Having a Sibling with Special Needs 

            In the United States, almost 6 million children have disabilities.  Most have brothers and sisters.  Throughout their lives, these siblings will share many of the same concerns that parents of children with special needs experience, as well as issues that are uniquely theirs. 

The diagnosis of a handicapping condition or a chronic illness has a profound effect on all family members. Siblings suddenly must adjust to severe changes in their family’s lifestyle and daily routine because increased time, attention, money, and support is directed toward the child with special needs.


Siblings play important roles in each other’s lives.  Brothers and sisters take on many roles with each other: teacher, friend, companion, follower, protector, enemy, confidante, competitor, role model, etc.  When one of the siblings is chronically ill or disabled, these roles can be and often are altered. 

               The responses and feelings of the non-disabled siblings tend to change over time as the sibling adapts to the sibling with special needs and as they develop and get older. For example, a preschool aged child may feel confused, afraid, anxious and/or angry. Elementary school aged children may feel embarrassed as they recognize the differences between their sibling and others’ siblings. Adolescents and young adults may have future oriented concerns (i.e., how will their peers accept and deal with their brother or sister, what will become of their sibling, and who will take care of their sibling when he/she is older?).


Research shows, among the concerns mentioned by authors, parents and siblings themselves include: feelings of isolation, guilt, resentments, perceived pressure to achieve, increased care giving demands, and concerns about their role in the sibling’s future. At the same time, having a sibling with special need presents opportunities that many parents and siblings themselves have reported.  For example, the insights a sibling will have on the human condition; the maturity they can develop; the loyalty they display towards their siblings and families; and the appreciation many siblings have for their good health and their own families. 

Issues and Concerns


Parents and professionals are often unaware of the special needs and unique concerns of these non- handicapped siblings.  Typical problems confronting the siblings include: 

· Embarrassment

                    Children with special needs may embarrass their sibling by calling attention to themselves through some unusual behavior that may cause peers, neighbors or strangers to stare.  In the same way that parents often feel their child’s behavior is a reflection of them, siblings identify with their handicapped sibling. 

· Guilt

Siblings may occasionally get angry with their brother or sister and they may feel guilt and/or remorse because they realize their anger was directed towards behavior that their sibling could not control. 


They may feel guilty they themselves do not have a disability. This may result in underachievement.  

· Isolation

Siblings may feel a sense of isolation about sharing news about their       brother or sister with their friends because of the negative reaction they may get. 

      They may have to restrain their enthusiasm about an accomplishment of their   sibling because their friends may consider this a trivial achievement and may laugh at it. 

     They may not talk to their parent because they do not want to upset them or they may feel they will be misunderstood.

     They may have no one to share these negative feelings (or positive).

· Resentment

Siblings sometimes feel conflict between their needs and those of their handicapped brother or sister.  They may resent the amount of time and energy their parents give the sibling with special needs. 

They may misinterpret their parents’ priorities, and engage in inappropriate behavior in an attempt to get their fair share of their parents’ attention. 

Since the non-handicapped sibling is often the best equipped and most convenient baby sitter, such responsibilities may conflict with their owns needs, if excessive childcare responsibilities deprive siblings of the opportunities to have time to themselves or pursue their own interests, they may resent both their parents and their handicapped sibling.  

· Ambivalence

                  Siblings often feel angry at themselves, their friends and their siblings 

                  with special needs. 

They struggle with the pain of feeling ashamed and embarrassed, jealous and resentful even though they also may love their brother or sister. 

They also may avoid asking parents questions because they sense their parent’s pain.

· Pressure to Achieve

Some children may believe that they must make up for the pain and sorrow of having a handicap sibling.

Often, parents transfer unrealized expectations for the handicapped child to the other children. 

· Perfectionism

Some may feel the need to be perfect. Perfectionism nearly always leads to feelings of frustration, inadequacy and failure. 

The last two often come from parents communicating an expectation that the sibling is expected to be more mature, patient and understanding than their peers.  It is unrealistic to expect this all of the time.

· Underachievement and/or Acting Out

Sometimes the non-handicapped siblings underachieve or hold themselves back because they do not want to hurt their sibling.  They may feel undeserving of success.

Sometimes, because they are easier, than the handicapped sibling, they are overlooked and parents fail to notice or pay attention to their needs.  Such children often resort to negative behaviors that “cry” for their parents’ attention. 

· Loss of Childhood

Siblings often assume caretaking, parental role for which they are emotionally unequipped.  They may skip over milestones critical to their development as adults. 

· Mimic Negative Behaviors

Younger siblings in particular often model the behavior of older siblings with handicapping conditions.

· No Escape

Few people spend more time with a handicapped child than his brothers and sisters do.  Every other child can opt out when the handicapped child acts in ways that are annoying and even hurtful.


ADHD- excessive energy


OCD – going on and on with either the obsession or compulsion


PDD - hurting child with temper outbursts.

What can I do as a parent?

How parents rise to the challenge, can affect the sibling relationship for years. 

Conflicts arise when parent have a double standard for their disabled and non-disabled children. Even though the child with the disability will need and receive more parental attention, the amount given may be perceived as unfair by the non-disable sibling.  Some parents, on the other hand, may tend to over indulge the non-handicapped child in an effort to compensate 

· Open Communication

This is essential in all families but especially in a family with a handicapped child. The full impact of the handicap or illness should be talked about honestly with all family members, including the non-handicapped siblings.  The sibling should get factual and age appropriate information regarding the handicap or illness.  If this information is withheld, then they may invent answers to these questions, such as what caused the handicapped. They may even blame themselves for it. 

· Encourage and support the expression of their true feelings about their sibling.

Children need to express their emotions.  If they do not express it verbally, they will express it in another way.  

If the child is angry because their brother or sister embarrassed them at school, then validate that feeling by sharing how you would feel if it were you who was embarrassed.  Acknowledge their feelings, and allow them the right to be angry.

Resist the temptation to make them feel better or to make excuses for the handicapped sibling. 

· Provide opportunities (as many as is possible) for typical family life.
This means inviting friends to visit, participating in sports, etc. and taking family vacations, even if that sometimes requires leaving the disabled child at home with a caretaker. 

· Spend time alone with your non-handicapped children.
Make plans to spend time alone with them and talk just about their own activities, interests and accomplishments. 

Create a project you can work on and complete together (art and crafts)

· Go to some places alone (i.e. museum)  

· Enroll in parent-child class

· Coach team

· Class parent

· Help siblings learn to fight fairly and settle disputes on their own.

Unless your children have really crossed the line: physical or verbal assaults (or you have just had enough) let them work it out for a while.  If you step in, help them solve it.  Look for solutions not blame. 

· Use disciplinary methods that can be applied to all siblings as needed.

Use disciplinary methods that can be applied to all siblings as needed.  Apply consequences even handedly as much as is possible.  (i.e., 1-2-3- Magic).

· Chores should be evenly distributed among all members.

Household chores should be evenly distributed among all family members and not become the sole responsibility of non-handicapped siblings.  Children with special needs may team up with another family member to take some minimal part in household chores.

· Communicate with your non-handicapped sibling’s teachers.

Meet with your non-handicapped children’s teachers.  It is important for the teacher to understand what your child is going through.  Notify teacher when something major is going on - i.e. surgery, hospitalization, etc.

If your child agrees, ask the teacher if you and/ or your child could speak to the class about the disability or illness.

· Provide opportunities to meet other siblings of children with special needs. 

For most parents, the thought of “doing it alone”, without the benefit of knowing another parent in a similar situation is unthinkable. Yet this happens routinely to brothers and sisters.

· Future concerns should be dealt with as a family.

Siblings may want to know if they will have children of disabilities.  Who will take care of the handicapped sibling when the parents become unable to do so? 

When brothers and sisters are “brought into the loop” and given the message that they have their parents’ blessings to pursue their dreams, their future involvement w/ their siblings will be a choice instead of an obligation. 

· Remember the positives.

There are some benefits to being the siblings of an individual with a disability.

- Ability to develop a sense of humor about dealing with awkward or   unusual situations.

- Tolerance and patience for others with lesser advantages or abilities.

- Flexibility

- Higher levels of empathy and altruism

- Increased sense of maturity and responsibility.

- Loyalty and pride in sibling’s accomplishments. 

- Better appreciation for their good health and their own families.

- Insight about the human condition
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