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Abstract
The existing body of literature surrounding adults who have a sibling with 

a disability is limited and suggests there may be some differences in outcomes of 
their adult life when compared to peers who do not have a sibling with a disability. 
Areas where differences exist include marital and employment status, educational 
achievement (from less than a high school equivalent to a professional degree), and 
characteristics associated with emotional resiliency (Hodapp, et al., 2010; Wolfe, et 
al., 2014). Additionally, gender may be a contributing factor in how the experience 
impacts the adult without a disability (Hodapp, et al., 2010). This study utilized 
an online survey to examine the potential ramifications of family members with 
siblings with disabilities as compared to those without disabilities. Results indicate 
that marital and employment status have no difference, but there is a distinction 
in educational achievement and self-perceived emotional resilience characteristics. 
Additionally, gender does not have an impact on the sibling relationship. Potential 
areas for interventions and future research are discussed.
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Disability rates throughout the United States have increased significantly 
since 2004 (Shapiro & Keating, 2017). Consequently, the number of families 
impacted by a family member with a disability has increased dramatically. Individuals 
of the family unit that may particularly face impacts are adult children who have a 
sibling with a disability (the subject group). Despite the significant population of 
people with disabilities in the United States, there is a paucity of research regarding 
this population and the sizeable number of impacts of a family member with a sibling 
with a disability. A limited amount of research delves into the experience of adult 
siblings and their unique roles and responsibilities as current or future caregivers or 
guardians (Doody, et al., 2010).

Adult sibling knowledge that their future will likely include continuous 
responsibility for their sibling with a disability impacts the choices they make; 
previous research on adult siblings suggests that, compared to their peers, adult 
women in the subject group marry later and have lower rates of divorce (Hodapp, 
et al., 2010). Even if they are not already taking on caregiver responsibilities, the 
knowledge that they eventually may need to provide extra support to the family or 
sibling may impact their decision to get married as they may not feel comfortable 
putting their needs first. Other research indicates that the subject group may have 
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less education than their comparison group and may be less likely to be married, or 
more likely to be unemployed (Wolfe, et al., 2014). Moreover, differences existing 
within the adult siblings themselves have been identified in gender differences, such 
as sisters identifying more positive impacts in their personal characteristics and 
feeling closer to their sibling with a disability than brothers (Hodapp, et al., 2010). 

The objective of this research is to explore and identify potential ramifications 
of having a sibling with a disability in adult life. The results of this study will help 
add to the current data surrounding adults with a sibling with a disability and identify 
areas that may benefit from interventions through specific family or social support in 
education or personal relationships.  A self-reported survey was utilized to identify 
differences in marital status, level of education, employment status, how participants 
viewed themselves in specific traits, and perceived emotional closeness to the sibling 
with or without a disability.

Literature Review
The purpose of this literature review is to explore research which addresses 

the experiences and effects that the subject group experiences when raised with a 
sibling living with a disability. Having a sibling with a disability has different effects 
when compared to a typically developing sibling, and effects can vary through their 
personal and professional lives. Research has shown that the impacts of having a 
sibling with a disability are affected by both the type of disability (developmental, 
sensory, emotional, or physical health) and gender of the adult sibling without a 
disability (Hodapp, et al., 2010). Currently, there is a paucity of information about 
the experiences of siblings and much of the existing information is not self-reported; 
usually it comes from the parent’s perspective. Additionally, the impact on the subject 
group has contradictory findings, with both positive and negative consequences 
existing (Tomeny, et al., 2017; Tozer, et al., 2013). Adults in the subject group face 
different challenges than adults without a sibling with a disability because of the 
different roles, experiences, and stressors like parental divorce, unemployment, binge 
drinking, or health problems that intersect (Wolfe, et al., 2014). Marriage status, 
employment, roles the sibling plays, and personal characteristics change when a 
sibling has a disability. This topic is close to me, as I identify as an adult sibling of 
two people with disabilities. My experience knowing other siblings through my 
personal life or social media support groups is that they also experience emotional 
or behavioral symptoms related to certain disabilities and even trauma from having 
a sibling with a disability that impacts their lives, and that they often do not feel 
supported or recognized by their family because their sibling with a disability may be 
the parent’s priority. 

Marital Status

Marital status has been found to have a positive and negative impact on the 
subject group in multiple studies. For example, siblings of adults with mental illness 
have been found to have both an increased rate of divorce and a decreased rate of 
ever having been married (Wolfe, et al., 2014). This may be attributed to the onset of 
mental illnesses during the adult years, meaning that siblings without a disability are 
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adjusting to their sibling’s diagnosis and changes that that sibling is experiencing. If 
a mental illness is severe, it may disrupt their expected life path resulting in complex 
feelings of grief and frustration by that individual. Considering the large role siblings 
play in each other’s lives, the adult sibling without a disability may feel responsible 
for their sibling’s happiness and could focus less on their own relationships in favor 
of their sibling’s. Marital status outcomes also depend on the type of disability that 
the sibling has. For example, the subject group did not have differences in relation 
to their peer comparison group in rates of having been married during their life. 
However, at the age of 40, siblings were less likely to be currently married and 
significantly more likely to be divorced (Wolfe, et al., 2014). The cause of this could 
be that developmental disabilities are diagnosed at a young age, which would give 
the adult sibling without a disability years to cope with their sibling’s diagnosis and 
prepare for the associated responsibilities they might take on. They may spend more 
effort on preparing for guardianship when compared to peers without a sibling with 
a disability. Other research indicates that adult sisters may just be waiting longer to 
get married than their peers and are less likely to get divorced because of their extra 
focus on stability for their sibling with a disability, who would be directly impacted 
by the relationship (Hodapp, et al., 2010).

Education and Employment

Education and employment often play a significant role in an individual’s time, 
effort, energy, and subsequent identity. Education level attained and employment 
status of the adult sibling can also be impacted, depending on the type of disability 
of their sibling. Adults who have siblings with a developmental disability were found 
to have no difference in level of education attained or rates of employment (Wolfe, 
et al., 2014). Unlike siblings with a developmental disability, adults in the subject 
group with a sibling who has mental illness have an increased negative impact in 
their education and employment realms. Adult siblings of individuals with mental 
illness were found to have less education and were twice as likely to be unemployed 
compared to peers (Wolfe, et al., 2014). This may be explained by the differences 
in the onsets of developmental disability and mental illness because individuals with 
developmental disabilities have a plan for their transition into adulthood and beyond, 
while mental illness onset can occur after adulthood and potentially become cyclical 
in periods of stability and instability. Because of that, any life plan may be disrupted, 
which could result in the sibling without a disability taking on an unanticipated 
caregiver role. If someone with a disability struggles with stability in their life, 
their adult sibling may feel compelled to help them find stability and engage in 
mental health treatment. The level of assistance needed may add to the adult sibling 
focusing on their sibling, and less on their own educational and career needs. 

Impact of Gender on Self-Perceiving

Sibling gender has been found to influence the quality and impacts of the 
relationship between siblings when one of them has a disability. In a self-report, 
female siblings were found to consider themselves closer to their sibling with a 
disability than their male counterparts (i.e., brothers) (Hall & Rossetti, 2017). Sisters 
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also seem to have more positive experiences than brothers experience. Adult women 
reported feeling positive impacts in their capacity for empathy, understanding of 
others’ differences, ability to learn through experiences, compassion for others, 
awareness of family dynamics and how their sibling with a disability impacts other 
family members, ability to manage responsibility, and awareness of injustices and 
discrimination against people with disabilities (Hodapp, et al., 2010). Existing 
literature has also indicated that gender impacts self-perceived health of the subject 
group. Both men and women self-reported good physical and mental health, but 
men (i.e., brothers) were associated with slightly higher scores in both their physical 
and mental wellness. This may be because sisters are typically expected to take on 
caregiver roles and may be more impacted by their sibling with a disability than 
a brother. Similar results were found in parental reports for minors; their children 
without disabilities had to mature at a younger age than peers who did not have 
a sibling with a disability and promoted a deeper understanding of advocacy, 
higher levels of empathy, and being more accepting (Dyson, 2010). Even at young 
ages, whether the parent promotes them into a caregiver role or not, the children 
without a disability are able to identify differences that their sibling with a disability 
experiences and develop characteristics to assist them.

Conclusion
Although advantageous influences exist, given the potential deleterious 

outcome on siblings who have a sibling with a disability, gaining greater 
understanding about their challenges would help identify potential areas of 
intervention to foster their personal and professional development.  Current research 
highlights some delay or interference with intimate relationships, higher education, 
and employment success. There is very little data indicating how siblings view 
themselves, their role in the family, and their worldview. Understanding social and 
emotional reactions to living with a sibling with a disability can shed some light on 
the inherent challenges the subject group faces, as well as the impact on their self-
concept and world view. Since there is limited data about demographic differences, 
this study will attempt to explore any potential demographic differences.

Methodology
This study is confirmatory in nature to discover potential relationships 

between characteristics of adults with a sibling living with a disability and adults that 
do not have a sibling with a disability. A survey was developed based on review of 
two previous surveys utilized to investigate similar data. The Siblings’ Experience 
Quality Scale (Sommantico, et al., 2020) and the national survey utilized by Hodapp 
and colleagues (2010) were reviewed, along with findings from each survey. Items 
from both surveys were selected that correlated with the current body of knowledge 
such as demographic data, educational achievement, employment status, marital 
status, how siblings perceived the relationship with their sibling with a disability, and 
how the participants viewed their own emotional resilience. 

Creating a new survey with selected items was preferred instead of using 
current surveys because the current surveys were more focused on parental input 
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and less input from siblings themselves. Additionally, few self-reported surveys from 
adult siblings had been conducted in the United States, where the current study 
was located. In creating a new survey, we were able to target it appropriately to the 
culture. It also combined aspects of each survey to create a slightly more holistic 
view of the participant’s experience and to focus on specific aspects of their outcomes 
in their personal and professional lives. 

A convenience sample was utilized via two (2) individuals posting the survey 
in Facebook. The individuals that posted the survey encouraged those seeing the 
post to take the survey and to share the survey on their own Facebook page. The 
survey was posted for 6 weeks and resulted in 116 responses. The participants were 
required to be 18 or older and have a sibling with or without a disability. Fifty-seven 
(57) participants self-reported that they had a sibling with a disability and forty-six 
(46) self-reported that they did not have a sibling with a disability.

The racial identity of participant pool is primarily White or European 
American at 85.3%, followed by 3.4% Black or African American, 3.4% other, 2.6% 
biracial, 2.6% Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. Gender identities were largely female, 
which made up 83.3% of the participants, followed by 9.3% identifying as male, 
3.7% nonbinary, and the remaining participants identifying as an even split of 1.9% 
prefer not to say and 1.9% other. The participant birth year ranges from 1960-
2002. Broken down into five-year age categories, three (3) participants were born 
between 1960 and 1965, one (1) between 1965-1970, three (3) between 1970-1975, 
nine (9) between 1975-1980, 11 born between 1980-1985, 12 participants born 
between 1985-1990, 19 between 1990-1995, 40 participants from 1995-2000, and 
the remaining six (6) participants from 2000-2002. The survey consent statement 
contained several parts including a description, the risks and benefits, confidentiality, 
future use, time commitment, and the right to withdraw, which was approved by 
the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of University of Wisconsin- Stout on March 
7, 2020. Participants were provided all approved information and consent details 
verifying IRB approval. Participants were required to read the consent statement and 
agree to participation in the survey before they could access the survey.

Once they consented, participants completed survey questions that asked 
about their demographic information, identity, marital status, employment status, 
occupation information, political preferences, sibling disability status, sibling 
characteristics, relationship quality with sibling, and a self-report of how their 
relationship with their sibling has impacted them in specific areas. The survey was 
administered through Qualtrics. Participants needed a point of internet access, such 
as a smart phone or computer and a Facebook account that they accessed to take the 
survey. The survey was promoted through researchers’ personal pages and through a 
sibling support group on Facebook for individuals with siblings with a disability. 

A correlation design was employed because the information about the 
variables was coming from the unaltered natural setting of the participant. 
Correlational designs are appropriate when a researcher is attempting to determine to 
what degree the independent variable can predict the criterion (Fraenkel & Wallen, 
1995, p. 289). The research does not determine any causal relationship between 
variables. All research questions utilized a chi-square test for independence or an 
ANOVA test via Stats IQ in Qualtrics.
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The independent variable (IV) was whether the participant had a sibling with 
a disability or not (SDi), and the dependent variables we examined were educational 
attainment, employment status, marital status, demographic data, and how the 
participant was impacted by their sibling in specific traits related to emotional 
resiliency. The following research questions were used for this study: (1) Is there a 
statistically significant difference in marital status between siblings that have a sibling 
living with a disability and siblings that do not have a sibling with a disability? (2) 
Is there a statistically significant difference in educational level obtained between 
siblings that have a sibling living with a disability and siblings that do not have 
a sibling with a disability? (3) Is there a statistically significant difference in 
employment status between siblings who have a sibling with a disability and siblings 
that do not have a sibling with a disability? (4) Is there a statistically significant 
difference in perceived closeness based on gender of sibling participant? (5) Is there a 
statistically significant difference in self-perceived emotional resilience characteristics 
in adults with a sibling with a disability and siblings that do not have a sibling with a 
disability? 

Discussion 
This study was intended to examine potential impacts of having a sibling with 

a disability, particularly in intimate partner relationships, education, employment, 
how empathetic they view themselves, and how close adult siblings view their 
relationship with their sibling with a disability. This research not only benefits the 
subject group, but also helps identify potential areas of intervention or support that 
professionals may address when providing services to families. The results largely 
mirror what has been found throughout the preexisting literature. 

1. Is there a statistically significant difference in marital status between siblings 
that have a sibling living with a disability and siblings that do not have a sibling with 
a disability? 

Study results indicate no difference in marital status between adults who had a 
sibling with a disability and those who did not, despite previous literature suggesting 
there may be an impact. The results of the chi test indicated a P Value of 0.628 and 
an Effect Size of .146. This may be a positive result of adults feeling like their sibling 
with a disability is supported enough that the survey participant is able to develop 
their own intimate partner relationship and not feel like they are abandoning their 
sibling with a disability. 

2. Is there a statistically significant difference in educational level obtained 
between siblings that have a sibling living with a disability and siblings that do not 
have a sibling with a disability?

A chi square test indicated a strong relationship with a P-Value of 0.00899 
and an effect size of .380 for having a sibling with a disability and highest level 
of educational achievement by participant. Unlike existing literature, this study 
found that having a sibling with a disability was associated with higher levels of 
educational achievement when compared to their peers who did not have a sibling 
with a disability. This may indicate that since previous studies have been conducted, 
support services have increased. Another possible explanation is that siblings 
further their education to understand the emotional toll of having a sibling with a 



Social and Emotional Ramifications of Having a Sibling with a Disability 61

disability or to find meaningful work that aligns with their characteristics of empathy, 
understanding and compassion. 

3. Is there a statistically significant difference in employment status between 
siblings that have a sibling living with a disability and siblings that do not have a 
sibling with a disability?

The results of this study indicate no significant relationship between sibling 
disability status and employment status (working paid employee, working self-
employed, not working temporary layoff, not working looking for work, not working 
retired, not working from disability, or not working other). Previous data suggested 
that there was a relationship between employment status and having a sibling with 
a disability, although it depended on disability type (Wolfe, et al., 2014). Through 
Qualtrics, Chi Squared test results indicated a P-Value of .708 and an Effect Size of 
.141, meaning no indication of correlation. The survey was released in March 2020 
which means that participant current employment status could likely have been 
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). 

4. Is there a statistically significant difference in perceived closeness based on 
gender of sibling (without a disability)?

There was no statistically significant relationship between the gender identity 
of the adult sibling participant and the perceived closeness to their sibling, although 
previous literature has found that sisters were more likely to perceive a closer 
relationship with their sibling when compared to their brother (Hodapp, et al., 
2010). In a chi square test run through Qualtrics, the P-Value was 0.828 and Effect 
Size was .193 from a sample size of 72 for these questions. It may make sense that 
previous literature had found that sisters perceived closer relationships because of 
male sibling expectations because the United States places high value on conforming 
to gender norms, and male gender norms are highly emotionally restrictive (Weir, 
2017). No significant relationship may indicate that brothers are breaking through 
outdated and harmful norms to develop close relationships with their siblings. 

5. Is there a statistically significant difference in self-perceived emotional 
resilience characteristics in adults with a sibling with a disability and siblings that do 
not have a sibling with a disability? 

Four characteristics were identified that contributed to emotional resilience 
of the subject group: awareness of family dynamics, compassion, understanding 
of differences, and empathy. According to ANOVA results, having a sibling with 
a disability did not have an impact on participants awareness of family dynamics, 
but did have a statistically significant impact on the characteristics of compassion, 
understanding of differences, and empathy as shown in the table below.  

Awareness of family dynamics .817 
Compassion 0.0489 
Understanding of differences 0.00486 
Empathy  0.0193 

 Table 1: ANOVA P-Value Results of Characteristics.
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This aligns with existing literature supporting the concept that growing up 
with a sibling with a disability resulted in more caring and tolerant characteristics 
(Dyson, 2010). This may be related to the discrimination and oppression that 
individuals with disabilities face in the United States due to stigma surrounding 
having a disability (Ableism 101 Part One: What is Ableism? What is Disability?, 
n.d.). Participants were asked to rate how true each statement in the table below 
was for their sibling, with two significant relationships in “Picked on or Bullied by 
others” and “Has at least one good friend.” These two characteristics may be related 
to expressing or feeling more compassion, understanding, and empathy if the adult 
understands how hurtful being bullied or not having friends is for a person with a 
disability. 

Further questions prompted the participant to respond to certain questions 
regarding their relationship with their sibling. Significant relationships existed for 
5 responses, indicating that participants who had a sibling with a disability were 
more likely to think their sibling would be discriminated against, will never be 
independent, will have trouble fitting into society, would never be accepted, and 
that the emotional life of their sibling with a disability will not be easy. This further 
supports the enhanced qualities of empathy, compassion, and understanding because 
of the fears they have for the success of their sibling with a disability, who may not 
meet the social expectations set for them. 

 
Does your Sibling have a Disability  

 
P Value Effect Size Sample Size  

Picked on or Bullied by Others  0.0116 0.311 67 
 

Has at least one good friend 0.0472 0.268 67 
 

Shares readily with others 0.0571 0.266 65 
 

Rather solitary, prefers to play alone 0.0858 0.245 68 
 

Helpful if someone is hurt, upset, or feeling ill 0.0947 0.243 67 
 

Often unhappy, depressed, or tearful 0.149 0.226 66 
 

Nervous or Clingy in new situations, easily loses 

confidence  0.178 0.214 69 
 

Often complains of headaches, stomach aches, or 

sickness 0.267 0.197 67 
 

Generally liked by others 0.34 0.185 66 
 

Considerate of other people's feelings 0.372 0.177 68 
 

Often volunteers to help others 0.474 0.163 66 
 

Many fears, easily scared 0.493 0.158 68 
 

Many worries or often seems worried  0.787 0.113 67 
 

Kind to younger children 0.854 0.1 67 
 

Gets along better with adults than other children  0.864 0.0973 68 
 

 Table 2: Relationship between having a Sibling with a Disability and Sibling Qualities.
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Limitations

Various limitations exist within this study. This study utilized a convenience 
sample; therefore, even though there were some statistically significant findings, 
it is not assumed the findings can be extrapolated to all siblings that have a sibling 
living with a disability unless a more valid random sample is utilized.  Furthermore, 
participants were not required to answer each survey question which led to various 
sample sizes for each question. Although missing data is assumed to be random, it 
is recognized that the question design was not suitable for many cell phone users 
so missing data may not be as random as assumed. It is unclear how many survey 
participants completed the study via their cell phones. Despite the preponderance 
of participants being European American, the racial identity in this sample reflects 
the racial demographic of the state in which the study was undertaken. However, 
it cannot be guaranteed that all survey participants reside in the state in which 

 
Does your sibling have a disability?  

 
P Value Effect Size Sample Size 

I think my sibling will often be discriminated against 0.0000156 0.513 69 

I think that my sibling will never truly be 

autonomous     0.000111 0.475 70 

I think my sibling will have trouble fitting into 

society 0.000178 0.463 71 

I think my sibling can never be accepted 0.00374 0.4 71 

I think that the emotional life of my sibling outside 

of the family will not be easy 0.00563 0.393 70 

I believe my parents always loved my sibling more 

than me 0.0572 0.328 70 

I believe my parents have always admired my 

sibling more than me 0.0741 0.317 71 

I believe my parents didn't take care of my problems 

as much as those of my sibling 0.169 0.288 70 

Me and my sibling fight 0.169 0.288 70 

My parents have often treated me unfairly compared 

to my sibling 0.197 0.279 71 

I laugh and joke with my sibling about so many 

things 0.275 0.265 70 

I often feel that I cannot be wrong 0.367 0.25 70 

I feel close to my sibling 0.376 0.245 72 

Table 3: Relationship between having a Sibling with a Disability and Sibling Relationship Qualities.
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the study originated. Across the United States, the demographic breakdown from 
2010 indicates that 76.3% of the population identified as white (QuickFacts, 2010). 
Therefore, results may not accurately reflect the experiences of minority populations 
in the United States.

Conclusion
This study investigated how adults who had a sibling with a disability differed 

to a comparison group of adults with a sibling who did not have a disability. Overall, 
the adults surveyed have experienced consequences from having a sibling with a 
disability. Adults in the subject group may benefit from support in their education 
as well as emotional support for the worries they have regarding their sibling. The 
survey results are largely confirmatory and exploratory, indicating that more specific 
studies to determine emotional toll on the subject group would be beneficial. Future 
studies should utilize a larger number of participants and stronger design models to 
decrease limitations. 

In conclusion, the impact of having a sibling with a disability is complex and 
long-lasting. The existing relationships in educational achievement and emotional 
resilience should be supported; interventions for the adult siblings could include 
support groups for validation of shared experiences or concerns and education on 
community resources for support. In addition, adult siblings may benefit from their 
own mental health services to work through their relationships and life decisions. 
Future research avenues might focus on emotional wellbeing of the subject group or 
their individual perception of growing up with a sibling with a disability. 
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