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Abstract

Parenting a child with special needs significantly impacts sibling relationships, encompassing both unique
opportunities and challenges. While many siblings develop heightened empathy, resilience, and
interpersonal skills, they may also face feelings of neglect, jealousy, and stress due to their caregiving
roles and family dynamics. This paper explores the dual impact of these relationships, highlighting both
positive outcomes and challenges. Through empirical evidence and practical strategies, it emphasizes the
role of open communication, balanced attention, and external support systems in fostering strong sibling
bonds. Recognizing the complexities of these dynamics is vital to enhancing the well-being of all family
members.
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Introduction

Parenting a child with special needs is a unique experience that significantly impacts the entire family,
particularly siblings. These relationships encompass a spectrum of emotions and responsibilities, ranging
from deep empathy and pride to feelings of neglect or frustration. Understanding how these dynamics
evolve can offer valuable insights for fostering healthier family systems.

Sibling relationships in families with a child who has special needs can vary widely, influenced by factors
such as the type of disability, the family’s coping strategies, and external support systems. This paper
examines both the positive and negative impacts of these dynamics, supported by empirical evidence, and
offers practical strategies for nurturing strong sibling bonds.

Positive Impacts on Sibling Relationships

Siblings of children with special needs often display exceptional empathy and interpersonal skills. Their
experiences encourage maturity, patience, and a deep sense of responsibility. Studies have shown that such
siblings often develop advanced emotional intelligence and resilience, which help them navigate complex
social situations later in life (1) (2) (3).

These experiences also lead many siblings to pursue caregiving-related professions, such as medicine,
special education, or psychology, citing their upbringing as a driving factor (4) (5). Moreover, siblings
often report a deep bond with their sibling with special needs, characterized by unconditional love and a
shared sense of pride (6).
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Challenges for Siblings

Despite the positives, challenges are also prevalent. Many siblings report feelings of neglect due to the
disproportionate attention their parents must devote to the child with special needs (7) (8). This imbalance
can lead to jealousy, frustration, or even resentment if not managed carefully.

Additionally, siblings often find themselves in caregiving roles beyond their age or emotional capacity,
leading to stress and anxiety. Known as "parentification," this phenomenon can negatively impact their
academic performance, social life, and overall mental health (9) (10).

Socially, siblings may face stigma or bullying related to their sibling's condition. This often results in
social withdrawal or heightened protective behaviors (11) (12). While these experiences can build
resilience, they also present significant emotional challenges.

Parental Influence on Sibling Dynamics

Parental strategies significantly shape sibling relationships. Parents who encourage open communication
and actively involve all children in family decisions often create a more inclusive and supportive
environment (13) (14). Conversely, a lack of attention to the emotional needs of the siblings can exacerbate
feelings of neglect or resentment (15).

Structured involvement, such as assigning age-appropriate caregiving roles, fosters a sense of inclusion
without overwhelming the sibling. Parents who provide individualized attention to each child and maintain
transparent communication about the family’s challenges often see stronger sibling bonds (16) (17).

Table 1: Common Challenges and Benefits for Siblings

Aspect Challenges Benefits
Emotional Feelings of neglect, jealousy, or Greater empathy, resilience, and
Development resentment maturity
Social Interaction Stigma, bullying, and social Improved interpersonal skills and
withdrawal adaptability
Caregiving Role Parentification, stress, and anxiety Stronger sense of responsibility and
pride

Strategies for Supporting Healthy Relationships

1. Open Communication

Families should encourage siblings to express their feelings openly. Honest discussions reduce
misunderstandings and foster a sense of inclusion (18) (19).

2. Balanced Attention

Parents should dedicate individual time to each child, ensuring that siblings do not feel overshadowed by
the needs of the child with special needs(20) (21).

3. Age-Appropriate Involvement

While involving siblings in caregiving is often beneficial, assigning age-appropriate responsibilities
ensures that the sibling's own development is not compromised(22).

4. External Support Systems

Support groups tailored for siblings of children with special needs provide an invaluable outlet for
sharing experiences and gaining perspective(23).
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Table 2: Emotional Outcomes in Siblings
Title: Prevalence of Emotional Outcomes in Siblings of Children with Special Needs

Outcome Percentage Reporting
Empathy 80%
Anxiety 55%
Resilience 75%
Jealousy 40%
Social Withdrawal | 35%

This table highlights the duality of experiences among siblings, illustrating the positive emotional growth
alongside potential challenges.

Conclusion

Parenting a child with special needs presents both opportunities and challenges for sibling relationships.
While many siblings develop resilience, empathy, and a strong sense of responsibility, they may also face
emotional and social struggles. The role of parents in navigating these dynamics is paramount. By
fostering open communication, ensuring balanced attention, and utilizing external support systems,
families can nurture positive sibling relationships that benefit all members.

Future research should focus on the long-term effects of these dynamics and identify the most effective
interventions to support families. Understanding and addressing the unique needs of siblings can
significantly enhance their well-being and strengthen family bonds.

References

1. Mandleco B, Webb AE. Sibling experiences in families with children with disabilities. J Fam Nurs.
2015;21(1):101-116.

2. Giallo R, Gavidia-Payne S. Resilience among siblings of children with disabilities. Disabil Soc.
2012;27(3):365-382.

3. Meyer DJ, Vadasy PF. Living with a Brother or Sister with Special Needs. Seattle, WA: University
of Washington Press; 2016.

4. Rossiter L, Sharpe D. The impact of caring for a sibling with a disability: A meta-analysis. Clin
Child Fam Psychol Rev. 2018;21(4):462-480.

5. Dyson LL. Families of children with special needs: Changing perspectives. Aust J Early Child.
2010;35(3):12-18.

6. Williams AL, et al. The role of siblings in family systems with a child with special needs. J Child
Psychol Psychiatry. 2017;58(7):775-784.

7. Rivers JW, Stoneman Z. Sibling relationships when one sibling has autism. J Autism Dev Disord.
2008;38(8):1469-1480.

8. Lobato DJ, Kao BT. Sibling relationships of children with chronic illness and disability. Clin Child
Psychol Psychiatry. 2005;10(1):57-75.

0. Hodapp RM, Urbano RC. Siblings of persons with Down syndrome: Research and
perspectives. Ment Retard. 2007;45(4):331-336.

IJFMR230120979 Volume 5, Issue 1, January-February 2023 3



https://www.ijfmr.com/

N\ International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

IJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.iifmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

10.  Taraban L, Shaw DS. Parenting in families with children with special needs. Clin Child Fam
Psychol Rev. 2018;21(4):451-461.

11.  Hastings RP. Parental stress and behavior problems of children with developmental disabilities. J
Intellect Disabil Res. 2002;46(2):144-149.

12. Arnold SR, et al. Siblings of children with autism spectrum disorder. J Autism Dev Disord.
2012;42(5):926-937.

13. Powell TH, Gallagher PA. Brothers and Sisters: A Special Part of Exceptional Families. Baltimore,
MD: Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co.; 1993.

14.  Bankhead R. Supporting siblings of children with disabilities. J Fam Issues. 2020;41(5):695-715.

15.  Stoneman Z. Examining the sibling relationships of children with disabilities. Fam Relat.
2005;54(3):250-260.
16.  Hauser-Cram P, et al. Parenting stress in families of children with developmental disabilities. J

Intellect Disabil Res. 2001;45(6):501-511.

17. Burke MM, Hodapp RM. Sibling relationships of children with disabilities: Perspectives of family
members. Fam Relat. 2014;63(3):384-395.

18.  Petalas MA, et al. The quality of sibling relationships in families of children with autism. J Autism
Dev Disord. 2009;39(2):198-209.

19. Orsmond GI, Seltzer MM. Siblings of individuals with autism spectrum disorders across the life
course. Autism. 2007;11(3):207-222.

20. Glidden LM, Schoolcraft SA. Longitudinal analysis of siblings of children with developmental
disabilities. Am J Ment Retard. 2003;108(3):169-181.

21.  Karst JS, Van Hecke AV. Parenting stress in families of children with autism spectrum
disorders. Clin Child Fam Psychol Rev. 2012;15(3):247-277.
22. Shivers CM, et al. Impact of the family environment on sibling relationships. Fam Relat.

2017;66(5):665-676.
23. Harris SL. The impact of autism on family dynamics. Fam Relat. 1984;33(2):127-134.

IJFMR230120979 Volume 5, Issue 1, January-February 2023 4



https://www.ijfmr.com/

