &

Weinblatt, 2008), yet this form of conflict resolution has not been empirically tested. One
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empirical study including training and assessment of sibling conflict resolution skills (Thomas &
Roberts, 2009) showed inconsequential evidence to support using their model and the authors
noted the need for further research given the results.

The need for interventions aimed at addressing sibling violence is clear, yet of the sibling
violence intervention research and literature, none includes a discussion for how parents perceive
or understand sibling violence. Given this hole in the literature combined with problems in
defining violence behaviors between siblings, appropriate targeting of intervention efforts may
be misplaced. It has been found that some parents dismiss, ignore, blame the victim, and even
engage in abuse with a child that is directing violence toward a sibling (Wiehe, 1997; 2002).
Interventions with parents cannot be fully realized until a better grasp of their perspectives and
experiences are obtained. To intervene with parents requires a foundational knowledge of how
parents view sibling violence and what factors contribute to their thought processes.
Dissertation Overview

Regarding sibling conflict and violence, “increasing understanding of parental beliefs
may provide insight about the factors that lead parents to select certain strategies over others”
(Perozynski & Kramer, 1999, p.489). Research to elicit responses from parents from various
family structures may help to understand parental perspectives and experiences of sibling
violence so that some clarity can emerge about problem definitions and ways to intervene. The
following research attempts to answer the research question of “How do parents of various
family structures experience and perceive physical and emotional violence between their
children and their own siblings?”” Using social learning theory and family systems theory as
guides, a comparative case study methodology (Yin, 2009) will be used to answer the research

question.
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Within this dissertation, the literature review presented in Chapter 2 provides background
information to support the research project. Sibling violence as a problematic phenomenon is
presented by considering the prevalence, causes, consequences, connections to sibling rivalry,
and ways in which violence between siblings has been defined and labeled. The way in which
parents have been included in the literature on sibling violence is presented along with studies
demonstrating what parents have witnessed in terms of violence between their children. The
manner in which social learning theory and family systems theory have been used in the
literature to help understand violence between siblings is included. This is to demonstrate that
collectively these theories can better address sibling violence leading to an understanding of
intergenerational transmission of this form of violence. The way in which various family
structures have been addressed and not addressed in the sibling violence literature is discussed.
The end of the chapter focuses on the use of the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS; Straus, 1979) in
research related to sibling violence. The focus is on how behaviors associated violence have not
included parental voice to determine what they believe constitutes harmful, problematic behavior
between siblings.

In Chapter 3, the methodology section of this research process, centers on the use of the
case study methodology to answer the proposed research question. The case study provides a
useful way of addressing the research question, as sibling violence is a contemporary
phenomenon, unalterable by the author, and provides inclusion of multiple forms of data to help
understand the case (Yin, 2009). Case studies also have relevance for social work research as
they can help with assessment and interventions (Gilgun, 1994) and improving practitioner
education (Greenwood & Lowenthal, 2005). Parents from biological two-parent, blended, same-

sex, and single-parent families will be the units of analysis for the comparisons made within the
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case study. Including multiple forms of data for triangulation will assist in constructing a
rigorous model for the decision-making process parents engage in to determine what is
problematic behavior between their children and what is not.

With parents as the unit of analysis for the comparative case study, data collection
included obtaining quantitative and qualitative data from parents of four different family
structures. Based on the hypotheses related to the research question, participants were asked to
provide data at three data collections points. Participants filled out several quantitative scales to
measure their experiences of sibling violence with their siblings in childhood and between their
children. Parents were also asked to complete an instrument to assess behaviors they associate
with sibling violence and sibling rivalry, as well as an instrument that assessed their attitudes on
labels associated with physical and emotional violence between siblings.

In the second phase of data collection, participants were asked to engage in an interview
with their partner, if applicable. These qualitative data centered on understanding the
participants’ thoughts on sibling violence, sibling rivalry, violence between their children, and
past experiences. The data obtained were triangulated with the quantitative data for a better
understanding of the participants’ experiences and perceptions.

In the final phase, participants were provided four case scenarios depicting a
hypothesized interaction between two siblings. Participants were asked to engage in a dialogue
with their partner (single-parent was asked to process aloud) to determine if the scenario
represents sibling violence or sibling rivalry. Data collected from the third phase of data
collection was used to help elucidate the decision-making process parents undertake when
considering what constitutes problematic sibling interaction and what does not. These data were

also triangulated with data from the previous two data collection phases to allow for model
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construction--the goal of which is a better understanding of the decision-making process about
what is or is not sibling abuse from the perspectives of parents in the case study.

Results of the data analysis are presented in Chapter 4. Comparisons between parents
from different family structures are highlighted in matrices (Miles & Huberman, 1994) to allow
for presenting similarities and differences between parental responses from the different family
structures. Analysis related to the hypotheses was undertaken by tying the responses back to the
intersection of social learning theory and family systems theory to determine whether the
responses provided support analytic generalization (Yin, 1994, 2009). Subsequently, the analysis
was connected to intergenerational transmission of sibling violence as has been proposed by the
intersection of social learning theory and family systems theory.

Finally, Chapter 5 contains the discussion and implications of the findings from the
research. Within this chapter the results of the research project are connected to the current
literature on sibling violence. Particular focus is placed on the connection between social
learning theory, family systems theory, and parents for various family structures with
implications for social work education, practice and policy development. Given the results of the
research, applicability of the findings to the current state of the research and directions for
moving forward is suggested. Ideas for future testing of the model for parental decision-making
is also presented.

Summary

This project is designed to increase the understanding of sibling violence and how parents
from different family structures perceive and experience its existence. If violent behaviors occur
between siblings, an understanding of how parents view this behavior is important. Due to the

considerable lack of inclusion surrounding parental voice and family structure, examination of
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sibling violence with particular attention to these contexts is warranted. The phenomenon of
sibling violence cannot be better understood without consideration for all contextual variables
that may or may not influence its occurrence. This research project is needed in order to better
understand how these variables relate to violent behaviors between siblings, as well as to provide
a parental decision-making model as to what may constitute problematic behavior and what does
not. Intervention approaches need to include consideration for parental voice in addressing
sibling violence. Research that contains this perspective is needed. This research project does
just that. It has been noted that “effective intervention and prevention programs cannot be
developed until more reliable studies have been made” (Stock, 1993). An increased awareness of
how parents perceive and experience sibling violence will provide an understanding of the next
steps necessary to achieve the social work ideals of intervention and prevention.

In the next section, a review of the literature in the area of sibling violence is presented.
The prevalence and variables associated with sibling violence are presented along with ways in
which violent behavior between siblings has been labeled and defined. Variables missing from
the sibling violence literature and research are highlighted with justification for inclusion in this

research project.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

Introduction

Forms of family violence such as child abuse, domestic violence, and even elder abuse
have garnered considerable attention in the literature whereas research related to sibling violence
is minimal. While some research has asked parents to list violent behaviors of their children
towards a sibling (see for example Brutz & Ingoldsby, 1984; Eriksen & Jensen, 2006, 2009;
Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980, 2006)", research addressing how parents perceive and
experience it is non-existent in the literature. There is also a lack of research related to how
parents perceive their own sibling relationships from childhood and how those perceptions
impact their view of their own children’s violent behavior. With the minimal attention sibling
violence receives in research as well as at a societal level, knowledge about parents’ experiences
with violent behaviors of a child towards a sibling as well as their thoughts about intra-sibling
violence are important. This information will aid in considering the scope of the occurrence of
sibling violence as well as creating and initiating interventions to address it.

Despite numerous research studies regarding the prevalence of sibling violence (see
Straus, Gelles, Steinmetz, 1980, 2006), society, families, and even the academic community
appear to be largely unaware of this form of familial violence despite the maladaptive short- and
long-term consequences (Hoffman, Kiecolt, & Edwards, 2005; Wiehe, 1997). The general

public, and more specifically families, view this type of behavior with a normative lens. Some

! Most of the research with a focus on violent behaviors between siblings, with parents as respondents, has focused
on parental accounts of witnessed behaviors. Parents have not been asked about their perceptions of these behaviors
and Wiehe (1997) has noted that oftentimes parents do not witness all the violence that occurs between siblings.
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parents seriously underestimate the occurrence and severity of sibling violence with parents
occasionally dismissing sibling abuse as normal sibling rivalry (Gelles, 1997; Wiehe, 1990).
Ignoring sibling violence or denying its existence has been called a form of child victimization
(Finkelhor & Dziuba-Leatherman, 1994; Wiehe, 1997) and even child neglect (Green, 1984).

To better understand the context of physical and emotional sibling violence it is
necessary to consider previous research examining this phenomenon. Research with a focus on
violent behavior between siblings has included the prevalence, causes, predictors, and
consequences. Consideration of these areas helps in providing the necessary background
information supporting the idea that that closer examination of this form of violence is
warranted. The following section highlights this violence as problematic for many children and
individuals as well as identifies the need for the parental voice in helping to further understand
the occurrence of sibling violence.
Sibling Violence as a Problematic Phenomenon

Prevalence of physical and emotional violence between siblings. The sibling
relationship can serve as an initial means of interacting with one’s social world before extra-
familial interaction. Unfortunately, sibling relationships can involve negative and adverse
interactions leading to violence and abuse. Several researchers have labeled sibling violence as
the most common form of family violence (Steinmetz, 1977; Straus & Gelles, 1990; Straus,
Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980), with individuals in the sibling dyad likely to be victimized the most
(Gelles & Cornell, 1985; Gelles & Straus, 1988; Steinmetz, 1978; Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz,
1980). Some view sibling conflict to be rather typical, stating it occurs daily in approximately

50% of young children (Dunn & Kendrick, 1982) and that more than half of all children will
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experience violence from a sibling in the course of any given year (Goodwin & Roscoe, 1990;
Roscoe, Goodwin, & Kennedy, 1987; Straus & Gelles, 1990; Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980).

Roscoe, Goodwin, & Kennedy (1987) surveyed middle school students and found 88% of
males and 94% of females had been the victims of sibling violence while 85% of males and 96%
of females admitted to being the initiators of sibling violence in the year prior to the study.
Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz (1980) conducted a study asking the parents in 733 families to
provide information on sibling violence, and 82% of the parents reported some form of physical
violence with 21 acts per year being the average. Steinmetz (1977) found that 78% of sibling
pairs 8 years or younger, 68% of siblings 9-14, and 63% of those siblings 15 or older engaged in
violence as a means of resolving conflictual situations. An estimated 60% of American families
with more than one child living in the household reported the occurrence of sibling violence
(Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980). Greenleaf (1990) concluded in his retrospective study on
sibling violence in college students, that all subjects had reported violence in their sibling
relationships. Given the high prevalence of sibling violence, one could argue that this form of
violence has the greatest capacity to harm those in sibling relationships (Wiehe, 1997).

Straus, Gelles, and Steinmetz (2006) note that prevalence rates of sibling violence may be
underestimated with parents often not aware of all the violence that occurs between children.
When considering parental versus adolescent reports of sibling violence and abuse, adolescent
self-reports show a higher frequency of violence and abuse than investigations where parents are
asked to respond about the issue with sibling dyads in their families (Steinmetz, 1977; Straus,
Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980). Underreporting by parents may be problematic in understanding
sibling abuse. Steinmetz (1977) noted four limitations in using parental reporting of sibling

abuse: parents tended to generalize conflicts; difficulty exists in deciding the seriousness of the
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conflict between siblings; parents may be inaccurate in their accounts of conflict; and parents are
not present when all episodes of sibling violence occur. Similar findings were noted by Wiehe
(1997) in a qualitative study, which found that parents often ignored, minimized, participated in,
and disbelieved abuse between siblings. In their study on parental reporting of sibling violence
and abuse, Straus, Gelles, and Steinmetz (1980), noted four possible reasons parental
underestimation may occur: parents were likely unaware of all physical altercations between
siblings; sibling fights may be discounted with less severe violence being forgotten; the amount
of violence in single-parent households may be greater due to increased stress; and only violence
associated with one child was noted by the parents. Consequently, the potential underestimation
of sibling violence in families reflects the societal view that this type of violence is not a
significant problem or that it constitutes a normal aspect of child development.

Physical and emotional violence between siblings. Numerous researchers striving for a
more thorough understanding of sibling physical and emotional violence have attempted to
uncover the causes of this form of family violence. Stress has been found to be a risk factor for
the development of sibling violence in families. Hoffman, Kiecolt, and Edwards (2005) found
the amount of family stress to be positively correlated with sibling abuse. The authors studied
parental discord, parental violence, and maladaptive stepfamilies and found all to be predictors
of sibling violence in the familial system. Perception of marital discord can be stressful for a
child (Brody, Stoneman, & McCoy, 1994; Cummings, Zahn-Waxler, & Radke-Yarrow, 1981,
Emery, 1982), and social learning theory proposes that children could potentially incorporate
resolution mechanisms learned by witnessing marital discord into their interactions with siblings.

Characteristics of the parent-child relationship and its relation to violence between

children has also been considered with sibling abuse being associated with parental favoritism of
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one child over another, emotional detachment, and child abuse (Hoffman & Edwards, 2004).
Parental favoritism is consistent with the concept of competition of resources since the less a
child feels attention from a parental figure the more she/he is going to compete in order to obtain
it. Consistent with social learning theory, siblings who witness child abuse or experience it first-
hand could be more predisposed to engaging in violence with a sibling to get attention.

Some research has contributed to understanding those aspects that put siblings at a higher
risk for encountering abuse in the sibling relationship. Hoffman, Kiecolt, and Edwards (2005)
found that males were more likely to be tolerant of violence with another sibling than were
females. They also found that the highest rate of violence occurred in males with brothers than
any other possible sibling pair. Females with sisters experienced the least amount of violent
behavior. Similar studies found evidence to support that brothers engage in the highest amount of
violence, followed by mixed pairs, and then sisters (Buhrmester & Furman, 1990; Goodwin &
Roscoe, 1990; Hetherington, 1988; Mangold & Koski, 1990; Roscoe, Goodwin, & Kennedy,
1987; Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980; Straus & Gelles, 1990).This is in contrast to studies that
have found older brother/younger sister dyads to experience more sibling violence (Aguilar,
O’Brien, August, Aoun, & Hektner, 2001; Graham-Bermann, Culter, Litzenberger, & Schwartz,
1994) and that females are likely to experience sibling violence from a brother or sister (Button
& Gealt, 2010). Findings are inconclusive as to which sibling dyad combination experiences the
most sibling violence or the most severe sibling violence. Evidence, however, supports that
violence between siblings happens in all dyads (Caffaro & Conn-Caffaro, 2005; Straus, Gelles,
& Steinmetz, 1980).

Regarding age, Steinmetz (1977) suggested that violence declines with age noting the

highest rate of violence in children 8 years old and younger. Others noted that violence between
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siblings may peak around the age of 10 to 14 years (Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980). This is
consistent with high levels of violence found in a study of sibling violence in middle school
students where the subjects had a mean age of 12.5 (Roscoe, Goodwin, & Kennedy, 1987).
While the incidence of sibling violence is still considerable regardless of age, it has been
hypothesized that as siblings develop they spend less time together and become better at
communication, therefore they do not have to rely on physical violence to resolve conflict
(Noland, Liller, McDermott, Coulter, & Seraphine, 2004). Age differences between siblings have
also been shown to be a risk factor. Noland et al. (2004) found age difference to be negatively
correlated with sibling violence. This supports the idea of competition for resources in the family
(Hoffman & Edwards, 2004; Hoffman, Kiecolt, & Edwards, 2005). Resources are different for
children at various times throughout theirs and their family’s developmental process. Therefore it
is possible the closer children are in age, the higher the chance for competition for resources
potentially leading to sibling violence.

There is a significant lack of literature regarding socioeconomic status and sibling
violence with most studies not collecting data on socioeconomic status or family income. Wiehe
(1997) stated that sibling violence can occur in all socioeconomic cohorts. Hoffman, Kiecolt, and
Edwards (2005) found no significance in family income predicting sibling violence. Others noted
that families with lower incomes experience more sibling violence (Eriksen & Jensen, 2006).
More research is needed regarding predictive factors related to violence between siblings;
however, research has demonstrated substantial consequences as a result of experiencing sibling
violence.

Consequences of physical and emotional violence between siblings. The consequences

of sibling abuse can be devastating for children who experience it. Duncan (1999) found that
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middle school children who had experienced sibling violence were lonelier and presented with
more psychological problems. Poor peer relations and behavioral problems (Stormshak, Bellanti,
& Bierman, 1996), aggression and delinquency in males (Bank, Patterson, & Reid, 1996; Milosh,
1992), psychological adjustment in females (Graham-Bermann, Cutler, Litzenberger, &
Schwartz, 1994), continued self-blame, depression, substance abuse, eating disorders,
interpersonal relationship problems, and posttraumatic stress disorder (Wiehe, 1997) have been
found to be consequences of sibling abuse.

Children experiencing sibling violence are at increased risk of having maladaptive
functioning and behaviors as adults. Gully, Dengerink, Pepping, & Bergstrom (1981) found that
sibling violence was a better predictor of violence in adulthood than was parental violence. The
experience of sibling violence may be more significant in predicting violent behavior later in life
with the family essentially acting as the environment in which siblings practice violence. Sibling
violence experienced as a child has a significant impact on the initiation of dating violence in
adulthood (Noland et al., 2004), with this form of violence also being associated with being a
victim of dating violence later in life (Simonelli, Mullis, Elliot, & Pierce, 2002). Male victims of
sibling violence report increased aggression and hostility as adults (Milosh, 1992). In general,
adult victims report lower self-esteem, depression, and continued victimization (Wiehe, 1990,
1997). Adults can exhibit antisocial tendencies due to sibling violence (Bank, Patterson, & Reid,
1996) leading sibling violence to have larger-scale societal impacts. The consequences of sibling
violence are serious both in children and for the adults who have experienced it, yet its existence
as a negative phenomenon is not recognized.

Given the prevalence, causes, predictors, and consequences of violent behavior between

siblings, it is apparent that this type of violence deserves consideration and considerable focus.
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While more research is needed in the area, one prominent factor may contribute to a lack of
focus in the area of sibling violence. Defining violent behavior between siblings in the literature
has included a plethora of various behaviors. To complicate the issue further, a variety of labels
have been used with or without definitions to refer to violent behavior between siblings. The
following section provides an overview of how others who have examined violence between
siblings have labeled its occurrence and defined it or more often not defined it at all.
Defining violent behavior between siblings

Currently, no global definition of sibling violence exists as there are many ways in which
this type of violent behavior has been both defined and labeled. These confusing ways lead to
potential problems in the conceptualization and measurement of this phenomenon. Raffaelli
(1997) highlighted the confusion surrounding labels used in research related to conflict and
fighting between siblings. In a footnote included in an article discussing her research study on
adolescents’ conflicts with friends and siblings, Raffaelli stated that “theorists typically
differentiate between ‘conflict,” characterized by opposition and disagreement, and ‘fighting,’
characterized by anger and aggression” (p. 541). The author goes on to mention that Hay (1984)
found the distinction between what is considered “conflict” and “fighting” (as cited in Raffaelli,
1997, p.541) is rarely made in empirical research. The author then stated that within her article
she is going to follow what has been done in prior research by using the words “conflict,”
“fight,” and “quarrel” interchangeably, doing so without providing a definition for any of the
words. This leads the reader to wonder what is meant by the words she is using as well as what
constitutes violent behavior because she uses “violence” while failing to provide a definition for

this label. Given the apparent lack of definitions in the research, it could be concluded that
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definitions are not only warranted but needed in order to make distinctions between what might
be a problem and what is not.

In a book entitled, Sibling abuse trauma: Assessment and intervention strategies for
children, families, and adults, Caffaro and Conn-Caffaro (1998) provided definitions for both
physically and emotionally violent behavior between siblings. The authors labeled violent
behavior that was physical in nature as “sibling assault” and stated that it “occurs when one
member of a sibling dyad nonaccidentally cause physical harm, injury, or death to a brother or
sister” (p.12). “Psychological maltreatment” was the label given to emotionally abusive
behaviors between siblings which included “emotional abuse that includes neglect of a sibling, as
well as exposing a sibling to violence by peers or other siblings; comments aimed at ridiculing,
insulting, threatening, terrorizing, and belittling a sibling; rejecting, degrading, and exploiting a
sibling; and destroying a sibling’s personal property” (p.13). Unfortunately, even with their
definitions the authors use many labels interchangeably with others throughout their book, which
makes the consistency of behaviors associated with certain labels difficult to identify.

In a review of more than100 journal articles, books, chapters, and dissertations published
between 1977 and 2008 to examine how violent behavior was defined and labeled in the research
literature, the author found numerous labels used to discuss emotional and physical violence
between siblings (see Table 2.1). Labels referring to violence between siblings are oftentimes
used interchangeably (Caspi, 2012). However, approximately a third of the literature reviewed
included a definition of what authors were referring to when they discussed violence between
siblings. For the remaining literature, the definition of violent behavior was left to the reader’s

interpretation.
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Table 2.1: Labels Used to Refer to Physical or Emotional Violence between Siblings

Label Articles Using Label

Sibling Abuse Caffaro & Conn-Caffaro, 2005; Graham-Bermann
& Cutler, 1994; Green, 1984; Haj-Yahiai & Dawud-
Noursi, 1998; Hoffman & Edwards, 2004; Kiselica
& Morrill-Richards, 2007; Kominkiewicz, 2004
McLaurin, 2005; Rosenthal & Doherty, 1984;
Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980, 2006; Wiehe,
1991, 1997, 1998

Sibling Aggression Bank & Kahn, 1997; Berndt & Bulleit, 1985;
Duncan, 1999; Dunn & Kendrick, 1982; Dunn &
Munn, 1986; Felson, 1983; Felson & Russo, 1988;
Hardy, 2001; MacKinnon-Lewis, Starnes, Volling,
& Johnson, 1997; Martin & Ross, 1995, 2005;
Roscoe, Goodwin, & Kennedy, 1987; Simonelli,
Mullis, & Rohde, 2005; Steinmetz, 1977a; Stocker
& McHale, 1992; Stormshak, Bellanti, & Bierman,
1996; Teti & Ablard, 1989; Updegraff, Thayer,
Whiteman, Denning, & McHale, 2005

Sibling Agonistic Behavior* Brody, Stoneman, & Burke, 1987; Goodwin &
Roscoe, 1990; Roscoe, Goodwin, & Kennedy, 1987

Sibling Antagonism Buhrmester & Furman, 1990; Furman &
Buhrmester, 1985b

Sibling Assault Caffaro & Conn-Caffaro, 1998, 2005; Finkelhor &

Dziuba-Leatherman, 1994; Finkelhor, Ormrod,
Turner, & Hamby, 2005; Straus, Gelles, &
Steinmetz, 2006

Sibling Conflict Bank & Kahn, 1997; Brody, 1998; Brody & Murry,
2001; Brody, & Stoneman, 1987; Brody, Stoneman,
& McCoy, 1994; Brody, Stoneman, McCoy, &
Forehand, 1992; Brody, Stoneman, Smith, &
Gibson, 1999; Buhrmester & Furman, 1990; Dunn
& Munn, 1986; Furman & Buhrmester, 1985a,
1985b; Garcia, Shaw, Winslow, & Yaggi, 2000;
Graham-Bermann, 1990, 1994; Graham-Bermann &
Cutler, 1994; Kendrick & Dunn, 1983; Kramer,
Perozynski, & Chung, 1999; Linares, 2006; Martin,
& Ross, 1995; Newman, 1996; Perozynski &
Kramer, 1999; Raffaelli, 1992, 1997; Reese-Weber
& Kahn, 2005; Ross, Siddiqui, Ram, & Ward, 2004;
Siddiqui & Ross, 1999; Steinmetz, 1977a, 1977b;
Stoneman & Brody, 1993; Volling, 1997; Volling &

Belsky, 1992
Sibling Fighting Arnstein, 1979; Bank & Kahn, 1997; Bennett, 1990
Sibling Hostility Boer, Westenberg, McHale, Updegraff, & Stocker,

1997; Dunn, Slomkowski, Beardsall, & Rende,
1994; McGuire, McHale, & Updegraff, 1996;
McHale, Crouter, McGuire, & Updegraff, 1995;
Teti & Ablard, 1989

Sibling Maltreatment Kiselica & Morrill-Richards, 2007
Sibling Negativity MacKinnon, 1989
Sibling Psychological Abuse Whipple & Finton, 1995
Sibling Psychological Maltreatment Caffaro & Conn-Caffaro, 1998; Whipple & Finton,
1995
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Sibling Quarreling Furman & Buhrmester, 1985b

Sibling Relational Aggression Ostrov, Crick, & Stauffacher, 2006; Updegraff,
Thayer, Whiteman, Denning, & McHale, 2005; Yu,
Gamble, 2008

Sibling Riva|ry Bank & Kahn, 1997; Boer, Westenberg, McHale,
Updegraff, & Stocker, 1997; Leung & Robson,
1991

Sibling Violence Barnett, Miller-Perrin, & Perrin, 1997; Brutz &
Ingoldsby, 1984; Eriksen & Jensen, 2006;
Finkelhor, Turner, & Ormrod, 2006; Gelles, 2007;
Gelles & Cornell, 1990; Gelles & Straus, 1988;
Goodwin & Roscoe, 1990; Graham-Bermann &
Cutler, 1994; Graham-Bermann, Cutler,
Litzenberger, & Scwartz, 1994; Gully, Dengerink,
Pepping, & Bergstrom, 1981; Hoffman & Edwards,
2004; Hoffman, Kiecolt, & Edwards, 2005; Kettery
& Emery, 2006; Kratcoski, 1984; Mangold &
Koski, 1990; Noland, Liller, McDermott, Coulter, &
Seraphine, 2004; Omer, Schorr-Sapir, & Weinblatt,
2008; Pagelow, 1984; Purkayastha, 2000; Reid &
Donovan, 1990; Robinson, Wright, & Watson,
1994; Roscoe, Goodwin, & Kennedy, 1987;
Simonelli, Mullis, Elliott, & Pierce, 2002;
Steinmetz, 1981; Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980,
2006

*According to http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/agonistic, the definition of “agonistic” is of,
relating to, or being aggressive or defensive social interaction (as fighting, fleeing, or submitting) between
individuals usually of the same species. Of the three studies using this label, only two (Brody, Stoneman, &
Burke, 1987; Roscoe, Goodwin, & Kennedy, 1987) provided definitions for how they were using the term.
Brody, Stoneman, and Burke (1987) operationalized agonistic behavior between siblings as “hits, attacks,
pushes, fights, threatens, quarrels, teases, insults, sarcasm, name calling, yelling, whining, protesting,
frowns, cries, or uses negative facial expressions” (p.563) whereas Roscoe, Goodwin, and Kennedy (1987)
used agonistic behavior to refer to verbal conflict between siblings.

Table 2.1 highlights the abundance of labels used in the sibling violence literature. Some
authors use the same label yet define the behaviors associated with those labels differently (see
footnote in Table 2.1 for example) leading to confusion and a lack of uniformity in how labels
are used. Given the wide range of labels used to refer to violence between siblings, determining
definitions for what is meant by each term is imperative. However, many of the authors do not
provide definitions. This leads to authors using the same labels and potentially having different
meanings for the same terms. For the area of sibling violence, this means a lack of clarity in how
terms are used and potentially ambiguous definitions associated with each label leading to under

or over defining what constitutes this social problem.
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Consistency among labels used to describe conflictual behavior between siblings and
definitions was absent in a study by Steinmetz (1977b) as were the definitions used to describe
the labels that were used. Verbal and physical aggression were placed under the umbrella term of
sibling conflict. Abuse and violence were also used throughout the article without any clear
delineation between any of the labels used. The assumption here seemed to be that the labels
used were synonymous, which was not necessarily accurate (see Caspi, 2012). Noland, Liller,
McDermott, Coulter, & Seraphine (2004) used “violence” to help define violent behaviors
between siblings and indicate behaviors to help explain it. The authors noted that “sibling abuse,
sibling conflict, sibling violence, and sibling assault are considered to be synonymous terms”
(p.S15), which is completely contradictory to Caspi’s (2012) typology of the terms “sibling

99 ¢¢

conflict,” “sibling violence,” and “sibling abuse” (p.2). Similarly, in a study by Martin and Ross
(1985), aggressive behavior between siblings was not defined, nor was conflict between siblings.
The authors mentioned the term physical aggression leading one to assume this term included
some form of physical contact, yet neither aggressive behaviors nor severity of those behaviors
was discussed.

Kratcoski (1984) did not specifically provide a definition for sibling violence, but stated
“family violence is defined as the actual or threatened use of force by one member of the family
toward another member” (p.446). In contrast, two studies (Hoffman, Kiecolt, & Edwards, 2005;
Simonelli, Mullis, Elliott, & Pierce, 2002) defined violent behavior between siblings with the use
of the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS; Straus, 1979). Both studies mentioned the contents of the

CTS contains; however, the CTS includes a variety of violent behaviors that may be considered

on a continuum of severity. Without definitions of abuse (Simonelli, Mullis, Elliott, and Pierce
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(2002) use the term “abuse” in their study), the reader may construe all factors on the instrument
as abusive, which may be inappropriate.

Updegraff, Thayer, Whiteman, Denning, and McHale (2005) used the term “sibling
relational aggression,” defined as “behaviors that are intended to harm others’ social
relationship” (p.374). The actual behaviors, however, were not defined leaving the reader to
question if physical, emotional, psychological mechanisms for resolving conflict were included.
Without a definition for “aggression”, the authors provided no indication that harmful behaviors
were included in the constructed measurement for sibling relational aggression.

Howells and Rosenbaum (2008) used an entirely different conceptualization of the term

“sibling violence.” The authors used “sibling violence™

to refer to witnessing a sibling being
abused by a parent. The way in which the authors used the term “sibling violence” highlights the
need for consistency in the way in which certain labels are used in the literature. With many
authors omitting definitions for the labels they use to describe certain behaviors or constructs, the
need to push towards uniformity is warranted. This would promote the ability to associate
specific definitions with specific labels so that consistent information is being conveyed. Without
the inclusion of the definitions authors are using to measure violence between siblings,
conclusions can only be inferred making collective understanding of violent behaviors associated
with particular labels difficult, if not impossible.

Potential challenges can occur when operationalizing the definitions associated with
labels used to refer to violence between siblings. Mackey, Fromuth, and Kelly (2010) noted that

sibling rivalry and sibling conflict may have different meanings depending on age. This

highlights a contextual factor that should be considered when deciding upon terms and

2 This is similar to another study which used the term “sibling abuse” to refer to parent-to-child abuse witnessed by a
respondent (Stewart, Senger, Kallen, & Scheurer, 1987).
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definitions. In his recent book on sibling aggression, Caspi (2012) included the terms “sibling
violence” and “sibling abuse”; however, the terms were only delineated by the direction of the
aggressive behavior initiated by the perpetrator. Caspi asserted that violence was bidirectional,
whereas abuse was unidirectional with one sibling striving to be in power over the other. While
he did discuss behaviors associated with both sibling violence and sibling abuse in order to
provide an operational definition of those labels, Caspi also used sibling aggression as an
umbrella term “that refers to behaviors that range from nonviolent to abuse behavior” (p.2)
which includes: sibling competition, sibling conflict, sibling violence, and sibling abuse. Caspi’s
use of sibling aggression, which is inclusive of four constructs, is different from how others have
used the term (see Bank & Kahn, 1997; Berndt & Bulleit, 1985; Duncan, 1999; Dunn &
Kendrick, 1982; Dunn & Munn, 1986; Felson, 1983; Felson & Russo, 1988; Hardy, 2001;
MacKinnon-Lewis, Starnes, Volling, & Johnson, 1997; Martin & Ross, 1995, 2005; Roscoe,
Goodwin, & Kennedy, 1987; Simonelli, Mullis, & Rohde, 2005; Steinmetz, 1977a; Stocker &
McHale, 1992; Stormshak, Bellanti, & Bierman, 1996; Teti & Ablard, 1989; Updegraff, Thayer,
Whiteman, Denning, & McHale, 2005), which confounds the process of deciphering which
labels to use with which behaviors.

Phillips, Phillips, Grupp, and Trigg (2009), challenged the current discourse on sibling
violence. They suggested that defining and categorizing “sibling violence” was a problematic,
yet a necessary endeavor. The authors stated that defining what constitutes violence or abuse
between siblings requires limiting what can be considered problematic. This implies that those
behaviors which do not meet criteria of the definition could potentially be viewed as less

worrisome. However, the authors also stated:
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Defining sibling violence and abuse is critical to demystifying and challenging these
violent practices. Because the term sibling violence is marginalized, use of the term,
descriptions, and examples seem vitally important to identify so that violent practices
occurring between siblings can be named and stopped. (p. E5)
Phillips, Phillips, Grupp, and Trigg (2009) highlighted a conundrum that exists in this area. To
define sibling violence is to potentially limit what constitutes violence. Conversely, not defining
what constitutes sibling violence is to allow for ambiguity between violence and rivalry. When
trying to address this phenomenon, ambiguity could therefore impact policy and practice
including intervention development and policy-making.

It is evident that the treatment of violent behaviors between siblings in the literature is
problematic. It is possible there are differences between what is considered rivalry and what is
considered violent, yet this has not been extensively considered in research. It is possible that
blurred lines between constructs may present an unclear picture of sibling violence and sibling
rivalry in society. These misconceptions may allow for societal discourse around sibling violence
and sibling rivalry that is incongruent with what is actually meant by the terms.

Sibling violence and sibling rivalry: Higher than Prevalence Suggests?

Gelles and Cornell (1985) suggested several reasons why society, researchers, and
social agencies overlook negative sibling interactions. They suggested that when siblings hit
each other it is perceived as common behavior; that parents view serious conflict between
siblings as essential developmental practice; and that because researchers in social sciences have
found parents view this behavior as unimportant, there is no need for further research. To

confound the issue further, sibling violence may be discounted due to its common occurrence
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(Gelles, 1997) and many believe sibling aggression is the same as sibling rivalry (Gelles, 1997;
Wiehe, 1990).

Sibling rivalry is a concept many view as synonymous or associated with sibling violence
(Noland, Liller, McDermott, Coulter, & Seraphine, 2004), yet it appears to be fundamentally
different. Sibling rivalry refers to jealousy between siblings and the competition for family
resources (Felson, 1983; Gelles & Cornell, 1990; Hart, 2001). Neubauer (1983) stated that
sibling rivalry is a result of “the competition among siblings for the exclusive or preferred care
from the person they share” (p.326).° Faber and Mazlish (1988) defined sibling rivalry as threats
to a sibling’s well-being in terms of potential resources with parents being included as a
resource. Additional children in the familial system present a challenge for resources leading to
competition for those resources and the additional children being viewed as a threat by children
already present. Rivalry between siblings is consistent with the traditional idea that it is
important for siblings to be competitive because it allows children to practice for competitive
situations in adulthood. The assumption is that practicing in the “safe” sibling context will build
skills needed longitudinally. Even if this is accurate, “sibling rivalry is normal; sibling abuse is
not” (Wiehe, 1997, p.125).

Regardless of whether the relationship is distant or close, sibling rivalry may imply a
connectedness in order for competitiveness to emerge. Kettrey & Emery (2006) stated that the
level of intimacy between siblings may legitimize using physical violence, however harmful it
may be. Closeness of siblings may allow for lowered inhibitions when children and adolescents

feel threatened by another sibling. A negative response to any perceived threat could determine

® It is important to note that parental favoritism has been considered a factor of sibling rivalry (Buhrmester &
Furman, 1990; Felson, 1983; Furman & Buhrmester, 1985). However, research has demonstrated that parental
favoritism may not be the only thing to consider when discussing sibling rivalry and that protection of territory and
dominance may also need to be considered (see Prochaska & Prochaska, 1985).
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the extent of sibling violence in the sibling dyad. It is important to note here that many siblings
do not respond in an adverse, maladaptive way; however, when responses become violent and
abusive, it becomes a problematic situation for the siblings (Wiehe, 1997).

Sibling rivalry was coined in the early 1920’s by Alfred Adler (Sutton-Smith &
Rosenberg, 1970). There are numerous self-help books (Caspi, 2012) that attempt to help parents
address the occurrence of sibling rivalry (see for example Brazleton & Sparrow, 2005; Faber &
Mazlish, 1987; Goldenthal, 2000; Hart, 2001). The research related to understanding sibling
rivalry, however, is miniscule and lacks academic, empirical standards (see for example
Calladine 1983; Leung & Robson, 1991; Moser, Jones, Zaorski, Mirsalimi, & Luchner, 2005). In
a study where children participated as researchers, sibling rivalry was examined to look at what
children viewed as causing fights between them and a sibling (Prochaska & Prochaska, 1985). A
group of eight fourth-grade students constructed the assessment that was administered to 149
fourth- and fifth-graders and found children ranked being in a bad mood as the number one
reason for fighting with a sibling followed by getting even with a sibling, protecting their room
or toys, proving they were number one, and being bored. Getting parents’ attention was ranked
as the last reason they listed for fighting. This is different from how many researchers define
sibling rivalry (see Leung & Robson, 1991) as being a result of children’s jealousy of a sibling
and their quest for parental resources. While a definition of “fighting” was not given in the study,
the authors found that sibling fights increased when parents imitated their children’s fights as
well as when they ignored them.

The notion that sibling rivalry exists as an attempt to gain parental attention, has been
included an assessment examining conflict and violence between siblings (Furman &

Buhrmester, 1985b). Contradictory to what children stated as reasons for fighting with siblings in

41

www.manaraa.com



the study by Prochaska and Prochaska (1985), this assessment measured sibling rivalry in terms
of parent partiality based on open-ended interviews with children related to sibling relationships.
The definition of sibling rivalry in this study was based on questions that did not directly ask
about sibling rivalry, only relationships in general. Also, the assessment was constructed without
parental insight about their perceptions of the qualities of sibling relationships.

It has been noted that the use of the term “sibling rivalry” is confusing and potentially
problematic. Caspi (2012) stated that “the term ‘rivalry’ is particularly present in the self-help
literature but is not a helpful construct as it does not distinguish between mild and extreme
aggression, and may confuse conflict over shared living space with competition for parental
investment” (p.2). The interpretation of the behaviors associated with the term may be
misconstrued when used, potentially leading to an inaccurate exchange of knowledge. This
potential inaccuracy could lead to over-estimation or under-estimation of behaviors associated
with the sibling rivalry label.

This research, or lack thereof, indicates a need to incorporate parental voice into the
process of determining what constitutes violent behavior between children and what behaviors
are associated with sibling rivalry. With parents having the role of caretakers for children in their
households, as well as the time associated with parent-child interaction, insight from parents
regarding what they view as problematic and what they see as normative is important for
understanding the complete discourse around sibling violence.

Parents in the sibling violence literature

The research in the area of violent behavior between siblings has focused less on the

inclusion of the parental voice in understanding this phenomenon and more on the responses of

children or individuals reflecting back on their childhood. Parents have occasionally responded
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to questions related to behaviors that their children have experienced (for example see Straus,
Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980; 2006), yet responses about the occurrence of aggressive and violent
behaviors between siblings has generally been conducted with individuals and sometimes sibling
dyads. The voice of the parent is important to include in order to better understand sibling
violence and its meaning for parents as they are caretakers and disciplinarians for children.
Understanding the decision-making process parents use to determine which behaviors between
their children are problematic is also important. This will allow for a better understanding of the
distinctions between what is considered a problem and what is “normal.”

Examining the role of parents’ past experiences in determining whether certain violent
behaviors are understood to be problematic could also be helpful in understanding sibling
violence. As Wiehe (1997) and Caffaro & Conn-Caffaro (1998) discussed, the parental role in
addressing or not addressing sibling violence plays a pivotal role in how children experience
violence from a sibling. The beliefs of parents related to sibling conflict and violence have
received minimal attention in the empirical literature (Perozynski & Kramer, 1999). With
parental beliefs of particular behaviors being a better predictor of behavior than global beliefs
(Sigel, 1992), understanding how parents view behaviors related to sibling violence as either
problematic or not is important to understand better the dynamics of sibling violence within the
family.

It is important reiterate that the research in the area of sibling violence including parents
as respondents has specifically asked parents to list behaviors they have witnessed between their
children. Research has not explicitly included parental perceptions and thoughts about the
behaviors they have witnessed between children. Regarding parental type, most of the research

including parents as participants has involved two-parent heterosexual families or mothers from

43

www.manaraa.com



two-parent heterosexual families. With the exception of Green’s (1984) article, which included
cases of sibling abuse in single-parents families, studies have focused on two-parent families.
Also, to date no research has been found that includes same-sex parents and their perceptions and
experiences of sibling violence within the home. As there are numerous types of family
structures within the U.S., knowledge of how parents from all types of family structures view
and experience sibling violence is important in order to further the knowledge regarding this
phenomenon, as well as to begin discussion of intervention implementation.

Parents witnessing violent behaviors between their children. Some researchers have
mentioned that “one of the most difficult tasks that parents face is deciding how to respond to
conflicts between their children” (Perozynski & Kramer, 1999, p.489). Mothers and fathers have
differing beliefs about how to address conflict between siblings (McGillicuddy-deLisi, 1992;
Perozynski & Kramer, 1999; Simons, Whitbeck, Conger, & Melby, 1990), yet little is known
about how parents address violence between their children. Parents’ experiences of sibling
violence in their childhood and the meaning they place on those experiences may influence how
they address violent behavior between their children. Little is known though about how parents
view their experiences with siblings while growing up and how those experiences influence how
they perceive violence between their children.

Research in the area of violent behavior has tended to include children or an individual’s
perspective about their sibling relationships growing up. A minimal amount of research in the
area of sibling conflict and sibling violence has included parents as participants in the research
process. Existing research has focused on the behaviors parents have witnessed and exhibited
with relation to their children being violent. The majority of studies have included mother-father

headed households with most other types of family structures ignored. The following discussion
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focuses on research involving parents that has included standardized scales and measurements to
assess how they respond to conflict between siblings and what parents observe.

Martin and Ross (2005) conducted a study to consider the sex differences of children and
parents’ responses to sibling aggression. The study attempted to assess factors contributing to
parents intervening in conflicts between their children. Violent and aggressive parental reactions
to hostility and aggression in their children can potentially lead to a bidirectional influence
regarding the maintenance of aggression in their children (Patterson, 1982). Knowledge of these
factors is important. In the study, parents of 40 two-parent biological families were observed
addressing aggressive behaviors between their children with a focus on prohibitive responses
parents displayed related to sibling aggression. All forms of prohibition towards sibling
aggression were considered collectively as the authors noted all forms of intervening
communicate that children should not be acting aggressively with a sibling. Results of the study
indicated that the gender of the child did not significantly impact parental response when a child
displayed severe physical aggression. Parents were more likely to prohibit boys’ mild physical
aggression when children were younger and prohibit girls’ mild aggression when they were
older. Also, parents were more likely to prohibit aggression directed towards a boy when
children were younger, whereas aggression directed towards a girl was prohibited when children
were older.

Parents in this particular study responded similarly to boys and girls who exhibited severe
physical aggression, which the authors considered as kicking, hitting, or property damage. This
indicated parents in this study believed it was not acceptable for their children to engage in
severe physical aggression. The researchers did not ask reasons why parents believed it was

unacceptable for their children to engage in severe physical aggression. Also, behaviors parents
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believe to be inappropriate versus those deemed normative were not assessed. This would have
increased the knowledge related to why parents make the decisions they do to intervene.

In another study including parents as respondents to questions of victimization in
children, Finkelhor, Ormrod, Turner, and Hamby (2005) looked at a nationally representative
sample of children aged 2 to 17 years. Parents responded to questions on sibling victimization
from the Juvenile Victimization Questionnaire (Hamby & Finkelhor, 2004). Similar to those
studies already mentioned, the questionnaire was a measure of actual behaviors that were
experienced (for children respondents aged 10-17) or that were witnessed (parents as respondents
for children aged 2-9). Parents responded to the behaviors they witnessed; however, their
perceptions of sibling victimization were not assessed nor were their points-of-view considered.

Felson and Russo (1988) conducted a study looking at parental punishment of sibling
aggression to understand how parents respond to sibling aggression. Parents were only asked
about the frequency of aggression between their children and were asked to report whom they
felt initiated the aggression. Because the authors found that the responses from children and
mothers were more highly correlated and that data from fathers provided very few statistical
relationships, responses from fathers were considered not “valid” and therefore were removed
from the analysis. Resultant inferences were made only with mothers’ data. Therefore,
information on how both parents respond to sibling aggression was not provided. Parents were
not asked about the process by which they addressed the aggression they witnessed between their
children. This answered the question of what parents did, but not why they did what they did.

In a study that included 88 two-parents (mother-father) and two children (second born
child had a mean age of approximately 4 years), Kramer, Perozynski, and Chung (1999)

examined parental responses to conflict witnessed between their children. Parents were asked to
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respond to sibling verbal and physical conflicts as they normally would and were observed. The
authors found parents used passive nonintervention, redirection, power assertion, commands to
stop fighting, collaborative problem solving, active nonintervention, and exploration of emotions
to address conflicts between their children. The authors did not examine why parents used the
strategies they did to address what they considered to be problematic behavior between their
children. Coincidentally, what constituted verbal and physical conflict was also not discussed,
further blurring what behaviors elicit parental concern.

Similarly, Ross, Siddiqui, Ram, and Ward (2004) conducted a study including parents
and children from 40 two-parent (mother-father) families to look at children’s perspectives of
sibling conflict as well as how it manifested in their relationships with siblings. Parents reported
on children's conflict daily for three weeks and rated each conflict from the children's
perspective. The authors did not provide information on how the parents were to rate conflict
from their child’s point-of-view. No other information or data was collected from the parents.
This exclusion of a description regarding the research process leads to questioning the
methodology used as well as the inclusion of parents in the research process. More in-depth and
helpful information is essential to increase understanding of the process involved in the research
and the justification for parental involvement.

In two studies, one that considered sibling hostility (McHale, Crouter, McGuire, &
Updegraff, 1995) and one that looked at sibling aggression (Stocker & McHale, 1992), the
authors attempted to obtain more information from parents than other studies including parents.
Inadequate explanation of the research processes in both articles, however, leads to confusion
surrounding what data parents provided. McHale, Crouter, McGuire, and Updegraff (1995)

conducted a study that included mothers and fathers from 110 non-divorced, biological two-
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parent families to examine parental differential treatment of children and its impact on sibling
relationships. Parents were asked to complete an assessment of parental differential treatment of
their children, a parental evaluation of sibling relationships inventory, and were also asked to rate
the frequency of five adverse behaviors each child directed towards their sibling. The five
adverse behaviors were obtained from a scale that was developed in another study (Gamble &
McHale, 1989) yet were not explicitly discussed in the article. The authors failed to expand on
what behaviors were included or what the sibling relationship quality was that the parents
reported. Parental perceptions of the behaviors they witnessed were not assessed, again leading
one to wonder how the parents felt about what they witnessed between their children.

Stocker and McHale (1992) focused on sibling aggression by interviewing 103 two-
parent (mother and father), non-divorced families. During an initial home visit, mothers and
fathers were interviewed about the family relationships. Parents were also asked to report on
their interactions with first-born children during calls that were made to the house during data
collection. The authors did not describe what they asked the parents and what the mothers and
fathers reported. Parental input was used as a source of validation for the data collected by the
children when reporting on parent-child interaction. A lack of discussion of parental input leaves
the reader wondering what information was obtained from the parents during the interviews and
what, if anything, the parents noted about the hostility between their children. This lack of
transparency in the research process justifies the necessity of further exploring parental
perceptions and experiences of violence and aggression between their children.

Updegraff, Thayer, Whiteman, Denning, and McHale (2005) conducted a study to
examine sibling relational aggression. Relational regression was defined as “behaviors that are

intended to harm others’ social relationship” (p.374). The authors were interested in examining
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adolescent sibling relational aggression and its interaction with parent-child relationship quality.
Two-parent, heterosexual, non-divorced couples from 185 families were included in the study.
Parents reported on siblings' home and daily activities and completed a measure of strategies for
addressing sibling conflict including coaching and intervening.* The authors found that maternal
intervention was associated with increased relational aggression for daughters and that paternal
intervention was associated with increased relational aggression for daughters and same-sex
sibling dyads. The authors also asked parents how they would respond to hypothetical sibling
conflicts between their children. When presenting findings the authors did not include reasons
why parents chose certain ways of intervening. The authors could have increased the depth of the
study by incorporating questions addressing the justification for methods parents used to address
aggression witnessed between children.

One study did not include parents, but considered the possibility of individuals, as parents
in the future, accepting physical and emotional sibling aggression in their children. Hardy,
Beers, Burgess, and Taylor (2010) asked 506 undergraduate students to respond to four different
scenarios depicting sibling aggression. The four scenarios included two siblings who were 9 and
12 years old. Respondents were asked to answer questions concerning a situation in which a
younger sibling takes a remote control from an older sibling, the older sibling grabs back the
controller and maintains distance from the younger sibling with their feet. The younger sibling
tries to grab the remote control again and then is hit in the face with the controller by the older
sibling. The younger sibling experiences a cut to the face that requires stitches. The only thing
different in each scenario is the variation in gender of the siblings with the sibling dyads

consisting of: brother-brother, sister-sister, brother-sister, and sister-brother. The authors then

* Noninvolvement was not included as a method for addressing sibling conflict. Noninvolvement, however , was
included in the original measure which was originally constructed by McHale, Updegraff, Tucker, and Crouter
(2000).to look at parental roles in the relationships of adolescent siblings.
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had participants rate the acceptability of each scenario and the actions that occurred within it
along with having the respondents complete a modified version of the Conflict Tactics Scale
(CTS; Straus, 1979).

Results indicated that male participants were more accepting of violence than females as
were those participants who were youngest siblings. A vast majority of participants reported
being both victims and perpetrators of physical and emotional sibling violence. The authors
found that those individuals who had experienced sibling aggression in childhood as well as
those who identified as being perpetrators were more likely to rate the sibling aggression in the
scenarios as acceptable. In their discussion, the authors note that, “[verbal and physical sibling
aggression]’s experience during childhood may lead individuals to be accepting of such
behaviors in their own and other children.” (Hardy, Beers, Burgess, & Taylor, 2010, p.70).

The efforts of the authors to better understand how individuals perceive sibling
aggression as acceptable or not based on personal experiences is noteworthy. However, the
authors do not discuss the decision-making process related to why or how the respondents made
the decision they did. To ask the respondents about the factors that influenced their decisions
would have been beneficial in striving for a greater understanding of the perceptions of the
respondents as they relate to sibling aggression. Also, the authors only changed the gender
composition of the sibling dyads within the four scenarios where changing the types of violence
(ex. pushing, weapons, or name-calling), ages (ex. 4 and 5, 14 and 16, or 6 and 14),
reaction/consequence of experiencing violent action from a sibling (ex. bruise, crying, or
becoming unconscious) and others may have elicited different results. Furthermore, a varied

combination of all of these factors may have produced a varied response to the decision-making
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process which would provide more insight into how these factors collectively interact to produce
certain decision-making responses.

The role of the parent in addressing sibling violence is important to consider and can be
influential in how sibling violence manifests in families (Caffaro & Conn-Caffaro, 1998; Wiehe,
1997). According to Wiehe (1997), the reactions of parents to the phenomenon of sibling
violence is varied. In a qualitative study including participants who had reported being victims of
sibling abuse, Wiehe uncovered numerous reactions by parents to sibling violence. He found
parental responses to include ignoring and/or minimizing the abuse, blaming the victim for the
abuse, inappropriately responding to the abuse, joining in on the abuse with the sibling
perpetrator, disbelieving the abuse was occurring, and exhibiting indifference about the abuse.
These behaviors were discussed as negative consequences for the respondents, which contributed
to continued abuse as well as the difficulty in recovery for survivors of sibling violence. It should
be noted that identified parental responses in the study were reported by the survivors of sibling
abuse and not by parents themselves. A parental perspective could have furthered the
understanding in how parents respond to instances of sibling violence within the family.

Similarly, Caffaro & Conn-Caffaro (1998) heard responses from parents when
conducting interviews about sibling abuse with parents that echoed the denial of problematic
behavior occurring between children. In one interview, the authors noted a set of parents who
witnessed the violent behavior between siblings, yet minimized its importance and denied it as
being problematic due to their personal experiences of violence between themselves and their
own siblings. These reactions by parents to violent behavior between siblings can potentially
exacerbate intense situations and provide a foundation for minimization of this behavior as

problematic for families. The study highlights a parental response to sibling violence and
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provides an example of how parents can minimize sibling violence. Consideration of family
structure, however, was not discussed.

Parental voice and input into the process of uncovering those behaviors that constitute
sibling violence has gone unexamined. Also, parents’ perceptions of the degree to which
violence between their children is problematic has received little attention. Parents are not the
only individuals who should have input into identifying behaviors associated with sibling
violence, as the voice of the child is equally important; however, parents hold power in deciding
what happens to children and what is viewed as problematic behavior for their children. With
parents serving as a guide for child development and holding responsibility for the development
of their children, understanding how parents view violence is important in order to ascertain how
to help families experiencing sibling violence. In order to address the area of sibling violence,
which occurs for many children each year (see Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980), perceptions
and experiences of parents are necessary in order to consider how to intervene.

In addition to asking parents about behaviors related to sibling violence, it is necessary to
assess how parents view sibling rivalry because violent behaviors are often dismissed as
normative sibling functioning (Caffaro & Conn-Caffaro, 1998; Wiehe, 1997). Kettrey and Emery
(2006) found in a sample of college students a significant difference in the use of “rivalry” and
“violence” when respondents were asked to self-label their experiences with siblings. While this
study noted a difference in how individuals labeled behavior from their childhood, the study did
not discuss how those decisions were made, nor was the voice of the parent included.

It is worth considering how a parent’s experience of sibling violence influences their
functioning as a parent. Unfortunately, no such research exists that helps to understand this

process. Understanding how parents view and perceive sibling violence is essential when
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considering intergenerational transmission of this type of violence. Parents serve as the stepping
stones across generations, so it makes sense to consider how they view violent behavior between
their children. Various sources of information about abuse in families can provide information on
aggression in the home including siblings (Haj-Yahia & Dawud-Noursi, 1998). Information
provided by parents can therefore help in understanding how sibling violence is perceived in
families and how it might be carried out through generations.
Theory and Sibling Violence

One way in which to better understand how sibling violence has been considered in the
research literature is to consider how theory has helped address the issue. Whether implied or
stated explicitly, research in the area of sibling violence has incorporated the use of theories to
better understand this form of violence within families. The use of theory, however, within the
literature lacks rigorous empirical examination and oftentimes provides minimal support for the
arguments that are made by the authors/researchers. A lack of quality empirical research
combined with incomplete and inconsistent definitions of the terms and labels used in the articles
impedes the process of furthering the knowledge in the area of sibling violence—specifically
when considering theoretical development. To enhance the knowledge of violent behavior
between siblings, theories need to be examined both in terms of how they help understand a
phenomenon and the holes theories leave which warrant further consideration. Two theories
incorporated into some of the literature on sibling violence are social learning theory and family
systems theory.

Social learning theory and sibling violence. The most useful theoretical perspective
utilized in several research studies in the area of sibling violence is social learning theory. Social

learning theory can help in understanding how violence between siblings is not only learned, but
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also carried down from generation to generation. Albert Bandura, a developer and proponent of
social learning theory, explored how this theory can be used to help understand aggression in
children and adolescents (see Bandura, 1973). Bridging behaviorism and cognitive theories,
social learning theory focuses on learning through modeling behavior of individuals and the
environment with whom one interacts (Bandura, 1977). Bandura asserts that both the
environment and one’s personal contemplative response to observations influence how behavior
is learned and replicated. With consideration of the outcomes of witnessed actions, individuals
learn that some behaviors are desired to achieve particular goals/outcomes, whereas other
behaviors will not achieve an outcome consistent with the goals of a particular action. Using this
theory to understand sibling violence, one could propose that a sibling uses violence as a means
to achieve a desired outcome. Violent behavior then is learned from outside sources rather than
it being an innate function of the child. The following discussion of articles and research studies
highlight how social learning theory has been used as mechanism for understanding the
occurrence of sibling violence in families.

In an early study, Steinmetz (1977) conducted an exploratory study that examined the use
of violence as a mechanism for resolving family conflict with social learning theory as the
foundation. The author noted, “literature would suggest that the methods husbands and wives use
to resolve marital conflict might be similar to the methods they use in disciplining their children
and in turn might be the method that their children tend to use to resolve sibling conflict” (p. 21).
Using college students as participants, Steinmetz found marital verbal aggression to be
significantly correlated with sibling-to-sibling verbal aggression and similar results were found
between marital physical aggression and sibling-to-sibling physical aggression. Findings of the

study indicated that children were likely to utilize similar behaviors they witness their parents
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exhibiting regarding conflict resolution. Steinmetz’s study, while novel in its attempt to consider
associations between various types of family violence, presents some shortcomings. The
correlations Steinmetz (1977) conducted described the relationship between sibling-to-sibling
verbal/physical aggression and husband/wife verbal/physical aggression, yet connections
between multiple types of family aggression were not included in the analysis. With the
husband/wife being the referent category, correlations between parent-to-child verbal/physical
aggression and sibling-to-sibling verbal/physical aggression were not tested. With a child
witnessing violence from parent-to-child in the home being related to sibling violence (Haj-
Yahiai & Dawud-Noursi, 1998), these correlations could have established further support for the
author’s inclusion of social learning theory as a means of understanding violence in the home.

In a study that highlighted the discussion on sibling violence within families in the United
States, Straus, Gelles, and Steinmetz (1980) conducted analysis on 733 of the 2,143 families that
had two or more children residing in the home to examine aspects of violent behavior between
siblings. The authors reported that violence between siblings occurred more often than husband-
to-wife or parent-to-child violence. Of the reports on children given by parents, the authors found
that 82% of children engaged in a violent act towards a sibling in the year prior to the collection
of data (Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980, p. 80).

While the authors did not explicitly incorporate social learning theory into their
discussion of sibling violence, they did state that violence in the family was something that was
learned (Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980). The discussion of sibling violence and its
connections to other types of violence by the authors was scant. The authors found a connection
between the experience of parent-to-child abuse and sibling abuse because children who are

more frequently hit by parents are more likely to attack a brother or sister. A connection to social
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learning theory is apparent yet the authors failed to elaborate on how theory helps understand the
connection between sibling abuse and child abuse. Noting an association does not provide
sufficient information for explaining the occurrence of a particular phenomenon in theoretical
terms. Further explanation is not only warranted, but necessary for understanding how theory
helps in understanding sibling violence.

Gully, Dengerink, Pepping, and Bergstrom (1981) conducted a study that used a social
learning theory lens to examine violent behavior between siblings. The authors analyzed data
from 216 undergraduate students and asked the students to respond to questions related to violent
behaviors they had encountered in their homes during the past 12 months. The types of family
violence respondents were questioned on consisted of parent-to-parent, parent-to-sibling, sibling-
to-sibling, parent-to-respondent, sibling-to-respondent, respondent-to-sibling, and respondent-to-
parent. Respondents were also asked to read three different scenarios and respond to their
likelihood of engaging in violent behavior towards a spouse/partner, towards a child, and
towards a police office. Results of the study indicated that two factors (those behaviors
associated with a sibling and those behaviors associated with a parent) were found. The factor
“sibling” was significantly correlated with self-reported violence as well as all three forms of
self-predicted violence. The authors mentioned that the sibling hybrid variable predicted
expectations of being violent more so than the parent variable. They suggested that sibling
violence may be more important than violence involving parents when predicting the likelihood
of future violence. The authors neglected to explain more in depth how social learning theory
was used or how the theory guided the questions they were asking. Also, the authors proposed a

link from sibling violence to future violence and violence outside familial settings, yet neglected
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to consider the ways in which children learn to be violent and those factors that may contribute
to that process.

In a research study that examined multiple forms of violence within the familial unit,
Kratcoski (1984) obtained data from 295 adolescents. The authors concluded that if a parent was
violent with a spouse, there was a good probability that a parent would also be violent towards a
child. This could then lead to sibling violence based on children witnessing violence and then
using it as a mechanism to resolve conflict. The authors also found the majority of adolescents
who were violent towards a sibling were also violent towards a parent. This study, however, did
not consider all forms of violence simultaneously, which would have been more thorough. The
author also failed to address the predicament of which forms of family violence precipitated
others. This problem is exacerbated by the inclusion and discussion of child-to-parent violence.
In order to adequately test the role of social learning theory, discussion of which forms of family
violence precipitated others is needed.

Consistent with social learning theory, evidence from several studies has indicated that
sibling abuse has an intergenerational transmission of violence component. With violence being
a learned behavior, some have demonstrated that children in caretaking roles can sometimes
exhibit violence towards a sibling (Abrahams & Hoey, 1994; Green; 1984; Rosenthal, 1984).
Green (1984) presented five case examples of violent behavior from one sibling directed towards
another sibling. This included children who had all been abused by one or both parents.
Interestingly, several of the mothers had experienced intimate partner violence as well as abuse
from their parents as a child. It was hypothesized that children who were abused by a parent may
be more likely to engage in violence towards a sibling due being exposed to violent parents who

served as models for learned behavior. The article, however, contained only five cases and was
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presented as descriptive in nature with the author’s hypothesis not tested. While the article
highlights how social learning theory may help to understand abuse in the sibling context, it was
essentially a case review of five different accounts of sibling abuse and not generalizable.
Mechanisms for testing the author’s hypothesis are warranted.

Social learning theory was used as the theoretical foundation to a study by Felson and
Russo (1988) examining the intersection of sibling aggression and parental punishment. The
authors hypothesized violence may become a learned behavior of the child being punished.
Subsequently, the punished child could then use aggression towards a sibling in subsequent
conflictual interactions since violence was learned as a means for resolving conflict. Results of
the study indicated that parental punishment of older children and male children led to more
violent behavior of the unpunished child towards the older child. Here, the authors asserted that
parental punishment was a viable means of learning to use aggressive behavior to resolve
conflict. The directionality of the violence within the family system is not completely articulated
in the article. Felson and Russo (1988) wanted to determine how parental punishment of initial
sibling aggression influenced aggression between siblings after a child was punished for being
aggressive. The study failed to consider what precipitated sibling aggression prior to parental
involvement. Specifically related to social learning theory, the authors did not address what
factors could have contributed to the first instance of sibling aggression making the results of this
study incomplete when considering how social learning theory addresses violence between
siblings.

Martin and Ross (1995) conducted a study to examine aggression within sibling conflict
that referred to the tenets of social learning theory without explicitly stating that social learning

theory was serving as a guide. The authors were interested in learning how the relationship
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between parents and their reactions to sibling conflict influenced sibling aggression. Forty
Caucasian families, consisting of a mother, a father and two young children, were observed six
times at both periods of data collection to assess for aggression in children and parental response
intra-sibling aggression. In three of the time periods all family members were present during
observation and during the other three time periods all members of the family except the father
were present. Specifically related to social learning theory, results indicated that parents who
responded to aggression in their children in a physical manner had more aggressive second-born
children. The study failed to make the connection regarding how and where children learned to
be aggressive. The authors minimally addressed what could be contributing to the initiation of
aggression in sibling conflict except to say that it may have been a result of inconsistent parental
disciplining. Inclusion of ways to assess and consider what factors or models serve as the
foundation for the implementation of aggressive behaviors in siblings relationships is appropriate
and needed in order to better understand how aggression is learned and then modeled in other
relationships.

In one of the few studies that explicitly used social learning theory as the guiding
theoretical foundation, and one of a very select few to include a sample that was not
predominantly Caucasian, Haj-Yahia and Noursi (1998) examined the various conflict tactics
(reasoning, verbal aggression, and physical aggression) used by Arab siblings in Israel. Included
in the study were 832 Arab adolescents between the ages of 16 and 18 who were asked about
violence they experienced in their families. Respondents answered questions regarding their
experiences as a witness, perpetrator, or victim of violence. Results of Haj-Yahia and Noursi’s
(1998) study found that when respondents witnessed fathers and mothers using certain reasoning

tactics to resolve conflict, they were more likely to use the same reasoning tactics to resolve
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conflict with their siblings. With regard to verbal abuse of siblings, respondents who witnessed
fathers verbally and physically abusing their mothers, fathers and mothers verbally abusing a
sibling, and who experienced verbal and physical abuse from their father and/or their mother
were more likely to verbally abuse a sibling. Similarly, more verbal and physical abuse from a
sibling was linked to an increase in verbal abuse towards a sibling. With regard to the physical
abuse directed towards a sibling, the authors found the use of physical abuse by the respondent
towards a sibling was positively correlated with father-to-mother physical abuse, mother-to-
father physical abuse, parent-to-sibling verbal and physical abuse, father-to-respondent physical
and verbal abuse, mother-to-respondent verbal and physical abuse, and sibling-to-respondent
verbal and physical abuse. The authors highlighted the fact that social learning theory was a
helpful framework to use when considering the occurrence of sibling violence in families.

Hoffman and Edwards (2004) proposed an integrated model of sibling violence and abuse
which incorporated social learning theory, feminist theory, and conflict theory. In this
conceptual article, the authors proposed that sibling violence is a learned behavior with children
imitating and modeling parent-to-parent physical and verbal violence as well as parent-to-child
physical and verbal violence. Violence may then be modeled by the child when interacting with a
sibling in order to resolve conflict. This supports the idea that hostility of the parent is the most
significant risk factor to predict aggression in children (Rutter & Quinton, 1984). Violent
behavior when imitated and used by a child with a sibling may demonstrate how social learning
theory can speak to understanding sibling violence.

Using questions from the CTS (Straus, 1979) and the integrated model of sibling violence
(Hoffman & Edwards, 2004) as a guide, Hoffman, Kiecolt, & Edwards (2005) obtained

responses from college students to determine which conflict resolution skills had been used with
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their closest aged siblings during their senior year in high school. Sixty-nine percent of the
participants had engaged in violent behavior with a sibling. The authors found that spousal abuse
between parents, frequent parent-to-parent arguments, parent-to-child yelling and physical abuse
as well as parental tolerance of sibling violence led to an increase in violent behavior between
siblings. These outcomes were seen as supporting social learning theory as a viable theory to
help understand sibling violence in families. The way in which the social learning theory was
explained by the authors as it related to family structure is, however, problematic. The authors
lumped biological two-parent and blended families together in the analysis, yet noted differences
in how these two families were different in parent-to-child interactions. While the authors did
make a compelling case, further explanation and examination of ways in which violence may
have been learned in different family structures is warranted.

In a study examining adolescent sibling aggression and linkages to sibling and
parent/adolescent relationship quality, Updegraff, Thayer, Whiteman, Denning, and McHale
(2005) used social learning theory as a guide. Results indicated a connection between sibling
relational aggression and parent/adolescent and sibling relationships. The authors did not discuss
or assess how aggression between siblings could have been learned. With a discussion of the
learning of aggressive or violent behaviors being a requirement in social learning theory, the
theoretical connections were amiss in this study. Given the data that was collected on aggression,
which resembled sibling rivalry and parental favoritism (see Prochaska & Prochaska, 1985), and
the mediocre connection to social learning theory the results of the study should be interpreted
with caution.

The research in the area of sibling violence using social learning theory has been

minimally effective in helping to understand the occurrence and emergence of sibling violence in
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families. Social learning theory suggests that behavior in children is learned from those
individuals with which children have close relationships. Regardless of type of violence between
family members, children learn to resolve conflicts in ways they have observed in their family.
The research in the area of sibling violence has not considered parental perceptions and
experiences of violent behaviors between their children and the meaning they place on such
dynamics within the family. With parents and children often constituting what is considered a
familial unit, discussion of family systems and sibling violence is important.

Family systems theory and sibling violence. With family subsystems being connected
(Minuchin, 1974) various relationships and interactions within the family system can influence
other subsystems. While parents are individual members within a family system, it is important
to conceptualize the family as a whole to understand sibling violence better as a phenomenon
within families. Bowen’s family systems theory (Bowen, 1966) provides ways to potentially
understand the behavior between siblings in the family context. The family systems theory of
Bowen strives to understand and make sense of anxiety and interpersonal processes in the family
system to help explain why some families experience dysfunction.

Bowen’s (1966) concept of intergenerational transmission that families encounter can be
valuable in understanding sibling violence within the family system. A key concept of Bowen’s
family systems theory relates to the transmission of family emotional processes that occur
through generations due to an individual’s lack of differentiation from their family. When family
members across generations remain relatively undifferentiated emotionally from what occurred
in their nuclear family, the behaviors and thoughts are carried down to the next generation
leading to the same types of struggles and experiences for future generations. Parents who

experienced considerable anxiety in their relationships with siblings and remain undifferentiated
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from their nuclear family may have children who experience the same interactions with their
siblings. This transmission process may potentially lead to sibling violence occurring over
generations. While no research was found that asked participants specifically about
intergenerational transmission of sibling violence, it is possible that violence between siblings
gets carried down from generation to generation. This could account for its being viewed as
normative and a typical part of the family experience for some parents. Since family systems
theory implies that what happens in one part of the family will influence other parts of the
family, understanding the effect sibling violence possibly has on others part of the family is
important. The following studies highlight violent behavior between siblings as an influential
mechanism that affects other areas of family functioning.

Gully, Dengerink, Pepping, and Bergstrom (1981) found associations between those
participants who had experienced sibling-to-participant, self-to-sibling, and self-to-parent
violence. The authors also found these types of violence to be correlated with hypothetical
violence® directed towards a potential spouse. Also, the experience of participant-to-sibling
violence was correlated with hypothetical participant-to-child violence. This indicates that
violence in the family system has implications for violence in other areas of the family system
and potentially across generations. Further explanation is necessary for understanding the
connections between types of family violence and the potential for intergenerational transmission
of violence especially as parents are the “carriers” for violence across generations.

Simonelli, Mullis, Elliott, and Pierce (2002) conducted a study of undergraduate college

students to look at the association of sibling abuse and dating violence. Findings indicated that

> In the study by Gully, Dengerink, Pepping, and Bergstrom (1981) participants were asked to respond to how they
would handle three stressful, hypothetical situations. The hypothetical situations included being verbally abused by a
partner, by a child, and being a police officer being verbally accosted and spit at by another individual. Possibilities
for handling conflict in the hypothetical situations included the use of violence directed towards individuals.
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almost 90% of the 120 participating students experienced at least one verbally aggressive
behavior from both a sibling and a parent and 70% had experienced at least one physically
aggressive act by both a sibling and a parent. More than 75% of participants also reported
perpetrating dating violence. This is consistent with the notion that experience of violent
behavior can manifest in other familial relationships and relationships outside the family.

In a similar study, Noland, Liller, McDermott, Coulter, and Seraphine (2004) examined
the connection between adolescent sibling violence as a predictor for dating violence in college
using a sample of 371 community college students. The results indicated that the gender of
respondent, age, gender of sibling, age difference, parent-to-child violence, and parent-to-parent
violence predicted sibling violence. Parent-to-child violence and age difference had the greatest
contribution to predicting sibling violence. Using correlations to examine associations between
whether a respondent was a victim or perpetrator of sibling violence and other familial types of
violence (mother-to-father, father-to-mother, mother-to-child, and father-to-child), the authors
found all types of family violence to be both positively and significantly correlated with sibling
violence experienced by the respondent as either a victim or perpetrator. Also, the occurrence of
sibling violence was found to be a predictor for dating violence.

Noland et al. (2004) presented a study worthy of consideration when trying to understand
the impact sibling violence can potentially have on other forms of familial violence. While the
findings of Noland et al.’s study are helpful, further support and explanation is warranted to help
present a clearer picture of what may be going on related to sibling violence. Regarding family
systems theory, the authors neglected to explain how these types of violence may be related to
each other and the connections each type has with the other. Associations may help in

understanding how sibling violence is potentially learned as a form of managing conflict from
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other types of violence within the family system. This suggests a potentially useful intersection
of family systems theory with social learning theory to understand violence better in the sibling
context.

A family systems approach that focuses on the emotional connections within families and
how those connections influence individuals throughout their lives (Bowen, 1978; Kerr &
Bowen, 1988; Titelman, 1998) is pertinent when considering sibling violence within families.
Both family systems theory and social learning theory address how violent behavior may be
transmitted intergenerationally. Family systems theory along with social learning theory can
speak specifically to how violent behavior can be learned and carried out through generations in
different family structures. A valuable aspect to consider then is the environmental context of the
family structure. With families being the context in which sibling-to-sibling violence is carried
out, it is also important to consider how family structure influences the occurrence of this type of
family violence.

Sibling Violence in the Context of Differing Family Structures

Various family structures serve as contextual structures in which family members operate
and interact with one another. With the ever-changing landscape of what constitu