
Sibling relationships tied to children’s 
vocabulary skills 
Andrew M. Seaman 

Reuters

Published Monday, Jan. 27 2014, 2:03 PM EST                    (Thinkstock)

Last updated Monday, Jan. 27 2014, 2:05 PM EST 

In large families, young kids can’t always get a lot of individual attention from parents – but 
healthy interactions with an older sibling may help compensate for that, a new study suggests. 
How older children interact with their siblings is tied to the younger children’s development, 
Canadian researchers found.

“The idea is that here is this effect of being in a large family where you don’t get that many 
resources, but if you get an older sibling that’s really attuned to your needs that would be a 
modifying effect,” Jennifer Jenkins said.

Jenkins is the study’s senior author and the Atkinson Chair of Early Child Development and 
Education at the University of Toronto.

Previous research had found that children from large families tend to score lower on vocabulary, 
IQ and other academic tests, compared to those from smaller families.

“That’s been pretty well examined that the larger the family, the less good the child’s skill in  
language and IQ,” Jenkins said. “It’s really thought of as a resource dilution.”

For example, if a couple has a second child, the attention they spent on their first child will then 
be split among both kids.

She cautioned that whatever effect a large family may have on a child is small, however.

To see whether an older sibling can possibly fill in for some of that diluted attention, the 
researchers used data from an existing trial that included families from Toronto with 385 young 
children who had a sibling at least four years older.

Mothers and older siblings were scored on how they interacted with the younger child.
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For example, the researchers scored whether the older sibling or mother were sensitive to the 
younger sibling’s abilities and gave positive feedback.

The younger sibling’s vocabulary was also tested by having the child point to an object’s picture 
after its named was said out loud.

The researchers found that children with many siblings tended to score lower on the vocabulary 
test, compared to those who had smaller families.

Children from large families whose older siblings scored higher during the interaction, however, 
tended to score higher on the test than those whose older brother or sister scored lower during the 
interaction.

The association between an older sibling’s so-called cognitive sensitivity and the younger child’s  
score remained strong even when the researchers also accounted for traits that might have 
influenced the results, such as gender and age.

While the overall association may be small, Jenkins said many traits that are associated with 
similar cognitive delays are of a similar size.

“It’s multiple and multiple accumulating influences,” she said. “I think all of these small  
influences are worth paying attention to.”

Jenkins said the next step would be to develop a trial to test a program that encourages older 
siblings to have better interactions with their younger brothers and sisters to see if that improves 
the younger siblings’ cognitive abilities.

That, she said, would also help show that the older sibling’s interactions cause better outcomes in 
their younger brothers and sisters instead of just showing that the two are somehow linked – as 
this study does.

The study also has some limitations, including not knowing what kind of interactions the 
younger children’s other siblings have with each other.

Jenkins and her colleagues write in the journal Pediatrics on Monday that it’s also possible that 
the association is reversed and that the younger child’s abilities influence the type of interactions  
their older siblings have with them.

“Siblings really play this very strong role in how kids come out,” Jenkins said. “I’d like people to 
think about those sibling relationships a little bit more and then how to strengthen them.”


