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GENE H. BRODY, ZOLINDA STONEMAN, TRELLIS SMITH, AND NICOLE MORGAN GIBSON
University of Georgia

Sibling Relationships in Rural

African American Families

A family process model linked mothers’ and
fathers’ psychological functioning to sibling rela-
tionship quality in a sample of 85 9- to 12-year-old
African American youths and their married parents
living in the rural Southeastern United States.
Members of the rural African American community
participated in the development of the research
methods. Better parental psychological functioning
was linked to closer and more supportive relation-
ships in the nuclear and extended families and with
more supportive parenting practices. In turn, these
Sfamily processes were linked with children’s devel-
opment of self-regulation. Self-regulated youths
experienced more harmonious and less conflicted
sibling relationships.

In African American families, siblings serve im-
portant functions. During childhood, older siblings
provide care for their younger brothers and sis-
ters, and during the adult and aging years, siblings
provide emotional and instrumental support for
one another (Chatters, Taylor, & Jackson, 1986;
Hunter, 1997; Taylor, Chatters, & Mays, 1988;
Young, 1970, 1974). Despite the salience of sibling
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support and assistance among African Americans,
very little attention has been given to understanding
the family processes that contribute to variations in
the quality of sibling relationships among African
American children. From a developmental perspec-
tive, this issue has special significance. Because
African American siblings provide substantial
amounts of care for their younger brothers and
sisters, conflict in sibling relationships can make it
less likely that younger siblings will receive pro-
social and responsive care (McHale & Crouter,
1996). Data suggest that sibling relationship qual-
ity remains stable from middle childhood into
adolescence (Brody, Stoneman, & McCoy, 1994a;
Dunn, 1996). Furthermore, Ross and Milgram
(1982) found that feelings of rivalry originating in
childhood persist well into adulthood and are asso-
ciated with the closeness of adult sibling relation-
ships. An understanding of the origins of relation-
ship quality among African American siblings is
important, given the degree to which they can serve
as sources of mutual support across the life span.
In this study, we examined the role that family
processes (e.g., coparenting support and parenting
practices) play in linking parental psychological
resources (e.g., self-esteem) to sibling relationship
quality among rural African Americans. Although
the proposed model is consistent with our recent
findings about the influence of family processes on
the quality of sibling relationships among White
families, we do not know whether similar associa-
tions exist in African American families, particu-
larly those living in sparsely populated rural areas.

Journal of Marriage and the Family 61 (November 1999): 1046-1057
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FIGURE 1. CONCEPTUAL MODEL
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We chose to focus on middle childhood in this
study because, during this developmental period,
older siblings often begin to assume caregiving and
teaching responsibilities for their younger siblings
(Brody, 1998). In addition, the quality of sibling re-
lationships formed during this period provides the
basis for supportive exchanges that can help to sus-
tain both siblings during the transitions that ac-
company adolescence.

Our research is guided by the conceptual model
presented in Figure 1. The first link in the model
concerns the association of parents’ psychological
functioning with family relationships and parenting
practices. Elevated levels of parental depression
have been found to be associated with less in-
volved, less communicative, more negative, and
more hostile family relationships (Brody et al.,
1994; Jacob & Johnson, 1997; Susman, Trickett,
Tannotti, Hollenbeck, & Zahn-Waxler, 1985). Rutter
(1990) found depressed and hostile parents to be
less involved with and less affectionate toward
their children, to feel more guilt and resentment,
and to experience more difficulty in managing
their children and communicating with them. The
arousal generated by interacting with a depressed or
hostile parent may disrupt children’s ability to reg-
ulate their emotions and behavior (Fabes & Eisen-
berg, 1992) and may lead to more conflict and less
support in their sibling relationships.

We predicted that the second panel in the con-
ceptual model, involving supportive family rela-
tionships and parenting practices, would be pivotal
in connecting parental psychological resources to
sibling relationship quality. Relationships with
members of the extended family were included in
this study because in African American families
relatives outside the nuclear family often have
frequent contact with children and play significant
supportive roles in their lives (Billingsley, 1992;
McAdoo, 1997). Given that mothers, fathers, and
caregivers who are part of the extended family
function as an interdependent system and that
parenting often takes place in a larger family con-
text (Belsky, 1984), we examined the conceptual
model from a family systems perspective. The con-
struct formed to assess family relationships in-
cludes three dimensions that are hypothesized to
be associated with sibling relationship quality: (a)
the quality of the children’s relationships with their
mothers, fathers, and extended family caregivers;
(b) caregiver support that parents receive from their
spouses; and (c) conflict between each spouse and
the caregiver from the extended family on matters
of childrearing.

Close relationships between children and their
adult caregivers are hypothesized to contribute to
the development of prosocial orientations in sib-
lings, according to attachment (Sroufe & Fleeson,
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1986) and social learning (Parke, MacDonald,
Beitel, & Bhavnagri, 1988) theories. Attachment
theorists propose that children develop internal
representations of relationships from caregivers,
which they subsequently use in maintaining other
relationships. Social learning theorists have shown
that behavior patterns enacted with caregivers are
generalized to children’s interactions with siblings
(Patterson, 1984) and peers (Parke et al., 1988).

Parental caregiving functions optimally when
parents provide one another with instrumental and
emotional support. Earlier studies indicated that
both emotional encouragement and tangible help
enhance effective parenting in African American
families (Brody, Stoneman, & Flor, 1995; Brody
et al., 1994; Brown & Gary, 1988; Lewis, 1989;
Stevens & Duffield, 1986; Taylor & Roberts, 1995;
Wilson, 1984, 1986). In addition, spouses who
model cooperation in discharging their parental
responsibilities are exemplifying standards of in-
terpersonal sharing and caring that their children
observe on a daily basis. Repeated observation of
supportive coparenting can transmit a set of pro-
social norms that children can use to govern their
behavior toward their siblings.

Extended childrearing networks function opti-
mally when caregivers cooperate and generally
agree on childrearing practices. Wilson (1984,
1986) has noted, however, that the extended care-
giver network also holds the potential for dissen-
sion and strain. Contradictory, confusing messages
from disagreeing caregivers stress children’s loy-
alties and complicate their ability to discern order
and predictability in their homes. The anger that
children witness between caregivers produces
negative emotional reactions in the children, who
often direct these affects toward others. Open con-
flict between caregivers has, in fact, been found to
be associated with less positivity and more nega-
tivity in sibling relationships (Brody, Stoneman, &
Burke, 1987; Brody, Stoneman, & McCoy, 1994b;
Brody, Stoneman, McCoy, & Forehand, 1992;
Hetherington, 1988; MacKinnon, 1989).

We also predicted that particular childrearing
practices would be linked with variations in sibling
relationship quality. Studies involving White fam-
ilies have demonstrated that negativity, intrusive-
ness, and psychological overcontrol in parent-child
relationships are associated with aggressive, self-
protective behavior in sibling relationships (Brody,
Stoneman, & MacKinnon, 1986; Brody et al., 1987;
Brody, Stoneman, & Gauger, 1996; Brody, Stone-
man, & McCoy, 1992, 1994a, 1994b; Brody, Stone-
man, McCoy, & Forehand, 1992; Dunn & Kendrick,
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1982; Hetherington, 1988; Howe, 1986; Stewart,
Mobley, Van Tuyl, & Salvador, 1987; Stocker,
Dunn, & Plomin, 1989). The same studies showed
that greater parental support is linked with more
positive affectivity and prosocial behavior in sibling
relationships.

The empirical literature on White families in-
cludes few studies of the mechanisms that mediate
the impact of family processes on the quality of
sibling relationships. In our model we proposed
as a mediator self-regulation, which includes the
ability to set and attain goals, to plan actions and
consider their consequences, to persist, and to re-
frain from directing aggressive behavior toward
others. These abilities are likely to engender greater
satisfaction, more prosociability, and less antago-
nism in sibling relationships. This hypothesis was
derived from the work of Brody and associates
(1994), Fabes and Eisenberg (1992), Greenberger
(1982), and Steinberg, Elmen, and Mounts (1989),
who found both parenting practices and family re-
lationship quality to be linked with children’s devel-
opment of strategies for regulating their behavior
and emotions.

In the following analyses, we empirically eval-
uated our model of parental psychological function-
ing, family processes, and sibling relationship qual-
ity with a sample of rural African American
two-parent families. Rural African American com-
munity members participated in the development
of the research methods, a collaboration that re-
sulted in the multi-informant research design de-
scribed in the following sections.

METHOD

Participants

Eighty-five African American families with mar-
ried parents and a 9- to 12-year-old firstborn child
(45 females and 40 males) were recruited from
rural counties in Georgia and South Carolina. Only
counties in which 25% or more of the population
was African American were sampled in order to en-
sure that a viable African American community ex-
isted in the county. The mothers and fathers were in
their mid-30s, and both parents had, on average,
more than a high school education. An economic
cross-section of rural African American families
was included in the sample. Table 1 presents the
means, ranges, and standard deviations for each
demographic variable.

Families were recruited with the help of contact
persons in schools, churches, and communities.
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Siblings in African American Families 1049
TABLE 1. MEANS, STANDARD DEVIATIONS, AND RANGES FOR DEMOGRAPHIC VARIABLES
Demographic Variable M SD Range
Total family income $29,592 $11,187 $2,500-55,000
Family per capita income $ 5,543 $ 2,395 $ 357-11,375
Mother’s age (years) 33 4.25 26-43
Father’s age (years) 36 5.20 25-54
Child’s age (years) 11 99 9-12
Mother’s education® 4.29 1.19 1-6
Father’s education® 3.94 1.22 1-6
Family size (persons) 2.45 .96 1-6

2Education scale: 1 = less than high school, 2 = high school graduate, 3 = high school equivalence diploma, 4 = technical

training, 5 = junior college, 6 = college.

Each contact person gave the names of families who
expressed interest in the project to an African
American research staff member, and the staff mem-
ber contacted the families. Each family was paid
$60 for their participation.

To enhance rapport and cultural understanding,
African American graduate and undergraduate
students served as interviewers to collect data in the
families’ homes. Prior to data collection, the inter-
viewers received 1 month of training in administer-
ing the self-report instruments.

Development of Measures with the
Assistance of Community Members

We were concerned about the accurate assessment
of the population we were to study because most
instruments used to evaluate family processes and
individual outcomes have been developed for use
with and standardized on White, middle-class fam-
ilies. Consequently, the available measures may
not validly describe the family dynamics of rural
African Americans. We dealt with this issue by
forming focus groups of rural African American
community members. Most of the group members
served as peer agents for two Georgia state agen-
cies. Some of these agents recommended other
African American community leaders for participa-
tion. The final focus group included 40 people from
throughout Georgia who were representative of the
population we planned to study.

The group addressed the development of valid
self-report instruments. Each member rated each
instrument that we planned to use on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (not appropriate) for
rural African American families to 5 (very appro-
priate). Instruments that attained a mean rating of at
least 3.5 were retained. A few items were changed
slightly because the members of the focus group
were unfamiliar with some of the words in them.
These words were replaced with others that were
more familiar to the group members.

PROCEDURE

Three home visits, each lasting 2-3 hours, were
made to each family, arranged close to a week
apart, depending on the families’ schedules. Inter-
viewers visited the families in teams of two, one
male and one female. The male interviewer worked
primarily with the father, and the female inter-
viewer, with the mother and child. During the first
visit, informed consent forms were completed.
The parents consented to their own and their child’s
participation in the study, and the child agreed to
participate.

During each home visit, self-report question-
naires were administered to each parent and the
target child in an interview format. Each interview
was conducted privately between the family mem-
ber and an interviewer. No other family members
were present or able to overhear the conversation.
At no time during the presentation of the self-report
instruments did the interviewers assume that a
family member could read. This concern about lit-
eracy was one of the reasons for presenting the
questionnaires in an interview format. When re-
sponses to a Likert scale were required, the family
member was shown a card with a series of dots in
graduated sizes that corresponded to the magnitude
of the responses from which he or she was to
choose. The interviewer asked the family member
to indicate an answer using the dots on the card.

MEASURES

Parental psychological functioning. This construct
was assessed using two indicators: 16 items from
the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression
Scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977) and the Rosenberg
Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965). The CES-D
items were rated on a 4-point Likert-type scale,
indicating how often in the last week the respondent
experienced various symptoms, ranging from rarely
or none of the time (less than 1 day) to most or all
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of the time (5-7 days). Examples of the items in-
clude: “How often did you feel like not eating; had
a poor appetite?”’ “How often did you feel that
everything you did was an effort?” “How often did
you feel that you could not shake off the blues?”
The Cronbach alphas for mothers’ and fathers’ re-
ports were .87 and .88, respectively.

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale contains 10
items rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging
from completely false to completely true. Examples
of the items include: “I feel that I'm a person of
worth, at least on an equal basis with others,” “I
take a positive attitude toward myself,” and “on the
whole, I am satisfied with myself.” The Cronbach
alphas for mothers’ and fathers’ reports were .78
and .82, respectively.

Family relationships. The family relationships
construct included 3 indicators: caregiver support
received from spouse, caregiver conflict between
the spouses and between each spouse and the care-
giver from the extended family, and the closeness
of the children’s relationships with their mothers,
fathers, and extended-family caregivers. Mothers
and fathers assessed spousal caregiver support in-
dependently using the support subscale of Ahrons’
(1981) Quality of Coparenting Scales, Revised. A
5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from never to
always, was used to indicate the frequency of
agreement on issues of parenting support. The three
coparenting support items were: “When you need
help with this child, how often do you go to your
spouse for help?” “Would you say that your spouse
is a help to you in raising your child?” “Would
you say you are a help to your spouse in raising
your child?” Estimates of internal consistency were
.55 for mothers and .60 for fathers. Mothers’ and
fathers’ responses were z-scored and summed to
obtain a measure of each couple’s caregiving sup-
port. Data were also collected on the parents’ per-
ceptions of the caregiving support they received
from the extended-family caregivers. These data,
however, did not relate meaningfully with any of
the other variables in the study, so they were ex-
cluded from analysis.

Mothers and fathers identified a member of
the extended family who assisted with child care.
Two thirds of the parents selected the maternal
grandmother, and approximately one third selected
a maternal aunt. Mothers and fathers independently
assessed conflict among caregivers using the
O’Leary-Porter Scale (Porter & O’Leary, 1980), a
10-item instrument that indexes the frequency of
conflict between caregivers in the children’s pres-

Journal of Marriage and the Family

ence. Respondents used a 5-point Likert-type scale,
ranging from never/very little to a lot, to rate items
such as “How much do you argue with your spouse
(or [extended family caregiver]) in front of your
child?” Each parent completed the scale twice, once
concerning conflict with the spouse and once for
conflict with the caregiver from the extended fam-
ily. Estimates of internal consistency exceeded .77
for mothers and .85 for fathers. The mothers’ and
fathers’ reports of conflict with their spouses and
extended-family caregivers were z-scored and
summed to create an assessment of conflict among
caregivers.

The third indicator, children’s reports of close-
ness to their mothers, fathers, and caregivers from
the extended family, was evaluated using the three-
item Relationship Assessment Scale, Revised
(Hendrick, 1988). A 5-point Likert-type scale with
responses indicating low to high satisfaction was
used to rate items such as: “How well does your
[mother, father, extended-family caregiver] meet
your needs?” Estimates of internal consistency
exceeded .70. Children’s reports of closeness to
their mothers, fathers, and extended-family care-
givers were z-scored and summed to create an
index of children’s closeness to their caregivers.

Parenting practices. The parenting practices con-
struct included two 2 indicators: children’s percep-
tions of supportive parenting from their mothers
and fathers and children’s perceptions of their par-
ents’ use of psychological control. Two subscales
from the short form of the Children’s Report of
Parental Behavior Inventory (Schwartz, Barton-
Henry, & Pruzinsky, 1985), a measure of parental
discipline practices, were used. The support sub-
scale assesses parents’ supportive behavior toward
the child, and the psychological control subscale in-
dexes nagging and the induction of guilt and anxi-
ety. Estimates of internal consistency for these sub-
scales were .78 (support) and .74 (psychological
control).

Children’s assessments of their mothers’ and
fathers’ use of support and psychological control
were z-scored. For each parent, the score for psy-
chological control was subtracted from the support
score to yield an index of relative parental warmth
and support. A score of 0 indicates a balance of
supportive and negative parenting practices, nega-
tive scores indicate more use of nagging, guilt in-
duction, and anxiety induction, and positive scores
indicate more supportive parenting. Previous re-
search has indicated that higher ratios of supportive
to negative parenting practices are associated, both
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contemporaneously and longitudinally, with the
quality of the sibling relationship (Brody, 1998).

Children’s self-regulation. Self-regulation was as-
sessed with two indicators: the Children’s Self-
Control Scale (Humphrey, 1982) and the conduct
problems subscale of the Revised Behavior Prob-
lems Checklist (Quay & Peterson, 1987). The Self-
Control Scale contains five items that mothers and
fathers rated on a 5-point scale: (a) thinks ahead of
time about the consequences of his or her actions,
(b) plans ahead before acting, (c) pays attention to
what he or she is doing, (d) works toward goals,
and (e) sticks to what he or she is doing, even on
long, unpleasant tasks, until finished. Cronbach’s
alphas were .80 for mothers and .71 for fathers.
Mothers’ and fathers’ responses were standardized
and summed to derive a multi-informant indicator.
The conduct problems subscale includes 10 items
that index angry, disruptive behavior patterns.
Mothers’ and fathers’ responses to this indicator
were also standardized and summed to yield a
second multi-informant assessment. Cronbach’s
alphas exceeded .80 for both parents.

Sibling relationship quality. Target children re-
ported the quality of their relationships with their
younger siblings using the satisfaction, prosociabil-
ity, and antagonism subscales from the Sibling
Relationship Questionnaire (Furman & Buhrmester,
1985). Only the target children completed these
scales because most of their younger siblings were
younger than 9 years old, and Furman and Buhr-
mester found that younger children typically pro-
vide less reliable responses to self-report assess-
ments of the quality of their sibling relationships.
The satisfaction (o0 = .71) and prosociability (o =
.80) subscales were standardized and summed to
form an indicator of sibling harmony, and the an-
tagonism subscale (o = .83) served as an indicator
of sibling conflict. In past research, sibling’s re-
sponses to these scales were associated with ob-
served rates of positive and negative behavior to-
ward one another (Brody et al., 1992, 1994a,
1994b).

REsuLTS

We constructed latent variable structural equation
models to test the hypothetical model presented in
Figure 1. Maximum likelihood estimates of the
model coefficients were derived using LISREL 8
(Joreskog & Sorbom, 1993). We obtained ¥ values,
comparative fit indexes, and goodness-of-fit in-
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dexes. Table 2 presents the correlation matrices,
means, and standard deviations for the variables
used in the analysis. The data presented in Table 2
are consistent with the hypothesized links de-
picted in Figure 1.

The model was estimated by examining the
measurement and structural models simultaneously.
The first indicator in each construct was fixed at
1.0. Figure 2 presents the completely standardized
factor loadings of the measured variables on the
latent constructs and the standardized structural
coefficients. The factor loadings of the measured
variables on the latent constructs were all signifi-
cant. Because mothers’ and fathers’ psychological
resources are exogenous constructs in this model,
we allowed them to covary (r = 43, p < .05). We
also allowed several substantively meaningful
measurement errors (e.g., indicators derived from
the same informant) to covary. These correlated
error terms were omitted from Figure 2, however,
to preserve the figure’s clarity.

Family income was controlled throughout the
estimation of all structural coefficients but is not
shown in Figure 2 in order to simplify the presenta-
tion. Family income was correlated with both moth-
ers” and fathers’ reports of depressive symptoms,
r(84) = =30, p < .01, and r(84) = -31, p < .004,
respectively, and self-esteem, r(84) = .36, p < .01,
and r(84) = .32, p < .003, respectively. Family in-
come was also associated with coparenting support,
r(84) = .23, p < .04, and parents’ reports of the tar-
get child’s behavior problems, #(84) = =30, p <
.005. No significant associations emerged between
family income and any of the other variables pre-
sented in Table 2.

The sample included in this study was too small
to allow separate tests of the hypothetical model
for girls and boys. We did, however, execute hier-
archical multiple regression analyses to determine
whether the gender of the older sibling moderated
the associations between sibling relationship qual-
ity and any of the other variables. No significant
effects emerged.

The goodness-of-fit index (GFI = .91), the non-
normed fit index (NNFI = .97), and the compara-
tive fit index (CFI = .98) suggest that the data ade-
quately fit the hypothesized mediational model,
x%(53) = 58.29, p < .297. (See Bollen, 1989.) We hy-
pothesized that mothers’ and fathers’ psychological
resources would be linked with family relationships
and parenting practices. In turn, we hypothesized
that the latter variables would be linked to variations
in the quality of sibling relationships via their
associations with children’s self-regulation. The
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FIGURE 2. STRUCTURAL MODEL
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results of the LISREL analyses were consistent with
these propositions. Mothers’ (f = .48) and fathers’
(B = .47) psychological resources were linked with
the quality of family relationships. Because moth-
ers’ and fathers” depressive symptoms and conflict
among caregivers were all fixed at 1.0, the paths
indicate that more depressive symptoms among
mothers and fathers were linked with more con-
flicted, less supportive family relationships. Moth-
ers’ (B = —.43), but not fathers’ (f = —.10), psycho-
logical resources were linked with the parenting
practices latent construct. Children whose mothers
reported fewer psychological resources were more
likely to report receiving less supportive parenting.

Consistent with the theoretical model (Figure
1), family relationships (B = —.45) and parenting
practices (B = .49) were linked directly with self-
regulation and linked indirectly, through self-
regulation, with sibling relationship quality (B =
.64 for the association between self-regulation and
sibling relationship quality). Parents reported that
children displayed lower levels of self-regulation
in families in which caregiver conflict was higher,
coparenting support was lower, and children expe-
rienced less closeness with their caregivers. Con-
versely, supportive parenting practices were linked

with fewer self-regulatory problems among chil-
dren. Children who were more self-regulated ex-
perienced more harmonious and less conflicted
sibling relationships.

Tests of alternative models. Three alternative
models were tested to determine whether they fit
the data better than the original hypothetical model.
Direct paths were added from mothers’ and
fathers’ psychological functioning to children’s
self-regulation in the first alternative model and
to sibling relationship quality in the second. In the
third alternative model, direct paths were added
from parenting practices and family relationships
to sibling relationship quality. None of the additional
paths attained a ¢ of 1.8, indicating no improvement
over the hypothetical model. None of the alternative
models evinced a significant reduction in %2 with
a sacrifice of 2 degrees of freedom.

DiscussioN

Prior research addressing the links between family
processes and variations in the quality of sibling
relationships has focused on a narrow cross-section
of White families in metropolitan areas. Although
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much of this work has contributed to an under-
standing of factors that promote or detract from
sibling relationship quality, theories about these
processes must be tested with samples that reflect
a range of family characteristics to determine gen-
eralizability. When we began this research, it was
not clear whether findings from the existing litera-
ture would be relevant to African American fami-
lies living in rural areas. Researchers have suggested
that childrearing demands may differ for urban and
rural parents. McLaughlin and Sachs (1988) identi-
fied a lack of employment opportunities, low in-
come, and few child-care resources as challenges
with which rural parents, particularly African
Americans, must cope. Rural African American
parents must also cope with an oppressive social
structure (Tickamyer & Duncan, 1990). The lack of
opportunities and parenting supports could com-
bine with the stress of discrimination to affect the
sibling relationships of rural African American chil-
dren. If so, the heuristic value of prior research
would be minimal. The results of the study pre-
sented here, however, support the proposed medi-
ational model of the relationships among parental
psychological functioning, family processes, and
sibling relationship quality.

We found parental psychological functioning to
be indirectly associated with sibling relationship
quality via its links with family relationship quality
and parenting practices. The psychological func-
tioning of both mothers and fathers was associated
with the quality of relationships among parents
and children, between spouses, and among spouses
and caregivers from the extended family. Mothers’,
but not fathers’, psychological functioning was
linked to supportive parenting practices. The latter
finding is consistent with a recent report on White
families in which this link was stronger for mothers
than for fathers (Jacob & Johnson, 1997). It seems
likely that this result may be linked with mothers’
greater responsibility for child care in rural African
American families (Tolson & Wilson, 1990).

Prior research with White families typically has
examined the links between mother-child and sib-
ling relationship quality. In recognition of the ex-
tended family caregiving system that is part of the
lives of many rural African American children, we
expanded the study of family relationships to in-
clude relationships that caregivers from the ex-
tended family form with children and their parents.
All of these relationships were conceptualized as
part of an interactive, interdependent network in
which one set of relationships affects the others.
This assumption was translated into a latent con-

Journal of Marriage and the Family

struct that evinced acceptable measurement prop-
erties in the LISREL analysis.

The importance of supportive caregiving sys-
tems in the nuclear family and the extended family
for the development of positive sibling relationships
among rural African Americans is particularly ap-
parent when the context of the participants’ lives is
considered. In many of the families, both parents
work at several jobs to earn enough money to sup-
port their families. More often than not, these jobs
involve physical labor, which contributes to parental
fatigue. Because these parents arrive home tired and
in many cases immediately assume childrearing
responsibilities while the other parent goes to work,
the quality of communication and the continuity be-
tween caregivers is perhaps more important than
it is for families in other ecological niches. If the fa-
tigue of family members interferes with cooperative
and supportive caregiving and positive family re-
lationships, children will receive contradictory mes-
sages from their caregivers. By undermining the
children’s loyalties and complicating their ability to
discern order and predictability at home, such con-
flict compromises their ability to regulate their own
behavior and emotions. Dysregulation in children
was found, as hypothesized, to be associated with
less prosocial and more conflicted sibling rela-
tionships.

Mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of the care-
giving support they received from extended family
caregivers was not linked with the other variables
in this study. This finding is not uncommon in the
literature. (See Kessler, Price, & Wortman, 1985.)
Perceived support appears to be less salient than
perceived conflict in governing family members’
thoughts about and reactions to one another (Beach,
Sandeen, & O’Leary, 1990). Conflict with family
members appears to mobilize attributional and
interactional processes that maintain negative re-
actions long after episodes of conflict are over
(Brody, Arias, & Fincham, 1996).

In our study, firstborn siblings provided the as-
sessments of sibling relationship quality. It is not
known whether similar links between family
processes and sibling relationship quality would
have been detected if the younger siblings’ perspec-
tives had been included. Prior research (Brody,
1998; Brody et al., 1992, 1994a, 1994b) indicates
that firstborn and second born siblings’ assessments
of the quality of their relationship using the Sib-
ling Relationship Questionnaire (Furman & Buhr-
mester, 1985) are moderately correlated. These stud-
ies also indicate that the assessments of the quality
of sibling relationships obtained from both first-

This content downloaded from
141.166.212.123 on Thu, 14 Dec 2023 18:01:15 +00:00
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Siblings in African American Families

and second-born siblings are linked similarly with
family processes, both contemporaneously and lon-
gitudinally. Future research should be designed to
replicate these findings with African American
siblings.

The research to date has examined direct links
between family processes and the quality of sibling
relationships. In this study, we found family rela-
tionships and parenting practices to be linked in-
directly with sibling relationship quality via child
self-regulation. We determined that the link between
family processes and the quality of sibling relation-
ships was fully mediated through self-regulation.
These data suggest that events in the family are
associated with children’s ability to organize their
behavior and manage their emotions. Children
can take these competencies with them into their
daily caregiving, nurturing, and play interactions
with their brothers and sisters.

Several limitations of this study and some
caveats must be noted. First, the proposed model is
not intended to be exhaustive. Models that include
different parameters than those in our model could
also account for variation in the quality of the sib-
ling relationship. Second, although the paths may
imply causality, at this point we can only test the
extent to which the observed variables can be pre-
dicted from the hypothesized model without re-
spect to direction of effects. Third, the results need
to be replicated with a larger sample; results ob-
tained from structural equation modeling tech-
niques tend to be more reliable with larger samples.
Despite the limitations created by the sample’s
size, the consistency between the theoretical hy-
potheses and the results obtained makes it unlikely
that the results were produced by random fluctua-
tions in data. Finally, our sample is nonrandom; it
does, however, represent an economic cross-section
of rural two-parent African American families.
Cautions notwithstanding, this study demonstrates
that research on sibling relationships can serve as
a window through which to understand general
family processes and child development in di-
verse contexts.
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Foundation.
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