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Relationships with siblings are likely to be the longest we have and can be important throughout 
our adult lives too. While friendships come and go, sibling relationships are permanent. Growing 
up together, sibling relationships tend to be a mixture of love and hate, rivalry and loyalty. One 
instant siblings are mortal enemies, and within minutes they’re sharing secrets and plotting 
ways to avoid homework and household chores.  

The complexity of sibling relationships is heightened when one of them has a medical problem. 
Studies about siblings of people with special needs have tended to report a mixed experience. 
While jealousy, fear, confusion, and loneliness are common experiences, some siblings report 
having stronger feelings about their brother and sister - either liking or disliking them more - than 
a matched group did about their non-disabled brothers and sisters. As 10 year-old brother of a 
13 year-old girl with mental retardation said: 

"Amy is my only sibling. It is hard to put into words what having a sister with special needs is 
like, but I can’t imagine having a plain old sister…” 

Some siblings experience guilt; “Why her? Why not me?” and “Maybe she’s sick because I told 
on her.” Young children in particular think in an egocentric manner, believing that they are 
omnipotent and that their thoughts and feelings can cause illness in others. Believing that they 
are to blame is a natural consequence of this cognitive trait. They are also unable to think 
abstractly, and their limited concept of time results in hours away seeming like eternity. Such 
characteristics place them at risk for misinterpreting events, and for acting out their anxieties in 
ways that are then misunderstood by parents. Older siblings report feeling a strong pressure to 
achieve. They work hard to be the scholar, the athlete, or the prom queen because they feel 
that their parents are disappointed by what their other child cannot achieve.  

Parents are often reluctant to discuss the condition with their other children believing that to do 
so will be painful and anxiety provoking. But siblings of children with chronic conditions are 
passionate in their response to such secrecy—they want to know. Frequently their imagination 
of how things are is much worse than what it actually is. The information given to them has to be 
presented in ways that match their developmental needs and abilities. Parents also should be 
prepared for repeated explanations, as one explanation is generally not sufficient.  

Common difficulties experienced by siblings of children with chronic conditions include: 

• Being teased or bullied at school  
• Feeling jealous at the amount of attention their brother or sister receives  
• Feeling resentful because family outings were limited and infrequent 
• Having their sleep disturbed and feeling tired at school  
• Finding it hard to complete homework  
• Overachieving to compensate for what their brother or sister is unable to attain 
• Being embarrassed about their brother or sister's behavior in public, usually because of the         
reaction of others. 

Most siblings cope very well with their childhood experiences and sometimes feel strengthened 
by them. They seem to do best when parents, and other adults in their lives, can accept their 
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brother or sister's medical needs and clearly value them as an individual. Avoiding family 
secrets, as well as giving siblings the chance to talk things over and express feelings and 
opinions, can go a long way to help them deal with worries and difficulties that are bound to 
arise from time to time. 

Often having to put the needs of the child with the medical problem first seems to encourage 
greater maturity and independence in brothers and sisters. Siblings of children with chronic 
conditions are often asked to assume responsibilities years before their classmates are (like 
baby-sitting for their sibling every day after school). Parents may worry that siblings have to 
grow up too quickly, but healthy siblings are often described as very responsible and sensitive 
to the needs and feelings of others. These children feel good about themselves, proud of their 
sense of responsibility associated with being able to help care for their brother or sister. They 
also have a strong appreciation of health and of family togetherness. 

Highlighted below are some of the sibling issues that arise and also some suggested ways for 
parents to respond [Adapted from Contact a Family Fact Sheet: Siblings, available on the web at 
http://www.cafamily.org.uk/siblings.html]: 

      Limited time and attention from parents  

• Protect certain times to spend with siblings, e.g. bedtime, naptime, movies once a 
month  

• Organize short-term care of the chronically ill child to attend important school and 
social events with the healthy siblings 

• On some occasions put the needs of siblings first and let them choose what to do 

Why them and not me?  

• Emphasize that no one is to blame for their brother or sister's medical condition  
• Encourage siblings to see their brother or sister as a person with similarities and 

differences to themselves.  
• Meet other families who have a child with a similar condition, perhaps through a parent 

support organization 

Worry about bringing friends home 

• Rehearse with siblings how to explain a brother or sister's difficulties to friends  
• Invite friends to spend the day when the child with the chronic condition is away  
• Don't expect siblings to always include the child with the chronic condition in their 

activities 

Stressful situations at home  

• Encourage siblings to develop their own social life  
• A lock on a bedroom door can ensure privacy and avoid possessions being damaged  
• Get professional advice about caring tasks and handling difficult behavior in which 

siblings can be included  
• Try to find normal family activities that everyone can enjoy, e.g. swimming, puzzles, 

walking 
• Keep the family rules the same 
• Encourage a sense of humor as appropriate 
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Guilt about being angry towards the sibling with the chronic condition  

• Clarify that it is ok to be angry sometimes - strong feelings are part of any close 
relationship  

• Share some of your own mixed feelings at times  
• Siblings may want to talk to someone outside the family 

Embarrassment about a brother or sister in public  

• Remind the sibling that other relatives can also be embarrassing (especially parents!)  
• Find social situations where the child with the chronic condition is accepted  
• Spend group time together, but consider splitting up for part of the time  

Teasing or bullying about a brother or sister  

• Come to grips that this is probably going to happen 
• Be alert to signs of distress in the sibling  
• Offer classroom presentations at the sibling’s school about the condition 
• Ask the sibling’s school to encourage positive attitudes toward chronic illnesses 
• Rehearse with the sibling how to handle unpleasant remarks 

Protectiveness about a very dependent or ill brother or sister  

• Explain clearly about the diagnosis and expected prognosis - not knowing can be more 
problematic  

• Make arrangements for the other children in case of an emergency, and share this 
information with siblings  

• Allow siblings to ask questions and express their anxiety 

Concerns about the future  

• Talk over plans for the long-term care of the child with the chronic condition  
• Find out about opportunities for genetic advice if this is relevant and what siblings want  
• Get involved with and offer encouragement to siblings as they begin planning for future 

education/employment  
•  

BOOKS FOR CHILDREN: LIVING WITH A SIBLING WITH A CHRONIC CONDITION 

Gartenberg, Z. (1998). Mori's story: a book about a boy with autism. Lerner Publications. 
(This is a book written by ten-year-old Zachary about his brother. It is a heartfelt account of not 
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and sibling questions and emotions are addressed in this comprehensive book that will be of 
value to professionals, parents, and siblings. Elementary through high school level).  

Peterkin, A. (1992). What about me?: When brothers and sisters get sick. New York: 
Magination Press.  

Roy, R. (1984). Where's Buddy? New York: Clarion Books. (This fictional story tells of a boy 
searching frantically for his lost brother who has diabetes, and the difficult lessons about 
responsibility both boys learn. Junior high level.)  

Thompson, M. (1992). My brother Matthew. Rockville, MD: Woodbine House. (How a family 
often focuses attention on the special needs of a child with a disability and the effects of this on 
siblings, are explored in this fictional story. Elementary level.)  

 

 

 


